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PROLOGUE


“I’ve been underestimated my whole life,” I say.

Detective Bates is hunched over his paperwork, his shoulders rounded like a bear. He’s far too big for the chair. I don’t know why they don’t give him a special one. Even the pen looks tiny in his hand.

“You have, have you?”

My sister used to say, Sarcasm is when someone says something but they mean the opposite, usually to make fun of you, but in a jokey way.

Is Detective Bates being sarcastic? Probably. I am seated at a table that’s been bolted to the floor in a nondescript interview room with no windows. The only sound, other than the scratching of Detective Bates’s pen, is the fluorescent tube buzzing above my head. I’m not in handcuffs, but you get the sense there could be a “yet” after that statement. Also, I have a considerable amount of blood on me, and my Max Mara shirt is sticking to my skin. I tug at it. It’s not my blood, so there’s that, but still. The secret with blood is speed. You have to soak the fabric in cold water as soon as possible so the stain doesn’t set.

“Can I go home now?”

Detective Bates looks up sharply. “Your house is a crime scene, Mrs. Davies.”

I nod and use two fingers to dab at the corners of my eyes.

He stares at me for a moment. “My apologies.” He reaches for a box of tissues and slides it over to me. I pull one out.

“Thank you.”

“My colleague will be back any minute and we can restart the interview. I apologize for the delay.”

“I understand. It’s no problem,” I say, folding the tissue and gently pressing it under one eye, then the other.

Detective Bates resumes writing his report; a clock on the wall ticks by.

There’s a bit of old Scotch tape stuck to the table, brittle and yellow with age. I peel one corner up with my fingernail. It breaks off, leaving a sticky smudge behind.

“What do you clean the table with?”

Again, that odd look. “I don’t know. I don’t do the cleaning.”

“Who does?”

“That’d be the cleaners.”

“Tell them to soak a cloth in white vinegar and leave it on for a few minutes. It will break down the stickiness. And if that doesn’t work, mix a spoonful of baking soda with a bit of water to form a paste and gently scrub it with a sponge.”

“I’ll be sure to pass it on.” He turns the page in front of him. “What’s your occupation, Mrs. Davies?”

I lean forward to peer down at the form. Make sure he gets it right.

“Housewife.”
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Two weeks earlier

“They got married very fast. Very fast, if you know what I mean.”

I’m about to bring out a tray of whipped goat cheese tartlets with caramelized onion and thyme when I hear Meredith talk about me. I know it’s me they’re discussing because Roy and I did indeed get married very fast. Not even three months after we first met, I stood at the altar in my exquisite Elie Saab wedding dress, a thick, gold wedding band encrusted with pavé diamonds sliding onto my finger.

I retreat behind the archway leading to the living room and listen.

“She’s very pretty,” Eileen says.

“And very young,” Meredith says. “Twenty years younger than him, I’d say.”

“Typical,” Eileen mumbles.

“Deborah was barely in her grave,” Barb says.

“But why so soon?” Eileen asks.

“She was pregnant, didn’t you know?” Meredith says.

“Jodie was pregnant?” Eileen asks.

“Yes!”

“Right! Well, that explains a lot!” Barb laughs.

“But she’s not pregnant now, is she?” Eileen says.

“Apparently, she lost the baby,” Meredith says. Then, sotto voce, she adds, “They always do, don’t they? Her type? As soon as they’ve got the ring on that finger, that baby magically disappears down the toilet. And I don’t mind saying, thank God for that.”

“You want me to take that, Mrs. Davies?” Marie says behind me, loud enough for the guests to hear. Marie is our housekeeper. I turn around and find her smirking at me. Not that I’m surprised since she’s always smirking at me. At first, I used to think it was a deformity, that maybe there was something wrong with her mouth, but then I’ve never seen her smirk at Roy.

“No, thank you. I’ve got it,” I say, then walk through the arch with my tray and my head held high.

I don’t usually mind what people say about me, but in this case, I do. These ladies—these harpies, as my mother would have called them—are my husband’s friends. I want to get to know them so I can ask them questions about my husband because, as Meredith rightly points out, we did get married very fast. I want to ask things like, What is Roy really like? Does he actually like offal? Because I made an offal dish once, and he didn’t eat much, even though he said he loved it. Any hidden personality quirks I should be aware of? Have you ever seen him lose his temper? Because I’m yet to see that, but then, still waters run deep. Isn’t that what they say?

I walk past the harpies with my tray, scanning the floor for traces of mud as I go. I wish they’d taken their shoes off, or at the very least, stood somewhere other than right in the middle of the ivory and faded-blush Turkish rugs.

I wanted to have Roy’s birthday party outside. We have the most beautiful terrace that flows onto the lawn with a perfect view of the roses. I love roses. I would have roses all over the house if we had enough of them. First thing this morning, I got Marie to help me set tables outside on the lawn, and I put out my prettiest tablecloths, which I’d freshly ironed the night before, even though they were perfectly ironed already, but there’s nothing like a freshly ironed tablecloth on a spring day to make you feel like the world is a happy place. Anyway, they’re the ones with the lace edging and garlands of little pink roses all the way around.

“It’s going to rain, you know,” Roy said. “That’s the forecast.”

I don’t listen to the forecast. If you trusted the weather forecast, you’d be in rubber boots on crisp, clear days and sheepskin jackets on eighty-degree ones. Even as the cloud gathered, I ignored Roy’s warnings.

“Baby. It will be wasted.”

But I wanted the party outside. I wanted the shimmering lawn and the blue sky and the roses. I wanted Roy to stand there beaming with his arm around my shoulders, his eyes filled with love, looking at me like I was the sun. I wanted the guests to toast him with champagne and laughter and sing “Happy Birthday” and think to themselves, Don’t they make the most beautiful couple?

And then it rained.

[image: ]


Roy is standing with other friends by the fireplace—right under Deborah’s portrait, as it happens. He smiles at me when I walk in, but then he notices the tray and clicks his tongue.

“Jodie, babe. You don’t have to do this. Marie will do it for you.” He puts down his glass of champagne on the mantelpiece and doesn’t use a coaster even though there are four of them right there. I put coasters everywhere. Good-quality ones, too, not cardboard, but pretty ceramic ones with butterflies on them.

“That’s all right,” I say, putting the tray down on the coffee table. “Please, help yourselves.” I give the ladies a sideways glance as they narrow their eyes at the food. One thing everybody agrees on is that I’m an excellent cook. I made all the food myself, including the mini lobster rolls and the pastry shells for the tartlets and the truffle mushroom arancini balls, and the zucchini ribbons filled with mint and feta on skewers. I’ve been at it since seven this morning and I did it all from scratch, including the birthday cake, obviously. I love cooking, but I especially wanted this party to be perfect for Roy.

Everything has to be perfect for Roy.

[image: ]



“So, how did you two meet?” Eileen asks.

Eileen is married to Jack, and they’re new to the neighborhood. Roy met Jack at the gym, and it turns out that Jack had read one of Roy’s books. Roy is a psychologist, and he has written half a dozen self-help books that have done very well. Roy told me Jack recognized him from his photo on the back of the book jacket. Roy has thick, dark hair, dark-blue eyes, and a boyish smile, so I can see how you’d recognize him from his photograph, even if it’s quite an old one.

Eileen and I are sitting on the sofa. There are a few of us in this corner of the living room, sitting on plush chairs with the rain pelting against the windows.

“At the International Ballroom,” Roy says. He’s had quite a bit to drink and he’s slurring his words. “It was at the… What was it, sweetheart?”

“The gala for orphaned children,” I say, reaching for a mini tartlet with Brie and fig jam on the tray.

Roy snaps his fingers, but they don’t make a sound. “That’s right. It’s a funny story, actually. Jodie was catering for the event⁠—”

I pat my mouth with my napkin. “Waitressing.”

“—and the place was packed, you know how these things get. Elbow room only. And Jodie came through with a tray of…one of these, I think⁠—”

“Oysters Mornay,” I say.

“—and I accidentally bumped into her, and next thing I know, she spilled the tray all over my tuxedo!”

Eileen laughs and the other ladies chuckle politely. They’ve heard the story before.

“So, there I was, covered in yellow blobs of something… I don’t know⁠—”

“Mornay sauce.”

“It was dripping off me like you wouldn’t believe.”

Everyone laughs.

“And Jodie immediately offered to pay for the dry cleaning.”

“Aww,” Eileen coos.

Roy grins at me. “The poor thing was crouched on the floor, shaking like a leaf, picking up bits of whatever.” He continues in my voice, high-pitched and terrified. “‘I’ll pay for it, just send me the bill!’ But as you can imagine, I took one look at this beautiful creature”—he makes a sweeping gesture in my direction—“and I suddenly found myself crouched on the floor by her side, picking up the slimy pieces.”

I give him a small smile. It’s true. We were both squatting on the floor and I was jotting down my number on a coaster so he could let me know how much I owed him, and it was the strangest thing. As I handed him the coaster, his eyes met mine. For a moment, he said nothing, just stared at me, unblinking. It was like something out of the movies, where everyone and everything around us faded away and we were the only two people in the world. In the end I had to push the coaster into his jacket pocket.

“And as they say,” Roy continues, still smiling at me, “the rest is history.”

I smile at him and raise my glass. “Happy birthday, Roy.”

“Happy birthday, Roy!” everyone cries. Roy takes a little bow.

Eileen pops a fig and Brie tartlet into her mouth. “Oh my God. These are divine,” she says, mouth still half-full. “Jack, have you tasted these? No, don’t taste them.” She turns to me. “He’ll leave me when he realizes what he’s missing out on. Poor Jack. He married a scientist. A biologist to boot. Like I told him before we were married, I can’t boil an egg, but I can count cards in Vegas. That’s got to count for something, right?”

“I can show you if you like,” I say.

She puts a hand on her chest. “Would you?”

“If you show me how to count cards.”

She laughs.

“I should get the cake,” I say, preparing to stand.

“And how long after that romantic meeting were you married?” Meredith asks Roy, like she wasn’t at the wedding. Barb elbows her and Meredith lets out a muffled squeal.

“Mmm…let me think…” Roy says, rubbing his chin. As a renowned psychologist with six books published in five languages, you’d think Roy would pick up on what’s going on here, but it’s going right over his head.

I sit back down.

“Three months, wasn’t it, Jodie?”

“Yes. Three months.”

“Oooh! That’s quick,” Barb says.

“So…Deborah would have only been dead for what, six, seven months by the time you got married?” Meredith says.

Roy nods, and as always when Deborah’s name is mentioned, his eyes water. “Six months. That’s right.”

“What happened?” Eileen asks softly.

Roy rubs his thumb and forefinger against his eyelids. “My wife committed suicide.”

A beat of silence. “I’m so very sorry for your loss,” Eileen mumbles. Roy nods, fingers still against his eyelids.

“We do miss her terribly,” Meredith says with a sigh, gazing up at the painting. “She was a wonderful person. Wasn’t she, Roy? So charming and warm, just delightful company. She brought sunshine with her wherever she went.” She turns to me and tilts her head. “I hope that’s all right to say, Jodie.”

“Of course it is.”

No one says anything for a moment. Then Eileen leans toward me and whispers slurrily, her head tilted toward the painting, “You don’t mind?”

I gaze up at Deborah in full-size splendor. I hate it, I want to say. And it’s not just the portrait; it’s the photographs scattered around the house: images of the two of them gazing into each other’s eyes, running on the beach, laughing into each other’s perfectly windswept hair, getting married…

“If I die,” I said to Roy once, “and you marry again, will you keep photos of me in every room in the house?”

He smiled at me the way he does, a gentle tugging at the side of his mouth, and cupped my cheek. “Maybe not in every room.”

“So would you shove me in a cardboard box and store me in the basement?”

“We don’t have a basement. But I would keep lots of photographs of you,” he said. “I promise.”

“Well, I’d hate being Mrs. Davies the Third then, surrounded by all those ghosts of past wives.” I shuddered.

He frowned at me. “Does it bother you that I keep photos of Deborah?”

I pretended to think about it for a moment. “No,” I lied. “After all, if you loved Deborah as much as you say you did, I can see why you’d want the world to know about it.”

He looked at me like I’d just kicked a puppy. “If?”

“No, I don’t mind,” I tell Eileen now. “I’m used to it. The way I look at it, we’re just one big, happy family.”

Eileen gives me a lukewarm smile and a squeeze of the hand. She turns to Roy.

“Speaking of which, are you still in touch with her family, Roy?”

“Deborah wasn’t particularly close to her parents,” Roy says into his drink. “I only met them twice. At our wedding, and later…” He pushes his fingers through his hair. “At Deborah’s funeral.” He shakes his head. “Lovely people. Salt of the earth. I wrote to them to let them know I was getting married again; I thought it was the right thing to do…” He gives me a sad smile. “But I never heard back from them.”

That would be because I threw the letter in the trash, I don’t say.

“I even considered inviting them to the wedding, but Jodie would have none of it.”

“It’s not that I’m jealous,” I say, and they all nod gravely into their drinks as if to say, No, of course not. Never crossed our minds.

Except for Roy who says, “Well. You are, I mean…and it’s understandable, up to a point, but let’s call a spade a spade, sweetheart.”

I’ve never understood why some people insist on calling a spade a spade when they’ve never held one in their lives and wouldn’t know the difference between a spade, a shovel, and a pitchfork without reading the labels at Home Depot.

I pick crumbs off my lap and drop them into my palm. “I just think sometimes a clean break is best for everyone.”

Eileen brings her face close to mine. I can smell the tang of champagne on her breath. “I don’t think you got one.” She pulls away and looks at the painting again. “You know, you look a little like her.”

I give a half shrug. “I guess my husband has a type.”

“Was she very depressed?” Eileen asks Roy softly.

Roy scrunches up his face. “It came over her very suddenly, but then she was gripped by it, like a nightmare she couldn’t wake from. She shut herself in. And then…” He cracks a sob. “It was over.”

I glance at the others. Meredith is shaking her head. “You two were so in love and so very happy,” she says, eyebrows knotted together. “You did everything you could.”

Roy nods gravely. “Thank you, Mer. That means a lot.”

“We know you did, Roy. We know,” Barb says.

Roy turns to Eileen. “I wanted her to see a professional, a psychiatrist…but she wouldn’t. And it all happened so fast.” He looks up at the ceiling. “I wish I’d done more,” he says. “You’d think someone in my position…”

“We never saw her, in the end, did we?” Barb says to Meredith. Meredith shakes her head sadly. She turns to Roy. “You mustn’t blame yourself. You loved her so very much. And she loved you, too. So very much.”

I force myself to breathe slowly. It’s a trick my sister taught me to calm me down when I got agitated. Breathe through your nose, Jo. Nice and slow.

But it doesn’t work. There’s a throbbing bubbling up inside my chest, like a boxer warming up with quick, short punches.

Meredith gives me an odd look, and I wonder if I’m breathing too loudly.

“You don’t mind that we talk about Deborah like that, do you, Jodie?” she asks sweetly, even though she just asked me five minutes ago.

“Not at all,” I lie.

“Because Roy and Deborah, you know… I’m sorry. I don’t want to go on and on about it, I really don’t, but they were the golden couple. Weren’t they, Barb?”

Barb nods sadly.

“And it hasn’t been very long, so…we’re still getting used to it. And still mourning her. Aren’t we, Roy.”

Roy makes a kind of strangled sound. “Yes.”

No one says anything. And I’m thinking, here I was, putting together the perfect birthday party for Roy, complete with satin garlands strung with black-and-white photos of the two of us, sweet romantic shots interspersed with pink crystal pendants, only for the whole thing to turn into some kind of Homage to Deborah Spectacular.

I put my hands on my knees. “Shall I get the body now? I mean, the cake?”

I meant to lighten the mood, but I’ve never been good with jokes, and this one lands as you’d expect: with a thud. Meredith gasps, Barb slaps her hand over her mouth, and a dark shadow passes over Roy’s face.

I smile, showing teeth, to show it was a joke.

“Something you wanted to say, Jodie?” Meredith asks, head tilted, eyebrows knotted again.

I rearrange the napkins on the tray even though they’re perfectly fanned out already. I’m trying really hard, I really am, but I’ve got that thing again, that crawling, heated, vibrating thing bubbling up my chest.

“Actually, there is something I’ve been wondering about,” I say.

“What’s that?” Roy asks.

“If she was so beautiful and talented and the life of the party and she had this amazing life and a million adoring friends and you two were so in love, why did she shoot herself in the face?”
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My mother used to say, “The only way you’ll get yourself a man is if you sew your mouth shut.” Actually, what she used to say was, If you sew your stupid, stupid mouth shut. Anyway, it was good advice as it turned out. When I met Roy, he would tell me, “You’re so sweet and quiet. I love that about you. You’re like an oasis of calm in the chaos of life.”

It would serve me well to remember that, I think—too late, obviously.

A hush has descended on the proceedings. You could hear a brioche crumb drop.

“Jodie!” Roy barks finally, shock and dismay etched all over his handsome face. Then Meredith drops her champagne flute, sending pieces of glass scattering all over the stone floor.

I get up. “I’ll clean it up.” I just need a moment anyway, and I rush to the kitchen, take a deep breath, then return with a broom and pan.

“Jodie, leave it,” Roy snaps when I return. “Marie will do it.”

Except Marie is standing as still as everyone else, gazing at Roy with something like pity mixed with helplessness. She makes a show of looking around for a clear spot to put down her tray, as if she’d really like to help rather than watch the lady of the house on her hands and knees mopping the floor, but what can she do?

“It’s fine,” I say. I’m crouching by Meredith, who has moved by one-tenth of an inch. “I’ve got to get the cake anyway.” I’m barely out the door with my pan full of glass when I hear Meredith ask in a low voice. “Is she all right?”

I stop and listen, but I can’t make out the rest.

In the kitchen, I stand at the sink and bite my knuckle so hard, my teeth leave a perfect half-circle of white indentations. I have to calm down. I can’t mess this up.

I close my eyes and picture my roses outside the window, shimmering little droplets of water clinging to their velvet petals. I think of the drapes I saw at Williams-Sonoma that I’ve been wanting to buy for our bedroom, creamy linen with messy garlands of roses, birds, and butterflies. I can just imagine what they would look like on our windows, gently billowing in the spring breeze.

There. That’s better. I open my eyes, pick up the pan, and empty it into the trash. Then I lift the Black Forest cake with buttercream frosting and dark chocolate ganache drips from the cooling rack and put it on the cake plate. I get the toffee shards I made earlier from the refrigerator and carefully arrange them on top of the cake.

I open the drawer and take out a packet of tall, thin birthday candles. I put a single one in the middle. It’s not a big birthday, and what grown man wants to blow out forty-three candles anyway? Who wants all that spittle and germs on their chocolate drip? Nobody. I’ll ask him to snuff it out between his fingers, or I’ll do it for him.

Marie walks in and puts down a pile of dirty plates on the counter. She flicks the trash can open with the foot pedal, about to scrape the contents of a dirty plate into it.

I glance at the broken glass on top of the trash.

“Actually, Marie, I’ll do that.”

She looks at me with surprise, but before she has a chance to object, I’ve taken the dirty plate from her. “Can you make sure everyone out there has a full glass of champagne, please? I’m going to bring out the birthday cake.”

“Very well, Mrs. Davies.”

“Thank you.”

I wait until she’s gone and go back to studying my creation. Then I move one of the delicate toffee shapes slightly to the side. There. That will mark the piece that I’ll cut for Meredith. I retrieve the thinnest, sharpest shards of glass from the trash and examine them in my hand. I select one that’s both long and jagged, and push it into the cake, right where I put the piece of toffee that marks Meredith’s slice.

It’s not that I hate her, it’s just that I didn’t like the way she spoke about my baby, how lucky it was that I lost it. I never had a baby on the way; I just ordered the fake test online. Those tests always come back positive when you pee on them. That’s the point, but still. Meredith didn’t know that. And I don’t think you should talk about other women’s babies like that. Even if they were never real.

I’m about to push in another shard of glass when Eileen walks in unsteadily, an empty bottle of champagne dangling from her fingers. I spin my head around so fast my hair flicks into my eyes.

She freezes, staring at the cake. I swallow, scrambling for excuses, when she blurts, “My God, Jodie, that looks incredible.”

I let out a breath. “Thank you, Eileen.” I open the trash with my foot and brush my hands over it.

“You’re so talented. That must have taken hours.”

“I love cooking, so you know, it’s not a chore or anything.”

“Lucky Roy. My husband will be flirting with you all night once he sees this, if he hasn’t already. Now. I’m on a mission, so don’t let me get distracted. We need one more bottle of champagne.” She holds the empty bottle up.

“There are lots more of those in the refrigerator,” I say lightly. My heart is still racing. I smooth my hair back and tuck it behind my ear.

Eileen tilts her head at me. “You know, you really do look like her.”

I return to rearranging bits of toffee on my cake. “Who?”

“Deborah.”

“You think so? It’s hard to tell from a painting.”

“I was looking at her photo earlier, the one on the console table in the hall,” she says. “Wait. I’ll show you.” She puts down the empty bottle on the counter.

“No,” I say quickly. “You don’t need to show me.”

“Just wait. I’ll be right back.”

I press my fingers against my eyelids. It’s fine. Everything is fine.

“There,” she says. She has returned, triumphantly holding the photo up. It’s a vacation snap of Deborah standing on a boat deck with the gray sea behind her. She’s in three-quarter profile, grinning broadly at the camera, her hair swept back by the wind.

“Look.” Eileen holds up the photo right in front of my face.

I glance at it and shrug, then pick up a knife and smooth some of the buttercream. “Like I said, Roy has a type.”

“No, look. It’s the ears,” she says, frowning now. “So interesting…” She touches her own earlobe. “Most people have hanging earlobes. Yours are attached, like Deborah’s. And the shape of your ears is very distinctive. It’s quite unusual that you’d both have them.”

She frowns at me, holding the frame against her chest, waiting for me to agree, I guess. I take the photograph from her and put it on the counter, face down.

“You wanted some more champagne?” I say.

She blinks. “Right! Yes. Thank you.” She opens the refrigerator. “You’re probably related, you know. Quite closely, I’d say. What an amazing coincidence that would be! I must tell Roy. You could be cousins⁠—”

I’ve slammed the fridge door shut, making her jump. I smile to soften the blow. “We’re not cousins.”

Eileen has gone pale. “I…”

“I like you, Eileen, truly. But don’t say anything to Roy. You know what he’s like. Talking about Deborah upsets him, you understand?”

She stares at me, her face twitching. She nods. “I didn’t… I…”

I open the refrigerator again and take out a bottle of Veuve Clicquot. I hand it to her. “Here you are, Eileen. And please ask Roy to open it. He loves opening bottles of champagne.”

She nods, takes the bottle from me, and stares at it like she’s reading the label, but her mouth is shaking. “I’m sorry if I⁠—”

“Not at all. Just don’t mention it to Roy. Like I said, it would upset him. And it’s not even true, so…” I smile, shoulders shrugging up. “You’d upset him for nothing.”

She blinks, nods a lot. “Of course. I wasn’t thinking.”

“No harm done, Eileen. But I do need your assurance that you won’t say anything.”

“God, I promise I won’t. I won’t breathe a word.”

“Thank you, Eileen.”

She walks away even more unsteadily than before, hugging her bottle.

I watch her leave, then light the candle and stare at the cake for a few moments. I shake my head, chuckling to myself, and retrieve the glass shard I’d inserted into Meredith’s slice of cake.

I shake my head. Don’t be silly, I chide myself. You’re not going to make friends that way!
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“Shall I get the body now?”

Roy is staring at me, his jaw slack, his eyes blazing with anger.

The last of the guests has left. It’s almost ten at night and I’m in our bedroom, getting ready for bed, and Roy has just walked in. He’s had a couple of Scotches before he came up. I can tell from the glassy look in his eyes. I can even smell it from here.

“Why did she shoot herself in the face?” he barks, incredulous. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Jodie? What are you even trying to say?”

That’s actually an excellent question, but I don’t say that. Instead, I simply shrug while rubbing a shea-butter and rosehip-oil lotion into my arms. Roy may be a little annoyed with me right now, but men don’t leave because we’re jealous of the ex-wives. They leave because we shrivel up and there’s always a younger specimen waiting in the wings, which is why you cannot start too early to look after your skin.

“I’m not trying to say anything,” I say. “I was just curious.”

He raises an eyebrow. “You were just curious. Curious as to why I made her so miserable that she’d go and shoot herself? Is that it?” He rakes his fingers through his hair. “You know what your problem is? You’re jealous. It eats at you, Jodie. It consumes you. Whenever someone brings up Deborah, you go nuts. You turn into some kind of…weird, jealous bitch.”

“To be fair, Roy, there’s bringing up, and then there’s waxing lyrical about her for hours. But anyway, it was a genuine question. Because according to everyone who knew her, she had everything to live for. Money, beauty”—I glance around our gorgeous bedroom with its tall, double windows and buttery-yellow plaster—“this amazing house…and you. She had you to live for. So if somebody could give me a straight answer about what broke her down…”

He turns around. “For fuck’s sake! She’s not a car, Jodie. She didn’t break down. She was my wife! Can you not have a modicum of respect?”

I raise a finger. “Ex-wife, Roy. I’m your wife.”

He drags his hands down his face. “There you go again. My late wife.”

I look up at him. “But don’t you ever wonder?”

“Are you kidding me? Every day! You said so yourself: Her life was perfect, so why would she do these things to herself? Every day, I ask myself what drove her to this. Every day, Jodie.”

He unbuttons his shirt in quick, sharp movements.

I tilt my head. “What things?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said, ‘do these things to herself.’ What things did she do?”

“I don’t want to discuss it.”

“Why not?”

He throws his shirt on a chair. I check out the muscles rippling down his back. “Maybe you should see someone, Jodie,” he says. “A psychologist.”

I chuckle. “I am.”

He shoots me a look. “You know what I mean.”

I rub some more lotion into my elbow. “Did you ask Deborah to see a psychologist?”

Suddenly, Roy is standing in front of me, his eyes black, his jaw set. He points his finger in my face, his mouth so tight that when he shouts, “That’s enough!” it’s like watching a ventriloquist without a puppet.

I stare at him, unblinking. He turns around, slaps both hands on his skull, and walks away.

“I’m going to get ready for bed,” I say.
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I walk into the bathroom and stare at my reflection. My heart is racing. I’m doing this all wrong. I wanted today to be perfect and then I went and ruined it.

I lift my hair and turn to the side. Eileen is right; my earlobes are tiny, barely big enough for earrings other than the small diamond studs I’m wearing right now, and attached to the side. I study the shape of my small ears, turning this way and that. I had no idea that was a thing, or that Deborah and I had the same ears. I know we look a bit alike, but not so alike that you’d assume we were related.

I brush my teeth and wash my hands with one of the tiny soaps shaped like little seashells that smell of peppermint with a touch of lavender. I get them online and they’re incredibly expensive, but they’re exquisite. I have variations of them in every bathroom in the house.

I love those soaps. I love them so much, I could eat them. I put a handful in the palm of my hand, bring them to my nose, and inhale slowly.

There. That’s better.
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I am eight years old. It’s Labor Day Monday, and we’ve gone to visit my father’s cousin in Prescott, Arizona, because my mother wants my father to ask his cousin for money. They haven’t told me that, but I overheard them. It’s because my father got let go from his job as a mechanic on the lettuce farm. My father can’t hold down a job because he’s a drunk. They haven’t told me that either, but my mother is always shouting at my father that he can’t hold down a job because he’s a drunk.

We get out of the car and I stand there, staring at the house in awe and wonder. I feel like I’m in a dream. I have never seen such a beautiful house. It’s not a big house, probably the same size as our house in Yuma, but while our house is horrible and filthy, this one is straight out of a picture-book with pastel-colored shutters, white walls, and pretty flower borders.

Inside, the bathroom smells fresh and clean, with a hint of lemon. On the shelf are four fluffy, baby-blue towels, neatly folded, all exactly the same size. By the sink is a white ceramic dish filled with little soaps shaped like tiny flowers.

I’ve never seen anything like it, and certainly not in our house, where the towels are somewhere between gray and brown, so threadbare in places you can see through them. And no offense to my mother, but you’d be lucky to get soap.

I pick up a little flower soap and bring it to my nose. It smells of lavender.

When I come home from school the next day, my mother has pretty much destroyed my bedroom and found the soaps. I’d taken them all, wrapped them in toilet paper, carefully tucked them in the pocket of my hoodie and hidden them in a box under my bed. I know she’s gone straight for my box since that’s where I keep my most precious things, and she still trashed my side of the bedroom. She’s waiting for me, holding “the belt,” which is an old leather belt of my father’s with a square metal buckle that she keeps on a hook in the cupboard under the stairs.

Later, when I think of my mother, I always picture her bent down, her face all pursed from frowning, dirty tendrils of dark-gray hair escaping from her ponytail. Invariably, she’s hissing at me: “You want the belt? Is that it?” My sister also gets the belt sometimes, but rarely, and even then you can tell my mother’s heart isn’t in it. When I get the belt, my mother’s heart is always in it.

Anyway. I get the belt. Apparently, my father’s cousin called my father and told him the soaps had been stolen, like she couldn’t afford to buy more. My sister is crying, begging my mother to stop before she kills me. My father is in the living room, sitting on the couch with a can of Budweiser, watching TV. We must be really loud because he ups the volume so we’re drowned in canned laughter.

That night, I am banished to the cellar. My mother keeps me in there all night. She actually had a padlock put on the door when it became her go-to punishment for heavier infractions. Before that, she used to lock me in my room for days, but my sister showed me how to unlock it with a paper clip. My mother came home unexpectedly one day and found me in the kitchen making French toast, which I’d intended to take upstairs and lock myself back in. Anyway, that’s why she came up with the cellar solution. It’s pitch black in there, and the air is thick with the smells of mold, old dust, and dead mice. I can’t go to the toilet, obviously, so I wet myself, which will earn me another belting.

Later, after my parents have gone to sleep, my sister tiptoes down the stairs and sits by the door.

“It’ll be okay, Jo. Don’t cry. She’ll let you out in the morning. I’ll stay here with you all night.”

But I don’t care about the cellar and the belt. I’m used to all that by now. Between sobs, I tell my sister how much I wanted those little soaps, and how much I wanted to have a house that smelled nice and was full of pastel-colored cushions and roses in vases and properly made-up beds with extra pillows.

“You will, Jo,” she says from the other side of the door. “One day, you’ll have your own beautiful house and your own beautiful bathroom with different colored towels so fluffy they’ll be like clouds and your own pretty little soaps.”

If only she could see me now. Look! I got them! If only I could tell her what I never got the chance to tell her, in the end. I love you, Deb. I love you almost as much as I love my little soaps.

She would have laughed at that.
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I was serving a five-year sentence for vehicular manslaughter in Perryville when Deb met Roy. She’d moved to LA to be a model, and after my release, I would go and live with her. We were going to start a catering business together when I got out. We’d call it “Deb & Jo’s Petits Fours.” I’d do the cooking—Deb couldn’t cook to save her life, but she loved eating, especially sweet things. I gave her a packet of Oreos once that I’d stolen from Mrs. Donnelly’s grocery store, and she looked so happy and radiant, it was like she’d swallowed the sun. After that, I always volunteered to go grocery shopping so I could steal more sweets for Deb, just to see her happy.

All I ever thought about, every minute of the day, was getting out of jail, living with my sister, and starting our catering business.

For the first four or so years, we wrote at least twice a week and spoke on the phone every day. She’d send me cookbooks every month, so that while everyone around me was reading romance novels with shirtless men on the covers, I was learning how to make the perfect crème brûlée. (The key is to not overbake it. Also torch just before serving.)

I still had another year or so before my release, and I was leaning against the wall, eating an apple and chatting to Deb on the phone in our section corridor, when she told me.

“Hey,” she said softly. “I have news.”

“Oh?”

“I’m getting married.”

I stopped eating. I had to replay the words to make sure I heard her right. “Are you serious?”

She laughed. “Yes!”

I blinked. Suddenly, it was hard to breathe in this place. “When? How? How long have you been seeing him for?”

Behind me, Maureen was yelling at me, “Jo, hurry up. It’s my turn.”

I threw my apple core at her and it bounced against her forehead. “Go away. I gave you my turn yesterday.”

She walked away, shuffling her feet and checking her forehead for blood.

“You okay?” Deb asked.

“Totally. What did you say?”

“I think I’m in love.”

I leaned my forehead against the brick wall, forcing myself to breathe. “Is he rich?”

She laughed. “Stop it.”

“Just kidding.”

“As it happens, he’s very rich,” she said. “His name is Roy, and he’s a psychologist. He’s written lots of books and he’s wonderful, and I moved into his house last week. He has the most beautiful home in Beverly Hills. I can’t wait for you to see it, Jo. You’re going to love it.”

I swallowed a hard lump in the back of my throat. “You moved in last week?”

“Yes!” She laughed. “And we’re getting married in a month. I wanted to wait till you got out, but⁠—”

“No, no. Don’t do that. I’ve got another year and a bit in here.”

“I know,” she said softly.

“Why didn’t you tell me about him before?”

“I don’t know. I just wanted to be sure it was for real, I guess.” Then more brightly, she added, “And when you get out, you’re coming to live with us.”

I straightened. “You’re not telling your psychologist about me, are you?”

“He’s not my psychologist; he’s my fiancé. And of course I’m telling him about you. Why wouldn’t I?”

“No, Deb. I’m serious. What did you tell him?”

“Relax. All I’m telling him is that I have a sister and her name is Jo, and he’s going to meet her soon, and she’s funny and cute and a handful and a terrible dancer.”

“Deb, please. Did you tell him⁠—”

“I’m not telling him where you are. He thinks you’re working overseas for another year or so.”

It’s not that I didn’t want her to be happy; it’s that it never occurred to me that she might be happy with someone other than me. I thought we would be happy together, just the two of us. I never thought beyond that.
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They got married. She sent me photos. I tore him out of every one of them but I still kept her half, mostly because her wedding dress was amazing, and I plastered the walls of my cell with them. I found that if I gazed hard enough and long enough, I could almost pretend he didn’t exist.

Meanwhile, Deb would still call every second day, then every third day. She’d gush about how wonderful and charming and drop-dead gorgeous Roy was.

Then something strange happened. A few months into their marriage, her tone changed. By then she wasn’t calling as often, and when she did, I could tell she was missing her spark. When I asked if everything was okay, she wouldn’t reply right away. Then she’d say, “Everything is fine.” And I thought maybe she was unwell, or she was having trouble getting pregnant. But whatever it was, she didn’t want to tell me.

I was a few months away from my release when she called. “Things are…” she started, but she didn’t finish.

I waited, my pulse racing. With Deb, it was always best to give her space.

She sighed, then finally she whispered, so softly I could barely hear her. “He scares me.”

“He scares you? Why?”

She made a sound, like a sob. “I’m so scared, Jo.”

“What’s happening, Deb? Tell me!”

But she’d hung up. I called back right away but she didn’t pick up. I called again and again but still she didn’t pick up.

And that was it. I never spoke to her again. I never even got another letter, even though I still wrote to her every day, begging her to contact me, to let me know she was okay, but she never did. And every time I’d called her cell phone, I’d get the same recorded message.

Hello, you’ve reached Deborah. Please leave a message and I’ll return your call as soon as I can.

Then one day, I got a different message: The number you have called is no longer available.

I probably called a hundred times, hogging the phone, a growing chorus of angry women behind me threatening to punch me in the face if I didn’t let them have their turn, before I finally gave up. Then I did the only thing I could think of. I called my mother, for the first time in over five years.

“Debbie died,” she said crisply. “I was going to write.”

The world tilted, and next thing I knew I was on the floor, my legs folded under me, the phone dangling from its receiver. The cord was just long enough for me to reach.

“When?”

“Let me think. A month, maybe? No, wait. Three weeks ago. That’s right.”

Three weeks ago. That meant she died only days after our last call.

I’m so scared, Jo.

“What happened? What did he do?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Her husband? What did he do to her?” I cried.

“Jesus, Jo. What do they feed you over there? He didn’t do anything. She was depressed, apparently. Anyway, she killed herself. Roy is absolutely devastated, as we are. He barely made it through the funeral.”

For a moment I couldn’t breathe. When I spoke again, my voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “She killed herself?”

“That’s what I just said, isn’t it?”

I pressed my fist into my eyes. “I don’t understand. Did you talk to her? Did you know she was depressed?”

“Well, frankly, whenever I spoke to her, she sounded drunk. What can I say? She should never have gone to LA. She should have stayed here, with us. Married someone local. You girls always thought you were too good for us, and look at you now. You’re in jail and she’s dead. How’d that work out for you?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’m not at your beck and call, Jo. I was going to write but things have been busy around here.”

I was upright again by then. I put the phone in its cradle.
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Obviously Deb didn’t kill herself. Under that beautiful, shiny exterior, Deb was the strongest, fiercest person I knew. And I couldn’t get her last words to me out of my mind. He scares me. I’m really scared.

Over the last few weeks of my incarceration, I read everything online I could find about her death. It was an obsession. I learned that Roy had an alibi—he was with a client at his office at the time of her death—and that Marie, the housekeeper, had found her dead at the bottom of the stairs. Deb had shot herself, and she’d been dead for hours. Marie had also been excluded from the list of suspects because it had been her day off and she was with her brother all day. The security cameras—front and back—hadn’t recorded any activity until Marie came home, hours after the time of death. The case had been ruled as a suicide.

He did it. Dr. Roy Davies had killed my sister. I knew it in every fiber of my being. And the thought that he was living his life, that he’d gotten away with it, filled me with a rage so pure, I felt like I was possessed.

The first thing I did after I got out was change my name legally from Joanne Adams to Jodie Smith. I liked the name Jodie, and it was close enough to Joanne that I figured if I ran into someone from my past—as unlikely as that would be—they’d assume Jodie was a nickname.

The second thing I did was dye my hair blond.

And then, I moved to LA.

I knew what Roy looked like from the wedding photos Deb had sent me, and also because he had been on the Sophia Sanchez Morning Show a handful of times, talking about relationships, which incredibly, and without irony, was his specialty. I’d wait outside his office, dressed in shabby clothes and a beanie. I knew where he got his clothes dry-cleaned and that they would deliver his laundry back to him. I went there, pretending to be his assistant, and managed to wangle his home address out of the nice woman behind the counter. I went to his house and checked it out from the outside.

It took me five seconds to figure out I’d never get inside without help.
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I found out that he would attend the gala for orphaned children at the Hilton because his publisher kept an Instagram page for him, and Roy was going to make a large donation in memory of Deborah. I found out who was catering for the event and applied for a job as a waitress—servers, they called it. I’d been doing some waitressing to earn some money so I knew what to do. Armed with my fake, glowing résumé, I applied for and got the job.

I didn’t spill my tray of oysters Mornay on Roy’s tuxedo accidentally. I wanted an excuse to give him my number, and all I could think of was to offer to pay for the dry cleaning. Then I was going to tell him that I was new in town, I was looking for work, and I was an excellent cook and also an excellent cleaner, lawn-mowing person, pool-cleaning person, and dog-walking person, and while my waitressing skills might seem, at first glance, unsatisfactory, I was actually very cheap and would gladly offer my services at half the going rate for those lavish parties Dr. Davies hosted at his incredible house.

It should go without saying that I never entertained the possibility of walking through the front door as Mrs. Roy Davies. In fact, for a split second that day when we were both crouched on the floor picking up bits of oysters Mornay, I thought I’d messed up. The way he looked at me, like he couldn’t take his eyes off me… I was sure he’d recognized me, that Deb had shown him my photo.

“Truly, I’m so very sorry,” I’d said. “Please email or text me the amount and how to reimburse you, and I’ll take care of it immediately.” Then I turned on my heels and went back to the kitchen where I changed out of my uniform into my own clothes and walked out of the building.

I didn’t hear anything from Roy for the next few days. After two weeks had passed, I knew he wouldn’t contact me, and I was trying to figure out my next move when he called and asked me out for a drink that very evening.

That made no sense. Did he want me to reimburse him over a drink?

“But what for?” I blurted.

He sighed into the phone. “Because I want your recipe for oysters Mornay.”

“Really?” And I was about to say, It’s not mine, I was just carrying the tray, when he laughed.

“No. That was a joke.”

“Oh.” I didn’t get the joke but I laughed anyway.

Then he said, “I want to get to know you, and I’m asking you for a drink, on a date if you will, which is something people do when they want to get to know someone better.”
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At first, I thought it was a trap, that he’d recognized me. He was setting me up and the police would be there to arrest me, but for what? Spilling oysters Mornay on a tuxedo? Being his dead wife’s sister?

Don’t be silly, I told myself. This was my chance! We’d have a drink, I’d pay him back and convince him to give me a job.

I had to get into that house.

So I said yes. He took me to a French restaurant in West Hollywood where we sipped champagne in a courtyard that looked like the set of a fairy tale. The Grimms kind, obviously, with a really horrible ending. Garlands of tiny lights sparkled above our heads, the autumn breeze drifted across the bougainvilleas… I told him later that was the night I fell in love with him, and I’ll always remember his face in the candlelight, the way his eyes twinkled, the way I had the urge to stab them out with my fork so badly I had to sit on my hands.

I didn’t tell him that part. That should go without saying.

I stayed at his house often, but it was hard to search when he was right there all the time. I had to find a way to be there alone. He seemed smitten but let’s face it. He was a famous psychologist, he was rich, he had no children, and he was a widower. I was poor, more or less homeless, and an ex-con. Meanwhile, he had hordes of beautiful women pounding on his door.

I had no idea how long our affair would last, but I didn’t have high expectations. So, six weeks after our first date, I told him I was pregnant. He was shocked, but not unhappy.

Another six weeks after that, I became Mrs. Roy Davies.

And I’ve been searching that house ever since, trying to figure out how he killed Deb, and why. There has to be some proof, some shred of evidence that the police missed.

There has to be something to bring him to justice.

Otherwise, I’ll just have to kill him.
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My days always begin the same way. I glance at the clock on my bedside and find that it’s around six in the morning. Roy is still asleep, and I carefully extricate myself from his embrace, gently move his arm that will be slumped across my chest, then pull the bedclothes off, swing my legs out slowly so as not to wake my husband, and push my feet into my slippers.

This morning, I go into our en suite bathroom to get ready for the day. I shower, dry myself, style my hair, and carefully apply my makeup. This is the part that takes the longest because I have to look perfect for Roy when he wakes up. I cannot give him any excuse to tire of me. Not until I have found what I’m looking for.

After I’ve cleansed and toned my face, I apply moisturizer, then sunscreen because the Beverly Hills sunshine can be very harsh. Then I put on primer, followed by a dab of color corrector. Then foundation, setting powder, bronzer and blush, highlighter, eye shadow primer, eye shadow, false eyelashes, lipstick, and a cloud of setting spray. Later, I will make a delicious and nutritious breakfast for Roy, and he will say, “You are so pretty. You look like a porcelain doll.” And I will click my eyes closed and open them again wide, and he’ll laugh, and then he’ll kiss me.
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Roy showers and gets dressed while I cook oatmeal pancakes. Oatmeal pancakes are his favorite and I feel I have ground to make up after our argument last night.

Marie walks in and stops, frowning at everything I have laid out on the breakfast bench: a stack of fluffy pancakes, Greek yogurt, sliced banana, almond butter, chia seeds, and maple syrup.

Marie is not that much older than me. She can’t be more than thirty, maybe early thirties. She has long, dark hair that she gathers up into a bun and wears a black blouse with a white edge around the collar and a white apron with a lace edge, so that she looks exactly like a housekeeper. Put it this way. If you rang our front door and Marie opened it, you would not mistake her for the lady of the house.

I pour myself a cup of coffee. “Can I ask you…”

She raises one dark eyebrow at me. “Yes?”

But before I have a chance to ask, Roy calls out from his office. “Marie?”

“Yes, coming, Dr. Davies,” she replies. She leaves the room, returns a few minutes later, picks up a cup and saucer from the shelf, and makes a coffee from the machine.

I sit up. “Is that for Roy?” She doesn’t hear me over the noise of the machine, or she pretends not to. When it’s done, she takes the cup and walks away.

I get to the door just before she does.

“I’ll take it to him,” I say, grabbing the saucer out of her hands.

“Mrs. Davies!” she shrieks. “What are you doing?”

That’s an excellent question, because suddenly her front is covered with hot coffee. She screams and Roy rushes in, takes in the scene. Marie is shaking, staring at the cup in pieces at her feet, her arms dangling helplessly.

“What happened?”

“Oh God.” I rush to grab a kitchen towel and start blotting the front of her apron. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

She looks up at Roy, her mouth trembling. “Mrs. Davies threw your cup of coffee at me.”

“What? No! It was an accident!”

“Marie,” Roy says in his deep, caring voice. “Are you hurt?”

Marie is shaking, staring at the floor. “I’m all right,” she says finally, like she almost died but she’s too stoic to say so. “The apron…” She pulls the apron away from her body, shaking it loose. Coffee drips on my light-brown satin Manolo Blahnik sandals. “I’m all right,” she repeats. “I didn’t get burnt…too badly.”

“Thank God,” Roy mutters. He turns to me, eyes blazing. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“It was an accident. I wanted to take the coffee to you myself.”

“But I asked Marie to bring me a coffee,” he says.

“I know. I just wanted to⁠—”

“It didn’t look like an accident,” Marie says softly.

I look up sharply. “You know it was.”

“I’m so sorry about all this, Dr. Davies,” she says.

“It’s hardly your fault, Marie.”

“Well, if she’d let go…” I mumble.

“The most important thing is that you are all right,” he says.

“Thank you, Dr. Davies.” She blinks, swallows. “I’ll be all right.”

I turn to look at Roy, who is staring at me with a look of suspicion mixed with mild disgust. I imagine the scene through his eyes. Here I am, almost on my knees, patting the housemaid dry. In this moment, it’s hard to tell who is in the service of whom.

“Come out here, Jodie.”

I stand up, put the towel in the sink, and follow him.

“I just wanted to bring you coffee myself,” I mumble. He opens the cupboard where we keep coats and umbrellas.

“I don’t know what’s the matter with you, I really don’t. First Deborah, and now Marie?”

“I didn’t do it on purpose. She wouldn’t let go.”

“Your jealousy, Jodie… Deborah, I can understand, up to a point, but Marie?”

“It was an accident. Why are you leaving already?”

He pulls the collar of his jacket up. “I have a busy day.”

“But it’s Sunday! And I’ve made your favorite breakfast! It’s all there ready for you!”

“I’m not hungry.”

And then he’s gone.

Marie smirks at me from the kitchen doorway, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’m going to get changed,” she says, and sashays past me, almost bumping against me.

Her dirty apron is on the floor. I pick it up, drop it in the sink with the towel, and mop everything up.

I put the breakfast things away, then load up the dishwasher even though Marie doesn’t like me doing it. She always complains that I don’t let her do her work, but the truth is—and I would never say that to her face—she doesn’t stack it properly.

There’s a tall, thin cupboard where I keep all my spices, and as I put away chia seeds and shredded coconut, I glance at the snacks Marie keeps there: pretzels, packets of Oreos, trail mix… I always make extra food for Marie since she lives here, upstairs in what Roy calls the maid’s quarters, which consists of two connecting rooms with a bathroom down the hall.

She can help herself to whatever she likes, so I have no idea why she’s so fixated on those snacks. The other day, I put four of my homemade chocolate chip cookies in there as a kind of olive branch, you might say. A sort of let’s stop with all the sneering and get to know each other. I left them in a small glass jar, but she hasn’t touched them. She probably thinks I’ve laced them with arsenic.

I make myself a coffee and sit on a stool at the breakfast counter. I am still reeling from the way Roy looked at me just now. Not to mention he left without eating breakfast, which has never, ever happened before.

I close my eyes and picture my favorite recipe book (The Golden Spoon, Decadent Desserts for the Modern Hostess). I mentally turn to the page for the Black Forest gâteau (soaked in kirsch, layered with morello cherries) when Marie returns in a fresh, crisp apron exactly the same as the other one. White with a lace trim.

“I’m really sorry,” I say again, calmer now. “I really didn’t mean to pour coffee on you.”

She opens the cupboard where we keep shopping bags and studies its contents. “I’m going to the store,” she says crisply. Then with a sigh, she adds, “Is there anything you need?”

And I’m thinking, Is there anything you need, Mrs. Davies? But I don’t correct her.

“No, thank you, Marie.”

A beat. She leans forward a little, like I’m hard of hearing. “It’s Marie. Meeerrrie, not Mary.”

I blink at her. We have this conversation often. “That’s what I said,” I say.

“No. You said ‘Mary.’”

“I said ‘Marie.’”

She shakes her head. “If you say so…”

I swallow a sigh. In truth, I don’t know why Marie has to be here at all. I cook and clean every inch of this place myself, using nontoxic, homemade, natural products. First and foremost, it’s my excuse to search the house, but let’s be honest, I love cleaning. It’s my happy place. So all Marie does, as far as I can tell, is come after me and dust the very places I’ve already dusted, and I hate that she uses and reuses a generic yellow duster. I told her once it just moves dust around. And it can scratch delicate surfaces. Also, it’s not hygienic to shove it under the sink and pull it out again the next day. So, she complained to Roy that I was “interfering with her chores,” and Roy had a word with me about letting Marie do the work she is paid to do.

“Even if she does it very badly?” I asked.

“That’s harsh, Jodie. Marie is an excellent housekeeper.”

So I let her make the beds and do the laundry and the ironing, although I like to refold the clothes she’s just folded, and sometimes when she’s out grocery shopping, I’ll iron them again.

I take a sip of coffee and put down the mug. “Would you like a chocolate chip cookie?” I say.

She looks at me, one eyebrow raised, like What now? “Excuse me?”

I open the cupboard and point. “I know you like to stock up on snacks, but they’re not very healthy, Marie. So I made some chocolate chip cookies and put them in there for you. I made them with oat flour and coconut sugar because it’s much better for you. I can make some more if you like. Or something else. I guess what I’m trying to say is, you don’t need to stock up on all that junk food. Just tell me what you like and I’ll make it for you.”

She looks at me like I’ve just grown a cauliflower on my head. “I have no idea what you’re saying right now.”

“Your stash,” I say, tilting my head at the shelf.

“Those are not mine,” she says.

“Aren’t they?”

“No, they belong—belonged to Mrs. Deborah. She always had a shelf full of snacks.”

It’s like I’ve been hit in the solar plexus. “They belonged to Deb—Deborah?”

“Yes.”

The back of my eyes burn. I stare at the shelf and put my hand in there slowly. I touch the packet of Oreos and let out a chuckle. Marie looks up at me.

“Do you want me to throw them out?” she asks dully.

“No!” I say quickly. “No. That’s all right. Let’s leave them for now.”

I smile as I close the cupboard door, then sit back at the kitchen counter with my coffee. “Can I ask you…”

She looks at me, eyebrows raised. She really has beautiful eyebrows. Dark and well-defined.

“Yes?”

“Did Roy and Deborah ever argue?”

“Never. I never heard Mrs. Deborah raise her voice at Dr. Davies. She had no reason to. He adored her so much.”

I nod, like that makes total sense.

“Was there anything else?” she says.

I rest my chin in my hand. “Why is it you call Deborah ‘Mrs. Deborah,’ but you call me ‘Mrs. Davies’?”

“Mrs. Deborah insisted. ‘I’m just like you, Marie,’ she’d say. ‘I’m nothing special.’ She wanted me to call her simply ‘Deborah’ but I couldn’t. That felt too far.”

She folds her shopping bag and smooths its creases. “She was so lovely and kind, Mrs. Deborah, never putting on airs, never looking down on anyone. Everybody loved her and especially Dr. Davies. I know you don’t want to hear this, Mrs. Davies, but he really did. You could see it in his face whenever she walked into the room. Now if that’s all…”

“You could call me Jodie if you wanted.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“You don’t like me much, do you.” I said this to Roy once: “I don’t think Marie likes me much.”

“That’s because she adored Deborah,” he said. “She was devoted to her.”

Well, that part is clear. She always says things like, “Mrs. Deborah would never… Mrs. Deborah wore it so well… You should have seen the dinner parties Mrs. Deborah threw!” She reminds me of this movie I saw once, called Rebecca, with the crazy housekeeper who goes mad with grief when Rebecca dies and sets the house on fire. Roy gave Deborah’s things away—except for her wedding dress, which is under a sheath of silk in his closet, not weird at all—because they were too painful for him to keep around, which is just as well because otherwise I would not be surprised to find various shrines to Deborah around the place.

“I don’t have to like you, Mrs. Davies. I’m not paid to like you.”

“You do if you live here and work for us,” I say.

“Us?” She curls up her top lip and looks down at me. “You won’t be here much longer, Mrs. Davies. I assure you. My not liking you won’t be a problem for long. Not for me, anyway.”
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You won’t be here much longer.

I can’t get the words out of my head. She sounded so confident. Could Roy have said something to Marie? It doesn’t seem likely. Surely if Roy is finding aspects of our marriage difficult, he wouldn’t confide in the housekeeper, would he?

And yet, I can’t help but feel like Marie knows something I don’t. Is Roy thinking of breaking up with me?

I know he thinks I’m jealous of Deb, but I can’t imagine that my jealousy is enough for him to decide he wants to move on. After all, I’m an excellent housewife, and not to toot my own horn, but I think he’d be hard-pressed to find someone as accomplished as me.

Still, last night when we went to bed, despite our argument, I expected that we would make love like we always do, but instead he turned away from me and said, “I’m really tired, Jodie.”

And I felt a swirl of panic inside me. I spooned him and whispered in his ear. “I love you.”

And he didn’t say anything right away. It took a few seconds for him to say it back.

“I love you, too.”

[image: ]


I have to be better, try harder, that’s all. And definitely keep my mouth shut. I haven’t found what I’m looking for yet—proof that he killed Deb, or had her killed—even though I have cleaned every inch of this house. I have looked inside every possible nook and cranny, every drawer, every shelf, every book. I know where everything is, and I know when something is out of place. I could mentally catalog every piece of furniture, every oriental rug, every work of art, every poignant photograph of Roy beaming at Deborah on a beach somewhere.

It doesn’t help that I don’t know what I’m looking for. I’m thinking contract with the hired hit man? Life insurance policy on Deb? A confession, maybe, scribbled late at night on the back of an envelope after too many Scotches?

Don’t be silly, I chide myself. Nobody uses envelopes anymore. But I need something, anything that I can take to the police to get them to reopen the case.

And the one place I haven’t been able to search is Roy’s office.
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Roy runs his psychology practice in his office in the city, but sometimes he’ll see patients here, those who require extra discretion. It’s also where he likes to review his patients’ notes. He says he works better in the quiet and warmth of his home.

But Roy locks his office when he isn’t home. “It’s because I keep some confidential patient files in there,” he’d said when I asked him why. I would break into his office if it weren’t for Marie who is always around, always checking on me, like she’s worried I might pocket the silverware when no one’s looking.

After Marie leaves, I go upstairs and slide my hands under the mattress. It’s where I keep my special notebook, the one where I log everything I find that might be useful, which unfortunately, so far isn’t much at all. In between the pages I pasted articles about Deb’s death that I printed from the internet. I read one at random.

BEVERLY HILLS TRAGEDY: PSYCHOLOGIST’S WIFE FOUND DEAD IN SUSPECTED SUICIDE

BEVERLY HILLS—The wife of prominent psychologist and bestselling author Dr. Roy Davies was found dead in the couple’s Beverly Hills residence late Monday afternoon in what authorities are calling a suspected suicide.

Deborah Davies, 29, was discovered in the hall of the couple’s Camden Road estate with a fatal gunshot wound. A registered firearm belonging to Dr. Davies was recovered at the scene.

The body was found by the family’s longtime housekeeper who arrived at the residence at 3:25 p.m. Emergency services were called immediately, but Mrs. Davies was pronounced dead at the scene.

Sources close to the family say Mrs. Davies had been struggling with mental health issues in recent weeks and had become increasingly reclusive.

Dr. Davies, 42, is best known for his bestselling self-help titles, including The Broken Mirror: There’s Nothing Wrong with You, So Why Can’t You Love Yourself? and Addicted to Love: Why We Crave What Hurts Us Most. Dr. Davies has not released a public statement at this time.

“This is an incredibly tragic time for the Davies family,” said a spokesperson for Dr. Davies. “We ask for privacy as they grieve this profound loss.”

Police confirmed that no foul play is suspected at this time, though the investigation remains ongoing. Toxicology reports and a formal autopsy are pending.

I’ve read this article so many times that the paper is starting to tear at the creases. And every time I think, that’s the problem. Everyone is so busy going on about the wonderful Dr. Davies that they barely check to see if he murdered his wife. And the other thing that makes me boil, that makes my teeth grind and my jaw hurt, is that in every one of these articles, there’s more about him than there is about her. How thoroughly did the police check the Ring camera? How many hours of footage did they look at?

Zero. They just decided it was suicide and that was that.

I slip the article back between the pages, close the notebook, and slide it back under the mattress.

And then I go downstairs and resume snooping, going over the same places I’ve been over a hundred times. I check Roy’s office door because why not, especially since Marie is out, and my heart stops.

I can’t believe it.

It’s unlocked.
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It’s an amazing room, dark and impressive, with a marble desk and floor-to-ceiling mahogany shelves filled with framed photographs—of Roy mostly, with various important people—a few precious artworks, like the blue-and-gold ceramic Fabergé egg in its cute little gold stand, and psychology books, as well as copies of Roy’s own books of course. Then there’s the safe on the middle shelf, a small electronic black box. I asked him once what he kept in it.

“My patients’ notes.”

“Why do you keep them in the safe?”

“Because I like to work on them in the evenings, and they’re subject to patient-doctor confidentiality. They’re not to be read by anyone but me.”

“I see,” I said. I’ve been in the room when he opens it, slides in a beige manila folder and locks it again. He always asks me to turn around when he unlocks or locks it. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, babe; it’s that nobody but me can have access to those. You understand?”

“Yes, yes,” I said.

And then, of course, there’s the rifle.

The very rifle that Deborah used—supposedly—to kill herself. It’s in a glass-fronted cabinet, nestled in its dark-purple velvet cradle. I told Roy once that he keeps his gun in a casket, or that’s what it looked like, and as a renowned psychologist, did he think there was a message in that? He looked at me, his face trembling, like I’d grown an elephant trunk.

But let’s face it. There is something very, very wrong with a man who keeps the gun his wife used to kill herself—supposedly—in his office, where he can look at it every day.

I shudder as I go over to the shelf where he keeps his books, fingering their spines as I go along. The Broken Mirror: There’s Nothing Wrong with You, So Why Can’t You Love Yourself? Fixing Us: How to Heal Together When You’re Both Hurt. Rebuild: A Survivor’s Guide to Starting Over Emotionally.

I open them one by one and shake their pages loose. Nothing. I put them back.

I sit at his desk, which is pristine. There’s our wedding photo in an elegant silver frame. We’re standing by a pond with a weeping cherry tree behind us. There’s a small ceramic dish with paper clips, a yellow notepad, and a blank white note cube, one of those square notepads where you jot something and tear off the top page.

I slide the cube across the desk. I can see Roy wrote something down recently, then tore off the page so that only the faint pressure of the pen is left behind.

I grab a pencil from the pen cup and use it to highlight what was written:

Allen & Boyd – 3PM, Priv Conf Rm. Fri 6th flr.

I don’t know what that means, but I will look it up later. I tear the top sheet off, fold it, and put it in my pocket. Then I turn my attention back to the shelves. At the bottom of those shelves are long drawers with sliding doors.

I open the first one and pull out a square brown box with a lid. It’s full of documents, and I go through them quickly, aware that Marie is going to be back soon and, really, I should have tried the door as soon as she was gone instead of wasting time upstairs. I go through files of what looks like medical reports that mean nothing to me and a stack of old appointment books. They all belong to Roy, and every page is full of names and times, probably referring to appointments with clients. None of them are current, or even from last year, so I put them back in without looking too hard. There are so many more drawers, so many more shelves and books to go through that it makes my heart race from the stress.

I pull out the next box and my heart soars and breaks and gallops and skips a beat, all at once. This is the sentimental box, and it’s full of memories of Deb. Stacks and stacks of photographs that maybe didn’t make the cut for the photo albums, but are still gorgeous and tender and funny. In all of them, she didn’t quite make the frame or turned her head at the last moment. I bring one to my face and smell it, my eyes closed. Her hair always smelled of flowers and I can smell it now. Frangipani.

I swallow back tears. Don’t be silly, I tell myself. I don’t have time for this. I put the photos back and stick the lid back on. I’m about to push the box back in, but I stop myself. I need to be thorough. I need to look through to make sure I haven’t missed anything. And right down at the bottom, I find a small black leather notebook.

It’s an appointment book, and this one is dated last year, and it belongs to Deb.

And then I hear the front door close.

My heart does a somersault. I shove the box back, slide the door closed and push the appointment book under my shirt. I left the office door open, just by a sliver, and I rush to it and look through the opening just as Marie appears down the hall. I pull back and press myself against the wall. Her footsteps echo on the stone floor. When she reaches the office, she stops. I scrunch my eyes shut, hold my breath.

She pulls the door shut.

I wait a couple of minutes until I hear her walk into the kitchen. Then I take off my shoes, slip out of the office, and run upstairs.
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I set the appointment book on my desk in our bedroom. I turn the pages slowly, studying each one carefully, my heart bouncing from the excitement of seeing Deb’s handwriting. I make notes in my little notebook of everything I find, which is mostly hair appointments and charity boards and lunches with her friends. There’s an appointment with a Dr. Kowalski a week before she died, and I make a note of that too.

Then, three days before she died, there’s a strange note. It’s in her handwriting, but not quite. The letters are shaky, bigger than her usual precise writing, and she pressed the pen so hard that in places it went through to the page below, like she was holding the pen in her clenched fist.

ITS…H…M…DO NG…T
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I push the diary away like I’ve been burnt.

IT’S HIM DOING IT

That’s what it says. That’s what she wrote, or tried to write, because it didn’t look like her normal handwriting.

But doing what? I’m scared, Jo. He scares me.

Well, he doesn’t scare me. I close the appointment book and push it deep under the mattress alongside my notebook.

Then I pull out the small square of paper from my pocket. Allen & Boyd – 3PM, Priv Conf Rm. Fri 6th flr.

I grab my phone, and it takes me no time at all to find what I’m looking for. Allen & Boyd are divorce lawyers. Roy has an appointment with them at 3:00 p.m. on Friday.

Closing my eyes, I press my fingers against my temples. No. He can’t divorce me already. It’s too soon. I finally found something that proves what I always knew: that he did something to her, something to scare her.

I force myself to breathe. I picture the inside of my linen cupboard, the perfectly aligned towels, all fluffy and soft. I picture my rose garden. I can see myself on my knees on my special gardening pad, with my secateurs and my gardening apron, gathering roses for my table, but it’s still no use.

I bite down on my own teeth so hard they’re in danger of pushing through my gums. Honestly, after only one month of marriage, you’d think the author of Fixing Us: How to Heal Together When You’re Both Hurt would have a couple of tricks up his sleeve or, at the very least, that he would try a little harder.

I take a slow breath. I think of the next issue of House Beautiful, which will arrive on Tuesday, waiting for me along with the rest of the mail on the console table. I picture myself picking it up, smelling it, then taking it to the window seat in the blue room, tucking my legs under me, flicking through its pages, and folding the corners of the spreads that inspire me.

There. I feel calmer, calm enough to call Allen & Boyd. I introduce myself as Dr. Davies’s assistant and cancel the appointment. And no, Dr. Davies won’t be rescheduling, I say.
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I spend the rest of the day reading cookbooks and watching reruns of the Martha Stewart Show and planning an amazing dinner. Because after all, as everyone knows, the way to your husband’s heart is through his stomach.

Then, Meredith calls.

“Jodie! Darling, we’re having a small gathering here on Friday for my charity. It’s to help young, ambitious women rise above their circumstances. You know, scholarships and mentorships, that sort of thing. It’s us girls only, no men allowed, and we’ll be planning all sorts of fabulous fundraisers. We need your help, Jodie. It’s a wonderful volunteering opportunity for someone like you. Right up your alley. Can I count on you?”

I am astonished, I won’t lie, but also delighted. Firstly, maybe Deb confided in the harpies what she was afraid of, and this will be my chance to ask them, but also, I didn’t think they liked me. Which just goes to show, you cannot jump to conclusions. Everyone has their own personality quirks and those can be hard to read.

I suddenly feel a lot better. “I would love to, Meredith,” I say. “Thank you.”

“Fab. 10:30 a.m. all right? We’ll just do light finger food and drinks. You know what we’re like, no need to put on airs. I’ll see you then.”
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I spend the rest of the afternoon preparing the most amazing dinner. I feel light and buoyed that I’ve been invited to one of Meredith’s special luncheons. Also, I can’t wait to tell Roy.

I set the table with great care. I am making a statement, and the statement is: Love Is All You Need. I hum to myself as I decorate the table with a low arrangement of spring flowers I got from the market and put in small ceramic jugs, with a larger centerpiece of roses in the center. I bring out votive candles in yellow glasses that smell of ginger and cinnamon (ginger being an aphrodisiac) and turn on soft background music. I’ve also scattered flower petals everywhere, including on our bed.

And then Marie walks in. She stares at the crystal glasses I’ve set on the table like they’re undetonated grenades. “You are using the Steuben?”

“Yes,” I say, adjusting the centerpiece.

She drums her fingers at the base of her throat. “Mrs. Deborah never put the Steuben out when it was just her and Dr. Davies.”

“Well, Mrs. Deborah’s dead, so…”

She makes a strangled sound, like I’ve personally wrapped my hands around her throat and squeezed it.

“Look, Marie, I’m sorry, but that’s the truth. I mean, it’s not like I killed her myself, is it? But meanwhile, I’m here now, and so is the Steuben.”

Marie looks like she swallowed a trout whole. Her lips open and close, and two little red dots grow on her cheeks.

“Also, you’re wrong about me and Roy,” I say, straightening the cutlery. “He adores me. He told me so last night. And again, this morning, he said he can’t live without me. So I don’t know where you got the idea that I won’t be here long, but you can banish that thought right out of your head because I’m not going anywhere.”
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“This is beautiful, babe,” Roy says, patting his mouth with his napkin. “Thank you.” He reaches over to tug a lock of hair behind my ear. I curl it back into place with my finger—no need to advertise my earlobes. I take hold of his hand and kiss it. “I’m very sorry about yesterday.”

He smiles. “It’s all right. We probably did go on too long about…her.”

“No, it’s me. You’re right. I am a little jealous sometimes, but only because I love you so much. But I shouldn’t have said that about Deborah shooting herself in the face.”

He winces.

“I’ve been thinking about it all day. I don’t know what came over me. It’s those…” I was going to say harpies, but now that I’ll be one of them, why be so judgmental? “Hormones. I’m full of them. They course through me like little ants, wreaking havoc. But please, eat before it gets cold.”

He picks up his knife and fork.

“Anyway, I’m so sorry I ruined your party,” I say.

“Honestly, it’s over now. Water under the bridge.”

“I mean, it’s not like couples never argue, is it,” I say. “Even couples who are madly in love argue. It would be odd not to.”

“It would, you’re right,” he says thoughtfully, cutting a corner of a seared scallop in lemon butter and adding a little pea puree on top.

“I mean, I’m sure you and Deborah argued sometimes, right?”

A beat. He pats his mouth with his linen napkin. “Sometimes.”

“Exactly. I mean, otherwise there would be something wrong with the relationship, wouldn’t there? It would imply at least one person in the marriage is not being honest about their feelings. What did you argue about?”

He finishes the last of his scallops without replying, then puts his napkin down and takes my hand. “I don’t want to talk about Deborah tonight, Jodie.”

“I understand. I was just making the point. Still, if you told me what you argued about, then I could make sure not to trigger you, if that makes sense. Keep our relationship harmonious. For instance, if you couldn’t stand the way she snorted sometimes when she laughed⁠—”

He looks up sharply.

“I’m not saying she did,” I say, focusing intently on pushing the last bit of scallop on my fork. “It was just a totally random example. So what did you argue about?”

His jaw tenses. “I just said,” he says softly, deliberately, “I don’t want to talk about Deborah.”

I nod. “All right. Maybe another time, then. Are you done with the scallops?” I push myself off my chair and gather the plates. “I’ve got an herb-crusted rack of lamb with garlic potato gratin and roasted baby carrots warming in the oven.”

“Let Marie do the clearing up,” he says.

And right on cue, Marie walks in. “Can I clear these away for you, Dr. Davies?” she asks sweetly.

“Yes, thank you, Marie. And then please bring the main course.”

“Certainly, Dr. Davies. I’d be happy to.”

“I’ll do it,” I say, moving to get up again, but Roy puts his hand on mine. “Jodie, sit with me. Let Marie do her job.”

“I’d love to, but I have to gently pour a spoonful—two spoonfuls of the jus before taking it out.”

“Can you put two spoonfuls of jus over the lamb before you take it out, please, Marie?” Roy says.

“Of course, Dr. Davies.”

“Tablespoons,” I say. “Not teaspoons.”

“Of course.”

I stare at her, mentally telegraphing my thoughts into her skull.

If you ruin this dish for me, if you pour two spoonfuls of vinegar, say, just for a joke, or even two tiny, tiny spoonfuls rather than tablespoons, I will replace your shampoo with maple syrup. I will put cockroaches in your bed. I will sew your apron pockets shut. I will⁠—

But she’s gone.

I take a sip of wine and lean forward a little. “You know what I would really like?”

“Tell me.”

“That we let go of Marie.”

He opens his mouth to say something, so I raise my hand. “Roy, listen. Think about it. It’s a waste of money. I clean this house myself. I love cleaning. I love cooking. I love washing your clothes and making our bed and dusting your shelves and folding your socks. The only thing Marie does is clear the dishes and bring us an herbal tea after dinner, but I could do those things too. I love doing all those things because what I love most in the world is taking care of you. I don’t need a cleaner or a maid to do that.”

A beat, lots of blinking. Finally, “Let go of Marie? No. We’re not letting go of Marie. Marie is family.”

My sister used to say, When someone tells you something that is obviously untrue, it’s probably a joke.

Later, over dessert—chocolate fondant with fresh raspberries and vanilla-bean ice cream—I tell him that Meredith invited me to lunch. Roy always goes on and on about how popular Deborah was, so I want to show him that her friends also like me and even invited me to a charity luncheon. He’ll like that. Roy is always chiding me for having no friends.

“Why don’t you have any friends?” he’d say. Which, to be fair, is a perfectly valid question. The truth is, I’ve never had a single friend, other than my sister, and now she’s dead, so if you organized a birthday party for me, it would be a party for one. Although nobody has ever suggested organizing a birthday party for me, so…moot point.

“I moved here like a minute before I met you,” I’d tell him, laughing. “All my friends are back home.” And he’ll suggest I invite some of them for a weekend sometime, and I will clap my hands and squeal that it’s an excellent idea! Then I’ll ramble on about calling Amy and Nora and Abigail and how excited they’ll all be. It will be just like old times, I say. It got to the point where I invented personalities for Amy and Nora and Abigail. Sweet, church-going girls with a dash of mischievousness. I’d tell him stories of sleepovers where we’d braid each other’s hair and paint each other’s nails and tell each other which boy we liked best. He loves those stories.

Some days, I just tell myself that Amy and Nora and Abigail are real, and we have long conversations inside my head. What do you think I should do? I’ll ask.

Kill him, of course, they’ll reply in unison. And I’ll laugh. You girls are being silly, I’ll say. It’s way too soon.

“That’s wonderful, Jodie.” He beams. “When is the luncheon?”

“This Friday.”

“Excellent. And what is it for?”

“It’s to help young women rise above their circumstances. Meredith says that’s right up my alley.”

“That’s so kind of her. I think that’s great news. I think you and Mer will get on like a house on fire.”

I snort a laugh.

“What’s so funny?” he asks.

“Nothing. Just that that’s how I k— that’s how my parents died.”

“Oh God! Jodie!” He puts down his napkin. “Honey, I’m so sorry! That was so thoughtless of me.”

I wave a hand in the air. “That’s all right. Water under the bridge. Anyway, I’m very excited,” I say. “I think I’m finally going to be part of the gang. I think it’s going to be great fun.”

“I’m so pleased for you,” he says, squeezing my hand, just as Marie walks in with our herbal tea, some concoction of chamomile and lavender and God knows what. Roy insists on it every night after dinner because he says it helps him sleep.

Roy tries to let go of my hand but I squeeze harder so it’s trapped under mine while Marie pours tea into Roy’s cup.

“Thank you, Marie,” Roy says.

“You’re very welcome, Dr. Davies,” she whispers.

Then she pours tea for me, splashing a little around so the cup is dripping when I pick it up from the saucer.

“Thank you, Marie,” I say.

She purses her lips. “It’s Marie.” Then she walks out of the room.
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I sleep like the dead. I always sleep like the dead in this house.

Last night we made love and Roy was sweet and loving. It made me think maybe the note I found didn’t mean what I thought it meant. Roy loves me, and he does not want to divorce me. It’s just Marie putting silly ideas into my head, that’s all. I shouldn’t listen to Marie.

The next morning, I’m in the bathroom about to start my routine when I notice a strange swelling under my right eye. I bring my face close to the mirror and study it. It’s like a blob, pulling my bottom eyelid down and giving my eye a slightly droopy look. I pat it with my fingers, gently pushing it back upward, then dab on a drop of my incredibly expensive regenerating serum. Maybe I got bitten by something. Maybe it’s the seam from the edge of the pillow that irritated my skin. I apply my makeup carefully: foundation, setting powder, bronzer and blush, highlighter, eye shadow primer, eye shadow, mascara, lipstick, and I’ve got the setting spray in my hand when Roy walks in.

He wraps his arms around my waist. “Good morning, beautiful.”

“How did you sleep?” I ask in the mirror.

“Like a baby.”

I remember reading somewhere that people who say they slept like a baby obviously never had one.

“Me too,” I say.

He releases me, then runs his fingers through his hair, bending his head slightly and checking himself out in the mirror. “What are you up to today?”

“I’ve got Pilates this morning, then an appointment at the hairdresser’s. There’s a recipe from Better Homes & Gardens I’d like to try. Don’t ask me what it is; I want it to be a surprise.”

“Lovely,” he says. He is still rearranging his hair, this way and that. “Will you pick up my blue suit from the dry cleaners?”

“Certainly.”

I glance at my own reflection, check the swelling under my eye, but with all the makeup I can’t see it anymore.

I’m sure it’s nothing.
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When I return from the hairdresser’s, Marie is elbow deep in the refrigerator cleaning out the shelves.

I go upstairs and hang up Roy’s blue suit, then I slide Deborah’s appointment book out from under the mattress. I open it on my lap and turn the page to that one weird entry, the day before she died.

ITS HIM DOING IT.

“Doing what?” I whisper. “What did he do, Deb?”

I’m about to close the appointment book when I notice something else on the next spread. On the day she died, she penciled something. It’s so faint, it looks like a smudge, and a vague one at that. And it’s probably why I hadn’t seen it yesterday.

I bring the appointment book to the window, tilt it into the light.

It’s an address.

2210 Horizon Oak Circle 305. Thousand Oaks
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I tell Marie that I have an errand to run, grab my car keys, and take off. I punch the address into my GPS. I have no idea what this place is. All I know is that it’s in Thousand Oaks, and it was important enough to Deb that she wrote it down one day before Roy killed her.

I haven’t been in LA long enough to judge distances, and I don’t even notice until I’m well on my way that Thousand Oaks is an hour from here. It’s now 2:00 p.m., which means I won’t be making that special dish from Better Homes & Gardens after all. Roy won’t mind. I have a freezer full of delicious meals. He won’t know the difference.

An hour later, I’m in the right neighborhood. But this part of town is a lot more spread out than where I live. 2210 Horizon Oak Circle is some kind of business park; it’s not just a building on the street, and I miss the turnoff. It takes me twenty minutes to figure out how to turn back without blocking traffic, and finally I turn into the parking lot. There are two large white buildings at right angles to each other.

I ask a woman getting into her car if she knows where Number 305 is.

“Yes, right there.” She points at the main building, the main entrance. I thank her and walk toward it. The sign above the entrance says “Laurel-Westlake Institute of Plastic Surgery.”

That can’t be right. I mean, Deb didn’t need plastic surgery, and even if she did want a touch-up, would that really be on her mind a day before she died?

But that’s what it is. Number 305.

I walk up to the front desk. The receptionist is on the phone and she signals for me to wait. I look around, drumming my fingers on the counter. I keep thinking of how Deb wrote the address so faintly, like she was unwell, like she could barely hold up the pencil.

“How can I help you?” the receptionist says.

“Yes. I’m Mrs. Davies. Dr. Roy Davies’s wife?”

I wait to see if that rings any bells.

“Mmm?” she says.

No bells. “Well, I’ve been before, and I was wondering if I could make an appointment with the same doctor I saw last time, but I can’t remember his name.”

“I can look that up for you, Mrs. Davies. Let me see…” She types on her keyboard. “When was your last appointment?”

I pretend to think. “Early September last year, I believe.”

“Mmm…I can’t seem to find you here. What’s your first name, Mrs. Davies?”

“It’s Deborah.”

“Deborah Davies…” she says softly. “No…I can’t find you among our client files. What kind of procedure did you have?”

“Maybe I booked it under my maiden name,” I say. “Deborah Adams?”

She looks up then, with a barely, barely visible frown on her smooth face. “Perhaps if you have some ID, I can check against…”

“Never mind,” I say, tapping the counter. “I think I have the wrong place.”

I walk out, check the suite number by the door. Number 305.

So Deb wrote down this address, but she didn’t have anything done here. I sit in my car for a moment, staring at the front of the building.

I start the car and go home.
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I didn’t bother to punch my address into the car GPS because I thought I knew how to get home. I was wrong.

I literally go in the opposite direction, end up on the 118 somehow. I backtrack, I do punch my address into the GPS this time and manage to find my way back. I’m about halfway home when I notice the red light blinking on the dashboard. It takes me a full minute to realize I’m running out of gas. In fact, I have a feeling that red blinking symbol has been going on for a while, but I just ignored it. I should say that I’ve only had this car—a Mercedes-Benz SUV—for a month. It was a wedding present from my husband. I hadn’t driven a car in almost six years when he gave it to me, although I didn’t tell him that; he might have wanted to know where I’d been, and where I’d been, you didn’t drive cars.

Anyway, all that to say it’s not an experience I’m familiar with. I have no idea how long I have before I run out of gas, but there’ll be a gas station around here, surely. These long, expansive roads must have a gas station on every corner.

At the light, I try to figure out how to display the closest gas station on my GPS screen. Even that is a challenge. And then, two long blocks later, I see it in the distance: the Shell sign. I mentally do a little jig.

I stop at another set of light. I only need to get across the intersection and I’m there. I fiddle with the GPS again, and the car behind me honks. The light have gone green, and I wave a hand and press the accelerator. The car shudders forward, then stops. I wave a hand again and press the starter button but nothing happens.

The car is dead. I am only fifty feet away from the gas station, and I can’t get there. You’d think that a luxury Mercedes-Benz would have extra gas somewhere for situations like this, and look, maybe it does, but I’ll never find it. All I can do is try the starter button again and again, which does nothing whatsoever.

Someone knocks on my window. I can’t wind the window down so I open the door.

“Everything okay, ma’am? Do you need a hand? There’s a service station right there—” He points to the corner. “We can push you if you like.”

“Oh, thank you. Yes, please!” I say. Soon, three young, strong men are pushing my car out of the way and into the station’s parking lot. I thank them profusely, then lean to grab my purse from the passenger seat, and it’s not there.

I look behind me on the back seat. My purse isn’t there either.

Did I even bring my purse? I close my eyes, picturing the scene. I’d left my purse on the chair by the dresser in my bedroom. Then I saw the address in the appointment book, and I left. That’s it. I just left. I didn’t even take my purse.

“Are you all right?”

I open my eyes. A woman in sunglasses and a dark-blue Yankees baseball cap is leaning by my open door.

I wave a hand. “Oh, yes, thank you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Totally. Thank you.”

She moves away, toward the store of the gas station. I get out and find the bathroom. I lock myself in a cubicle, sit on the toilet lid, and press the heels of my hands against my eyes. I don’t even have my phone. How am I going to get home? Do I leave the car here? Will someone steal it?

The bathroom door opens, followed by footsteps and the sound of another cubicle opening and closing. I flush the toilet.

At the sink, I wash my hands, then check my face closely. That swelling near my eye is still there. I pat it softly with my fingertips. I wish I’d brought some concealer. I can’t believe I left my makeup behind. My phone, my wallet, I can understand, but my makeup?

Behind me, another toilet flushes, and a cubicle opens.

“Oh! Hi. I saw you outside before. Is everything all right?”

I look at her in the mirror. It’s the woman with the Yankees cap, although she has removed her sunglasses.

I sigh. “Yes, No. But I’ll figure it out. Thank you, though. For asking.”

She smiles, turns on the tap in front of her. “Well. Sounds like you’re having the day I’m having,” she says.

“What kind of day are you having?”

“You really want to know?”

“Only if it’s bad,” I say.

She laughs. She turns to me, one fist on her waist. “I found out my fiancé is leaving me for someone else. He was having an affair for weeks. And you know why he finally told me?”

“He’s in love?”

Her face falls. She blushes furiously.

“Sorry,” I say quickly. “My mother used to say I should keep my stupid mouth shut.”

“She was… She’s pregnant.”

“Oh.” I shake my head slowly. “I’m really sorry. You totally win. Your day is absolutely worse than mine.”

She laughs bitterly.

“And if you don’t mind me saying, I don’t know what’s wrong with your fiancé. Ex-fiancé, I mean. You’re very attractive. How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Thirty-seven.”

“You look terrific,” I say.

“For thirty-seven?” She smiles as she washes her hands.

“For any age. Your figure is amazing, your skin is like a peach, you clearly look after yourself…” I nod at her hands. “You’ve got really nice hands. People say that’s the tell, did you know that? The hands. They get old before any other part of your body if you don’t look after them. Oh! Wow.”

“What?”

“Is the ring from him?”

“What? Oh, yeah.” She stares at the engagement ring on her finger. “I forgot I was wearing it.”

“May I?” I take her hand and study the ring. “I love a square diamond. Is it real?”

She laughs. “I’d say so. He paid twenty-five thousand dollars for it.”

“Wow,” I say again. “Platinum then. I’m sorry for your loss. Will you keep it?”

She takes it off and puts it in her little belt bag, then gives a little shrug. “Do you think I should?”

“Absolutely. A gift is a gift. I mean, it’s not like they’d give us our virginity back, is it? Small price to pay for treating a woman’s sacred rite of passage with such careless abandon, when you think about it.”

She doesn’t reply.

“Were you a virgin?” I ask.

She blinks a few times. “No, I wasn’t.”

“Me neither. Anyway, keep it, absolutely. You could get at least fifteen thousand dollars for it if you pawned it.” I shake my head. “And I have to say, you look great for someone who’s just had a terrible day. If that was me, I’d be a total mess right now.”

“I’m good at keeping things bottled up.”

“Good for you. You get less wrinkles that way.”

She laughs and readjusts her cap in the mirror. “Thank you. I needed that.” She crumples the paper towel and throws it in the trash. “What about you? I saw your car stalled. Did you call the AAA? They’re on their way?”

“I left my purse at home. I have no phone and no wallet and no cash, can you believe it? I think I’ll have to hitchhike.”

“Seriously? You have no money to get home?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” I sigh. “I always get myself into these stupid situations.” I run my fingers through my hair. “I’ll figure something out.”

She digs into her purse and pulls out a fifty. “Here.”

I stare at the note. “What for?”

She grabs my hand and presses the money into my palm. “You shouldn’t have to hitchhike home. That’s ridiculous and dangerous. You could get picked up by a serial killer.”

I laugh. “Imagine that! A serial killer getting picked up by a⁠—”

She tilts her head.

“I mean, someone like me, getting picked up by a serial killer! Or anyone getting picked up by a serial killer, really. Imagine that!”

She smiles, but with the air of someone who didn’t get the joke and is not that interested in finding out.

I stare at the note. “You really mean to give me fifty dollars?”

“Of course. Us girls have to stick together, right?”

“I’m not going to say no, if you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.”

“I’ll pay you back.”

“There’s no need,” she says.

“No, I insist. I can’t accept it if I can’t pay it back. Tell me your number. I’ll remember it.”

“I tell you what…” She pulls out her phone. “Oh God. I didn’t realize the time. I’m running late. What’s your number? I’ll text you mine.”

I reel it off. She shoves the phone in her belt bag and extends her hand. “I’m Erin.”

“Jodie.”

“Sorry, I have to run,” she says, opening the door.

“No problem. Don’t forget to text me your number,” I say.

“I will. Take care.”
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All I can think about the whole way home is Deborah going to the clinic I just visited. Why would Deb go there? Did she actually go there? Or just write the address down for some reason? People write down addresses all the time and it means nothing. Maybe she thought she’d go there one day.

Except it was one day before Roy killed her, so…no. There’s something there. I can feel it.

Roy is already home when I get there. I find him in his office, focusing on his laptop.

“You’re home early, that’s nice,” I say.

“Uh-huh.”

“Can I get you a drink? I got my hair done. Do you like this dress? I got your suit from the dry cleaners. Did you have a good day?”

I do that a lot, say things one after another without a thread to link them. My mother used to say, if I would just shut up, then it wouldn’t happen.

He looks up. “A haircut? Yes. So you have. Very nice. A drink would be good, thank you.”

“Coming right up.”

I go upstairs first, to make sure my purse is here, and it is. Right where I left it.

I go back downstairs and prepare a drink for Roy. Getting Roy’s drink—Scotch and soda—is something I do every day. I like to choose the perfect glass—cut glass tumbler in this case—and nice, chunky ice cubes, not those small ones that melt as soon as they hit the liquid. I measure the amount of Scotch into a small silver thumb cup I bought especially for this. Then I grab the bottle of soda from the refrigerator. When I turn around, I notice the tall cupboard door is ajar. I’m about to close it when I notice something else. The packet of Oreos is gone.

I open the door wide and touch the items on Deb’s snack shelf. No doubt about it, the packet of Oreos was there yesterday, and now, it’s gone. And I don’t know why that upsets me, except that I only just found out that this was Deb’s special indulgent shelf, and I wanted to keep it just the way it was.

And now, the Oreos are gone.

Just then, Marie walks in. She doesn’t speak to me. She never does, unless she has something specific to say. Communicating is done on a strictly need-to-know basis with Marie.

“Did you take the Oreos?” I blurt.

She is rummaging through the cutlery drawer. She turns around. “I’m sorry?”

I point to the shelf. “The packet of Oreos? And it’s fine, of course. You can take whatever you like, I’m just wondering, that’s all, because yesterday⁠—”

“I’m diabetic,” she says.

“Really?”

“Yes. I couldn’t eat a chocolate cookie. It would send my blood sugar haywire. Is there a problem?”

“Not at all,” I say. “I didn’t know you were diabetic. I wish I’d known.”

“Why?”

“Because I would make sure to cook things that you can comfortably eat. Especially desserts. I’m very good at making desserts, you know. Everyone says so. I’m sure there’s something I can make that you could eat. Something delicious.”

She blinks at me. “Was there anything else?”

I swallow a sigh. “No, that was it. Thank you, Marie.”

“It’s Meeerrie.”
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I bring Roy his drink. “Roy?”

“Mmm?”

“Did you take the packet of Oreos from the kitchen?”

He looks up. “What packet of what?”

“Oreos. Cookies. Black and white?”

He goes back to his screen. “No. Why?”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” I sit down in the armchair, drum my fingers on the leather arm.

“Why?” he asks.

“They were probably out of date,” I say.

He looks up. “You’re asking me if I ate cookies that were out of date?”

“Never mind,” I say. He goes back to his screen. “I probably should get dinner ready.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Did Deborah ever have a facelift? Or any kind of cosmetic surgery done?”

He stops typing, his fingers an inch from the keyboard. He raises his head slowly. “What did you say?”

“I really don’t mean to upset you. And I’m not being jealous, I’m just wondering, that’s all.”

“Wondering what, exactly?”

I shrug, but something in his tone feels wrong. Like I’ve hit a nerve. “I was wondering if Deborah ever had any cosmetic surgery done. A nose job? Eye lift?”

He is staring at me, absolutely still, his fingers still hovering. “Why are you asking me that?”

“No reason, Roy.”

“But there must be a reason,” he says.

I scratch the side of my neck. “I was… I don’t know. Maybe I’d like to get something done, and if she had something done, I could go to the same place.”

Silence.

“There’s a couple of places that have great reviews. One of them in Thousand Oaks. I haven’t looked too deeply yet⁠—”

I stop. His nostrils are flaring.

“Did I say something wrong?”

He narrows his eyes at me. I shouldn’t have said Thousand Oaks. I should have kept it generic. I’m giving away too much too soon. “Not to worry. I’ll ask Meredith when I see her on Friday. But I know there are a couple of places around here that have great reviews.”

A beat. Then, “No.” He goes back to his screen.

I tilt my head. “No…”

“No, Deborah never had anything done. And you don’t need anything done either, Jodie, so please don’t even think about it. I mean it. Were you saying something about dinner?”

There’s something there. I know it. I can see it in the tension in his neck, the vein bulging on his temple. My heart is racing. I’m onto something.

I get up. “I’ll come and get you when it’s ready.”
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That night, I wait until Roy is asleep, then I carefully, silently push the covers off me and get out of bed. His keys are on the dresser and I pick them up, carefully so as not to make any noise. I take my phone from my bedside table, shrug on my robe, and tiptoe down the stairs.

I unlock the door of his office and close it after me. It’s very dark, with only the moonlight coming through between the drapes.

I turn on my phone light and put it down on his desk. I wish it wasn’t so bright, but it’s all I have.

Then I open the bottom cupboards. I know, in my bones, in my heart, that the place in Thousand Oaks is significant. Deb knew it, and he knows it.

And I’m going to find out what it is, because I bet it has something to do with why he killed her.
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I’ve been here at least an hour, slowly and carefully taking files out of boxes and putting them back in. I haven’t found a single mention of the clinic, and I’m beginning to think it’s a dead end, and that his reaction earlier had more to do with the fact that I brought up Deborah again.

I rub the back of my neck. I try the next cupboard and pull the next box. This one has a yellow notepad on top, with pages and pages covered with Roy’s handwriting.

More patient notes.

I’m about to put it back when a piece of paper falls out. It’s folded once and is handwritten.

I pick it up and open it.

24 August

My darling…

I stare at it. This isn’t Roy’s handwriting, and it’s not Deb’s either, and it’s dated a month before she died.

I sit back to read the letter, my heart thumping, when I hear something that makes me go very still.

A noise, the creak of a door.

I bolt upright and snatch my phone that I’d balanced on the desk, sending the pen cup flying in the process. I turn off the phone light and shove the notepad and the letter back in the box, then push it back where it belongs. Fortunately, the cup landed on the rug. The only noise came from a pen rolling under the shelves.

I hold my breath. Silence. Except for the sound of my heart, which is like a barrel full of tennis balls rolling down a hill. Maybe I imagined it. Maybe it was the wind? It didn’t sound like the wind. It’s not even windy outside.

I stand in the dark by the desk, unmoving, for a few minutes. Nothing. I turn my phone light back on, get on my hands and knees, pick up the pens and the cup, and stick everything back in. I look under the shelf for the pen that rolled out, and when I drag it out, I realize it wasn’t a pen.

It’s a key.

I know that key. I put my hand in the pocket of my robe and bring out Roy’s keys. I hold up the office key and compare it to the one I just found. It’s the exact same key.

I open the door by a hair. Nothing. I open it a little more, take one last look behind me, shining the torch to make sure everything is as it should be, then I slip out and close the door behind me.

Everything is quiet.

I slip the key I just found in the keyhole, and it works. My chest expands with excitement. I have found the spare key to the office. I slip it into my other pocket. I won’t have to tiptoe like a thief in my own house anymore. I can go into that office whenever I like.

I walk silently to the stairs when I feel a draft. Not a big one, but enough to make me stop. I look around, and it takes me a few minutes to realize the back door is ajar. It leads to the back garden, and it doesn’t close properly. That must have been what I heard: Marie or Roy didn’t close it fully—you have to brace yourself against it—and it creaked open a little.

I close it and make a mental note to get it fixed. It has an excellent electronic lock, but still. Useless if we keep leaving it open.

And then I have the strangest thought. I picture the missing Oreos and I picture Deb’s gorgeous happy smile.

My eyes water. I know it can’t possibly be true. I know Deb isn’t sneaking in and out of this house from heaven because she’s got a craving for Oreos or whatever, but I wish it were true. I wish it so hard it makes the hair on my arms stand up.

I slip quickly into the kitchen, tear off a page from the notepad on the fridge, and write:

You’d love those. x

I put the note in the glass jar, so it’s nestled with my chocolate chip cookies.


14



I feel happy this morning, and as someone who is never happy, it’s a welcome change. I won’t lie. I was getting worried that after almost five weeks, I was getting nowhere.

But finally, I’m getting close. The irrefutable proof that my sister was murdered is in the office. I know it. I can feel it calling out to me.

And now I have the key.
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Later, I find that Erin texted me her number. I suggest we meet for coffee the following day so I can pay her back. Then I add:

I can meet you near your house. Whatever is easy for you. Or even at your house if you prefer. I could bring cake.




She types her reply:

I live miles away. I can give you my banking details instead, save you the trip.




I think of my mother, bent down, her hands braced against her knees, her face an inch from mine. She is smiling, showing a row of yellow teeth. “Nobody likes you, Joanne. Do you know why?”

I shake my head.

“Neither do I. But nobody does. Not even God.” Then she straightens and walks away, laughing.

I don’t know why I’m even thinking about that now. Erin barely knows me.

I type my reply.

Why don’t I take you out for coffee? Just say when and where.




She replies:

Sure! tomorrow at 1pm at The Slate? It’s a café, corner of Calabasas & El Canon rds.




I imagine Deb smiling at me. See? That wasn’t so hard, was it?

I reply with a thumbs-up emoji.
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I wanted to go back to Roy’s office last night, but Roy was unwell during the night. He had to go to the bathroom twice, and stayed there for longer than usual, and I wondered if Marie had sabotaged my dinner after all. Anyway, it didn’t feel safe going into his office. And it doesn’t feel safe going in during the day, when Marie could walk in any second, even if only to make sure I haven’t pocketed the Fabergé egg.

This morning, I get up and go through my usual routine, but as I moisturize my face, I notice another blemish. This time, it’s a wrinkle on the corner of my mouth. I study it in the mirror. It makes my mouth a little droopy on one side.

I grab a washcloth and press down on it, pulling at the skin this way and that, trying to lift that corner of my mouth back into place. And to make matters worse, the swelling below my right eye is still there.

I tell myself it’s nothing, but I put on even more makeup than usual. By the time I’m done, you can’t see a thing.

Roy is in the shower, and I think of what I might do today, and I remember that I have the name of Deb’s doctor from her appointment book: Dr. Kowalski. Maybe he will know something about the clinic. Heck, maybe he will know something about what happened to Deb. No stone unturned. That’s my motto.

While Roy gets dressed, I call Dr. Kowalski’s office. I give the receptionist my name and address.

“Oh…you’ve been here before?” she says.

My heart gives a little squeeze. “That would be the first Mrs. Davies,” I say.

She apologizes profusely and gives me an appointment for the following Monday.
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Like me, Roy is in an excellent mood this morning. He hums to himself at the breakfast table. By now I have forgotten about the blemish on my face. I’m too excited about the key.

I gaze at him as he stirs cream into his coffee. I can picture him in the electric chair, moments before his executioner flicks the switch. Do you have any last words, Dr. Davies?

He would be so overcome by emotions that he wouldn’t be able to get the words out, even though he’d be trying, mouth opening and closing like a dying fish. I would be watching from behind the glass, and I would laugh and laugh and laugh while he sobbed so hard he wouldn’t be able to breathe, and the executioner would get tired of waiting so he’d flick the switch anyway.

Roy grins at me. “You’re very cheerful this morning!”

I smile back, tilting my head. “I’m just happy.” He caresses my cheek, and it occurs to me that if anyone walked in right now, they would undoubtedly think, “Now look at those two lovebirds.”

Which goes to show, you never know what goes on inside a person’s head.

“And what are you up to today, sweetheart?” he asks.

“Shopping mostly, then I’m having coffee with a friend⁠—”

He looks up sharply, eyes narrowed. “A friend?”

“Her name is Erin,” I say lightly, buttering a piece of gluten-free toast. He waits a beat, then relaxes.

“Do I know Erin?” he asks.

“You haven’t met her because I only met her yesterday for the first time, but she’s very nice.”

Roy smiles. “That’s wonderful, sweetheart. I’m pleased to hear that.”

I steal a glance at Marie who has come in to clear some of the dishes. I flash my sunniest smile at Roy. “Thank you, darling,” I say, even though I never call him that. “It pleases me that you’re pleased.”

He gives me that smile, the one that tugs on one side only, and I catch a strange look on Marie’s face, like a shadow.

“And by the way, I have a doctor’s appointment on Monday,” I say after Marie leaves.

“A doctor’s appointment?” He frowns. “What’s wrong?”

I was taking a bite of my toast so I have to wait and chew. I pat my mouth with my napkin. “Nothing,” I say finally, one hand in front of my mouth in case some piece of bread got lodged between my teeth. “I was thinking about what you said, and you’re right, Roy. I should get help. I’m going to talk to my GP—Dr. Kowalski, do you know him? Meredith recommended him. Anyway, I’ll see if he can recommend someone.”

He puts down his coffee cup. “Well, if you want to… I mean, I do think it’s a good idea. But you don’t need Dr. Kowalski to recommend someone. I’ll give you some names.”

“Thank you, Roy. That would be very kind.”
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He leaves for work, and I put the breakfast things away. I open the cupboard to put back the jar of chia seeds and glance at Deb’s shelf.

My heart stops. The note I put in the jar of cookies is gone. I grab the jar. There are three cookies in it. But I know, I know that I put four. I turn to Marie who isn’t even pretending to be busy. She’s leaning against the counter, drinking her coffee, watching me clean.

I hold up the jar. “You didn’t have one of those, did you?”

She gives a look, a quick roll of the eye. “I’m a diabetic.”

“I know. I was just wondering.”

She shrugs. “I didn’t touch them.”

She turns around and puts her cup in the dishwasher.

I put the jar back on the shelf but I leave my hand on it for a moment, feeling the sting of tears behind my eyes. I don’t believe in ghosts—for good reasons, considering all the people I… Anyway, my point is, if ghosts were a thing, let’s just say, I would know.

But still.

I swallow a lump at the back of my throat and close the cupboard door.
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I get everything together for dinner—I’m making pulled pork and roasted vegetables, one of Roy’s favorites. I turn on the slow cooker, then go to meet Erin.
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She’s already at the café when I get there. She stands and smiles, like she’s happy to see me, and then she hugs me. I’m not used to being touched by strangers so I don’t quite know what to do. I mentally ask Deb. Just go with the flow, she would say. So I hug Erin back, going with the flow, until I feel her disengaging herself from my embrace.

“Thank you for yesterday. You were so sweet,” she says, giving me an odd look. Or maybe I’m imagining it. “I feel much better about everything.”

“I’m glad,” I say, sitting down opposite. “But it’s me who should be thanking you.” I open my purse and slide a fifty across the table.

“There was no need, but I appreciate it,” she says, folding the note and putting it in her purse. You can tell Erin has money. She has that look about her. Her hair is nicely cut in a feathery bob, light brown with subtle highlights, and she sports an impeccable French manicure.

“So? Where do you live?” she asks after the waitress has brought my coffee.

“Beverly Hills. Camden Drive.”

“Nice,” she says.

“What about you?”

“Not far from here, on the other side of Mulholland Drive.”

“Nice,” I say.

She chatters on about everything and nothing. She tells me she grew up in these parts. Nice, I say. I tell her I grew up in Oklahoma, which is a lie, obviously.

I like Erin. I’ve never had coffee with a girlfriend before, and I find I like it very much. I pepper her with questions. Where do you shop around here? Do you prefer white chocolate or dark chocolate? What kind of house do you have? What do you do for money? She laughs, flicking her hair. I laugh too, mirroring her and flicking my own hair. She tells me she’s a yoga instructor. I tell her that I love yoga. She looks surprised, but pleased. I don’t love yoga, of course. I don’t love anything except cooking and cleaning. Then she tells me that she has her own studio and that she’s very busy.

“What about you? What do you do?”

I don’t know Erin well enough to tell her the truth, even though I find I’m dying to. I am on a quest to prove my husband killed my sister. Also, I hate him so much, some days all I want is to stab him in the throat.

But I don’t. Instead, I tell her that I do precisely nothing and it’s fine with me. “I’m very busy with the house,” I say. “And looking after my husband. It’s what I love doing, and he doesn’t mind that I don’t work.”

She laughs, but I think I detect a tiny edge to the laughter. Perhaps because she recently broke up with her fiancé.

“I’m sure he doesn’t mind,” she says. There it is. That edge again.

“What do you mean?”

She smiles. It’s tight. “If you spend all your time looking after him, he’s hardly going to complain.” She puts her coffee cup down. “Lucky him. You two must be very happy.”

I shrug. “It’s my life’s work, making my husband happy.”

“How wonderful for him. I’m sure he loves every minute of it.”

“Thank you. That’s sweet of you to say. And I certainly hope so.”

“After only a month, you two must be very much in the honeymoon phase.”

Is he still in the honeymoon phase? I wonder. When we were first dating, Roy couldn’t get enough of me. He’d pull me to his lap, touch my hair, kiss my face. “My beautiful porcelain doll.” We’d make love at every opportunity, in every room of his house. Now? Some days I feel him pull away, and I can’t help but wonder if I’m losing him.

So I bake more, and I cook more, and I put on extra-thick eyelashes and powder my face with Dior Luminous Light Deflecting Powder and spray La Verderie Orange Blossom Room Mist around the place and sit on his lap and play with his tie. I love you, I whisper in his ear. I love you more than the moon and the stars. He still smiles, but distractedly. I ask Amy and Nora and Abigail inside my head. Do you think he’s tiring of me? And they’ll say, Don’t be silly! All you need to do is try a little harder, that’s all. And if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again! And they’ll laugh, and then Abigail will chime in, And if you still don’t succeed, then all options are on the table.

Erin is waiting for an answer.

“How did you know we’ve been married a month?”

A beat. “You told me yesterday.”

“Oh! Right. Yes. Honeymoon phase.”

She tilts her head. “So?”

I nod. “We’re very happy. We can’t keep our hands off each other, put it that way.” I laugh, flicking my hair over my shoulder. And then I grow serious. “Although…”

“What?” she asks eagerly.

I lean forward. “What would you think if your husband rambled on about his ex-wife?”

She recoils. “His ex-wife?”

“She killed herself. Or so he says. He talks about her all the time. I don’t think that’s fair, do you? It’s not like she’s the one folding his underwear. He kept her wedding dress, can you believe it? It’s in his closet.” I lean even closer. “Sometimes—” I was going to say Roy, and while I feel comfortable with Erin, partly because she’s a lovely person, and partly because she lives miles away from me, it occurs to me that Roy being a famous psychologist with best-selling books and the occasional appearance on the Sophia Sanchez show, Erin might know who I’m talking about. So I opt for pronouns only.

“Sometimes, when I’m not there, he takes out her dress and looks at it.” I’ve never told anyone this. I study her face. She looks shocked.

“How do you know?”

“I know this because he never puts it back exactly the same way. The first time I noticed the sheath was facing in the other direction. So I made a tiny mark on it, and sure enough, a few days later, it was positioned differently.”

She fingers the chain on her neck. Thin gold, with a moon-and-sun-shaped pendant. “So what does he do with it?”

“That’s an excellent question, and I don’t have the answer. Dance with it, maybe? Lie with it on the bed, the top of her dress in the crook of his arm?” I pick up my cup. “Anyway, apart from that, we are deliriously happy. What about you, Erin? Would you like to get married someday?”

A shadow crosses her face. “Maybe. We’ll see. When I meet the right man.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” I say. “To wait until you meet the right man.”

“What about your family?” she says, changing the subject. “Are you close?”

“God no!” I laugh. “They’re dead. Thank God.”

“I’m sorry?”

“My whole family is dead.”

“Oh my God. How awful, I’m so sorry.”

I wave her apology away. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault. And trust me when I say they are not missed. My mother was the most horrible person ever to walk this earth.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

She waits, eyebrows raised, eager to hear the rest. It occurs to me that maybe I won’t need Amy and Nora and Abigail so much. Maybe I can have a real friend. A real, flesh-made one.

I lean forward. This time our foreheads are almost touching. “When I was six years old, I found a woman’s magazine in the kitchen trash can. I have no idea why my mother would possess such a thing since she hated anything remotely to do with caring for her home or her family. Maybe someone had given it to her. Anyway, I took it out and pored over it. Interestingly, it was the beginning of what would become my obsession with home interiors and homemaking. I cut out pictures of blue and white shutters and potted rosebushes and flower arrangements, and I hid them in my box under my bed so I could look at them whenever I wanted.”

“And?” Erin prompts.

“My mother found bits of cut paper in the trash, on top of the magazine, and saw what I’d done. She called out to me.

“I was in my bedroom, actually admiring those very pictures as it happens, but I could tell from her tone that it wouldn’t be good. I went to see her as requested. She held up the magazine by a corner so the pages were flapping around and you could see the holes where I’d cut them. She bent down over me, her face all scrunched up. ‘Did you do this?’

“I said that I had.

“‘Fine.’ She stood up straight, took my hand, and walked me to the cellar door. It wasn’t even a proper cellar, more like a storeroom under the house. I’d noticed she’d had a padlock put on the door recently, and I’d asked my sister what it was for, and she said, ‘It’s so we don’t go down there.’ And honestly, Erin, there was no need for a padlock because I was never going down there. You see, my mother had told me that spiders lived down there. Hundreds of them, she’d said. Big and black and hairy.

“Anyway, my mother pushed me inside and closed the door. It was the first time I’d been on the other side of that door, and let me tell you, Erin, you don’t know what dark is until you find yourself locked in a cellar. There was no light switch, and it smelled of damp and mold and dust and dead mice. I thought I could hear the spiders moving around, millions of little legs tapping the floor, climbing the walls. When I heard the padlock click in place, I started screaming. She opened the door and I thought she was going to let me out now, but instead she said, ‘If I hear one more peep out of you, as God is my witness, I’m leaving you in there all night.’

“She shut the door, so obviously I started screaming again. I mean, I was six. What did I know about keeping my mouth shut? And you know what terrified me the most? That my family would die and no one would ever open the door again. Or more likely, that my mother would just forget about me. Either way, I’d die in there, eaten alive by hairy spiders.

“After my parents went to sleep, my sister came down and sat on the other side of the door and told me there were no spiders down there; that had been a lie. She stayed with me all night, talking to me through the door about the kind of house I’d live in one day, asking about the pictures I cut out. We ended up talking about our favorite colors for the walls—light pink for me, yellow for her—and whether we’d want wall-to-wall carpets and if drapes were better than shutters, so it wasn’t so bad.”

Erin says nothing at all. Her face looks pale, white almost.

I sit back. “That’s it,” I say. “That’s the story.” I tear open a small packet of real sugar instead of Sweet’N Low and I’ve already poured it into my coffee before I realize my mistake.

I hesitate, staring at the coffee.

“My God, Jodie. That’s horrible!”

“I know.” I crumple the empty packet.

“So…how did they die? Can I ask?”

I take a sip of my coffee and wipe my mouth delicately. “House fire while they were asleep. Terrible tragedy. Everyone said so.”

“Oh God.” After a moment or two, she asks, “So where were you?”

“Away.”

“Right… God. I’m so sorry.”

“Well. It’s in the past now, Erin. And I don’t like to dwell in the past.” I smile. “Let’s talk about something else.”

She looks at me oddly, her head slightly tilted, like she’s trying to figure something out.

“You want some cake?” I say, turning around to catch the waitress’s attention. “Because I could kill for a piece of cake.”
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There’s no one home when I get there, as expected. Roy is at his office downtown, and Marie is wherever she is, but she’s not here.

I put down my purse on the hall table and go straight to Roy’s office. I probably should wait until tonight when he’s asleep, but I can’t help myself. It’s like the key is burning a hole in my pocket.

I unlock the door.

I crouch down and slide a bottom cupboard open. This one also has a brown square cardboard box inside, but it’s organized with tabs and labels. I find it’s full of legal and financial documents. I flick through them. They are mostly about share transactions, legal paperwork related to the house, and interminable contracts related to his psychology practice.

Then I find our prenup agreement.

Honestly, when Roy told me he wanted a prenup, I was like, Roy, whatever makes you happy. We are married till death do us part, so your prenup is as useful to me as a paper airplane. But what is interesting is that most of these documents predate our marriage, and yet there’s nothing about Deborah.

I put the box back and slide the cupboard shut. I check my phone. It’s five thirty. Roy won’t be home for another half an hour.

I should stop now, but I can’t help myself. I go back to the first box, the one with the mysterious letter. Then I sit on the floor and start to read.

24 August

My darling,

A little red-and-black bird landed on my windowsill this morning, and I wished you’d been here to see it. I miss you so much, my love. I miss the sound of your voice and the touch of your skin, I miss the blue of your eyes and the way you smile.

How much longer, my darling Roy, before we can be together? I can’t stand being apart. You are all I think about.

I love you

Vee

I drop the letter. I think I’m going to be sick. Roy was having an affair while he was married to Deborah? And yet he tells anyone who will listen how much he loved her, how much he misses her. He will cry about it, for Christ’s sake.

He wasn’t crying in August; that’s clear.

And what does How much longer, my darling Roy, before we can be together? mean, exactly?

As it happens, I know who Vee is. Vee is short for Veronica. I know because Roy told me about her one night. We’d been dating for six weeks by then. We’d gone back to the same French restaurant in West Hollywood, the one with the courtyard that looked like the set of a fairy tale. He was twirling the stem of his champagne flute, his face was lit by candlelight, and I remember thinking I could see why Deb fell for him. He looked incredibly handsome, if you were into that type, with his perfectly drawn lips, his dark-blue eyes. I was quiet that night because I was trying not to screw things up. I’d been quiet and demure and shy the whole way through, and I didn’t dare deviate. Six weeks is nothing. Things could go either way.

But that night he was quiet too, and I was racking my brain for a way to salvage the situation, dazzle him with something, anything, but short of crashing the restaurant kitchen, sticking an apron on, and whipping up a chocolate soufflé, I had nothing.

Then he said, “I fear that I haven’t been completely honest with you, Jodie.”

I thought back to what led us here. I’d been at his house half a dozen times, but never alone, so that was useless. We had great sex, and I thought that was enough to hook him in. I know nothing of such things but it’s what you hear, isn’t it? You make yourself pretty, treat them like they’re God, and they’ll let you move in. That’s all I wanted. Move in. I wasn’t even asking for a ring, just a front door key.

I thought back to the horrible moment when I’d spilled my tray of oysters Mornay all over Roy’s tuxedo. I should have asked for a job, offered to tend his roses, wash his car, anything. He would have given me one, I’m sure. But I thought I could do better. I thought we could have a fling and I could get in his house that way, and now I had nothing.

And so there we were, in the magical garden at dusk on a cool Wednesday evening.

“I fear that I haven’t been completely honest with you, Jodie.”

I took a breath, swallowed. “What is it?”

“I’ve been seeing someone.”

“Of course.” I felt like such an idiot. Obviously, he was seeing someone. He wasn’t going to date me. My mother used to say, “If you held up a mirror to yourself, you know what the mirror would tell you?”

“You’re the fairest of them all?” I’d seen the Disney movie. I knew about Snow White and the Evil Queen.

My mother would laugh and laugh and laugh, and when she had recovered sufficiently to speak, she’d bend down and say, “It would tell you you’re the dumbest of them all.”

I felt the panic swirl inside me. I thought maybe I should just kill him, right then and there. I wanted to put my hands around his neck and squeeze. Let’s stop playing games and get this over and done with then, I imagined myself saying. How did you kill her? What did you do to her? And more importantly, why? You snuffed the one life on this planet that was pure and kind. She was an angel and you killed her. How do you feel now, Satan?

Anyway, so Roy said, “Her name is Veronica. We’ve been seeing each other for a few weeks. My wife has not been dead very long, you see. And Vee has been a great support. And you could say one thing led to another, as these things do, and…”

“I’m pregnant,” I blurted.

He recoiled so fast his knees bumped against the table. It shuddered, sending my flute toppling.

“What?”

I picked up my glass and mopped up with my napkin. “I’m pregnant. I’m really sorry.”

He stared at me, his mouth slightly opened, for a long, long time. I thought I could see the beat of his heart under his T-shirt, but probably not.

Anyway, I was beginning to think that had been a mistake, and I was digging my own grave, when he said, “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “I’m late. Really late. I bought the test but I haven’t done it yet.”

“Oh God, Jodie…” he said softly. He took my hand. I held my breath. This was going better than I’d expected.

He looked into my eyes. “I was going to say, I was seeing Veronica, but then I met you. So, I’ve told Vee that things will not go any further between her and me. And that I am terribly sorry if I got her hopes up, which I’m sure I did. That was probably unforgivable, but it couldn’t be helped. I wasn’t going to walk away from…us. You and me. And I was terribly sorry.”

I swallowed. “So…it’s over with Veronica?”

“Yes.”

“Because you want to be with me?”

He laughed. “Yes!”

Boy, did I feel like an idiot then.

“And now…you’re pregnant?” he said, laughing.

“Well, I think I am. I mean, I’m sure I am.”

“Let’s do the test now,” he whispered urgently. “We’ll find a pharmacy. I’m sure there’ll be one open somewhere. You can use the bathroom here and⁠—”

I raised my hand. “Roy. Please. A woman needs the privacy of her own home.” Home being a metaphor for the shabby, moldy walk-up unit I lived in.

I went home that night and scoured the internet. Turned out it wasn’t hard to get hold of a fake test, and I figured at this point it was better that the test be positive. Let’s not tempt fate, or Veronica. Because for a moment there, I felt bad for her. This woman thought she was about to get engaged, that she would be the future Mrs. Davies, and then I came along and pulled the rug out from under her.

He was with me when I did the test. He cried when it came back positive. I remained pregnant until after the wedding, and I lost my imaginary baby one week after we were married.

But I think back to what he told me that night.

My wife has not been dead very long, you see. And Vee has been a great support.

Clearly. And how convenient, considering she was a great support before Deb died.

How much longer, my darling Roy, before we can be together?
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I read the line over and over and over until the room spins.

How much longer, my darling Roy, before we can be together?

I think I’m going to throw up. He must have made promises for her to write that. Leave it with me, he must have said. I’ll take care of it.

What kind of sick man says something like that about his wife? I press my hands over my eyes. She must have been terrified. You meet a man who is a renowned psychologist, author of six books translated into five languages, and a regular guest on the Sophia Sanchez Morning Show, and you think you’re in safe hands.

Take a breath, Jo. Think happy thoughts. I picture my linen cupboard, how I fold every sheet to be exactly the same width on the shelf, fitted sheets included. Some days, when I feel especially angry, all I have to do is walk into that cupboard, gaze at my folded linen, and smell the lavender that permeates the room, thanks to those potpourri sachets I get from the market that come in little linen squares.

But my brain is broken. All I can think is, I knew it. I knew he had a reason to want to be rid of her.

And now, I found it.

And here’s something I’ve often wondered over the past few weeks. Let’s call it a mental exercise, a brain teaser: How long do your arms need to be to shoot yourself with a Winchester 70 rifle?

I don’t know how long an average person’s arms are, and I don’t know how long the barrel of a Winchester 70 rifle is. If I knew, I would do some addition and subtraction on the back of an envelope and figure out if shooting yourself in the face with a rifle is even possible.

The gun cabinet is locked, and Roy keeps the key hidden—although evidently Deborah knew where it was. I know where the key is because I know where everything is in this house. It’s a little brass key on a hook in Roy’s dressing room. I grab it and return to his office, open the cabinet, and pull out the rifle.

I’ve never held a gun before, let alone a rifle, and it’s heavier than you’d think. I turn it around and place the end of the barrel between my eyes. Then I extend my arms to reach the trigger. I’m just under 5 feet, 3 inches, so not super short, but not super tall, and I have to say, I can barely reach.

I turn the rifle around again and hoist it as if to shoot, with the butt against my collarbone. I’ve seen the movies so I get the general idea. I zoom in on one of Roy’s books in the far shelves: Becoming You: Heal Your Self-Worth and Attract the Life You Deserve.

And then I pull the trigger.

“What the hell are you doing?” Roy barks.

My heart explodes. I bring the rifle down. “Jesus! You scared me! You’re home!”

“Of course I’m home. It’s past six. What the hell are you doing with my rifle, Jodie? Give it to me! Right now!”

It’s past six? Already?

“I was cleaning it,” I improvise. I pull my sleeve over my knuckles and use the palm of my hand to buff the walnut part. Then I blow a mouthful of steam on the little telescope and wipe it with my sleeve over my finger.

“For Christ’s sake, Jodie! Give it back!”

“I only meant to help,” I say, handing it to him. I check the way he holds it, confidently, the way he cracks it open to check for a cartridge, then seeing there isn’t one, the way he closes it again. He knows how to handle that rifle, which makes sense, since it’s his. But still. It’s interesting to watch just how comfortable he is with it.

He puts it back into its cradle, locks the cabinet and pulls out the key. He stares at it in his hand, then at me.

“It was an impulse,” I say. “I was thinking that your rifle never gets polished and it made me sad. I know how much you love that rifle. And I saw the key in the lock so I thought…”

“The key was in the lock?”

I raise my shoulders. “Well, yes. How else would I open it?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t even remember opening it. I haven’t opened it for ages.”

“Oh, Roy…” I say sadly. “You’ve been so busy, and all that talk about Deborah… Maybe you did it without thinking?”

He pushes a trembling hand through his hair. “Sorry, Jodie. I shouldn’t have shouted at you.”

“I’m sorry too,” I say.

He slips the key into his pocket and picks up his briefcase that he’d dropped on the floor. He puts it on the desk. “How did you get in here?”

I twirl an earring, shrug. “The door was open.”

He turns to me. “Really?”

“It was ajar. I went in because I thought you were home. Why?”

He takes a moment, studying my face, then goes back to his satchel. “Please never handle the rifle again without asking me. It’s incredibly dangerous.”

“I understand. I meant well,” I say.

“I know, babe. I know.”

I smooth my skirt. “Anyway, I have the slow cooker on. I should go and check on it. Dinner should be ready in about an hour.”

I go to the kitchen, sit on a stool at the counter, and google Can you shoot yourself with a rifle on my phone. And it’s just as well that I have no emotions to speak of because it’s a pretty sad, sorry world out there. As it turns out, yes, there are all sorts of ways to shoot yourself in the head with a rifle. Using your toe to press the trigger is a popular solution. Happens all the time, apparently.
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Later, over dinner, I ask him, keeping my tone light, “Did you and Deborah have a prenup agreement?”

His left eye twitches. He takes a sip of wine. “Why do you ask?”

I shrug. “I’m just wondering.”

He puts his glass back down. “Why would you wonder about something like that?”

“I was talking to my friend Erin earlier… Remember my new friend Erin? I told you about her? Anyway, she said her fiancé wants her to sign a prenup, and she’s quite upset about it. I told her it’s no big deal, we signed one, and as you remember, I didn’t have any issues with it. Because I love you, and I know you love me, and we’re never getting divorced, so what does it matter? That’s what I told her. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said. But it made me curious, did you and Deborah have one?”

He seems momentarily confused by this wall of words, but then he says, “No. We didn’t.”

My jaw drops. “Really?”

“Yes.”

“Why not?”

“I never even thought about it, if you must know.”

“But you thought about it with me.”

He sighs and takes my hand. “Jodie, honey. Give it a rest.”

“I’m just curious, that’s all.”

“Marrying you was my second marriage. Henry⁠—”

“Henry?”

“Henry Barber, my lawyer. You’ve met him.”

“Of course. Sorry. Keep going.”

“Henry thought it would be a good idea.”

I nod slowly, like that makes perfect sense. But inside, I am boiling.

Because I found it: the motive, the smoking gun, the reason he killed my sister.

Dr. Roy Davies wanted to get rid of his wife to be with his mistress, but they didn’t have a prenup.

How much longer, my darling Roy, before we can be together?

I wonder if she was in on it.
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It’s Friday today, the day of my lunch at Meredith’s. I could say that I woke up with the eagerness of a child on Christmas morning, but obviously, that would be a lie. At Christmas, my mother and father would exchange presents for themselves, usually a trinket, like a plastic key ring from the dollar store for him, and a used kitchen mop from the thrift store for her. My sister might have gotten a sheet of stickers or a plastic hair clip if she was lucky.

I never got anything because as my mother used to say, “You’re too evil, sorry. Not my fault, don’t look at me like that. I’m just telling you what Father Christmas said. No, you can’t have turkey. You can finish the ham sandwich you left half-eaten yesterday. It’s in the trash. If you can’t see it, that’d be because the ants are crawling all over it.”

But it occurred to me yesterday how much I enjoyed meeting up with Erin. I’ve never had a friend before—other than my sister—and I’d always assumed I would never have one, despite Deb’s protestations.

It’s Mom, she would say. Don’t listen to her. She’s just nasty and horrible. There’s nothing wrong with you, Jo. One day, you’ll leave this place, and you’ll have lots of friends, you’ll see.

And look at me now… I want to tell her. I had coffee with a friend yesterday, can you believe it? And today I’m going to lunch with Meredith and Barb and Eileen! Remember Meredith and Barb and Eileen? And soon, once I’ve dealt with Roy, once he is in jail forever, or dead, depending, Meredith and Barb and Eileen and I will go shopping together, and we’ll go for cocktails, and for coffee and cake, and we’ll swap recipes, and we’ll have conversations like, “I was just telling my friend Erin—you must meet Erin, by the way, you’ll love her—about this new patisserie, have you been there? Oh, but you must!”

It’s going to be amazing, Debs. If only you were here to see it.

Also, the timing of this lunch couldn’t be better. I have so many questions to ask them. What do they know about the Laurel-Westlake Institute of Plastic Surgery? Did they know Veronica? They must have, since Roy was seeing her “in the open,” so to speak, after Deb died. Did they ever see them together while he was still married? Do they know she’s a whore? Do they know how I can get in touch with her?

So many questions…
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Meredith lives next door so I just walk over. At 10:30 a.m. precisely, I knock on the door. I didn’t know what to bring so I made a strawberry cheesecake. It’s one of Roy’s favorites. I also brought a bottle of Taittinger—that’s French champagne—because I know that these ladies love their champagne and I think it would be a nice icebreaker.

Meredith opens the door in her bare feet and a towel around her head.

My heart sinks. “Did I get the wrong day?” I ask.

“Jodie! Not at all. You’re right on time. What have you got there? Champagne? Oh, right. You shouldn’t have. Come this way.”

I’m the first one here. I check my watch. Ten thirty-one. Perhaps I should have been fashionably late. I guess I have a lot to learn. Or did I get the time wrong? Because I do remember thinking ten thirty was very early for lunch, but then I just assumed we’d have cocktails first. For an hour and a half. Anyway, she hasn’t said I am too early, so I don’t need to worry.

I’ve never been inside Meredith’s house, and it’s as beautiful as you’d imagine, if a little clinical for my taste. Lots of white and beige and pale grays, but the large windows are what draw the eye anyway, and her garden is beautiful.

“Shall I put this in the kitchen?” I say.

“Well, yes, obviously. That’s where we’re going.”

The kitchen is similarly clinical with a large central island made of stainless steel. It’s not to my taste but at least there’s no risk of food poisoning due to cutting raw chicken on the wooden top, and I appreciate that. People have no idea how unhygienic those fixed wooden bench tops can be. On the other hand, the kitchen bench is absolutely covered with food. Eggs, cartons of them, pots of cream, fruits and vegetables spilling over, little jars of spices and herbs that look like they’re still sealed, bags of flour, blocks of butter…

“Where shall I…” I hold my pie aloft, looking around for a clear space and seeing none.

“What is it again?” She peers under the cake dome.

“Strawberry cheesecake.”

“Oh! You got an early start. Clever you. Now. There’s salmon in the refrigerator, and some dips and those Greek dolmades… Anyway, you’ll figure it out, I’m sure. Let’s see…what else do you need? I did consider asking you to bring all the ingredients, I thought you’d know best, but Eileen said… Anyway, I didn’t. But I ordered everything you need and more, so I’m sure you’ll be fine. Now. In this drawer here, you’ll find all the utensils…” She opens a large white drawer, the type that you tug and it slides out in a soft whoosh. “Did you bring an apron? No? Let me see… There should be one somewhere…” She rummages in a cupboard and comes out with a crumpled square of linen. She shakes it loose. “Is that an apron? Yes.” She hands it to me, one arm outstretched.

And only then does it dawn on me, with a slow sinking of my stomach, that Meredith didn’t invite me to join her friends for my scintillating conversation or to mine my creative ideas to raise money for a good cause.

She wants me to make lunch.

“That should be everything, then. You’re all right, Jodie? You look a bit red.” She checks her watch. “I better get a move on. I still have to style my hair and the luncheon is at 12:30. My friends—by the way there will be twelve of us, I don’t remember if I mentioned—are very punctual so you should probably get a move on too… Oh, here’s Dolores.”

A short woman with curly dark hair and a narrow face walks in. She’s wearing a light blue blouse that goes down to her knees.

“Dolores, this is Mrs. Davies. Remember how I told you? No? Maybe I didn’t. Anyway. I’m sure you two will get on perfectly.” She taps my shoulder lightly. “I’ll leave you with Dolores. You’re in good hands. Just ask if you need anything. Ask Dolores, I mean. Please do your magic, Jodie. I promised my friends a very special luncheon so I’m counting on you.”

I’m still holding the cake, staring at Meredith’s smooth, unlined face, and I am reminded of a book of medieval feasts I found in a yard sale once. The front cover had a picture of a pig’s head with an apple in its mouth. For a moment, I can see myself as if from above as I put the cake down to pick up that big, sharp knife over there, and then, in the next moment, I am serving cheesecake with Meredith’s head on top of it, a strawberry stuck between her teeth.

“Well then. I’ll see you at 12:15 for the hors d’oeuvres,” she says, breaking the spell.

“Everything all right, Mrs. Davies?” Dolores asks after she’s gone.

Dolores looks worried. I’m about to say that no, nothing is all right so I’m going home, but then I think about Deborah. If I want to figure out what really happened to her, I need to speak with the people who knew her, even if they’re horrible, horrible people.

I put down the cake on the sideboard, smooth my hair with the palm of my hand. I’m here, so I may as well make lemonade out of lemons.

Also, I love cooking.

“I’m perfectly fine, thank you. And please call me Jodie.” I tie on the apron. “Do you like cooking, Dolores?”
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An hour later, the strangest thing happens. I’m laughing. In fact, I’m laughing so much I’m crying. And as someone who never laughs and never cries, this is quite the surprise.

Dolores is telling me stories of growing up (picture-book family, lots of siblings getting up to lots of mischief) and I’m telling her my stories of growing up, and she thinks I’m making it all up. (In the cellar? You are throwing me Chinese tales! You are inventing me a film!) And the best part? Dolores is an amazing cook. She and I are like two chefs in a five-star restaurant. We are so in tune with each other’s movements, you’d think we’d been working together for years. And then she brings up her son, Mikey.

“You have a son? That’s so sweet. How old is he?” I ask, putting sliced spring onions on a canapé.

“He’s eleven. He’s a good boy.”

“I bet he is. Where is he now?”

She flicks her head toward the ceiling. “In our rooms.”

“He’s here?”

“Yes. We live here.”

“Oh, right. And does he go to school around here?”

Her face darkens. “He doesn’t go to school. It’s complicated.”

“Oh?”

“He’s deaf,” she says. “It’s hard to find a school for him around here, so I teach him.”

“You homeschool him? Here?”

“Yes.”

“That’s amazing. And is he a good student?”

She smiles while trying not to, and her face is awash with pride. “Very. He’s a very good student. He knows all about math, and history, and geography, and literature…”

We don’t stop talking. Not for one minute. Another hour later, we have prepared a spread incredible enough to make a French chef eat his hat and cry into his velouté de champignons. By the time we are done, we have a large plate of poached salmon filet with dill crème fraîche, a million different salads, each more succulent than the other, fresh fruit platters, freshly made dips and God knows what else.

And then, something occurs to me.

“Dolores, did you know Deborah? The first Mrs. Davies?”

She nods, and her eyes water. “Yes. She was very kind. A very kind person. She was very fond of Mikey, too.”

I nod. “I can imagine that.”

She gives me an odd look, a tilt of the head.

“I mean, the way everyone talks about her. Did you know her well?”

“No. We are not, you know…of the same… How do you say? Stock?”

“Stock’s a good word,” I say. I wash a bowl and set it to dry on the rack. “Did you see her before she died?”

Silence. I turn around. “Are you all right, Dolores?”

“Yes, yes.” She shakes her head. “It was very sad.”

“I know. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I didn’t see her, no. I didn’t see her often, only when she came here, but she stopped coming, and then she was dead.”

I nod. Then I hand her a tiny slice of salmon on a crostini with a dollop of crème fraîche and a pinch of dill.

She shakes her hands in front of it. “Oh, no!”

“Why not? You don’t like salmon?”

“I never eat the salmon. It’s too good.”

“But you must try it, you made it.”

“No.” She shakes her head. Then in a low voice she says, “Not allowed.”

I’m about to ask what is not allowed when Meredith bursts into the room, tittering on her high heels.

“How are we going in here?” she asks, slurring her words.

“We’re about to serve,” I say.

“Right! Well?” She claps twice. “Let’s go!”

I tilt my head at her. Some people are like that, I guess. They go through life secure in the knowledge that everyone else is there to serve them. And I have to say, that makes Meredith a hard person to like. In fact, there was a moment earlier, when Dolores disappeared to let the guests in, where I briefly considered pushing my finger deep inside my throat and vomiting into the salsa, but I didn’t, for Dolores’s sake.

And anyway, revenge is like honey: it doesn’t matter how long you leave it, it never goes bad.

We bring out the food. Barb is here, as is Eileen, but I never met any of the others. They glance at me oddly, with up and down looks, like they already know all about me and they are gauging whether their impressions were right.

As Dolores and I put the food down on the dining table—this is self-serve buffet style, so we don’t have to serve anyone—Eileen comes up to me.

“How wonderful of you to do this, Jodie. It’s so generous of you to give your time like this.” Her smile is broad, almost too broad, and I wonder for a moment if she is afraid of me.

There’s a collective clearing of throats. “We give our time to charity all the time,” Meredith says, smiling broadly.

“All the time,” Barb adds.

“It’s nothing,” I say. “And I didn’t do it alone. Dolores was a great help.”

“Exactly,” Meredith says.

“Well, good for you!” Eileen beams. She hooks her arm into mine. “I didn’t say anything,” she whispers. “To anyone. I didn’t want Roy to get upset.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“And look at you, how pretty you are. Now. What will you have to drink?”

I don’t know if I was supposed to attend the lunch proper after I’d cooked for everyone, but nobody was going to contradict Eileen. So I got my plate and paper napkin—I did curl my lip at the paper napkin, I have to confess—and joined the others. Then I realized that the point of this fundraising charity event was for everyone present to write a check, stick it in a bowl, brush their hands together, and get drunk. I didn’t have a checkbook with me, so I drank instead.

“Did Deborah ever attend these lunches?” I ask.

I know full well Deborah did, since I have her appointment book.

The harpies exchange a look. Here she goes again. “Deborah was a wonderful asset to our little get-togethers, yes,” a woman in pastel colors says. She gives me a small smile. “I’m Carol, by the way.”

I shake her hand. “I was thinking of having some work done,” I say.

They all frown. “Work?”

“Yes. I believe Deborah attended the Laurel-Westlake Institute of Plastic Surgery.” I’ve had plenty of champagne but no food, so it comes out like the laurstlake intistue of plastic surgy.

They frown. “Never heard of it,” Meredith says.

“Why would she get work done?” Barb says. “She was so beautiful.”

“You didn’t see her at the end,” Meredith says quietly.

“I only go to Dr. Mamoud,” Barb says. “Do you know Dr. Mamoud?”

“I do not,” I say.

“I go there,” Carol says. “He’s the best.” Then she narrows her eyes at me. “What do you want to get done?”

“I think my eyes are too close together,” I say.

They all frown at me. “I don’t think so,” Carol says.

“I don’t see it,” Barb says.

“Maybe a little, yes,” Meredith says.

I drum my fingers on the armrest. “So that’s odd. Because Deborah went there the day before she died.”

“Really?” Meredith says.

“Would you have work done if you knew you were going to kill yourself the following day?” I ask. “It seems like a waste, doesn’t it?”

A collective gasp.

“You don’t mean that, Jodie,” Eileen says gently, her hand on my forearm.

“Although having said that,” I continue, “why wouldn’t you indulge in a little eye lift, a smattering of Botox, make sure you look your best in your casket?”

Everyone nods thoughtfully.

“Oh, but wait!” I slap my forehead. “She shot herself in the face, remember?”

Silence.

“Did you spend much time with Deborah before she died?” I ask. “I mean, I know she was one of your best friends…”

“Of course we did,” Barb says. “We adored her. We saw her all the time.”

“Except for the last week,” Meredith says. “She was locking herself inside the house by then.”

“Locking herself inside?”

“She would not go out. Roy was incredibly worried about her.” She turns to Barb. “Do you remember?”

“Of course I remember.”

“For a week?” I say. “Is that all?”

“What do you mean?” Eileen says.

“Well, if you’re going through a deep depression like she was, surely you’d be affected for longer than a week. What was she like before?”

Meredith shrugs. “Normal, I guess.”

“So why would you all say she was so depressed? That she’d changed so much? That’s what you kept saying at Roy’s birthday party.”

“Because Roy said that,” Carol says. They all nod in agreement. “He was telling us that she was depressed and unwell.”

I take a moment to absorb all this. “So…you never saw her depressed.”

They all shake their heads.

“It’s just what Roy told you.”

They nod.

“And it only lasted a few days before she killed herself.”

“That’s right. What is your point, Jodie?” Meredith asks.

I ignore her question. “Did you know Vee?” I ask.

Barb and Meredith exchange a look. “Veronica? Of course. She’s a dear friend.”

“When’s the last time you saw her?”

“I saw Veronica the other day,” Barb says.

“You did?” Meredith says. “I haven’t seen her for weeks! How is dear Vee?”

“Very well. She looks happy. She’s with David now. You knew that, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I’d heard.”

“He’s wonderful. They’re a great match. Still…such a shame she and Roy didn’t—” They turn to me, suddenly aware I’m still here.

“Anyway,” Barb says. “Yes, we know her. Why?”

“Does she live around here?”

“No. She’s in Sherman Oaks.”

“Why do you want to know about Vee?” Meredith says.

“Did you know her and Roy had an affair while he was married to Deborah?”

They frown at me.

“Surely not.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“You’re making this up!”

“You don’t think there’s anything strange about all this? Deborah disappearing for a week, no sign of depression before that, and then, bang, she’s dead?”

Meredith clicks her tongue. “Again, Jodie, what is your point?”

“ Did you see…” I lean forward. “Her arms?”

Carol frowns. “Her arms?”

“Why are you asking about Deborah all the time?” Meredith says with a sigh. “What’s wrong with you?”

“She’s jealous,” one of the women drolls.

“Clearly,” another one says, rolling her eyes.

“It’s not that,” I say.

“So what is it, Jodie?” Eileen asks.

I look at their confused faces. “She was one of your best friends,” I say. “She lived next door, then she stopped coming out for a week, and you’re not the least bit curious? Then she shoots herself with a rifle the day after possibly getting plastic surgery and you’re not asking how long her arms are?”
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“I think it may be time for you to leave,” Meredith says, her chin high.

“Meredith…” Eileen says in a low voice, more like a warning than a rebuke.

I stand and pick up my purse. “Thank you so much for a lovely lunch,” I say primly.

No one offers to accompany me to the front door. I walk down the hallway, vaguely wondering if there’s something I can steal or damage, when Dolores says my name behind me.

“Mrs… Jodie?”

I turn around. “Dolores!”

I don’t know why—and it’s never happened before—but I find myself taking her hands in mine. “That was so much fun,” I say. “The part with you,” I mean. “Not the other part.”

She nods, smiling a little. She lets go of my hands and reaches into the pocket of her blouse. She hands me a small object, the size of a small box of matches but more rounded than that, and wrapped in soft tissue paper.

“Normally, I wouldn’t. Just so you know. I’d never help myself to anything, but after today there was a little bit left here and there so…anyway. I wanted to say thank you.”

“Thank you for what?”

“For being so nice to me, Jodie.” She gives me a small smile.

Oddly, I feel a flutter in my chest. I try to recognize the feeling, and it takes me a while. I settle on pleasure.

“Well, thank you for being nice to me,” I say. “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything for you…unless…” I glance around and clock Meredith’s car keys in a bowl on a narrow table. I pick them up. “You want a Mercedes-Benz?”

She laughs, and I do too. Then she shakes her head, still half laughing, and walks away, back to the bowels of the house.

I gaze at the tiny parcel in my hand. I can hear Meredith and her friends talking, their voices low and urgent. I can’t tell what they’re saying, but I can imagine it. What’s wrong with her? Did you hear what she said about Deborah’s arms? Pearls of laughter punctuate their low voices. I drop the keys back in the bowl and notice something shiny. It’s a gold brooch with pearls in the shape of a dove. Or maybe it’s a pigeon. I can’t tell the difference, but let’s say it’s a dove. I read somewhere doves are a symbol of peace, and I don’t think Meredith should own something like that. It’s too nice, and there’s nothing peaceful about Meredith.

I put it in my pocket and go home.

[image: ]



It’s not even two in the afternoon, so Roy won’t be home yet. Marie is vacuuming upstairs, and I retreat to the kitchen to make myself some tea. Then I carefully open the small package Dolores gave me and put it down on a small plate.

I stare at the contents in awe. It’s the most exquisite miniature cupcake, even smaller than a matchbox, with a dusting of pink and light-green tiny little sprinkles. I bring it to my nose and smell it.

Rosewater…pistachio…white chocolate.

I place it on my tongue, and a velvety sweetness floods my taste buds. The cupcake melts practically immediately, like a bite-sized piece of heaven. I sit there with my eyes closed, luxuriating in one of the nicest moments I’ve ever experienced.

And then I hear Marie drag the vacuum cleaner down the stairs.

I swallow a sigh, pull out another cup and saucer, and set it down at the kitchen table.

“Oh, Marie!” I say, making sure to pronounce her name correctly. “Here you are. Please, have some tea with me.”

“No, thank you,” she says dully.

“Would you prefer coffee? I prefer coffee too.”

“No, thank you,” she says again.

“Please. We never have time to chat, you and me, which is incredible, really, considering we’re here all day together.”

She looks at me with suspicion. “Did you want to discuss something?”

“Not necessarily. I just wanted to have a friendly chat. Woman to woman. Do you want to sit down?”

“I don’t have time, Mrs. Davies. I have work to do. What is it?”

Marie is a bit like me in that way. When we have our minds set on something, we are immutable. So I know there’s no point in trying to convince her to just have a friendly chat if she doesn’t want one.

“Of course. That’s no problem. Can I ask you something?”

“What is it?”

“I know you were the one to find Deborah…”

Her face goes pale. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

I pretend not to hear her. I rest my chin in my hand. “I was wondering, what was she like? When you found her, I mean?”

Her lips start to tremble. “What was she like?”

“What position? Was she cross-legged on the floor? Did she have shoes on? The reason I ask is that, unless her arms were very long, I don’t see how⁠—”

“What is wrong with you?” A tear has sprung and is rolling down her cheek. She brushes it off angrily.

“I don’t mean to upset you.”

“Does it excite you? Is that it? Thinking about Mrs. Deborah dead like that?”

“Not at all. Had she been dead long when you found her?”

“My God, Mrs. Davies, I am speechless. Why on earth would you ask me that?”

“Well, I can’t help but think you must have been in a terrible position. Being the one who found her and all… The police must have asked you a lot of questions. Roy must have been dumbfounded. If you were here when⁠—”

Her face has turned white as a sheet. She’s shaking, like a bird. “I wasn’t here, Mrs. Davies,” she says, her lips tight. “I was visiting my brother. By the time I came home, she’d been dead for over an hour, maybe even longer.” She’s fully shaking now, pointing her finger toward the hall. “She was there, right there. At the bottom of those stairs. There was blood everywhere. Do you know what it’s like to have to walk every day right past where she lay, sprawled on the floor, dead? It’s horrible, Mrs. Davies. Horrible. Do you know what it’s like to know that if I’d come home an hour earlier, I might have been able to talk her out of it?”

She is white-knuckling the back of the chair, and I get a sense that if she let go, she would collapse on herself like an articulated puppet.

“But was she sitting cross-legged?” I ask, leaning forward slightly.

She gasps, one hand on her chest. “I don’t know what kind of sick mind you have to ask questions like that, whether she was wearing shoes, how she was sitting. I don’t know if you are trying to picture her in a ridiculous, comical position, I don’t know if that brings you joy, Mrs. Davies, but you can stop right now. Mrs. Deborah was elegance personified, always. She was very well dressed, as always. And yes, she was wearing shoes. And she wasn’t sitting cross-legged or whatever ridiculous scenario you imagine. She was lying on her back.”

She brushes more tears away. “And I never want to relive that day. I didn’t even want to ever set foot in this house again. The only reason I stayed is because Mr. Davies begged me to.”

She stands there, shaking, staring at me. She bends down a little so her face is close to mine. Her eyes are like black coals. “And let me tell you something, Mrs. Davies. You will never, ever live up to her. When he was with her, Dr. Davies was happy. He was a different man. With you, he is a shadow of himself. You can never, ever replace her.”

I shrug. “I’m the better cook,” I say.

She shakes her head, like she can’t, she just can’t. “Now if you don’t mind,” she says, smoothing her hair on the side of her head, “I have work to do.”

She walks out of the room, teetering on wobbly legs.
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I asked Roy once how he felt about living in the house where Deborah died. Did he not find it excruciating to have to walk through the pool of blood—now gone, obviously, but still—where she was found?

“I don’t think about that part,” he’d said.

“Ever?”

“I only ever think of her the way she was, vibrant and alive.”

I nodded, like that made total sense. Then I asked him to show me exactly where she lay when she was found, and he looked at me like I’d suggested we get a pet rabbit and microwave it for lunch.

I sit down on the last step now, close to the spot that Marie pointed to. I put my hand down on the stone floor and close my eyes. I try to picture the scene, but all I can think is how scared she must have been when Roy—or someone hired by him—pointed the shotgun at her and shot her, right up close. I sit there a long time, striving to connect with her through space and time. I think about that sometimes, when I touch a random brick, or a tap, or a flower bed, that I’m connecting through time and space with the person who laid down that brick, or installed that tap, or decided how to plant that flower bed. It’s like touching hands with a stranger. You can connect with people all day if you think about things that way.

I do it now, my fingers grazing the floor, my eyes closed, listening intently for her to tell me how he did it.

I’m still there when Roy comes home a couple of hours later.

“What on earth are you doing?” he asks.

“Nothing.” I get up and brush my knees. “Cleaning up dust bunnies.”
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Today is Monday, and I have my appointment with Dr. Kowalski. Nothing much happened this weekend. Roy was here all the time, so I never got the opportunity to search his office. He did ask me if I’d canceled his appointment with his lawyer on that Friday.

“What lawyers?” I said, head tilted.

He shook his head impatiently. “Allen & Boyd.”

“What are they for?”

“They’re handling a property matter for me. But the point is, they claim that someone from my office called them and canceled the appointment, but it wasn’t Sarah, and so I’m wondering if it was you.”

I laughed, like that was the funniest thing ever. “I’ve never heard of them, Roy. I had no idea you had an appointment with your lawyers, and why would I cancel it? It’s not like they’re divorce lawyers, is it?”

He gave me an odd look, shook his head, and walked away.

Anyway. All that to say, I’ve been feeling rather dejected by the lack of progress I’ve been making, so I’m really hoping Dr. Kowalski will have something to tell me about Deborah. Something that will steer me in the right direction.

This morning, Roy tells me that he had a chat with Marie, and Marie will cook dinner from now on.

“Why?” I ask, even though I know why. As I explained to Marie yesterday, I am an outstanding cook. Everyone says so. Which is why it is highly unlikely that Roy will want to get rid of me.

So now, she wants to take that advantage away from me. Why? She hates me. Why? I don’t know.

“Because that’s her job,” he says.

I blink myself back to the moment. “Did she cook when Deborah was still alive?”

He closes his eyes briefly, like in a silent prayer. “Yes, Jodie. All the time.”

Actually, I can’t say I’m surprised. Debs could maybe rustle up spaghetti and tomato sauce but that was about it, and only under duress. Like if it was that or starve to death.

“But I’m a better cook,” I say.

“I know, you are. But it’s her job, not yours. You are not the housekeeper, Jodie. You need to let her do her job. Otherwise, what does she have to do?”

“That’s actually an excellent question. Maybe it’s time for Marie to move along?”

“Jodie, enough. Marie isn’t going anywhere.”

“Will she cook tonight? Because I had plans for dinner. I was going to make duck à l’orange with small potatoes roasted in duck fat and rosemary. Do you really want to pass up on that?”

“We’re going out tonight, remember? The McIntosh fundraiser?”

“Oh, right.” I remember. Acquaintances of his are hosting a very private, very exclusive fundraiser for victims in a war-torn country, and I do not remember which one.

“So she’ll cook tomorrow night?”

“Yes,” he says.

I nod, like I accept the situation. But let’s put it this way: It’s out of the question. I’ve been patient and kind to Marie but she’s crossed a line.

This is war.
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“I was very sorry to hear about the previous Mrs. Davies passing,” Dr. Kowalski says. He has a slight accent, a bald head and small, round glasses. He is writing me a script for Xanax because, as I explained to him, I am very tense and very low. I’ve been on Xanax for years, but I’m new in town, so I can’t ask my regular doctor. I don’t have a doctor yet, but he came highly recommended.

“Were you surprised?” I ask.

He looks up at me. “That she died? Yes.”

“Interesting,” I say. “I heard she wasn’t the type of person to do such a thing. Would you agree?”

He shrugs. “The mind works in mysterious ways, Mrs. Davies. You can never predict those things. I was saddened. She was a very kind person.” He looks up, hesitates, then says, “I remember one time, there was a little boy with his father in the waiting room. The little boy was very scared and he was crying. Neither the father nor I could calm him down, but Mrs. Davies walked in and crouched in front of him and spoke to him softly and he stopped crying. He was all right after that. She had a gift.”

God. Classic Debs.

“So what was wrong with her? Everybody says there was something wrong with her at the end, but everyone is very vague about it.”

He shakes his head. “I’m not at liberty… Patient doctor confidentiality is paramount, you understand.”

“Of course. My husband says she was seeing a psychiatrist. Or maybe it was a psychologist. Do you happen to know which one? I only ask because I’ve had bouts of anxiety myself and I’d like a referral. Apparently, he’s the best. I don’t like to ask my husband because it brings back such bad memories for him.”

He frowns at me. “What for?”

I rub the side of my face. “Well, like I said, I’ve had bouts of⁠—”

“No, I mean, I didn’t realize Mrs. Davies—the late Mrs. Davies—required the services of a mental health professional. She always seemed so…content. But again, the mind works in mysterious ways,” he adds with a sigh.

I am frozen in place, my heart doing strange things, little somersaults, skipping beats. I’m thinking of what Roy said at his birthday party. She was gripped by it. A nightmare she couldn’t wake from. I asked her to see a professional…

I sit up. “Wait a second. Are you saying you didn’t know she was depressed?”

“If she was, she never shared that with me.”

“But…you saw her only a couple of weeks before she died. Wouldn’t she have said something?”

All I know is that she didn’t. She was more concerned about what was happening to her face.”

I repeat the words to myself, to make sure I heard him right.

“What was happening to her face?” I ask.

He folds the script. “I’m not at liberty to say… You understand.” He puts the script in an envelope. “Was there anything else?”

“Did she need plastic surgery?”

“I don’t believe so, but it’s not my⁠—”

“But you said just now, things that were happening to her face.”

“Mrs. Davies…”

“I think I should know, Dr. Kowalski.” I rack my brain for a reason why. “I’m using her products; they were still in her vanity when I moved in. If they caused a skin problem…”

He crosses his hands over his desk. “I had an idea as to what was causing her condition. And I’d ordered some tests, she was supposed to come back, but I never saw her again. But I can assure you, her…condition had nothing to do with the products she was using, so you’re quite safe. And if I may, Mrs. Davies, while I appreciate your concern for the late Mrs. Davies, it’s Dr. Davies you should be talking to, not me. I can’t disclose anything private I discussed with Mrs. Davies, and your husband will be much better informed about his late wife than I ever will.”
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Dr. Kowalski is right. Roy is the only person with that information. How to get it out of him? I have no idea.

I think back to the letter I found in his office, the one from Vee. There must be others in those boxes. I wonder if she knew what was happening to Deb? And then, something terrible occurs to me. They had plans. Maybe she discussed them in those letters.

Roy isn’t home yet. Marie must be in the house somewhere because the back door is ajar. I close it, then listen. Silence. She could be upstairs in her rooms, or in the laundry doing the ironing. This house is big enough to get lost in.

I just need to find the letters and walk out, that’s all. No need to linger. I unlock the door and go straight for the bottom cupboard. I pull out the box and reach for the yellow notepad that had the letter between the pages. I shake it loose.

The letter’s not there. I put everything back in a hurry, and in the dark, so the letter must have slipped out.

I search the box but it’s not there, and there are no other letters that I can find. I pull out the box next to it but that one only contains old financial statements.

I open another drawer and rummage through those boxes, but it’s not there either. I check the drawers on the other side. My heart is racing. I’m opening the very last box when I hear the front door open. My heart does a backflip. Roy might have bought my story that he left the door open once, but twice?

I work quickly, pushing boxes back in, closing drawers…but it’s too late.

The door opens, with me on my knees in front of the shelving drawers.

“Roy! You’re home!” I cry, trying to come across as deliriously happy and sounding more like some kind of manic parakeet.

Except it’s not Roy, it’s Marie. She comes to stand in the doorway. She’s got her coat on and a brown paper bag of groceries in her arms.

“Mrs. Davies.” She looks surprised, obviously, one eyebrow raised. “Did you lose something? Can I help you look for it?”

She doesn’t sound like she wants to help me look for anything. She sounds like she knows exactly what I’m doing.

I push myself upright. “Did you just come home?”

“Yes. We ran out of lemons.” She shoots me a look. Like it’s my fault we ran out of lemons. Actually, it probably is. I use lemons in everything. Even cleaning products. “And paper towels,” she continues, “and some other things.”

“You left the back door open,” I say.

She smirks. “I don’t think so. I am extremely security conscious. Dr. Davies always insists on doors and windows being locked. I make it a point of pride to⁠—”

“Yes, yes, fine. I believe you.” I don’t, but I’m not going to win this battle. “Thank you, Marie.”

A beat. “It’s Marrrieee….”

After Marie leaves, I return to my search. Will she tell Roy? I don’t know, but I can’t think about that right now. I’m too upset that Roy hid the letter from Veronica. I have to wonder if he did it because he found me inside his office, because he thinks I’ve been going through his drawers. Or maybe I put it in the wrong place, he found it and put it somewhere secure.

I need that letter, even if it’s the only one, because that is something I can take to the police. There, I’ll say. Case closed? Open and shut? You’re sure about that? Because I bet you didn’t know Roy had an affair, and not only that, but they couldn’t wait to be together.

And then I glance at the safe.

Of course, he put it in the safe! That’s what I would have done. Unfortunately, I don’t know the combination. I have this urge, this eagerness to break it open. I bet that everything I ever looked for in this house is in there. God knows it’s not anywhere else.

I study it. It’s a digital safe with a keypad. I run my fingers over it. What passcode would I pick if that was mine? Easy. I have a cell phone that came with a default passcode of 0000 and I never changed it. Not because I didn’t know how to, but because I couldn’t be bothered. I’ve never had any privacy in my life. I just assume everybody will read everything anyway.

I type it in 0000, then press Enter.

The panel lights up. Incorrect passcode.

All right, no problem. It’s only my first try. I try Roy’s birthday. 4982.

Incorrect passcode.

I try Roy’s birth year. 1982

Incorrect passcode

How many more attempts do I have before this whole thing locks itself up for good? That’s what they do, isn’t it?

I go to his desk and stand there, running my fingers under its edges in case he taped a Post-it note with the safe combination under there.

“What the hell are you doing?”
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The look on Roy’s face makes my skin prickle along my hairline.

“What the fuck are you doing in my office? Again?”

“I…” There’s a vein bulging on the side of his head. I want to go to him, put my arms around him, pretend everything is normal but my legs are like two columns of panna cotta. “You’re home early.”

He glances at his watch. “I’m right on time. We’re going out, remember?”

“Oh, right.” The McIntosh dinner. I forgot all about it.

“Answer me, Jodie! What are you doing in here?”

I swallow. “I was cleaning?”

“Do you take me for an imbecile?” he snaps.

“No… I…”

He points at the door. “I locked that door, Jodie. I made sure it was locked, so how the hell did you get in?”

I’m usually a very good liar, but I have to say, I’m struggling to come up with a reasonable excuse.

“It was unlocked,” I say.

His face is like a mask. His eyes are cold and dead. I’m actually feeling a little scared right now, and I don’t scare easily. That’s the upside of having a crazy mother who puts you through all sorts of terrifying situations like locking you up with hundreds of hairy spiders. (I still believe they were real, despite what my sister said.) You kind of get inoculated against terror rather quickly.

Roy’s eyes skate over to the desk, and with two strides, he’s picked up the pen cup and turned it upside down, sending pens clattering all over the desk. He swipes the pens around, looking for his key, then holds the empty cup right in front of my face.

“Did you take it?”

“No!”

He shakes the cup, almost hitting my nose with it. “So how did you get in?”

“I found the key,” I say.

He drops his arm. “You found it.”

“Yes. It was on the floor in the corridor.” I start gathering the pens on the desk. “I thought it might be the key for your office, and it was, and I went to put it back, that’s all. And then you came home.”

“When did you find it?”

“Just now.”

“So you’re telling me that key has been lying on the floor outside all day?”

I shrug as if to say, How am I supposed to know how long it’s been there?

There’s a knock at the door, and when we both turn, Marie’s standing there. “Your suits from Brioni have been delivered, Dr. Davies. I hung them in your closet.”

“Ah. Marie. Come in, please.”

“Certainly, Dr. Davies.” She looks at him with her usual professional readiness. No jobs too big or too small. I am here to serve.

“You cleaned the house today, didn’t you, Marie?”

“Of course, Dr. Davies.”

Hardly, I don’t say.

“Jodie claims she found this key on the floor outside. But you would have seen it if it had been lying on the floor all day, wouldn’t you?”

Slowly, Marie turns to look my way.

I am dead. She’s going to rat me out. I know it. She’s going to say, A key? What key? There was no key. And anyway, why would Mrs. Davies need a key? Why, just the other day, I saw her on her hands and knees rifling through your drawers. She didn’t need a key, then, did she?

My body tenses up. Without breaking eye contact with Marie, I close my fist around a ballpoint pen, something to gouge his eyes out with—or hers—when she says, “I told Mrs. Davies about the key on the floor, that’s right. And Mrs. Davies kindly said she would put it on the desk for you. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Davies?”

I wait for the punch line. Any minute now she’s going to throw her head back and laugh and say, Just kidding! Of course, there was no key! She’s just a common little thief! But instead she just waits. They both do.

“Well,” I say finally, touching my hair. “I was trying to tell you…”

“Was there anything else, Dr. Davies?” Marie asks.

Roy rubs the back of his neck. “No. Thank you, Marie.”

“You’re welcome, Dr. Davies.”

She turns on her heels.

Roy puts his hand out.

“Can I have it back, please?”

I drop it in his palm. “I was about to put it on your desk, I swear.”

He puts it in his pocket, then checks his watch again.

“You better get ready, or we’ll be late.”

“Of course.” I smile. I’m not worried about the key. I’m not stupid. I thought something like that might happen, so I made a copy.
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Phillip and Emily McIntosh greet us at the door. She is covered in gold jewelry, white hair held back by some kind of tiara, and she has the nicest face, smiling and crinkled. She takes my hands in hers and says, “It’s wonderful to finally meet you, Jodie.”

Phillip McIntosh pats sweat off his brow while giving me a leering, up-down look. “What she said,” he says, then winks at me.

“Jodie! Hello!” It’s Eileen, followed by the harpies. And I don’t know if it’s because of Eileen, or if it’s because Roy is standing there, but the harpies are uncharacteristically friendly, their hands patting at me softly, their heads tilted. “You’re so pretty! How are you? It’s so nice to see you.” Eileen gushes about the luncheon at Meredith’s house, saying that it was the best food she’s ever tasted in her life.

“I didn’t do it alone,” I say. “Dolores and I made a great team.”

“Who?” Meredith asks, frowning.

“Dolores, your housemaid.”

“Oh, right.”

“I don’t even know why you needed me,” I say. “She’s an amazing chef. You’re so lucky.”

She laughs, throwing her head back. “Dolores isn’t a chef! She’s the housemaid!” She turns to Roy, still smiling, and shoots him a small eye roll, as if to say, I don’t know how you do it, but better you than me. Then to me, she says, “If I didn’t tell Dolores what to do and what to make, she wouldn’t know what to do with herself.”

I don’t think a reply is expected, so I don’t offer one.
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There are four tables of six in the dining room. We sit with people I’ve never met. The wine flows freely, and judging by the appetizers, the five-course dinner promises to be delicious. Roy is already a little tipsy, a little red in the cheeks. I make conversation with the other guests while Roy gives me sideways glances.

At one point, I escape to the bathroom, and when I come out, Phillip McIntosh is there, one hand against the wall by the door, his bow tie askew.

“What’s a pretty girl like you doing in a place like this?” he says.

I move to go past him, but his arm is in the way.

“Come on, Josie…”

“It’s Jodie.”

“Let’s go back in there. Give an old man a bit of fun, hey?”

“You’ve had too much to drink, Mr. McIntosh. Why don’t you go in the bathroom and splash some water over your face.” Or even better, stick it in the toilet bowl and keep it there.

“Exactly,” he slurs. “Why don’t you come with me and splash water on my face?”

“Okay, thank you. I’m going now.”

But he grabs me and pulls me to him, now he’s all over me, his disgusting mouth pressing against mine, his hands trying to lift my skirt.

“Jodie.”

He doesn’t hear Roy behind us. I push Phillip McIntosh away and slam my hands against his chest.

“Jodie.”

This time we both turn. Roy is standing in silhouette at the end of the corridor, completely still. And in a low voice that is dripping with icicles, he says, “If you’re done here, maybe you’d like to return to our table?”

“Yeah,” Phillip McIntosh says, rolling back on his heels to zip up his fly. “Yeah, go back to the table, Jodie, like I said.” He walks past Roy, patting him on the shoulder as he does.

“What the hell is going on?” Roy’s eyes are like fire.

“You saw it. A man just tried to force himself on me, that’s what’s going on.”

“What are you trying to do?” he hisses. “Embarrass me in front of my friends? Sell yourself to the highest bidder like a cheap whore?”

His face is an inch from mine, his eyes narrow, his mouth is a thin, pale line, and there’s spittle gathering in one corner.

And then, in a low voice, he says, “You’re all the same. Every one of you. Whores.”

And it’s funny, because it occurs to me that I have seen that expression before, that jealous, disbelieving rage.
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I am seventeen years old. My sister has a new boyfriend. She doesn’t know that I know, but I know everything. He’s two years older, and he has a scar under his right cheekbone.

I don’t know where she met him, probably at the grocery store where she works part-time at the checkout. I see them together outside the movie theater, him leaning back against his truck holding her by the waist. He’s skinny as a rake, all tendons and muscles and jittery limbs, always a cigarette between his lips. When she comes home, I ask her about him, and she smiles, then puts a finger on her lips. Shhh…

I don’t know what she sees in him, except I do: an escape from the hellhole we live in, from our crazy mother, from the daily violence. My sister wants out of that nightmare and there’s no easy way out short of running away, so she chooses that creep as her means of transport. This man has a car and a job at the slaughterhouse, and apparently he loves my sister, or so she tells me. But I smelled it on him, the stench of cruelty. Turns out he loves so much, he wants all of her, including her soul. He wants to know where she is at all times, and who is she fucking? Because she was five minutes late to her job at the grocery store and he’s not stupid.

Anyway, she breaks off the relationship, so he harasses her, he follows her, stalks her, scares her, and even tries to rape her once in the cold room of the slaughterhouse. He’d gotten her there under the pretense that he just wanted to talk, just wanted to say goodbye for good, wanted to do it properly.

After that, she barely comes out of the house. She’s too afraid he might succeed next time.

He had that face, the same one Roy is wearing right now.

And then I say, “Every one of us? Who are we talking about?”
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I don’t get a reply, not that I expected one. Roy won’t speak to me. He won’t look at me, and he refuses to believe that his friend Phillip had behaved that way. But he does hold my arm, his fingers digging into my skin, all the way back to our table. Later, in the taxi, he sits with his jaw set, opening and closing his fists.

“You think you’ll get a better deal with Phil? You think he’s going to leave Emily for you? Is that it? You think he has more money than me? You think selling yourself to the highest bidder is the way to get ahead in this town? Answer me, Jodie! Is that what you think?”

I’ve already said everything I had to say on the matter, so I keep my mouth shut.

That night, we make love, which I hadn’t expected, but I go along because anything is better than this verbal assault. Until suddenly, I feel his hands around my throat, his fingers tightening.

I cry out, throw him off me, and scramble out of bed.

“What the hell?” I croak, massaging my throat. He swings his legs out of bed and rubs his hands over his face.

“I thought you’d like it.”

“Like it? You tried to strangle me!”

He shrugs. “Some women like it.”

“Do they? Well, I don’t! Did you do that to her? Is that how you killed her? Is that why you shot her? Because she was already dead?”

A look of pure fury crosses his face. “What the hell did you just say?”

I catch my breath, my hand on my chest, and crawl back over the bed. “Nothing. You almost killed me.”
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The next morning I go to the bathroom to get ready for the day. I study my face. I look strange. Like I’m breaking apart. That swelling under my right eye is even worse. And what is this, near my top lip? Is that a…scar? Why would I have a scar on my top lip? Maybe it’s a wrinkle. Another one, I mean. Maybe I am aging prematurely, which, considering the way things are going, is no surprise.

You know what you look like, Joanne? With your big blue eyes and your rosy cheeks? A creepy doll. That’s right. You could audition for the part of Chucky, if they ever make another one. Would you like that, Joanne? Would you like to be Chucky in the movies?

Focus, Jodie. Focus. I slap on moisturizer, rubbing it in so hard my cheeks glow red.

And then it dawns on me.

She was concerned about what was happening to her face.

My stomach twists. What is happening to me? It’s not a seam on the pillowcase, and it’s not a bite or wrinkle.

He’s doing it to me.

I’m really scared, Jo. He scares me.

My hand is shaking as I apply my makeup, adding extra layers of light-diffusing foundation until I’ve smothered the life out of those things, whatever they are, on my face.

I have to get out of here.

I prepare ricotta pancakes and fresh berries and honey yogurt that I made myself, and pretend nothing is wrong and he is a totally normal person, as opposed to a freak pretending to be a psychologist, some kind of mad scientist running his sick experiments on his wives. Meanwhile, his words swirl in my head until I can’t think of anything else.

You’re all the same. Every one of you. Whores.
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Later, after Roy leaves for work, I am loading up the dishwasher when Marie walks in. She leans back against the counter and studies her fingernails.

“Everything all right, Marie?”

“What? Oh, yes. Everything is fine.”

I straighten. “Thank you for yesterday, for backing me up.”

She stretches her arms over her head and yawns. “Yes, right, about that… I booked myself for a massage today.”

“Oh?” And I’m thinking, It isn’t your day off, is it? Then she puts one hand out. “At that place on Dayton Way. It’s not cheap.”

I stare at her outstretched hand, and it takes me a moment to understand. So that’s how things are going to be from now on. I have to say, I’m impressed. Under different circumstances, I think Marie and I could have been friends.

“Also, I won’t be able to make the beds or do the laundry,” she says. “But you’ve got time on your hands, right?”

I fake a sigh. I love doing the beds and the laundry.

“I’ll get my purse,” I say.
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After she’s tucked the three hundred dollars I gave her into her pocket, she asks for a coffee and a piece of raisin toast and butter, which she eats propped up on the counter, her legs dangling, scrolling her phone.

I resume cleaning the kitchen.

“Did Deborah ever tell you that she was afraid of Roy?”

Something odd happens. I expect her to argue immediately, but for a moment she seems to hesitate. “Mrs. Deborah loved her husband very much. They adored each other.”

Which is a funny thing to say, considering that’s not what I asked.

I dry my hands on a tea towel. “You two were quite close, I believe. That’s what Roy says. Did she ever tell you that Roy was…” I lower my voice, even though it’s just the two of us in the house. “Doing things to her face?”

She recoils. “Why would you even ask such a thing?”

“Well, it’s just that in the last week of her life, she shut herself in and wouldn’t come out. That’s what everybody says. But you were around. You must have seen things. What was her face like?”

She shrugs. “Ask your husband.” Ask your husband? My hand, slowly and of its own accord, rises to my cheekbone. I search for the swelling with the tip of my fingers. “You know something.”

“I’m telling you, I don’t know anything. Dr. Davies gave me some leave around that time, so I wasn’t around. You really should ask him.”

I blink. “He gave you leave?”

“Yes. For a week.”

“I thought he’d only given you the day off. The day Deborah died?”

“Then you thought wrong. Dr. Davies gave me a week off. There was nothing wrong with Mrs. Deborah when I went on leave.” She hesitates, and her eyes moisten. “She died on the last day, the day I came home.”

I think about this for a moment. It makes total sense. He was doing something to her, and he didn’t want Marie to witness it.

“Did she ever seem scared to you?”

Again, that narrowed look, and there’s a split second of recognition in her eyes before she blinks it away.

I straighten. “You do know something.”

“About her being scared of her husband? Of course not.”

She doesn’t reply. My heart is racing. “No. You do. I can tell.”

She hops off the counter and puts her empty cup near the sink. “I really don’t.”
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I have a nice lemon tart in the freezer that I baked a few days ago. I defrost it in the microwave, which is something I never, ever do, but I’m in a rush.

Twenty minutes later, I am standing outside Meredith’s house. Dolores opens the door.

“Oh! Jodie! Hello!”

I grab her hand. “Oh, Dolores! Can I tell you, that little cupcake from the other day…”

Her eyes sparkle. “Did you like it?”

“I loved it. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted in my entire life.”

She blushes, wiping her hands on her apron. “You’re just saying that.”

“I’m not, truly. Can I get the recipe?”

She laughs, slightly embarrassed. “There’s no recipe. It’s just something I like to make for Mikey. It’s his favorite.”

I shake my head. “You should make batches of them and sell them. The world needs to taste those cupcakes.”

She laughs again. “Oh, now, stop it. Are you here for Mrs. Lyons?”

“Yes. Is she home?”

“Yes. Come on, come in. Can I take this for you?” She gestures to the pie.

“No, thank you, Dolores. I’ll take it.”

I wait in the hall. Dolores returns. “Mrs. Lyons will be with you shortly. This way, please.”

I follow her to the seating room. I sit on the peach-colored sofa with my pie on my lap.

“Dolores?” I ask.

“Yes?”

“You said you knew Deborah?”

“Only in passing, but yes.”

I shift in my seat and lower my voice. “Was there something wrong with her face?”

“With her face?” She shakes her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Jodie! Hello! What a nice surprise,” Meredith coos. Dolores scuttles away. “And what is this?” She points to my hands.

“Lemon pie.”

“How yummy. I’ll have it later with Richard. He loves lemon pie. Dolores?” she sings out.

Dolores returns and Meredith hands her the lemon pie.

“Please, please. Sit,” Meredith says, waving at the chair.

“Thank you.”

“I’m so glad you’re here. We’ve been dying to know. What happened to you two last night? Roy looked livid.”

I give her a tight smile. “Nothing, why?”

She looks at me sideways. “He seemed very angry.” She leans forward. “Did you do something wrong?”

I smile and bite my tongue.

“You said something about Deborah the other day, and I’m curious about it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You said to Barb, ‘You didn’t see her at the end.’ What did you mean by that?”

She blinks. “Did I say that?”

“Yes. What did you mean by it?”

She pats her hair. “I may have caught a glimpse of her.”

My heart skips a beat. “When?”

“I stopped by the house once, unannounced. I just wanted to see if Roy was all right. He’d been looking so down lately.”

“And?”

“There was no answer, so I went around the back. I thought I got a glimpse of her, through the window.”

“And?”

“Well. She was probably not wearing makeup. She looked really strange, her expression, everything really… She looked…older.”

“Older?”

“It was only a second. Then Roy opened the door, and he was very charming, very himself, and he said Deborah was resting upstairs. I thought I’d just seen her, that’s what I told him, I could tell from her hair, she had beautiful golden hair, you know. Masses of it.” She hesitates.

“What is it?” I ask.

“I know you think you’ve got him,” she says bitterly. “Because you ensnared him, somehow. But you know nothing about him. You have no idea what this man went through.”

I ignore the insult. “What did he go through?”

She leans forward, fire in her eyes.

“She was mad.”

“Who?”

“Deborah, of course. He told me. She was doing terrible things to herself and he was trying to help her. That man is a saint.”

“How long was that before she died?”

She shrugs. “A week, maybe.”

“And that’s it?” I say. “You never went back?”

“I didn’t want to intrude. And we had Roy over, of course. Many times. Richard and I kept a close eye on him. We wanted to make sure he was all right. It was all very hard on him. Poor man…being shackled with Deborah like that.”

I sit back. “You didn’t like her much, did you.”

“Deborah? I adored her! We all did!”

“If she was so unhappy and she was one of your very best friends, you would have tried again, wouldn’t you? You would have wanted to know what was wrong with her, how you could help her. But Roy says boo and that’s that. You didn’t even try.”

She touches her hair.

“Fine. You’re right. I didn’t like Deborah that much. There. I said it. I thought she was weak.”

“Weak?”

“She had the perfect marriage. Roy was the most wonderful husband. He had money, a great career, a beautiful home. What else do you want in a man? Have you ever been to one of his book launches? No. Of course not. He gets mauled, Jodie. He even had a stalker for a while, did he tell you? Some horrible woman wearing beanies and baggy clothes who was following him everywhere. That’s how famous he is.

He was the most sought-after bachelor in town, but it was Deborah he wanted. He was wonderful to her. Absolutely wonderful. Even when she got sick, he took such good care of her.” She looks at me haughtily. “He loved her, Jodie. We all saw it, all the time. He would do anything for her. You could tell from the way he looked at her how consumed with love he was.”

She touches her hair again.

“One thing we’ve all noticed is that we’ve never seen him look at you that way.”
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Deb wasn’t doing terrible things to herself. That much I know. Which means he was doing terrible things to her.

When I get home, Marie has a chicken roasting in the oven. I open the oven door. I can tell just from the smell that it’s going to be the most boring roast chicken ever. I close the door and find her in the dining room cleaning the silverware.

I step away silently and return to the kitchen. Judging from the look of the chicken, it has been roasting for about thirty minutes, which means she intends to serve in about an hour.

I take the temperature down to 100 degrees just as Roy comes home.

I am ready. I grab a small compact mirror I’d left in the drawer this morning and slip it into my pocket.

Roy goes into his office, the way he always does. I prepare a drink for him, Scotch and soda, and take it in.

“Hello, did you have a nice day?” I say.

“Yes, yes. Thank you.”

“I brought you a Scotch.” I set it down on his desk.

He has his back to me, riffling through the papers in his briefcase. “Thank you.”

“I thought you might like a Scotch to relax for a change. You’ve been working so hard. Here. Let me take your jacket for you.”

I gently lift his jacket off his shoulders. He stops what he’s doing and shakes his arm free. I kiss the side of his chin. “I love you. I love you more than anything and anyone in the world.” I fold his jacket very carefully over my arm. I am on my best behavior. I am loving, dutiful, and deferential. I am the perfect housewife. He turns around and slowly, reluctantly smiles at me.

“Thank you.”

He picks up his papers out of his briefcase then walks to the safe. “Turn around, please, Jodie.”

“Yes, yes. Of course.” I knew this would happen. It happens every day, pretty much. I do as he says, and in one swift motion I slide my compact from my pocket, open it, and position it at the correct angle, just as he types the first digit.

It’s…backward. It’s a 5, backward.

“Marie is making a lovely dinner. Roast chicken, I believe. Isn’t that exciting?” …8… My heart is thumping. “Maybe you could choose a nice wine for us to go with the roast chicken?” …6…4…1… Was that a 1 or a 7? Jesus. How long is that code anyway? I’m never going to remember all that. 3…and…click.

That’s it. 586413. I hope that’s it. 586413.

“That sounds nice,” he says, depositing a file inside the safe and closing the door.

I watch his fingers on the keypad as he relocks it. 586413. I think.

“You can turn around now,” he says.

“I’ll be upstairs,” I sing.

I return to the kitchen and wait. Marie is still in the dining room doing her thing. About fifteen minutes later, I hear her footstep approaching. I quickly put the oven temperature back to 350 and walk out.
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“Thank you, Marie,” Roy says gravely when Marie brings out the chicken.

“It’s my pleasure, Dr. Davies,” she says softly. She already spooned the roast vegetables into a bowl, and Roy passes it to me.

I poke at a potato, and I’m thrilled to see it’s very much on the firm side. I spoon a few very boring vegetables into my plate and pass the bowl back to Roy. For all his posturing, I can see from the expression on his face that he thinks assigning the cooking to Marie was a mistake.

Meanwhile, Marie’s face has pursed so that it looks like the end of an orange.

“Everything all right, Marie?”

She’s frowning at the cut chicken, the pinkness of it.

Roy stares at it.

“I…” she begins.

Roy leans closer, picks up his fork, and pokes at the chicken. “This isn’t cooked,” he says.

“But I cooked it for the right amount of time,” she says.

“But it’s not cooked,” he says.

“I’m so sorry, Dr. Davies,” she mumbles. “I don’t know what happened…”

I drop my napkin and push back my chair. “I’ve got a beef and red wine casserole in the freezer. I can have it on the table in twenty minutes.”

And from the look of pure hate that Marie gives me, I know she knows.

But I don’t care.
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Ever since I got that script from Dr. Kowalski, I’ve been eating Xanax like they’re bonbons. But this afternoon, I abstained. I wouldn’t even take an aspirin right now, or a sip of that chamomile tea Roy insists on drinking every night.

It is imperative that I stay awake and alert.

Later, once I am satisfied that Roy is asleep, I get out of bed as quietly as I can, shrug on my robe, and tiptoe down the stairs.

I unlock the door, walk into his office, and stand in front of the safe, my heart a little fluttering butterfly. I bend down. 5…8…6…4…1…3.

Error code.

No. It can’t be. I must have made a mistake. I try again.

5..8..6..4..1..3.

Error code.

I can’t believe it. After all this, I got it wrong? Really? I close my eyes and picture the scene. I can see the digits in my small compact mirror. 586413. That’s what it was. I’m sure of it.

No. Wait. Was it a 1? Or a 7?

I don’t know how many more attempts I have before this safe locks itself on me, but if I were to hazard a guess, I’d say it’s probably three.

Which means this is my last chance.

I close my eyes, send Deb a silent prayer, then punch the code in again. 5…8…6…4…7…3.

Click.

I’m in.
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The safe is filled with manila folders, maybe twelve of them, all neatly stacked on top of each other. I open the first one.

Patient name—Alex Dwyer. Inside are pages of scribbled notes torn from a yellow pad. There’s also a small USB thumb drive. I look up and listen, make sure that all is quiet out there. Nothing. I sit down at Roy’s desk and plug the drive into Roy’s computer. I turn it on, and I’m about to open the drive when Roy’s calendar pops up. It is filled with squares of different colors showing scheduled appointments.

I’ve never had the opportunity to go through Roy’s calendar before. I scroll back to the day Deb died. At 1:00 p.m., the first entry that afternoon, there’s a twenty-five-minute appointment with Mr. Penzick. At 1:30 p.m., there’s an entry for a Ms. Greenwood, fifty-five minutes long.

Then there’s another entry at 2:30 p.m. for a Mr. and Mrs. Henry, forty-five minutes, followed by a fifteen-minute break, then, at 3:30 p.m., an appointment with Mr. Travis.

I’m disappointed; I won’t lie. But what did I expect? The police already said he had an alibi for the time when Deb died between 1:30 and 2:30 p.m.

I close the calendar app and open the contents of the drive. There’s a video thumbnail. I click on it.

“How are you today, Alex?”

The video is taken from inside Roy’s office. He’s sitting with a notepad balanced on one knee. You only see his legs and hands, but it’s clearly him.

Across from him, someone is lying on a couch, but this person is positioned in such a way that you can’t see their face, only their legs, on one side.

“Okay, I guess.”

It’s a male voice. He shifts slightly.

Roy scribbles something. “And how was your week?”

I close the video and pull out the USB drive. I have no interest in Alex Dwyer or any of Roy’s patients. I put the folder down on the desk and move on to the next folder. Different name, also with a USB drive. I check it because you can’t be too thorough, but it’s the same: a recorded session with a client. I place the folder under the first one so that when I put them back, they’ll be in the same order. Then I open the next folder, and the next one, on and on until I’ve reached the bottom of the safe.

The letter isn’t there.

I press the heel of my hands against my eyes.

If you held up a mirror to yourself, you know what the mirror would tell you?

I’m never going to find anything because I’m too stupid, and Roy’s not, and he knows how to hide things, and I’ve been looking for so long, I am a rat trapped in a maze desperately looking for the way out, except there’s no way out. Just a whole lot of dead ends.

I take a breath, pick up the folders to put them back in the safe, and that’s when I notice another USB thumb drive at the bottom. It must have fallen out of one of the folders. Unfortunately, this is just the detail that Roy would notice. I can just picture him, finger waving in my face. Did you go into my safe? Did you?

I plug it in, hoping to get a first name at least so I can return it to its rightful folder, and click on the video thumbnail.

“Just put the camera away.”

I jerk back like I’ve been burnt.

It’s Deborah.

“Look at me,” Roy says.

She was facing away from the camera. She turns slowly and looks at him from under hooded eyes. “What the hell are you doing to me?”

I feel a wave of vertigo as I freeze the frame and stare at her face. She’s not wearing any makeup and her hair is messy, like she hasn’t brushed it in days. She still looks beautiful, but her eyes are rimmed red and there are purple, papery half-moons under them.

And she looks older. A lot older.

I zoom in on the swellings, the slight drooping on the left side of her mouth, the strange wrinkle at her right cheekbone, the way the skin is pulled down in places.

I touch my own face, feel the bump under my eye, the strange wrinkle on my top lip.

I start the video again.

“I’m trying to help you,” Roy says off-camera.

She turns her face away. “Then let me out of here.”

I pause the video again. This time, I focus on the room. Where are they? Not here, that’s for sure. The room is dim and Deb is sitting on a single bed. Behind her, the wall is whitewashed, and you can see the slant of a low ceiling and an exposed beam.

So not his office downtown, either.

Roy must have set up his laptop on a table behind him, because you can see the back of him sitting on a wooden chair, his legs crossed, taking notes.

And all I can think is, We never saw her again. She was locking herself inside. For a week.

Where the hell was she?

I start the video again. “Where do you want to go, Deborah?”

She turns back to him, fuming. “Out of here! I want to get out!”

Roy makes a note. “To be with Steve?” His tone is almost normal, like this is a perfectly normal question.

“Oh God. Not that again, please!” Deborah cries. “He’s our gardener! he’s twenty years old! I am just being friendly!”

The gardener? We don’t have a gardener named Steve. There is a Russian woman named Irina who used to be a professional wrestler and is built like one, who comes once a week to mow the lawn and trim the edges. But no one called Steve.

“I fired him,” Roy says matter-of-factly.

Well, there you go.

“Oh God,” Deb says.

“Does that upset you?”

“Yes! No! I don’t know!”

“Did you fuck him?” Roy asks, still matter-of-factly.

“You’re sick,” Deb says. “I can’t anymore. I just can’t.”

“Did you fuck him?”

“Let me go,” she says softly.

Roy closes his notebook on his lap. “You think I want you to stay? Look at you. You’re getting ugly. Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately, Deborah?”

“Why are you doing this to me?” she cries.

He opens his notebook again. “Have you heard of factitious disorder, Deborah? You are inducing, fabricating this illness to bring attention to yourself. You create the symptoms because you hate yourself. You are hurting your appearance to match your distorted self-image.”

“Let me out!”

“I can’t do that until you recognize your disease. I’m trying to help you.”

She glares at him. I recognize the fire inside. The fierce determination. “You’re afraid,” she says.

He laughs, but it’s off. “What could I possibly be afraid of?”

“That I’ll tell what a monster you are, that I’ll shatter your precious image…”

He taps the notebook against his thigh. “I’m trying to help you. I can’t let you leave until we have reached the point where you can begin treatment. And that point is where you recognize what you’re doing. There’s no other way. You’ll kill yourself out there on your own.”

“No. That’s not it,” she says softly. “You’re not afraid for me. You’re afraid for you. You’ve started something, you’ve done something to me, and you don’t know how to stop it.” She narrows her eyes. “I’m going to get out of here, and I’m going to go to the police, and I’m going to tell them what you did to me. And no one will look at you the same way again.”

Roy gets up abruptly, and the video goes black.
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I press my fists into my eyes. I feel sick. All this time I wanted to find the proof that he killed my sister, and now that I have, I am devastated. I feel like my heart has been ripped out of me. I wipe my face with my sleeve, and that’s when I hear something outside. A footstep. The creak of a door.

I slam the laptop shut and pull the thumb drive out, except I pull it too fast and it flies out of my hand. I bolt to the safe and slam its door shut. It doesn’t lock. It just bounces open.

I hear it again, the creak of a door.

Please, God. I can’t think of the code right now so I punch in random digits and press the Enter key. The safe makes a whirling sound, like a cog turning.

Locked.

I hold my breath and listen. Nothing.

I tiptoe to the door and open it by a hair. Silence. Once I’m sure it’s safe, I slip out of the room and lock the door after me, my heart pounding. It’s fine. Everything will be fine. As long as the door is locked, I’m in the clear.

I’m about to go back upstairs when again, I notice the shift in the air.

I tiptoe to the back of the house. The back door is closed.

I pad into the kitchen and turn on the light. Everything looks normal. I’m about to flick it off again when I notice the cupboard door ajar.

The one with Deb’s shelf.

I open it. Everything seems the same, except for the jar of cookies.

It’s empty.
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So, Marie roams the house at night. She kind of looks like a vampire, now that I think of it, with her slick black hair and her perfect eyebrows and her black outfits. And she lied to me about being a diabetic. I wonder why? Because she’d rather be a diabetic than accept food from me, that’s why. She probably thinks I’ll spit in it first.

If she’s out there, gliding silently down corridors, then I can’t go back to Roy’s office. So instead, I get back in bed and scrunch my face up against the pillow so as not to wake Roy with my sobs. I haven’t cried for so long; I don’t even know how to do it anymore. Is it normal for it to hurt this much? For my lungs to burn like that? I’ve got so much snot coming out of my nose it’s like I’m blowing out slugs. Even my rib cage feels too small for this grief, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t take a breath.

I feel like I’m drowning.

When it’s over, I lie there, waiting for my breath to return to normal. Then I think of all the ways I could kill him, and I keep hitting the same roadblocks: He will be dead, but revered. He will be remembered as a tragic figure, a kind man who devoted his life to fixing other people, only to marry one depressed woman followed by her psycho sister. They’ll make podcasts about him and produce a limited series about his murder. Meanwhile, I’ll be in jail, reading about him in magazines and seeing his photo from his book jacket on TV, and at some point, they’ll execute me because Roy would have been my fourth killing by then, and I think everyone will agree that that’s too much.

And then there’ll be nobody left to remember to love Deb, but plenty of people who’ll remember and love Roy, for years and years and years, because no man should have to go through so much in one lifetime.

I lie there, staring at the ceiling, watching the light change, and come up with a plan. I’m going to take the thumb drive, find the letter, and I’m going to give both to the police. It’s a simple plan, except for one problem—other than the fact I have neither of those things in my possession, I mean.

If I go to the police, they will figure out who I am at some point. They’ll know Deb was my sister and that I was in jail for years. And I never told Roy either of those things. And Roy will say that sure, the video looks bad, but he was trying to help her professionally. And everyone will believe Roy because that’s how things are in this world.

All that to say, it’s me they’ll arrest. Not Roy.

No. Somebody else has to do it.

And I know just the person.
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I texted Erin after our coffee the other day to thank her, and I said I’d like to do it again sometime. She texted back saying the same, and I meant to follow up, but I’ve been busy.

So this morning, while Roy is in the shower, I text her.

Hi, Erin. Are you free today? It would be nice to catch up.




I had to rewrite the text a few times because I kept changing my mind. Was Hi, Erin too casual? Should it be Dear Erin? Does anyone say Dear these days? In the end I decided to keep my tone light and friendly, the way my sister taught me. You don’t need to tell people everything all at once, she’d say. You can listen, ask questions. Which is another way of saying it wouldn’t hurt to keep my mouth shut once in a while.

I study my face in the mirror, pull at the skin under my eye, on the corner of my mouth, on my top lip. I can’t stop seeing Deborah’s ravaged face in my mind’s eye. Roy’s idea of punishment, obviously. Some kind of sick, perverted punishment. But whatever he did to her, he’s doing it to me, too. My guess is that he wants us to be ugly because he doesn’t want us anymore, and he doesn’t want anyone else to desire us. In Deborah’s case, it was because he was screwing another woman while accusing her of screwing the gardener, and in my case, well, because he’s tired of me.

My face looks the same as yesterday, I think. I sigh, wondering how he does it, and how long do I have before he turns my face into some kind of…I don’t know, potato?

Not long, judging by Deb’s face in the video.
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Roy is in his office, working on his laptop, getting ready for the day ahead. I bring him a cup of coffee, scanning the floor for the thumb drive. I wonder if he found it. Maybe he thinks he dropped it accidentally when he put a file away.

Still, I sure hope he didn’t.

“Thank you,” he says, shutting his laptop. He gets up and looks for something on the shelf. He turns to me. “Everything okay?”

“Yes.”

He’s not smiling. He’s staring at me with cold blue eyes, like he knows something.

I want to look away, leave the room, but I’m scared to, in case the thumb drive happens to be right there at his feet, or on the shelf right in front of him. I’m afraid that if he finds it somewhere really odd, like wedged between his father’s clock and The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, then he’ll know. He’ll know that someone has been rifling through his safe. I mean, he’ll know anyway when he tries to open it and finds his code doesn’t work. Maybe he’ll think it’s a glitch. Everything is a glitch these days. That’s what I’ll tell him if he asks me. It must be a glitch.

I can’t move. I want that thumb drive. I want to take it to Erin and tell her to go to the police. Surely that will be enough for the authorities to take another look at this monster and reopen the investigation into Deborah’s death.

I join him and tilt my head to look at his books—all six of them.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” I say. I swallow, then turn to him and give him what I call my porcelain doll look: big round eyes, guileless, a little shy. He used to love that look.

“What is it, Jodie?”

I would like to read one of your books.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Yes. You said I needed help. I thought I could start there.”

Did you fuck him?

I can’t stop shaking, so I cross my arms over my chest, hoping to steady myself.

“Well. Okay, that’s not a bad idea, but not every one of my books would be a good fit. Let me see…” He fingers the spines lightly, taps one, then another. My heart is beating wildly, so much so that I can see the front of my silk top shuddering, but Roy seems oblivious. He pulls out a book and opens it, tapping at the page. “Yes…” he mutters to himself. “Yes… That’ll do.”

He hands it to me. “This one.”

I turn it around. Unlock: How to Change Your Thoughts and Release Your Best Self.

“Thank you. It’s perfect.”

He smiles. “I’m glad.” He goes to his desk and puts things into his satchel. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Yes, please. Get out of here, so I can run back and find the thumb drive.

I follow him down the corridor, seemingly engrossed in my book, then realize he hasn’t locked his door. And instead of going for the front door, he turns to the living room.

I stop in my tracks. “You’re not going to work?”

“I will in a minute. I have some calls to make first and…”

I don’t hear the rest because Marie has turned on the vacuum cleaner.

“What did you say?” I ask over the noise.

“I said, I’m going to make calls in the living room while Marie cleans in the⁠—”

My heart slams in my chest. I turn on my heels and run back to the office. “Marie! Stop!”

But Marie can’t hear me, because Marie is vacuuming. Right where the tiny, minuscule thumb drive landed.

I grab her arm. “Marie!”

She looks up in alarm and turns off the vacuum cleaner. “Mrs. Davies? What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong, Jodie?” Roy says from the doorway.

“Everything is fine, Roy. Why don’t you go and make your calls. I just want to have a word with Marie.”

“Can’t you see Marie is busy?”

“Yes, of course. You know what? I’ll do that, Marie.” I take hold of the vacuum tube and pull, but she won’t let go.

“What on earth are you doing?” Roy asks, taking a step inside the office.

“I like to clean your office myself, that’s all. You know that. I just like everything right, that’s all.”

“You’re being ridiculous. That’s enough. Let Marie do her work, please. Come on.” He gestures to me. “Come out of there.”

“But I want⁠—”

“That’s enough, Jodie!” he barks. “It’s not your job. Let Marie work, for Christ’s sake!”

A part of me wants to argue, but I know it’s hopeless. I’ll just make it worse. He’ll have to physically separate us fighting over the vacuum cleaner before dragging me out of there.

I sigh, loosely raise a hand. “Fine.” But Marie flinches as if I was about to hit her.

Seriously? God, don’t tempt me. Honestly, that woman is such an actress. She looks at Roy, her head lowered, small teeth digging into her bottom lip. “I’m so sorry, Dr. Davies. I have no idea what Mrs. Davies wants…”

“No need to apologize, Marie.”

But Marie must have recovered from her extreme terror of me, because she gives me a sideways smirk. Then, arching her back slightly, her little backside pushing back just enough to be noticed in her cute little maid’s outfit, she turns on the vacuum cleaner again. Roy gestures for me to leave the room, so I follow him out, my stomach churning, as the vacuum cleaner starts again, and sucks up everything that is small and loose in that room.
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I sit on the edge of the bed with my head in my hands, listening to Marie vacuum the life out of that office. An hour later, I hear her walk past my bedroom and up to her rooms.

I count to ten, then open the door a crack. The house is eerily silent. I take off my shoes and tiptoe down the stairs.

I unlock the office door, close it behind me. I am on my hands and knees like a cartoonish detective, examining every inch of that floor. I check every floorboard, every corner, I look under the rug, mentally chastising Marie for not vacuuming under the edges. I check the shelves, look behind books, I look in the most unlikely of places, I even look inside the vase of roses I put on the windowsill every other morning.

“Are you looking for something?”

I look up. Marie is leaning against the doorjamb, her arms crossed over her chest. Interestingly, she doesn’t ask how I got in. I stand and pretend to brush dust off my knees. “I lost an earring. Did you find anything vacuuming earlier?”

“An earring? No. What did it look like?”

“Small, black square, very modern.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“All right, well, thank you, Marie.” I brush my hair out of my face. “Oh, by the way, would you like to get a facial today?”

She looks at me with suspicion. “Why?”

“Because I have an appointment for one in…” I check my watch. “Fifteen minutes, but I don’t feel up to it so I was going to cancel. I know how much you enjoy your massages so you can have my facial if you want.”

She ponders the question. “Maybe.”

I walk past her to the hallway, fish around my purse, and pull out some cash. “Six hundred dollars. Keep the change. It’s at the spa on Rodeo Drive.”
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Once she’s gone, I run to the utility closet. I open the vacuum cleaner and pull out the bag. If the thumb drive is not in the office, it must be in the vacuum bag.

I take the bag out the back door and down the gated side path to where the trash cans are. The bag is only half full and I squeeze it with my fingers, moving around its bulk, trying to feel for the thumb drive, but I can’t feel it. The drive is so small, and the bag might only be half-full, but it’s still very dense.

I leave the bag on top of the trash and go into the garden shed. I rummage around until I find gloves and a pair of kitchen scissors. I carefully open the bag over the trash can. Then, I plunge my hand into that disgusting mess of dust and hair and God knows what. I pull out handfuls of dust, thinning it through my fingers and dropping it in the can. I keep doing that until I reach the bottom of the bag. That can’t be right. It has to be in there. Could I have missed it? No. It’s small, but it’s not microscopic, and I was very thorough. I turn it upside down over the grass, just in case, but I know it’s no use.

Maybe I missed it back in the office. Or…

Or Roy already found it. He doesn’t realize it’s the drive with Deborah’s video.

Yet.

I pick up what’s left of the bag, toss it in the trash can, and close it. Then, as I turn to walk back to the house, I catch something in the top window of Meredith’s house.

I squint at the window. It’s the only window high enough to see over the ficus hedges. I let out a sigh. If that was Meredith, she got herself an eyeful. No doubt she’ll be telling the harpies how I rummage through my own trash in my spare time.

She’s really not one of us, is she. Probably looking for cans to cash in.

I brush grass off my knees. I have to talk to Erin.

When I go back inside, I find she has texted back.

I’d love to. Do you want to meet at the cafe again? 2pm?




I type my reply.

Yes. Thank you so much.
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“He killed her.”

Erin and I are back in the same café. I ordered a slice of chocolate cake but now that it’s here, I find I have no appetite. I push the plate away and look up. Erin is staring at me with big round eyes, her jaw slack.

She blinks a few times. “I’m sorry?”

“He killed her. My husband killed his first wife.”

I stir some sugar into my coffee. My hand is trembling, and my spoon jitters against the sides.

“Are you serious?”

“I’m always serious. I wouldn’t know a joke if it hit me in the face. Are you okay, Erin? You look a little pale. I’m sorry if I’ve shocked you but I just really need to talk to someone about this, and I couldn’t think who to call because everyone I know knows my husband, except you. I mean, I have my own friends, of course. Amy and Nora and Abigail, but they’re sick of hearing me talking about this.”

“Okay…” she says slowly.

“Maybe I should have waited for you to finish your coffee before I blurted it out,” I say, my elbows on the table, my face in my hands.

“No. Not at all. Perhaps start from the beginning?”

“Yes, all right.” I cross my arms on the table. “Remember how I told you that my husband’s first wife killed herself?”

“Yes…”

“She didn’t.”

“Okay…” She clasps her hands together on the table and moves her chair forward. “So what do you think happened?”

“He killed her.”

“You think he killed her?” she asks in hushed tones.

“I know he killed her.”

“How?”

I take a breath. “You’re right. I guess I should start at the beginning.”
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“She was your sister?” Erin shrieks.

I nod.

“But he doesn’t know,” she says.

“No. Like I said, I was in jail and I didn’t want her to tell him about me. Then when I got out, I changed my name.”

Her head moves in slow motion, this way and that, like her brain is trying to compute what I’m telling her, but it just can’t.

Then she focuses back on me. “But why were you in jail?”

“I made a mistake,” I say, dragging the plate with my cake back to me. I cut a corner of it. “A long time ago. It’s followed me ever since.”

“What did you do?”

Two police officers walk in and take a seat at the counter. They’re far enough that they wouldn’t hear me, but I lower my voice anyway.

“I was only eighteen and had just gotten my first boyfriend. His name was Beau and he was a few years older. I was head over heels in love. He wasn’t even particularly handsome, but I never expected anyone to like me, let alone want to go out with me. And here was this guy who thought I was worth asking out, so I was, like, this is my chance, you know? Also, his parents owned the local auto repair and body shop, so I knew he’d always have job security.”

She nods slowly.

“Anyway, one night, Beau and I were on our way back from a party and we were going back to his place. He was driving. It was really late, and the road wasn’t very well lit. Neither of us saw him until it was too late.”

“Who?” she asks.

“The man walking on the side of the road. We should have seen him, but we were laughing and the radio was on loud, and suddenly we felt it. We’d hit something and ran over it.

Beau stopped the car and I got out to look. There was a man on the ground, his leg all mangled. He was bleeding from the head, and it was pretty clear he wasn’t going to get up in a hurry. Beau was crying, pulling at his hair, and he said, ‘You have to say you were driving.’ He’d had too much to drink, you see, whereas I barely drank anything. He promised me nothing would happen to me because it was an accident and we hadn’t done anything wrong, not if I had a blood alcohol level of zero. So I did. I told the police I was the one driving.”

“Oh my God.” She slaps her hands over her mouth. “What happened then?”

I shrug. “The man died.”

She gasps. “But you told them, didn’t you? That you weren’t driving? That Beau told you to say you were?”

“By the time I realized my mistake, I was in much bigger trouble than I’d thought. I told them the truth, but by then nobody believed me. I’d already confessed, so…”

She stares at me, a look of disbelief on her face. “So what happened?”

I push a forkful of cake into my mouth. “I was charged with manslaughter. Felony 2.”

“Oh my God. Jodie!”

“They said I was driving too fast. I mean, it’s true. Beau was going really fast. They can tell from skid marks, apparently.”
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I’ll never forget the look on Deb’s face when she came to the county jail where I was being held the night of the accident. She looked crushed. She was wiping tears off her face with her sleeve. She couldn’t stop. “I can’t help you this time, Jo.”

“You don’t have to!” I said. We were holding onto the bars of my cell. I hated seeing her like that. I hated it more than being on the wrong side of those bars. “I’ve got this, Debs. I swear. And I wasn’t the one driving, Beau was.”

She clicked her tongue. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not!” I whined. “It’s the truth!”

“Don’t you get it?” she cried. “I can’t make it right!”

I put my hand through the bars. “Hey. It’s okay.”

She didn’t even take it. “You shouldn’t have done it,” she whispered.

“I didn’t,” I hissed. I took a breath. “I’ll be fine. Everything is going to be fine.”
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“Did you go to jail?” Erin asks, yanking me out of my memories.

I pick up a crumb of cake and lick it off. “I most certainly did. Five years.”

She gasps. “Did you ever see Beau again?”

“He texted me the day after the accident and said his parents didn’t want him to see me again. That it would be bad for their business. The only time I saw him after that was at the trial, where he apologized to the man’s parents for letting me drive.”

Erin blinks a few times. “I’m so, so sorry. That sounds horrible.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it. But to go back to the matter at hand…”

“Yes,” she says, nodding. “Right. So you are your husband’s first wife’s sister, and you suspect that he killed her.”

“I know he killed her,” I say, wondering how many times I’m going to have to say it, because I can tell she’s not sold yet.

I tell her the details of the case. I read everything I could find online about this, so I know that (a) the security cameras were never triggered, meaning nobody came to or left the house around the time she died; and (b) the estimated time of death was between 1:30 and 2:30 p.m. Roy was consulting with a client at the time. Suicide, case closed.

“There’s a lot, okay?” I say. “A lot I’m going to tell you that will absolutely convince you. But here’s the other thing.” I glance around and lean forward. “Did you know that women never shoot themselves in the face?”

Erin blinks. “Why not?”

“Beauty. They don’t want their face to look like Mount Etna after the eruption. I heard that on a true-crime podcast. They shoot themselves in the chest because they don’t want to ruin their face.”

She frowns. “Do you listen to a lot of true-crime podcasts?”

“All the time,” I say.

“You don’t think that’s likely to feed an overactive imagination?”

I think about this for a moment. “I don’t have an overactive imagination, or any kind of imagination for that matter. But I believe you should teach yourself about the world. If I told you I was addicted to fairy tales, you probably would think that was cute. But here’s the catch, Erin. Sleeping Beauty did not sleep for a hundred years because had she, she’d be long dead by the time Prince Charming discovered her. And considerably older than him, by the way, so right there, young man falls for much older woman, classic Oedipus complex behavior on Prince Charming’s part, and a necrophiliac to boot.

“The Boston Strangler, however, killed thirteen women. And yet if I choose to learn more about the Boston Strangler and his ilk—who are very real—rather than Sleeping Beauty, you’ll tell me that I have an overactive imagination. I think it’s your logic that’s flawed, Erin. No offense, but I am not the one with the problem here.”

She twirls her spoon in her tea, looking a little sullen, I think. With an intake of breath, she opens her mouth to speak but I have no interest in pursuing the topic, so I speak over her.

“My point is, it’s kind of strange that my sister shot herself in the face, especially considering how beautiful she was. She bucked the trend, you could say. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

“I have no idea. Maybe.”

“It’s not just me saying so, everyone does. But let’s say for a moment that she did want to look like lava. It’s actually quite hard to do with a rifle. If you have short arms. Like I do. I know this because I tried.”

A beat. “Did she have short arms?”

I shrug. “She was very tall, so probably not. But still, just saying. On the difficulty score, it’s like a nine.”

“Right…” She lowers her voice. “I don’t understand what you’re saying. Why would he want to kill her?”

“He was having an affair with this other woman named Veronica. He calls her Vee. And for some reason I cannot begin to understand, he wanted to leave his wife for Vee. She was writing to him, these weird letters about birds shitting on windowsills, whatever. Anyway. The problem was that my husband and his first wife didn’t have a prenup. So, he locked her up, convinced her she was crazy, made her ugly, then hired a hit man and made it look like suicide. Convoluted, certainly, but cheaper than a divorce lawyer. It happens all the time.”

And for some reason, after everything I’ve just said, the only question Erin has for me, is: “They didn’t have a prenup?”

“No.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because he told me.”

“Wow. Do you have a prenup?”

“Yes, we have a prenup. Ten years.”

“Ten years?” she asks, eyes big and round. “So if you split up before the ten years are up⁠—”

“That’s completely irrelevant, Erin. My point is, he was in love with this Veronica woman, he killed his wife, or had her killed, and here we are.”

Erin blinks a few times. Then she says, in a very soft voice, “So why didn’t he marry this Veronica woman after his wife died?”

“Because I came along. I’m an amazing cook. Everyone says so. I make sure to be attractive for my husband, no matter the time of day. I am a fountain of cleaning tips and tricks. Red wine on carpet? White wine vinegar and baking soda. Your dishwasher could do with a little sparkle? Add a few lemon wedges to your wash. Also, I can whip up a four-course luncheon for a party of twelve with no warning in a matter of hours. Oh, and I was pregnant.”

She tilts her head at me, her gaze a little cold, I think. “So where’s the baby?”

I shake my head impatiently. “I wasn’t actually pregnant. I just needed to get inside the house so I bought one of those fake tests, but my point is, he lies, Erin. All the time. Every day. He … What’s wrong?”

“You faked a pregnancy test?” She’s gone pale suddenly. For a second, I think she’s going to cry. “You faked a pregnancy test so that he would marry you?”

I flap a hand. “I just told you. I had to get inside that house. What do you care anyway? My point is, he pretends that he really loved her.”

Again, she twirls her spoon in her tea. “Maybe he did.”

“Please. And what about what I said about shooting herself in the face? A Winchester 70 has a mighty long barrel, Erin. And you have to hold it as well as shoot it. My sister might have been tall, but she was no octopus.”

She looks away, considering this. “She must have found a way. You said yourself she was alone in the house and he had an alibi.”

“He could have snuck out for a short time.”

“Surely the police would have uncovered that.”

“He could have hired a hit man. I bet that happens all the time in these parts.”

“What about the security cameras?”

“They were never triggered.”

“Well, there you are. Doesn’t that tell you something?”

“Not really, no. Our whole security system is operated remotely, using an app. You can change the codes, lock and unlock the doors, and turn the cameras on and off at will. The front and back doors have their own codes. I don’t think it would be hard for him to send someone to kill his wife and orchestrate the whole thing from his iPhone. The police didn’t check any of this very thoroughly. I think they saw the case as open and shut.” I lean forward. “But that’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

“Oh God.” She puts her hands over her face. She looks genuinely spooked by all this. “Okay. Tell me. What else?”

I tilt my head at her. “You know, for someone who doesn’t even know the parties involved, you seem very engaged, I like that.”

She takes her hands away. “Just tell me.”

I bite the edge of my lip. “I found something.”

“What did you find?”

“I got the combination to his safe. I opened it.”

She gasps. “What did you find?”

“A video,” I tell her, my voice low. “And my sister was sitting in some strange room, crying, confused, and he was being this cold, horrible, hateful person to her. And she wanted to leave, and he wouldn’t let her.”

Erin claps her hand to her mouth.

“He was telling her that she was making herself ugly on purpose because she wasn’t a good enough wife, that she was fucking the gardener, like that’s original, and she looked so…” The back of my eyes sting. I take a breath. “…devastated.”

“Okay…”

Now it’s me who jerks back. “What do you mean, okay? It was horrible, Erin.”

“And this was on a video?”

“Yes!”

“What kind of video? Like a DVD?”

“A thumb drive.”

“I see. Do you have it?”

“I lost it.” I press my finger on the plate, pick up some cake crumbs, and lick them off.

“You lost it.”

“I know. Inconvenient.”

“Can you tell me more about it?”

“Wasn’t that enough?”

“I’m just trying to understand.”

“Okay, well, she looked awful, like she’d aged twenty years, and he was giving a psychology session and blaming her for everything that was happening to her.”

She doesn’t speak for a moment. Then she says, “You don’t think he was trying to help her?”

I narrow my eyes at her. “What’s wrong with you? Of course, he wasn’t trying to help her. He was gaslighting her! Making her think she was crazy! He was making mincemeat out of her face and then blaming her for it. And Erin…” I bite my bottom lip. “He’s doing it to me, too.” I bring my face close to hers and pull at the skin under my eye.

She squints at it. “I don’t see anything.”

“Well, no, because I’ve got truckloads of product and makeup on.” I pull away and rub my face with my sleeve, over and over.

She puts her hand on my arm. “Stop, Jodie, stop it.”

I yank it away. “No, I want you to see. You have to see.” I keep rubbing at the spot until it burns, then I rub the side of my mouth, too. I bring my face an inch from hers again. “See?” She recoils, her lips curled in disgust. I grab her arm and pull her toward me. “See, do you see?”

“Stop it, Jodie. You’re scaring me.”

I rub again and again. “Do you see it now? Look! There! You see? The swelling? And the mark there. Like a scar. But I don’t have a scar, Erin! I’ve never had a scar. He’s doing it, don’t you see? He did it to her, and he’s doing it to me, too. Don’t you see?”

I shout that last bit, and people in the coffee shop turn to look.

Erin pulls away from me. “Jodie, stop. You’re sounding crazy. Just stop.”

“He’s a sick man, Erin. He’s a monster, and a psychopath, and he’s cruel and dangerous and he’s going to get away with it unless we do something, Erin! We have to do something!”

But she’s on her feet now, looking at me like I’ve just spun my head around like Linda Blair in The Exorcist.

“You should go home now,” Erin says. “Go home and rest.”

“Go home and rest? What the hell is rest going to do?” I pull at her sleeve. “Please sit down, Erin! You need to help me! I can’t call the police because I’m her sister, and also I’m a convicted felon, but you can! You need to tell them he is a sick, sick monster and tell them to look at everything! Go through his office in town, too! There must be proof somewhere, a contract, something!”

“Jodie,” she says gently, unhooking my fingers from her sleeve. “You need to go home, and maybe you should consider seeing someone.”

“Oh, don’t you start.”

She takes a couple of steps back, pulling her bag over her shoulder. “I hope you feel better. I really do.”

And then, she’s gone.

I sit there for a moment, trying to calm myself. What am I going to do now? I could call the police myself, but without the video… Anyway, I can’t. I can’t let Roy know about me. I just can’t.

I take a breath and stand up, shake my fingers through my hair. What is it Abigail always says? All options are on the table.

I have no choice. I’ll just have to kill him.


29



I try to open the front door using the app, like I usually do, but it’s locked. I try the code again. It still doesn’t work. And I don’t have my keys on me.

Brilliant. This day is just getting better and better. Now Roy changed the code without telling me. I ring the doorbell, and Marie opens the door, her face glowing.

“You look nice,” I say. “Is Roy home?”

“No.”

“It looks like he changed the door code. So if you go out, make sure to take your keys.”

“Right.”

I take off my jacket and hang it in the closet.

She looks at me oddly. “Are you all right?”

The last person on earth I would talk to about my problems is Marie. Surely, she must know that.

“Perfectly fine, thank you.” I go upstairs, aware she’s still standing there, watching me.

In my bedroom, I drop my purse on the bed and snatch the key to the gun cabinet off its hook. I grab my key to Roy’s office, which I keep taped in my notepad under the mattress. Then I go back downstairs. Marie is back in the kitchen. When I glance past, I see that she made herself a sandwich. It’s on a plate on the table with a glass of milk.

I walk into the office and close the door. Then I take the gun out of the cabinet and maneuver it against my shoulder.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. For one thing, it’s heavier than it looks, and for another, I’ve never shot a gun before, let alone a rifle. But I remind myself that millions of people do it every day, so it can’t be that hard. I perch on the edge of his desk, randomly pull on a lever, push on a handle, and eventually it opens. There’s a box of bullets at the bottom of the cabinet. I grab one and slip it into the chamber. I have no idea if it’s in the right way, so it’s quite possible that I’ll shoot myself instead.

Now, the only thing left to do is figure out how to get that thing ready to fire. There’s a lever on the side. I slide it forward, and a red dot becomes visible on the metal.

There. I think that’s it. It’s ready to fire now.

I stand about six feet from the door, zero in on the handle. I’m going to just wait here for as long as it takes, and the moment that door opens, I’m going to press the trigger.

I mean, sure, it might be Marie who opens the door, in which case, extra bonus.

I take a breath. I am ready. A clock ticks in the background. It’s funny, but I never heard it before. It’s the mantel clock that used to belong to Roy’s father, all dark wood and brass. I look over my shoulder at it.

It’s one thirty in the afternoon.

For Christ’s sake.

I bring the rifle down. What on earth am I doing? Roy won’t be home for hours. I lean back against the desk. This is a stupid idea anyway. What would shooting Roy do? He won’t even see it coming. It’ll be a quick and painless death, whereas I’ll go to jail, again, forever this time, and while away the hours reading gushing obituaries about the great Dr. Davies.

I slide the lever back to where it was, put the gun back in the cabinet, make sure the box of bullets is back where I found it, and lock the glass door.

Then I go back to my room, where I take Erin’s advice and lie down.
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I must have fallen asleep because the light has dimmed. The branches of the pepper tree tapping against the window are what wake me. I check the time on my bedside clock. It’s half past five.

I go to the bathroom and stare at my reflection. My mascara is smudged all over my face, and the spots where I rubbed so hard earlier are still red and raw.

I wash my face and redo my makeup. I brush my hair, straighten my clothes, and go downstairs.

Roy’s office door is still closed, and I’m trying to remember if I left it that way when I hear something. A low muttering. I look around. It’s coming from his office.

I tiptoe to the door and put my ear against it. He must be talking to a client because his conversation is peppered with words like, Slow down… I can’t make sense of what you’re saying…. Take a breath…

I feel my hairline prickle. Is that really a client? I stop and listen.

“Why can’t you tell me over the phone?” he asks.

A beat. And then I hear him say, “Oh, my darling.” And I think I must be dreaming. Don’t be silly, I tell myself. I’m his darling.

But then he says it again. “My darling.”
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I bend down to listen through the keyhole, which is barely a keyhole anyway, more like a narrow slit, but he’s not saying much. Only short replies like, Shhhh… It’s all right…. Yes, yes, of course I’ll come…

I hear footsteps behind me. I stand up so fast I give myself whiplash. I hold the doorjamb to steady myself.

“Those stupid shoes…” I mumble, slipping my finger in the back of my right pump.

“Mrs. Davies?”

God. You know Roy’s home for her to call me Mrs. Davies.

“Oh, Marie! I didn’t hear you there. My shoe… I think my feet must have swelled up in the heat!”

She’s wearing her dusty-pink coat and carrying her little purse. “I was wondering if…”

“Yes?” I’m straining to hear what Roy is saying while still focusing on Marie. I can just make out words like mistake and sweetheart. Marie blinks at me. Can she hear this too? I give her my sunniest smile, like I’m the happiest person ever, and move away from the door as if to go upstairs. “Sorry, did you want something?”

“No… Yes. I don’t want to disturb Dr. Davies…”

“No. Please don’t. He’s in a conversation with…” I push a strand of hair away from my face. “With a patient. Role play, I believe.”

“I understand. So I was wondering, maybe I could ask you…”

“Yes, yes. What is it?”

“Could I please have the night off tonight?”

“Yes, of course, you can have the night off anytime you like.”

“Oh.” She clutches her little purse, surprised. Why? Did she think I was going to say no?

“But I was going to prepare dinner…”

“No problem, Marie. I’ll do it.”

“So you don’t mind?”

“I don’t mind.” By now I’m speaking through gritted teeth. Please go.

Roy is speaking again.

I’m so sorry about everything. You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice.

“I’ll be back tomorrow late morning,” Marie says. “I’ll do the washing up from dinner then.”

“Yes, yes, that’s fine. I’ll do the washing up. You enjoy your night off.”

Sweetheart…you’re worrying me. Tell me what’s going on?

“Well then. If you’re sure…”

“Positive.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Davies.”

I pretend to go up the stairs while she makes her way out the front door. The moment she’s gone, I run back to take up my position, my ear pressed against the keyhole.

“I’m so sorry about everything,” Roy says. “You’ve got no idea how much I’ve missed you. I think about you day and night. Yes. Yes, sweetheart, let’s meet. I’ll come over now.”

Silence. My ear is pressed so hard against the door that I’ll have an imprint of that lock on my earlobe.

“Okay. Please calm down, sweetheart. All right. I’ll come later. Yes. Around ten or eleven, after Jodie is asleep. You have no idea how happy I am to hear your voice. I’ve missed you so much. Don’t worry, whatever it is, we’ll figure it out. Oh God. Vee. I made a terrible mistake, but I’ll make it right, I promise…”

I feel like I’ve been punched in the solar plexus. So Vee, a.k.a. Veronica, is back on the scene. Why?

My head is spinning. Maybe the harpies have had their hand in it. Maybe they called Vee, dear Vee, and told her horrible lies about me. Like I’m jealous of Deborah, like my puff pastry wasn’t buttery enough, like I forage for food in garbage cans.

If Vee is back and he wants to meet her tonight…that means he’s going to break up with me.

I go straight to the downstairs guest bathroom, grab handfuls of little soaps—those are shaped like stars and moons and smell of lemongrass—and bring them to my nose.

There… Isn’t that better? Doesn’t that smell divine? Look how pretty they are with their perfect shapes and colors.

But it doesn’t work. I picture my linen cupboard and still it’s not enough. I think of my roses, especially the pink ones that look like they were plucked from a Good Housekeeping photo shoot, and all I can see is Deb’s ravaged, tired face.

I put the soaps back in the gorgeous holder—navy and gold—then go upstairs to my bedroom. I sit on the bed, my fingers against my temples.

I have to calm down. I have to think. This can’t be happening. I’m not done yet. And I can’t pull off the pregnancy trick again, obviously.

Maybe I can talk to Veronica. I could press upon her that we are a happily married couple and she needs to find her own man, and anyway, isn’t she with David? Isn’t that what the harpies said?

Yes. Maybe she and David have hit a snag in their relationship, and she’s thinking of Roy again, but she can’t. She can’t be going around breaking up marriages. It’s just not right. I need to talk to her. I need her address. I need to see her face-to-face and deal with the situation. And to get her address, I need access to Roy’s phone.

Except we’re not that couple who has each other’s phone codes.

But I wonder… I close my eyes, then hold up my own phone in front of my face. When I open them, the phone is unlocked.

I try again, just to be sure, then I try another two or three times and every time, the phone unlocks without me having my eyes open.

Perfect.
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Roy stays in his office a while longer, although now with the door open. I bring him his usual Scotch on the rocks with a spritz of soda, just the way he likes it. He’s working on his laptop. He smiles at me, not like he’s happy to see me, but like he’s happy, full stop. Like I could be Marie, and he’d still smile like that.

I stroll around to the side of his desk, my fingers trailing.

“What do you need, Jodie?”

“You,” I say. “I need you.”

He smiles—no, he beams. I haven’t seen Roy this happy for weeks.

“Good news?” I say.

“What?”

“That phone call earlier. You look pleased with yourself.”

“Yes, yes.” He nods, grinning, then catches himself. He frowns. “One of my patients. She’s making excellent progress.”

“That’s nice.”

“What did you want?”

“Marie had to go out. I gave her the night off. I don’t have much time to make dinner, but there’ll be something in the freezer. And I’ll make a nice salad. You hungry?”

He sits back. “Marie took the night off? She knows she has to give me at least twenty-four hours’ notice.”

Ah. So that’s why Marie asked me, and not Roy.

I shrug. “Does it matter?” I stroll closer. I want to see what he’s doing on his laptop. “That means it’s just you and me in the house, all night.”

“Yes, I guess so. Give me a minute. I want to finish this email.”

I glance at the screen. Just a boring email to his broker.

I turn on my heels. “I’ll see what I can rustle up for dinner.”

I rush upstairs and rummage through our bathroom cabinet for some Ambien. I will crush a few pills in his wine this evening, and then, when he’s sound asleep, I will get Veronica’s address. All very straightforward.

What I do once I’m there is another story, but one thing at a time.

Except I can’t find any Ambien. I’ve pretty much taken everything out of the bathroom cabinet—which is quite large, for a bathroom cabinet—and there are no Ambien, no sleeping pills of any kind. I was certain we had some, but I haven’t taken any for ages, so maybe Roy took them. I look through his toiletries bag, but I don’t find any there either.

I sit on the edge of the bathtub and drum my fingers on my knee. How could I get my hands on some sleeping pills in the next hour?

Marie. I bet Marie has some Ambien.
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I’ve only ventured into Marie’s rooms once in the weeks I’ve lived here, back when Roy showed me the house. I never went back. I have no interest in seeing her living quarters. In fact, I would have happily walled off that little section of the house. With her in it, preferably.

Marie has two connecting rooms: a living room and a bedroom, and a bathroom down the hall that is hers only. I decide to start there. It doesn’t take long, and unfortunately I don’t find anything remotely useful in her sad little cabinet. Just a few aspirins and an expired bottle of bicarbonate of soda.

Next, I try the door that leads to her living room. It’s locked. Uselessly, as it turns out, since Roy and I both have keys. It does make me wonder: Why would she lock her door? Does she think we might get burgled? Does she worry that robbers would plunder her sad little underwear drawer while skipping over Roy’s collection of luxury watches?

I unlock the door and walk in. The first thing that strikes me is the smell. It’s sweet and light, like linen mixed with honeysuckle.

I turn on the light and survey the room. There’s an armchair covered in sheepskin that looks extremely inviting. Unless you’re a sheep, I suppose. There’s a large, green potted plant in the corner, a coffee table, a TV on the wall, a square table, and two chairs. On the mantel are a small bouquet of daisies that turn out to be fake and a handful of photographs.

But I don’t let my curiosity distract me. I don’t have much time. I open the connecting door that leads to the bedroom. It’s fresher and much nicer than I remembered. The bedspread is a soft, pale blue blanket; her pillows are big and fluffy, and the bed is covered with smaller cushions.

I rummage through her little bedside table. There’s a romance novel by an author I’ve never heard of, a small packet of tissues, more aspirin, a handful of hair clips… And then, bingo. In the drawer beneath, a whole bottle of sleeping pills. Different brand, but who cares as long as they do the job? The only problem is that the bottle is unopened, but then I always forget how many pills I’ve taken, so why wouldn’t Marie?

“Jodie? Where are you?”

My heart skips a beat as Roy’s voice floats up the stairs. I quickly unscrew the bottle and shove a handful of pills in my pocket.

I’m about to lock the door when I notice a photograph among others on the mantel. I step back into the room, my heart racing. I pick it up.

It’s a photograph of Marie with Roy and Deborah in front of a massive Christmas tree in the hall at the bottom of the stairs. The three of them are beaming. Marie and Deborah are standing close together, their heads slightly tilted toward each other, while Roy is standing a little apart, his hands in his pockets, the way he often stands.

I peer closer at the photograph. Marie looks younger, happier. She’s still wearing her uniform, but it looks more like cosplay than her actual vocation. Her hair is loose and her eyes are shiny. Deborah looks like she looks in every other photograph around the house. Beautiful, happy to be alive.

Then there’s another photograph of Marie standing next to a man in a wheelchair. He looks like her, and I wonder if they’re related.

But the photo that really jumps out is the one of Marie and Deborah alone, also taken in front of the Christmas tree. They have their arms around each other’s shoulders, and they are laughing like friends, rather than employer and employee. They genuinely look close, and for the first time, it occurs to me that Marie must have been genuinely upset when Deb died. I mean, she said so, of course, but then, she would. She’s the hired help; she’s hardly going to say, Good riddance, I never liked her.
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It makes me soften toward Marie as I lock the door. I’m about to go back toward the stairs when I remember there’s another room on this floor, at the opposite end of the corridor. We didn’t go inside when Roy showed me the house.

“It’s just an old attic space under the eaves,” he’d said. “Typical in these old Spanish colonial houses. Too small to do anything with.”

I take off my shoes and pad down to it. It’s locked, but I have the keys. I try them one by one until, bingo.

My heart is racing as I slowly open the door. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light and make out the dusty, whitewashed walls, the sloping roof with its exposed beams, the single bed…the wooden chair.

“Jodie? You’re up there?”

I close the door and race down the stairs, still holding my shoes, and I don’t put them back on until I get back to my bedroom.

“Coming!”

“Have you seen my Montblanc pen?” he shouts from the bottom of the stairs.

“In the living room, on the bookshelf,” I shout back.

I sit on the bed and press my fingers against my temples.

My heart is racing. I feel sick. So that’s where he kept her, locked up, alone. And that’s why he gave Marie a week’s leave. Marie would have heard her otherwise. And Marie would surely have helped her. And then he killed her, the day Marie came home so someone else would find her.

I am so close to exposing him. I can taste it. But first, I need to take care of Veronica.
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I reheat chicken cacciatore and prepare a simple green salad. Then I crush the five pills I swiped from Marie into the half bottle of red wine that’s left from last night. I dip my lips in it, just to check. It definitely tastes more bitter than usual. I smother the green salad with vinegar. I’ll blame the taste on that, if he asks.

I walk into the dining room with the steaming plates. Roy is already seated, scrolling through his phone.

“I would have prepared something nicer, but I didn’t have the time. I hope it’s all right.”

I set down the plates, then serve the wine. Roy looks at me with a vague, beatific look on his face before poking at a bit of chicken with his fork.

“Did you have a good day?” I ask.

“Mmm.”

“That’s nice. Here, have some salad.”

I pile it on his plate. He lifts his hand.

“That’s enough salad, thank you.”

“I know how much you like it. And how is the chicken?”

“Delicious.” He takes a sip of wine.

“Is the wine all right?”

“Very nice.”

We eat mostly in silence, peppered only by my innocuous questions. What a wild wind that was today, wasn’t it? Did you know they’re now stocking Australian wines at the grocery? By the way, that book you gave me? Gripping. I couldn’t put it down.

Then he says, “I’ve got some work to do before I go to bed. I’ll be in my office.”

I put my napkin down on the table. “I’m actually very tired. I think I’ll go up now.”

I leave the washing up to Marie after all and go up the stairs.

I wait for twenty minutes, then I go back downstairs quietly and find Roy snoring in his armchair, a book on his lap, his head lolled to the side. His phone is on the arm of the chair. I pick it up slowly, swipe my finger up the screen, and point it at his face.

Magic.

I scroll through his contacts until I find Veronica’s home address under Vee. She lives in Sherman Oaks, which is only about ten minutes from here. I check the time. 8:35 p.m. I type a text from Roy’s phone.

I can come earlier. Say in half an hour?

I can’t wait. I have so much to tell you. XX

I delete the texts and put the phone back where it was. I realize that if Veronica is expecting Roy and I turn up instead, it’s unlikely she will let me inside her house. Therefore, I need a disguise.

Roy’s baseball cap is hanging by the front door. I grab it, along with his sunglasses, even though it’s obviously dark out. I also grab his leather jacket and gloves from the closet and the keys to his Lexus.

To improve my chances in convincing her to leave Roy alone, I decide to bring our wedding album. Anyone looking through those tender photographs would have to agree that we make a beautiful couple, and what kind of heartless person would want to break up a love story like that?

I get changed into jeans and sneakers, then shrug on Roy’s leather jacket. I am swimming in it, but it can’t be helped and it’s better than nothing. I put on his baseball cap and then, on impulse, I leave my own phone in a drawer in the kitchen.
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Fifteen minutes later, I stand outside a small house at the end of a cul-de-sac high up off Beverly Glen Canyon.

The porch light comes on as I slowly drive up the driveway. I turn off the motor, readjust my cap, grab my wedding album, and step out of the car just as a tall, thin woman opens the front door.

She smiles. “Roy?”

I’m going to be sick. I take off the stupid sunglasses.

“What the hell, Erin?”
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We are both in shock. Then she takes a step back and I use the opportunity to walk in and close the door behind me.

“Why are you here?” she asks, crossing her arms over her chest like she’s cold, like she wants to cover herself up.

I give her an up-down look. She’s wearing a tight red skirt, a dark-gold silk top with a shoulder strap that falls over her shoulder, no bra, and pink sandals with heels as long as my forearm.

“Why are you here?” I say, taking off my cap and gloves and shoving them in the pocket of my jacket.

She cranes her neck to look out the window. “Where’s Roy?”

“Roy’s not coming.”

“Why not?”

“Am I going crazy here? Are you actually Veronica?”

She hesitates, then raises her arms and lets them drop. “Okay, fine. I’m Veronica.”

A wave of vertigo hits me. “I don’t understand…”

And then, adding to my humiliation, I feel the corners of my mouth turn down. Because the truth is, I liked Erin. I thought we were going to be friends, notwithstanding the way she handled my revelation earlier. I’d put that down to shock. But now, I realize, she was hanging on to my every word so she could tell Roy later.

I close my eyes, shake my head. “Okay. Let’s back up. How did you happen to meet me that first time in the bathroom? Did you stalk me? Did you follow me?”

She glances down at her fingernails and pulls at bits of skin. “I recognized you when your car broke down. I was just out on my jog. I was curious. I saw you were upset, and yes, I followed you into the bathroom,” she says with a shrug.

“But…how did you know who I was?”

“I’ve seen photos from your wedding. My friend Meredith posted them all over her Insta stories.”

“Really? Well, that’s funny, because I’ve never seen a single photo of you. There are no photos of you in the house, Erin. None. Zero. What does that say, Erin? Can I keep calling you Erin?”

She looks very nervous. “Yes…”

“Why call yourself Erin anyway?”

She gives a one-shoulder shrug. “It was a nickname when I was a child. My sister used to call me that.”

“That’s nice. My sister used to call me Jo. What about that story you told me about your boyfriend dropping you for a pretty young thing, you having a bad day and all that, was any of that true?”

She’s still staring at her hands.

“Oh, Erin.” I shake my head. “That was about you and Roy, wasn’t it. And I am the pretty young thing.”

“How do you think I felt?” she snaps. “We were all set to get engaged and then you came along.”

“It’s the way of the world, Erin. It’s not my fault if men are hardwired to fall for young, virginal creatures who want nothing more than to wash their underwear and bear their children.”

“Except you tricked him by pretending to be pregnant.”

I raise a finger. “Actually, he was going to dump you anyway. He told me.

She looks at me with disgust. A fat tear pools and falls down her cheek. She wipes it roughly with the back of her hand.

“You have no idea what I did for that man. I deserved so much more,” she says, bitterness making her mouth ugly.

“What did you do for that man?” I ask.

She flips her hand and makes a noise, a kind of bitter, disgusted breath.

“Okay, so wait. Let me get this straight. The engagement ring you were wearing that day… Did Roy give it to you? Because he never told me you were engaged.”

She adjusts her pretty bracelet. “I was actually seeing someone when I met you that day,” she says.

“Ah, yes. I remember. David, wasn’t it?” She looks up in surprise. I jerk my chin at her hand. “I note the ring is no longer on your finger. Did you pawn it?”

She barks a laugh. “Of course not.”

I tilt my head at her. “So you and David parted ways, and now you’re ringing my husband?”

“I’m ‘ringing your husband,’ as you put it, because he is in a very dangerous situation! You’re insane, Jodie, okay? You’re Deborah’s sister and he doesn’t even know? And you think he killed her? Do you know how crazy you sound?”

“You wouldn’t feel that way if you were Deb,” I say, smoothing my hair.

Snippets of conversation float into my mind. The way Erin seemed strangely bitter when asking about Roy, talking about our honeymoon phase. The fact that she knew we’d been married a month, even though I was pretty sure I’d never told her.

“I take it you don’t live on Mulholland Drive?”

“I wanted to meet far away from here. I didn’t want to run into anyone I knew.”

A wave of loneliness crashes through me. “I thought you were my friend.”

She jerks her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. We barely know each other.”

I nod slowly, recognizing the truth of this. I just don’t know what it takes to make a friend, no matter what Deb says. I don’t think I’ll ever figure it out.

“Why isn’t Roy here?” she says.

“He’s not well. He sent me instead.” I put down my car keys and my album on the small table. I’m confused about what to do next. I was all set to meet Veronica and talk some sense into her, woman to woman. But now I’m confronted with Erin instead and it’s thrown me.

We’re standing in the hall which is all stone floors and dark slate walls. I walk through the living area.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asks.

“I need to sit down. We need to talk,” I say over my shoulder.

It’s an open-plan setup, with the living room flowing into the kitchen and then into the hallway. I have never seen so much granite and marble in my life. I turn to face her. “You don’t like color or soft furnishings?”

She blinks. “This house won a prize. It’s been featured in Architectural Digest.”

I raise an eyebrow, then my glance falls on the open laptop on the kitchen table.

Two Killed in Early Morning House Fire in Yuma

I drag it close to me. “What the hell, Erin?”

Two people were found dead after a house fire broke out early Monday morning in a residential neighborhood on Yuma’s east side, according to the Yuma Fire Department⁠—

She slams the laptop shut.

“What the hell is this?” I blurt.

“That story you told me about your parents, your whole family dying in a house fire. I looked it up.”

“You looked it up? You are fact-checking me now? After you stalked me to a bathroom in a gas station?”

“There have been no reports of anything like this happening in Oklahoma for the last twenty years.”

“And?”

“And you lied, Jodie!”

“Who says I lied? Maybe it’s your research that’s faulty.”

“I happen to know that Deborah grew up in Arizona. In Yuma.”

I swallow a lump in my throat. “So?”

“There was a house fire in Yuma.”

I shrug. “So what? Happens all the time.”

“Six weeks ago, Jodie!” She points at the laptop. “Six weeks ago, a couple in their early sixties died in a house fire!” She crosses her arms over her chest. “I think Roy has a right to know who the hell he’s married to.”

I lean against the sink, cross my arms over my chest, my mouth turned down. “They were not nice people,” I say finally.

She claps a hand over her mouth. “Oh my God.”
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I wouldn’t have killed my parents if Deb hadn’t been dead. She didn’t like them any more than I did, but she would have disapproved. She always felt a strange sense of misplaced loyalty toward them, simply because they were our parents. I wasn’t surprised she invited them to her wedding. She would have invited them to Thanksgiving, had she been alive. That’s who she was. Pure to a fault. She only saw the best in people, and in the case of my parents, that would have taken some looking.

Anyway. Roy had this weird obsession about wanting to keep in touch with Deb’s family, which I believe was more of a decoy so people wouldn’t suspect him of killing her. First, he wrote to them to say he was marrying again, because he thought it was proper, like they’d care. Then he wanted to invite them to the wedding and I managed to convince him otherwise, but I knew I was on borrowed time. He wanted to give them a little money, for Deb’s sake, like she’d care, and let’s just say that my parents can smell a handout two hundred and eighty-four miles away, which is the precise driving distance between Beverley Hills and Yuma.

Then he started saying he wanted to send them a nice photograph of our wedding--along with a check—when the time came, and at that point I knew I had no choice. We were only a week away from getting married, and I still had my ugly little walk-up unit, so one day I told him I had a cold (we were spending an awful lot of time together, what with the baby and all) and I bought a bus ticket to Yuma—cash.

When I saw my mother again the day I killed her, she was standing at the door, smoking, her long dirty fingernails yellowed with it. She was wearing a shabby red cardigan with holes at the elbows and dirt on the cuffs, jeans, and gry slippers. Everything about her was brittle and grimy.

“What are you doing here?” My mother snapped. Her hair was grayer, dirtier, greasy strands tucked behind her ears.

“I got out,” I said.

“I see that.” She stood in the doorway leaning on one side, her arm stretched across the doorframe in case I got it into my head to go in.

“I don’t know why nobody contacted me about your release. I thought that’s what they did when a murderer was let out of prison.”

“No, they don’t. And anyway, you’re not a victim.”

She took a drag. “So what do you want?”

“I need a place to sleep tonight.”

“We don’t have room.” She started closing the door on me. I held it open. “I have money.” I pulled out fifty dollars from my back pocket. “Just for one night.”

She snatched it out of my hand so fast it was like watching a magic trick. “It’ll have to be the couch. We’re using your sister’s room for storage.”

“Couch is fine.”

For now, though, the couch still had my dad on it.

He was watching NFL football with a can of Budweiser resting on his stomach. He barely acknowledged me, if you call glancing at the door for a nanosecond an acknowledgment.

“Hi, Dad,” I said.

He upped the volume on his remote.

It was still cold, and they still had the same old crappy gas furnace in the living room. We watched the game together on the couch. Then, when they went to bed, I turned the furnace back on, loosened the gas line, fished out of my mother’s cigarette stub from the ashtray and lit it. Then I dropped it on the carpet and took the ten-thirty bus back to LA.

I don’t say any of this to Erin. That should go without saying.

“I just think there’s something not right about you,” she says.

“You’re the one who’s been lying the whole time about who you are,” I mumble.

She looks around and spots her phone at the far end of the counter. “I’m going to call Roy.”

“Come on, Erin! We’re still talking, aren’t we? Give me a chance! Anyway, I told you, he doesn’t want to talk to you. He won’t pick up.”

But my heart is racing. I gave him plenty of Ambien, but did I give him enough? Would his phone ringing be enough to wake him?

Meanwhile Erin is staring at me, frozen. “Wait. Did you…?”

“Did I what?”

“Did you do something to him?”

“Of course not.”

She studies me. “I’m going to call him,” she says again.

No. I can’t let that happen. I have to stop her.

She’s standing at her enormous kitchen counter, her phone in her shaking hands.

“Put the phone down, Erin.”

She doesn’t put the phone down, but she’s shaking like a leaf. “You killed them, didn’t you. You killed your family.”

I laugh. “What an imagination you have! Of course I didn’t kill them. I just want to talk, that’s all. I want to make you see sense. He’s the murderer, Erin. Not me, okay? Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to hurt you.” I smile broadly, showing teeth, aiming to lighten the mood, soften the moment, make her understand that there really is no need to call Roy, but it doesn’t seem to work. She’s shaking so much her neck is beginning to look like flan.

She starts to walk backward, slowly.

“You’re mad,” she says softly.

“Please don’t say that.” I put out my hand. “Give me the phone, Erin. Please.”

She lets out a strangled scream and runs away from me, through the French doors and onto the terrace.

No. No. She cannot call Roy and what if he does hear the phone? What if she wakes him up? What if she leaves a message and he hears it before I have a chance to delete it?

She’s Deborah’s sister! She’s insane!

I have to get that phone away from her.

“Erin?”

I step out through the French doors and onto the terrace.

“Erin?” And for a horrible moment, I think she’s run out to her car and she’s going to see Roy.

I feel a jolt of panic. Would Roy hear the doorbell from the office? He would if she kept her finger on it. And what if he doesn’t wake, and she goes to Meredith’s house?

“Erin?”

Silence. Not even the sound of a car starting. Just night insects and distant traffic.

“Erin, come out of your hiding place and let’s talk.”

Still silence. And it’s dark out here. I walk to the end of the terrace and peer into the darkness. Nothing.

I look around. And that’s when I see it, a sliver of gold silk trembling behind the potted palm.

A whoosh of color. A scream. “HELP ME!”

She runs past me back into the kitchen, but those vertiginous Versace sandals are not made for walking, let alone running, and Erin stumbles like a baby giraffe, her ankles folding sideways, and hits her head on the corner of the granite counter.
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“Erin?”

I tiptoe toward where she lies, bleeding. My legs are jittery with adrenaline. I stand over her, looking down.

“Erin? Are you okay?”

She doesn’t move, not even the flutter of an eyelid. There’s blood seeping slowly from her head, staining her hair.

I need to call an ambulance. Erin’s phone has slid on the floor and is wedged under the stove. I kneel down and slide it out with the tip of my fingers.

“Erin, I’ll get you help, okay? Can you hear me? Erin?”

Maybe I should stop the blood flow first, although it does seem to have stopped all by itself.

I put two fingers on the side of her neck. Nothing.

“Erin?”

No pulse. I bring my ear to her mouth and nose, hoping to hear or feel her breathe. Nothing.

I think Erin is dead.

I stand. There’s blood on the edge of my knees and a smudge on my hand. I take the tea towel off the stove handle and wipe off what I can.

I don’t know what to do. I could call the ambulance. And then what? I sigh, shake my head. They’re going to get me for the one murder I didn’t commit, aren’t they.

I bite the inside of my cheek so hard I taste blood. How was I supposed to know that Erin and Veronica were the same person? Veronica, I could have talked some sense into, shown her our wedding album. “Look at that cake,” I would have said. “A five-tier wedding cake made of profiteroles with vanilla pastry cream, a nut brittle, and a chocolate fountain on top. I made that cake. It took me eight hours, and I made it the night before my own wedding. Can you make a cake like that, Veronica? No. I didn’t think so. Look at those wedding photos, Veronica. Look at how happy Roy is. Can you make a man this happy? Look at me, I look like a porcelain doll. Do you look like a porcelain doll?”

But then she would probably say that yes, she can make Roy this happy, and she can order a cake, it’s not rocket science, and she may not look like a porcelain doll, but she does look beautiful and understated and sophisticated, and that’s probably what Roy wants anyway.

I can’t stay here. I have to leave and pretend none of this ever happened.

I put my gloves back on, wipe the phone with the tea towel and put it back in her hand. I wipe everything I’ve touched, which fortunately isn’t much, but still. I use a clean corner of the tea towel to wipe the French doors. I go back to the living room and wipe the arms and back of the chair I sat on. I wipe the laptop even though I don’t think I touched it, but you can’t be too careful. In the kitchen, I get a trash-can liner from the cupboard under the sink and shove the tea towel into it. Then I ball it up and push it deep in the pocket of my jacket. I take one last look around, grab my wedding album, and leave the house.

Back home, the garage door makes a clunking noise when I press the button on the remote. I hit the steering wheel with my forehead in frustration. I should have left the garage open. I considered it, but then I worried that someone might hide inside while I was gone. You hear stories like that all the time: the woman of the house getting assaulted in the garage because her husband didn’t shut the roller door and a vagrant took advantage.

Well, maybe not all the time, but it could happen. Anyway, that’s why I closed it and now I hold my breath as I drive in, hoping that Meredith isn’t the type to look through her shades wondering who’s coming home so late.

Inside the house, everything is dark. I close the door and lean against it, closing my eyes. I’m home.

The squeak of a footstep. I click my eyes open. Did I hear it, or did I imagine it? I listen in the dark, holding my breath. Nothing. Maybe I’m dreaming. It’s the adrenaline. Yes, that’s it. I hang Roy’s cap back where it belongs and put his jacket and his leather gloves back in the closet. I walk carefully to Roy’s office on the balls of my feet, open the door a hair, and look in. Roy is still in the same position, snoring away.

I close the door quietly and walk toward the stairs, and did I hear it again? The squeak of a shoe?

I walk slowly toward the back of the house, blood thumping in my ears.

I stare at the back door that leads to the back garden.

It’s ajar. Again.

I can’t breathe. Is someone in the house? Roy always makes sure the doors are locked before going to bed. That’s his job, and he’s very good at it. But then, he didn’t go to bed, did he? And the door doesn’t close properly unless you really push it shut.

I do that now. I’m just being paranoid, no surprises there. My nerves are shot. I lock the door, then happen to glance at the floor. I stop. Is that a…scuff mark? On my floor?

I flick on the light switch and get down on my haunches to study it. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think it’s a footprint. But it can’t be because I was out, and Roy was also out, so to speak, and Marie is out, and there’s no one else in the house to leave dirty footprints around the place.

I stand up and look around, my heart racing. Unless…could Marie be home?

I go upstairs, change into my robe, then slowly walk up the stairs in my bare feet to the top level of the house.

And what will my excuse be if Marie is home? I’ll say I heard a noise, and I’ve been really worried. I thought there might have been an intruder in the house, I’ll say, because I found the downstairs door open.

Yes. That’s it. It makes perfect sense.

I stop at her door. There’s no light coming from under it. I knock gently. “Marie? Are you there?”

Nothing.

I knock gently again, my teeth digging hard into my bottom lip. Still nothing. I turn the knob slowly. It’s locked.

She’s not there. I let out a breath, then walk back downstairs to my room, hang my robe on the hook behind the door, and get into bed.

I let out a long breath, turn to my side, and fall asleep.


34



I sleep very badly. Judging from the sheets all rumpled around me, I must have thrashed all night. I dreamed that I’d heard a noise and went down the stairs, and the back door was ajar again. I pushed it open, and Erin was standing there, her eyes glassy and unfocused. She was staring at me without staring at me.

“What did you do, Jodie?” she was saying. “What did you do?” And I was trying to shut the door before Roy heard her, but she was too strong, and then I woke up.

I’m alone in bed. I roll over, my fingers searching for my phone on my bedside table and check the time. Eight thirty. God. Eight thirty? Roy must have gone to work by now. I sit on the edge of the bed. I feel sick.

In the bathroom, I check myself in the mirror. My hair is sticking out on one side, and there are dark circles under my eyes. I take a shower and begin my routine.

Downstairs, everything is quiet. I try the office door and jump when I realize it’s open.

Roy is sitting in the chair, in exactly the same position that I left him. He stirs, opens his eyes, then rubs a hand over them.

“What time is it?”

“I thought you’d left for work,” I say. “I didn’t realize you were still here.” Then I add. “It’s a bit after nine thirty. I slept in.”

He opens his eyes wide and jumps out of the chair. “Nine thirty in the morning?”

“Yes, of course.” I tilt my head to the side. “Are you all right?”

He turns around once, like he’s trying to get his bearings, then slaps both hands over his face.

“Fuck!”

“What’s wrong?” I ask, allowing myself to revel in the moment. Some love affair! Sorry I stood you up, love of my life. I was taking a nap.

“Um…” He looks around the room, then picks up his phone, a look of despair on his handsome face.

“Do you want some breakfast?” I ask, trying not to throw my head back in laughter. He raises a hand to shut me up and stabs at the screen.

I leave him to his misery. In the kitchen, I prepare breakfast, but only because I want to keep everything normal. God knows I’m not hungry. My head hurts. I keep seeing Erin’s vacant stare, her hair spread around her bleeding head like a halo. And it’s not that I liked her, but I didn’t want her dead. Why would I? I just wanted her to listen. I wanted her to help me, help Deb, get Roy arrested. Why was that so hard to understand?

I ruminate on those matters, and it’s only when I’m washing the pan I just made scrambled eggs in that I notice.

I freeze.

My wedding ring. It’s gone.

My heart pounds in my chest. I check down the drain, but there’s no way my ring would fit through the small holes. I run back up the stairs to the en suite bathroom and check the shower, the floor, the sink, with no success. In the bedroom, I tear off the sheets, shake them loose, then get on my hands and knees and search every inch of the carpet. I pull off the pillowcases and put them back again. I look under the bed. I look everywhere, pulling at my hair, but I don’t find it.

I can’t breathe. I try to picture last night, trying to see myself actually wearing my ring on my finger, so I can work forward from that point, but it doesn’t work. I have no recollection of the last time I saw my wedding band.

I look around one last time.

If Roy’s still there, and I haven’t heard him leave yet, he’s going to ask, “Where’s your ring?” And what am I going to say? “Remember how it was a little loose? I took it to the jeweler.” He’ll be surprised because I didn’t mention it before. He’ll ask, “Was it loose?” And I’ll say, “Yes! Don’t you remember?” And then he’ll ask, “When did you do that?” “Yesterday,” I’ll say.

And then, at some point, the police will find Erin and they’ll want to talk to Roy because they’ll know from her phone records that they were talking shortly, very shortly before her death. And then, they’ll say, “We found a wedding ring,” which will raise a red flag because she wasn’t married. “Does it look familiar to you?” they’ll ask. And it will. Because it’s a very distinctive design.

My heart is racing. I have to go down there and serve breakfast. I touch my hair, pinch my cheeks, and straighten my clothes.

Downstairs, Roy is at his desk, his face ashen. “I made some eggs,” I say. “But they’ll be cold by now, so I’ll make some more.”

“No, I’m not hungry.”

I pretend not to hear him. I race to the kitchen, pull out a pan, splash a little butter into it, then turn on the burner. I pull eggs out of the fridge and beat them in a bowl. I can hear Marie dragging the vacuum cleaner out of the cupboard in the utility room. I didn’t even know she was home. When did she get home? Did she get home last night? Did she see Roy in his office? Did she check on me and find the bed empty?

Of course not. Why would she do either of those things?

When the butter sizzles in the pan, I wait another few seconds. Then I close my eyes, slide the pan aside, and slap my hand down on the hot burner.
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“What is it? What’s wrong?” Roy stands in the doorway, alarmed by my cries.

I am crouched by the stove, cradling my burnt hand in my good one.

“What the hell happened?” Roy asks.

“I was distracted, I put my hand on the stove, I don’t know…”

“Oh God.” Roy brings a hand to his mouth.

“What happened?” Marie pushes past him into the kitchen. I’m standing up now, running cold water on my hands. Marie turns off the burner and pushes the pan away. “I’ll get the first aid kit.”

Roy stares down at me. He looks green. “I have to go,” he says. “Will you be all right?”

I nod. “Yes. I’ll be fine.”

Marie returns, sliding past him, and drops her supplies on the table. “Here, let me,” she says, turning off the tap.

I hear the front door close. Suddenly, the pain kicks in with a bang. I’m shaking all over. I think I’m going to pass out, although that’s probably from the events of last night.

Marie leads me by the elbow to a chair. There’s a first aid kit and some bandages on the table.

I sit down, still holding my hand while she pats it dry with a paper towel. Maybe I shouldn’t have let Roy go. Maybe now that he’s gone, she’s going to hit my hand with the frying pan. Oops, sorry, I didn’t see you there.

“Am I hurting you?” she asks.

I narrow my eyes at her. Is this some kind of trick? But she seems genuine.

“No… It’s fine,” I say.

She opens the kit and brings out a jar of burn cream. She scoops a little on her finger, then gently, very gently, starts to dab it on my burnt hand.

“I took my wedding ring off,” I say.

“Good idea,” she says.

“In case my fingers swelled up.”

She nods. “That was wise. They will.” Then she picks up a piece of gauze and cuts it.

“You look like you know what you’re doing,” I say.

“I used to be a nurse.”

“Really?”

She looks up. “Yes, why?”

“I don’t know, I thought you’d always worked as a housekeeper. I thought you came with the house.”

Surprisingly, she smiles. Not a big sunny toothy smile, but a smile nonetheless. It’s the first time I’ve seen her smile, other than in the photographs on the mantel in her room.

“Why did you give it up?”

She wraps my hand in gauze. “I was fired,” she says finally.

“Really? Why?”

“I became addicted to fentanyl, among other things.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She looks up briefly, as if to check whether I mean it or am making fun of her.

“They should have gotten you help instead of firing you.”

“I was stealing it from the clinic.”

“Ah.”

“Along with other opioids.”

“I understand,” I say.

“With due respect, you probably don’t.”

I never thought I would hear the words “With due respect” out of Marie’s mouth, which goes to show there’s a first time for everything. “No, you’re right. Probably not. So how did you end up working here?”

“One of the conditions of my avoiding a custodial sentence was to get help. Dr. Davies was running a program to treat addiction at the time. That’s where I was sent.”

“I didn’t know that,” I say. And I’m thinking, I wish they’d offered me to go and see a shrink instead of a custodial sentence. I would have taken it in a heartbeat.

“And it worked? He treated your addiction?”

“He did a lot more than treat my addiction. He allowed me to forgive myself.” She pins the bandage in place. “There. We’ll keep an eye on it, and I’ll change it for you tomorrow. If you experience any pain, I recommend a couple of Tylenol. I can go and get some for you if you like.”

“No, that’s fine. Thank you. It looks great. And thank you for telling me your story.”

She shrugs. “Everybody knows my story. It’s not a secret. When I could no longer be employed as a nurse, Dr. Davies offered me this position on the condition that I be honest about my past to everyone. I’m surprised you didn’t know.”

“Well, I didn’t.” I hold my hand. It feels warm, but in a nice way, like it’s swathed in a cocoon. “I’m lucky you’re an excellent nurse,” I say, holding it up.

We both stand. “By the way, Marie, when did you get home last night?”

“Last night? I was at my brother’s last night. I came home about an hour ago. Why?”

“So you didn’t leave the door open last night?”

“No, was it open?”

“I got up in the middle of the night to get a glass of water, and I found the back door ajar.”

She tilts her head at me. “Dr. Davies didn’t leave it open accidentally?”

I shrug. “He might have.”

“Sometimes Mrs. Deborah would leave the back door open. Accidentally, I mean.”

I lean forward. “I don’t think it was Mrs. Deborah.”

“No,” she says. And for a moment, I think she’s going to say, “Unfortunately.”

Marie starts cleaning the dishes from last night and this morning. “I’d help,” I say, raising my hand, “but…”

“No, please don’t. I’ve got it.”

“Thank you. And how is your brother?”

She throws me a glance over her shoulder. “He’s not great. He has a condition. Sometimes he needs help.”

“I see. I’m sorry. That must be hard.”

I should be working out how I’ll get my ring back, I should be making plans, but this is the nicest that Marie has ever been to me, and I’m thinking it’s probably going to be the last, so I should make the most of it.

“Can I ask you something?”

Her shoulders stiffen. “What is it?”

I lean back against the counter. “You said Roy gave you leave the week before Deborah died.”

“That’s right.”

“But it wasn’t planned, is that right?”

“That’s right. He asked me to take a week off.”

“Do you know why?”

She wipes the back of her hands on her apron. “Dr. Davies didn’t want me to be in the house while Mrs. Deborah was so fragile. He wanted to give her the space to heal. He still paid me my full wages, but I was not to come into the house at all until he said so. So I went to stay with my brother.”

I stare at her, trying to digest this information. “But you’re the one who found her.”

Her eyes water. “Dr. Davies had asked me to return. He said it was time, and that Mrs. Deborah was making progress.” She turns on the dishwasher. “Would you like me to make you something for breakfast?”

“No, thank you. I’m not hungry. But thank you very much for…” I lift my hand.

“You’re welcome.”

I’m almost at the door when she says, “Mrs. Davies?”

I turn around. “Yes?”

“I know you don’t want to hear this, but Dr. Davies adored Mrs. Deborah. He did everything he could for her. You have no idea how much he loved her.”

I drop my voice to a whisper. “He hated her.”
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I’m back in my room, sitting on my bed, gazing out the window. I’ve bought myself a little time, a few days at the most, but then what? I gnaw on a fingernail. Maybe I should go back to Erin’s house. If she’s been found, the police will be there threading yellow tape around her house. But if she hasn’t been found… maybe I could figure out a way in and get my wedding band back.

Except with my luck lately, the police will walk in just when I’m rolling her corpse over in case she’s lying on top of my ring.

I need to pull myself together. So what if they find my wedding band. Why would they link it to me?

Because it’s a very expensive wedding band, gold with pavé diamonds, and it’s going to take them five minutes to find out it came from Tiffany’s, and Tiffany’s will have receipts, and it will take the police five more minutes to get Roy’s name.

Also, it so happens that Roy’s wife is missing hers.

I fall backward on my bed. I need to think. Where could it be? I close my eyes, my hand over them. Maybe my ring came off when I wiped my hand with the tea towel. I sit up so fast I see spots.

The tea towel.

I was going to throw it away somewhere on the way home, but then I forgot, which means it’s still in Roy’s pocket.

I’m going to be sick. Did Roy put on his leather jacket when he left just now? Oh God. I hope not.

I fly down the stairs, fling open the closet door, and almost weep with relief. The jacket is there. I burrow into the pocket and retrieve the trash-can liner. I run back up the stairs.

In the bathroom, I empty the liner onto the tile floor, unspool the tea towel and shake it.

My ring isn’t there.

I scrunch up the tea towel and put it in the liner. I retrieve the jeans I was wearing and hold them up, studying the crescent of blood on the knees. In other circumstances, I would soak them in cold water with a splash of vinegar and a pinch of baking soda, but then, they’re jeans.

I ball them up and shove them into the trash-can liner with the tea towel. Then I go outside, making sure Marie doesn’t see me, and drop the bag in the trash, using a dead branch to move the bags around so mine sinks to the bottom. It’s trash night tonight, so it’ll be gone by tomorrow.

I close the trash can, and I’m about to go back in when I hear a shout.

“Where is it! What did you do with it?”

It sounds like an out-of-tune trumpet, which means it must be Meredith. I stand on my toes to peer over the hedge, but it’s too tall.

Then I hear a long scream, like a wail.

I walk through the gap in the fence, around the ficus hedge and through the back garden and to Meredith’s back door. It’s closed but unlocked, so I walk in and find Meredith in the hall, bent over a boy with dark curly hair and big brown eyes. She’s holding him by the earlobe, shouting right into his ear, her mouth so close she looks like she’s trying to eat it.

“I know it’s you, you little shit! Where is it?”

The boy—Mikey, I assume, Dolores’s son—is crying, wailing strangely. He looks up at me with panic in his eyes.

“He’s deaf,” I say, as if she didn’t know that.

She looks up. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

“Back door,” I say. “And you’re making a lot of noise.”

“He’s a thief!” she barks. “He stole my pearl brooch.”

I pat the pocket of my skirt, the same skirt I wore two days ago.

“Pearl brooch?”

“Yes. It was in the bowl over there.” She points her chin to the bowl in question.

“Let me have⁠—”

“I won’t have a thief in my house, you understand? Where is it, you little piece of shit?”

I was going to say, “a look,” but she’s gone back to shouting into the boy’s ear like it’s a bullhorn, drowning my words, before raising her other hand high, palm open.
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I am nine years old. My mother just slapped me so hard my head is spinning. It’s because I am wearing a barrette in my hair, thin and shiny with diamonds—not real ones, obviously. Still, it’s the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. My mother wants to know where I stole it from. When I tell her I found it on the ground outside Mrs. Donnelly’s corner store, she slaps me again. I’m not lying, I say. I did find it. I even went inside the store to ask Mrs. Donnelly if it was hers but she shrugged and said no, so I pocketed it. My mother takes it from me and shoves it in the trash. “Liar,” she says. “I’m not,” I cry. “Shut up!” she says, and slaps me one more time for good measure.
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Something is pulling at the back of my shirt, dragging me back. A strange wailing envelops the room, and that’s when I realize I am not nine years old, but I am holding Meredith upright against the wall, just with the sheer force of my good hand around her neck. She claws at it, her feet inches from the floor, flapping around like she’s a ballerina skittering across the stage in quick, pointy steps. Or like she’s drowning. Behind me, Mikey is trying to pull me by the waist, screaming Nooo in his own strange wail, and that’s when I also realize that Meredith’s face has turned purple and her eyes are glassy with terror.

I let go and she flops to the floor, coughing, her hand pawing at her throat.

“I didn’t sleep well,” I say as if that explained everything. “Are you all right?”

She’s still coughing. She manages to scramble upright. “I’m calling the police,” she croaks.

“Yes. You do that. Make sure to tell them you assaulted a little boy and that you’ve got a witness and you’re turning yourself in.”

She looks at me with fire in her eyes, leaning against the wall, still catching her breath.

“Let’s have a look,” I say, going over to the bowl. I surreptitiously take out the brooch from my pocket where it’s been for two days and pretend to pull it out of the bowl.

“This one?”

Her eyes grow wide. “Where did you…”

“Right here, Meredith. Right where you said it was. Maybe you should get your eyes checked. Now say you’re sorry.”

“I… I’m sorry.”

“Not to me, Meredith. To Mikey.”

I glance around, looking for him, and find that he’s behind me. Also that my arm is on his back, like I’m keeping him there.

I nudge him forward gently.

“We’re waiting.”

“I’m sorry,” she croaks.

I raise an eyebrow.

“I’m sorry, Mikey.”

“Good. Okay. And Meredith, just so we’re clear, if you lay one finger on this boy, I will kill you. You understand? Because honestly, at this point, it won’t make any difference to me. So I want you to be nice to Dolores and to Mikey, and again, not to labor the point, but one hair, Meredith. One hair out of place, and I will kill you. Also, don’t tell Roy. Or anyone. Because I will kill you for that, too.”

Her eyes are wide with absolute terror. She tells me that yes, she understands, and no, she won’t breathe a word to anyone, and also that she will be nice to Mikey and Dolores.

I turn around and ask Mikey, making sure to enunciate the words, hoping he can read my lips. “Are you okay?”

He nods, his little body still shuddering. How old did Dolores say he was? Eleven? He looks very small for eleven, and skinny too. But then, what do I know about children?

I straighten and turn back to Meredith, who is shaking, her back and arms flat against the wall like a cartoon character.

“Where is Dolores?” I ask.

She blinks, her lips moving. Finally, she says, “Out, running errands.”

“And you waited until she was out to treat her little boy like that?” I click my tongue, shake my head. “One hair, Meredith.”
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It’s after midnight when Roy comes to bed, reeking of Scotch. I pretend to be asleep. Not that it matters; he stays well clear on his side of the bed, as if he can’t bear to be near me. And I’m thinking, what did I do?

Nothing, that’s what. This isn’t about me, it’s about Vee. He stood her up, and now he can’t reach her. He is miserable and he hates me for it.

I lie there, staring at the ceiling in the dark, feeling my chest tighten, biting my bottom lip until I taste blood. I think of everything he did to Deb for that woman, and what he’s doing to me, too. What is it about Veronica, anyway? I mean, she was pretty, but not that pretty. And I don’t want to judge but considering the state of her kitchen, I don’t think that woman knows how to boil an egg. So what is it that kept him going back to her when he had Deb?

I close my eyes and breathe out. Anyway, at least that’s one problem fixed. And it’s not like I wanted to kill her. I didn’t. I just wanted her to understand that there are rules, and also, that my husband is a psychopath and he needs to be stopped.

But she didn’t believe me on the last count, and she wouldn’t listen on the first one, so here we are. I just wonder how long it will take before someone reports her missing. I wonder who it will be? Roy? Or one of the harpies?

Have you heard from dear Vee? I haven’t seen her in ages. She broke up with David, did you hear? No! Yes! How sad. I wonder how she is? Maybe I should give her a call.

And then I wonder, with a hollowing in my chest, what if Veronica had a Ring camera?

I turn over, my stomach churning, and curl up into a ball.

The next morning, Roy leaves without saying goodbye, as if somehow the fact that he stood up his lover on their rendezvous is my fault. I mean, it is, but he doesn’t know that. While he’s out, I go through his pockets. Every single pocket. And Roy has a lot of clothes—I should know, I take them to the dry cleaner myself and even iron them again if I don’t think they did a good enough job. So that’s a lot of pockets. I go through every single one of them looking for that USB thumb drive, but I don’t find it.

I’ve gone through his office inch by inch, and I know it’s not there.

Which tells me that it must be in his office downtown.

And that’s not good.

I let myself into his office and scan the floor again, in case I missed it last time, even though I don’t how I possibly could. Then, on impulse, I try the safe. I punch the numbers. 586473. I don’t expect it to open since I accidentally changed the combination…

Click.

The safe door is ajar. I take a step back as my heart jumps in my throat. Slowly, I pull the door open wider, and this time, my heart explodes in my chest, and for a second, the room tilts.

It’s empty.

I close it again, then I go to the kitchen on legs wobbly like columns of foie gras. I slip on my apron, then get everything out to bake something. I’m going to make French macarons. Yes. That’s it. Roy loves macarons. I’m going to make macarons, and we’re going to pretend that everything is fine, and he is not going to think I was the one who rummaged through his safe, and maybe nobody will ever find Erin because maybe Erin has no friends, like me. If I lived alone in a house and died because I wore pumps with heels that were completely inappropriate, nobody would look for me. Nobody would miss me. Nobody would come and find me.

Maybe Erin is the same.

Meanwhile, I will remind Roy about the back door being open. I think someone has been in the house, I’ll say. Maybe I’ll say I’m missing something. Yes, my wedding band. I took it off because I burnt my hand and now it’s gone.

No, don’t say that. Just focus, Jodie. My hands are shaking as I beat the egg whites. I make a tray of macarons like an automaton, then once they’ve cooled, I put them in a tin which I store in the pantry. Then I make another batch.

And another batch.

And another batch.

Roy returns in the middle of the afternoon. I greet him at the door, kissing him on the lips. “I made macarons,” I say.

“Did you drive my car?” he asks.

My stomach lurches. “No, of course not.” But my mind is reeling. Did I forget to put the seat back? No. I was very careful. I put everything back the way it was.

I plaster on a smile. “I’ve got my own car, thanks to you. Why do you ask?”

He takes off his cap and scratches the back of his head. “I filled it up with gas, but I noticed it wasn’t full when I took it out this morning.”

“Huh! That’s interesting,” I say. “It must be a glitch.”

He walks toward his office, shaking his head.

He’s still in there, thirty minutes later, when the front doorbell rings.

And I know. Call it instinct, or maybe it’s because we’re not expecting anyone, but I just know.

It’s over.

I’m going to jail.

It’s Roy who opens the door while I stand a few feet behind him in the hall. Two men stand on the porch. One of them is fit and tall and bald. The other one is older, thinner, with ears that stick out and a long nose.

“Dr. Davies, I am Detective Bates,” the big one says. “And this is Detective Marcos. May we have a word?”

“Detectives?” Roy says in his deep professional voice. He makes it sound like a question. “What…what’s this about?”

But I can tell from the tone in his voice that he has an idea what it’s about. After all, he’s been calling Veronica pretty much nonstop all day, I imagine, and she hasn’t replied.

“It would be easier if we could speak inside,” Detective Marcos says.

“Of course. Please. It’s this way.”
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The detectives sit in the armchairs in the living room while I sit next to Roy on the couch. I study their faces. Do they recognize me from Veronica’s potential Ring camera? I can’t tell.

“Are you all right, Mrs. Davies?” Bates asks.

“Yes. Perfectly fine. Can I get you anything? Water?”

“Yes, please,” Detective Bates says. “Water would be just fine.”

I go into the kitchen and fill a pitcher with water and slices of lemon.

“Dr. Davies, do you know a woman named Veronica Greenwood?” one of the detectives asks as I return with the tray of glasses and lemon water, and it’s all I can do not to drop the whole thing.

Detective Bates, the older one, gets up from his seat. “Please, Mrs. Davies. Let me.” He points his chin to my bandaged hand.

Roy didn’t even get up to help. Once upon a time, and not that long ago, Roy would have been all over me, taking the tray from me. Or at the very least, he would have said, “Let Marie do it.”

I smile, let Detective Bates take the tray. He even starts pouring the water into the glasses, which is somewhat confusing. I wait for one of them to say it. “You’re under arrest, Mrs. Davies, for the murder of Veronica Greenwood,” but they don’t, so I stand there, holding my bad hand, my heart knocking around my chest.

“I made some macarons,” I blurt. “I’ll go and get them.”

In the kitchen, I grip the edge of the sink and drop my head. How could I have been so stupid to leave my wedding ring back there?

Take a breath, Jodie. Pull yourself together. I take out the macarons and set them down on a plate, then get out my pretty linen napkins, each a different, joyful color. I don’t use them often because you have to wash them individually or the color will run, but this, I think, qualifies as a special occasion.

I return with the plate of macarons and the napkins. And it’s still Detective Bates who gets up and takes it all from me.

I take a seat and glance at Roy. His face is like a mask, like he was chiseled out of stone. His lips are pressed together in a thin white line. Detective Bates and Detective Marcos both half-stand to reach for a macaron. Detective Bates takes a bite, then looks up sharply. “You made these?”

I nod. “Yes.”

“They’re wonderful.”

“Thank you.”

He’s got such big hands that the macaron looks like a little dog treat when he takes a bite. I think I’d like a big man with big hands. Well. I smooth down my skirt. I’m not likely to get one now, that’s for sure. But in another life, I think I would have liked that. A man with big hands must be a good protector. You wouldn’t get into trouble every five minutes if you were married to a man with big hands.

“If we could get on with the proceedings?” Roy says, somewhat smartly, I think. Bates and I exchange a glance.

“Did I miss something?” I ask.

“Did you know Veronica Greenwood?” Detective Marcos, asks.

“My wife—” Roy begins, but I cut him off.

“Is that your Veronica?”

“Maybe you could wait outside, Jodie.”

“If we may,” Bates says. “We’d like to ask Mrs. Davies a couple of questions.”

I swallow. “Of course.”

“What did you mean by ‘your Veronica’ just now?” Bates asks.

“Veronica was a…close friend of mine,” Roy replies, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Our condolences,” Bates says.

“Condolences?” I blurt. “Why? Did something happen to her?”

“I’m sorry, but Ms. Greenwood was found dead early this morning.”

I slap my hand over my mouth. “Oh my God. Was it a car accident?”

“No.”

“Where did you find her?” Roy asks.

“At her home. She was to meet her mother for breakfast but never showed up, so her mother went to her house. Ms. Greenwood was found dead on the floor of the kitchen.”

I turn to Roy. He looks ill.

“That’s awful. How?”

“We’re not sure at this point. Was she a close friend of yours, too, Mrs. Davies?”

I take a second to study his face, his eyes. It looks like a genuine question. I shake my head sadly. “I never met her.”

“Oh?”

“Roy and Veronica had some kind of a falling-out, I believe. Isn’t that right, Roy? You haven’t been in touch since before we were married.”

We all look at him. He does that thing, pressing his fingers against his eyelids. “I–I had actually…been in touch with Veronica briefly. Recently.”

“You were?” I blurt. “But you told me⁠—”

“It was only two days ago,” he snaps. “I’m sorry, but I would like my wife to wait outside, if that’s all right.”

“What happened to her? Do you know?” I ask Bates.

“We’re not discussing those details at this stage.”

“If my wife could⁠—”

“Was there a Ring camera?”

“Jodie, if you don’t mind⁠—”

“There is a Ring camera, but it wasn’t turned on. It hasn’t been turned on since 8:00 p.m. the night before last,” Bates says.

I feel a wave of relief. Of course, she turned off the cameras, the slut. She didn’t want a record of Roy, a married man, coming to her house. She didn’t want to be seen on the porch, greeting him full on the mouth with one leg kicked back in her vertiginous Versace satin sandals and her sexy little red miniskirt and gold satin top that just so happened to slip off one shoulder and Oops! I forgot to wear a bra!

“Jodie, please! I would like to talk to the detectives alone.”

I blink back to the present and smile. “Of course.”

But I’m dying to ask. Did you find anything? Anything out of place? Like a wedding band with pavé diamonds maybe?

I walk out of the room, my legs two columns of French vanilla cream under me.
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I walk through the archway that leads to the hall. Normally, I would simply keep walking, and no doubt that’s what Roy expects me to do, but instead, I turn around and close the double doors. We never close the double doors. But this time, I do.

I keep walking to the bottom of the stairs, my heels echoing on the floor, then I slip off my shoes, leave them on the bottom step, and hurry back.

I lean against the wall, my ear to the door.

“Did you exchange texts with Ms. Greenwood over the last forty-eight hours?” Marcos asks.

“Texts? No. No. We spoke on the phone.”

I feel a shift in the air. A breath behind me. I look over my shoulder. It’s Marie.

My stomach drops. I turn around, scowl at her, willing her to go away. I’m sure she’s going to say something very loudly, like, “Can I help you, Mrs. Davies?” She probably still hates me for her uncooked chicken.

But instead she lays a finger on her lips. Shhh.

Then, swiftly but quietly, she goes to stand on the opposite side of the double doors and slowly brings her ear to the door, so that we are staring at each other.

I have no idea what she’s doing, but I can’t argue with her right now or Roy will fling open those doors.

A click, like a satchel being opened. “This is your phone number?” Bates asks.

A pause, then Roy. “Yes.”

“Then I’ll ask again, and please consider your answer carefully, Dr. Davies. Did you send those texts to Ms. Greenwood?” There’s a rustle of paper. Then Roy. “No! No! Never! I told you, we spoke on the phone, that’s all.”

“When?” Bates asks.

“Day before yesterday, late afternoon.”

“But then, you wrote in this text⁠—”

“I just told you, I didn’t send any texts! You can check my phone!”

“Yes, thank you. We’d like to take a look at your phone. Did you go to Ms. Greenwood’s residence after you spoke to her on the phone?”

“No.” Silence. It goes on for a full minute. “I fell asleep,” he says softly.

“What do you mean?”

“I was supposed to meet her at her house around ten that night, but I fell asleep reading a book and I didn’t wake up until the following morning.”

The sound of pages turning.

“So you didn’t go to Ms. Greenwood’s residence.”

“No.”

“Can anyone confirm you were here, asleep?”

“My wife can.”

“She was with you?”

“She was upstairs, in bed. I mean, she would have been asleep herself, but she found me here the next morning in my office. I’d only just woken up.”

“So technically, you could have left and returned.”

“Yes, but I didn’t.” A pause. Then he says, “Are you saying someone was there at her house when she died?”

“We’re looking into it.”

“Who was there? Do you know? Was it David?”

“I’m not at liberty to say, only that the neighbors reported hearing shouts.”

“Oh God.”

“Why were you planning to meet Ms. Greenwood at her residence the night before last?”

“She’d called me. She wanted to talk.”

“What about?”

“She didn’t say, but she was insistent. She said it was important, but she wanted to say it in person. And…”

“Yes?”

“She told me she’d missed me. Terribly.”

“Missed you?”

Roy sighs audibly. “We used to be in a relationship for a few weeks. Before I met Jodie.”

Liar, I think. It was so much more than a few weeks.

“I see. So what did you say when Ms. Greenwood told you she missed you?”

In a soft voice, he says, “That I missed her too.”

“But you were not in a relationship with her.”

“No.”

“Did you want to have a relationship with Ms. Greenwood?”

He doesn’t reply for a long time. Finally, he says, “Yes.”

I’m trying really hard not to look at Marie. I don’t want to see her smirking, gleeful face, but I can’t help it and steal a glance. Her face is like a mask. She meets my gaze, but there’s no emotion on it.

“So you wanted to rekindle your relationship,” Bates says.

“Yes, maybe, I don’t know.”

“Even though you’re still married,” Bates says.

Roy doesn’t reply.

“Did she want to rekindle the relationship?” Marcos says.

“Yes! I think so. She said she missed me and—” He stops abruptly. “Do you suspect me of having something to do with what happened to Veronica?”

“We’re looking at every possibility at this point.”

“Then I think I’d like a lawyer present.”

“Certainly. Then we’d like to resume the conversation at your earliest convenience. Would tomorrow morning suit you? Here. This is my card.”

The scraping of chairs. Marie and I move away from the door in unison. I’m about to run off but she grabs my arm.

She opens her hand, and I look down at the small black square in her palm. My breath catches. It’s the thumb drive.

She brings her mouth close to my ear. “I watched it.”
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I stand at the top of the stairs and watch Roy escort the police out the front door. They exchange words too softly for me to hear, then Roy closes the door.

When he returns, he stops and looks up at me.

“They want me to come in tomorrow for a formal interview.” His cheeks are hollow, his eyes sunken. It’s amazing how much he’s aged in such a short amount of time.

“Did they say why?”

He rakes his fingers through his hair. “They have questions. I think…”

“What about?”

“I don’t know.” He drags his hands down his face. “They think I’m involved somehow.”

That night, after he is asleep, I shrug on my robe, tiptoe out of the room and up the stairs. All evening, Marie and I have assiduously avoided each other, but there’s a strange bond between us now. She’s seen the worst of Roy. She’s seen firsthand how he treated Deborah.

She’s on my side. I can feel it.

There’s a light under her door. I knock softly. She opens immediately, like she’s been waiting for me. She’s wearing jeans and a loose black T-shirt. I’ve never seen her in casual clothes before. Her hair is down around her shoulders and longer than I realized. She looks prettier, softer.

She pulls me in and closes the door. “I found it when I was vacuuming. I figured it’s what you were looking for, and you were so panicked about it…”

“So you kept it.” She wants to speak but I raise a hand. “It’s fine. I would have done the same. And you watched it?”

She puts a hand over her mouth, and her face crumbles. Her eyes don’t leave mine as they fill with tears.

“I know,” I say.

She turns around, indicating the chair with the sheepskin. “Please, sit down.”

So I do. She sits on the sofa, her elbows on her knees, a tissue crumpled in her hands. “Where did you find it?” she asks.

“In his safe. He tapes his sessions with clients and keeps the recordings in his safe. That’s the only video I found of him and Deborah.”

She buries her face in her hands. “I couldn’t believe it. He was so awful to her.”

“He’s a monster, Marie.”

“I always thought he was such a kind man…”

“Everybody did.”

She presses the heel of her hand against her forehead. “After I got fired from my job, I was at my lowest point. All my friends, my ex-colleagues, everyone shunned me. Nobody wanted to have anything to do with me. But he helped me out of that hole. He made me see I could turn my life around and start again, you know? He made me believe I wasn’t a horrible person.”

My hand hovers over her shoulder, hesitates, then I pull it away. “That’s still true,” I say. “What he did to Deborah has nothing to do with you.”

She dabs at her eyes. “I know. God…poor, poor Mrs. Deborah. I just can’t… I wish… If only⁠—”

“Don’t,” I say. “You’ll think yourself into a pretzel.”

“Do you… Do you think he shot her?” she asks.

“I know he did. He can be quite violent, you know. He might not look it, but he’s a monster. Trust me.”

She drops her face in her hands.

“I know you said you weren’t here at that time, but you never saw any of this?”

“Never. I would have said something, of course.” But then she hesitates.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know if it’s significant, but he could be, at times, overly possessive of her. Always wanting to know where she was, wanting to be consulted if she went out somewhere. Sometimes it felt a little too much, but I suppose I mistook that for love. And she didn’t seem to mind.”

I bet she would have minded. I think back to the scene at the McIntoshes, the way Roy spoke to me after his friend Phil tried to feel me up. You think selling yourself to the highest bidder is the way to get ahead in this town?

“By the time Dr. Davies asked me to stay away, something was up. She was staying in her room a lot, but I never noticed anything wrong with her face. He must have done most of it while I was away.”

“He’s doing it to me too,” I say in a low voice.

Her eyes grow wide. “What?”

I bring my face closer. She tilts the lamp beside her to get a better view. I point to my eye. “See?”

“Oh, my God!”

“And here…” I point to my lip. “And there too,” I point to the side of my face.

“But how?”

I sit back. “I don’t know. It happens at night, that’s all I know.”

She’s on her feet. “We have to go to the police right now. We have to stop him!”

I raise a hand. “Not so fast.”

“But we must!” She swivels around, spots a jacket on the back of a chair, and grabs it.

“Hold on,” I say. “I don’t want to go to the police right now.”

“Why not?”

Because I lost my wedding band at the site of what now looks like a murder, and I have to get it back somehow.

But I don’t tell her that.

“Roy is going to be interviewed by the police tomorrow morning, more formally, about the death of his friend Veronica.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “Do you think he had something to do with that, too?”

I tap my fingers on my chin, pretending to think about it. “I don’t know. Maybe.” God, wouldn’t that be nice if he got arrested for Veronica’s death. He will go down for torturing Deborah, of that I will make sure, but another murder would be nice. Not least because it gets me off the hook.

“We should let the police do their job,” I say, “and not muddy the waters. Then, in a day or two, we’ll take the thumb drive to the police. Do you have it, by the way?”

She glances toward her dresser. “It’s in a safe place.”

“Good, good. And you can tell them what you told me about Roy giving you the week off.”

“Sure,” she says.

But something in her face makes me stop. “What?”

“None of this will prove that he killed her. That he’s a monster, yes. But that’s all. You really don’t think she killed herself? Because I think that’s the most likely explanation,” she adds softly.

My head starts swimming. It occurs to me that I don’t want to think that Deb killed herself because I can’t handle the implication: She didn’t wait for me. I was weeks away from being released. No matter what was going on, I would have got her out of there, I would have helped her. But she didn’t wait for me because she didn’t believe in me. She thought the same thing everybody else did: that I’m hopeless, useless, a freak.

“No,” I say with a finality that invites no argument. “She didn’t. She couldn’t have.”

“So how⁠—”

But then, like a flash going off in my brain, a name comes to me. “Oh God.”

Marie’s eyes are wide. “What?”

“Greenwood. That’s Veronica’s last name, the police said so before.”

“And?”

“And,” I say, my heart hammering with excitement, “Ms. Greenwood”—I make air quotes—“was the client Roy had an appointment with when Deb was murdered!”

“He had an appointment with his lover?”

“Yes!”

She covers her mouth with her hands. “Maybe she knew what he’d done. Maybe she was going to tell the police that he’d killed Deborah,” she says. “So he had to kill her too.”

“That must be why!” I say. “Tomorrow. We’ll tell them. He did it, he killed them both!”

“But are you sure you want to wait? What if he does something to you tonight?”

“He won’t. Not now, with the police involved.”

Even in the dim light, her face looks deadly pale. “You’re not scared?”

“Well, he’s not going to shoot me, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

She gives me a thin smile. “You say that, but he’s got a rifle in his office, and what about what he did to Veronica?” She bites her bottom lip. “Maybe we could hide it somewhere? Just to be on the safe side?”

“The gun? He would know it’s gone in a heartbeat.”

“What about the box of cartridges?”

She has a point. If Roy goes crazy with the rifle… You hear about things like that all the time. Husband goes crazy, shoots up the house and its occupants. I picture police cars outside, red lights flashing, TV crews jostling for a good angle, Marie and me sprawled on the hall floor, blood splattered all over the walls.

“Yes,” I say. “God, yes. Thank you. It could be good if he didn’t have access to ammunition.”

“I don’t know where the key to the cabinet is. Do you?”

“Yes.” I stand up. “You really think of everything, Marie. Thank you. Do you mind keeping the box with you? I don’t have a safe hiding place.”

“Of course.”

“I’ll have to make sure he’s asleep before I get the key and bring the box up here. I’ll leave it outside your door. Roy never comes up here.”

She breathes out. “Good. I’ll sleep better.”

“I should go, in case he wakes up.”

At the door, she says, “Mrs. Davies?”

I turn around. “Oh, come on, Marie. Please. Call me Jodie.”

“Jodie.” She wrings her hands together. “Do you think he knows the thumb drive is missing?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. He took everything out of the safe, but I don’t think he knows to look for the drive. It might take him a day or so to figure out what’s missing.”

She shudders as she holds the door open. I step out into the corridor.

“I’m sorry,” she says softly.

“What for?”

She rubs her thumb on the edge of the door, as if to clean off an invisible stain. “For being a right bitch to you.”

I soften toward her. If you’d told me twenty-four hours ago that I would grow to like Marie—or even worse, that Marie would turn out to be my only ally—I would have told you to get your head examined.

“Thank you.” Then I add, “Same.”
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I walk quietly down the flight of stairs to my room. I bend down to check on Roy. He’s asleep, breathing loudly. Silently, I take the key from its hook, pat my pocket to make sure I have the spare key to his office, and close the door behind me.

I’ve only gone down a few steps when I sense something that makes me stop. Did I hear something? I’m not sure. I look down over the banister, and I’m sure I can see a change in the dimness of the light, like shifting shadows.

I stop and listen. Everything is quiet. I keep going down the stairs, silently, carefully, my feet bare on the carpet, and then I stop.

There’s someone in my kitchen.

I tighten the belt of my robe, wishing I was wearing something else, and peer around the door which is once again ajar. Mikey is standing in front of the open refrigerator with his back to me. A silhouette in jeans, sneakers, a hoodie with the hood down, dark unruly hair. He takes out a plate of leftover quiche, closes the door, turns around, and jumps at the sight of me. The plate slides out of his hand and smashes on the floor.

He is frozen with fear. I put my finger on my lips. Shhh. I listen to see if either Roy or Marie heard, but the house is silent.

“It’s okay,” I mouth.

He doesn’t reply. He looks terrified, frozen in place. Probably because he’s seen what I can do.

But I am shocked again to see how incredibly thin and small he is. And I remember with a start what Dolores hinted at the other day. It’s not allowed. She wouldn’t take a single morsel of the food she spent over two hours preparing for Meredith and her friends. So what are they allowed to eat? Does Meredith give them rations? I think of the fuss she made when I got there. “I bought everything for you.” Like she was doing me a favor. Like she had considered asking me to cook her lunch and bring everything to make it.

Marie can eat whatever she likes, for Christ’s sake. She doesn’t have to ask. And when I cook dinner, I always make enough for her too. She usually takes it upstairs to her room, or sometimes she’ll eat it in the kitchen.

Maybe he does this a lot, sneaks into neighboring houses to forage for food.

I take a step forward, then another, and reach for the tin of macarons on the table where I left it earlier. He glances toward the doorway, now that I’ve moved away from it, probably gauging his chances to sprint out of the room. But I’ve wedged the tin in the crook of my arm, loosened its lid, and I take out a macaron. I hand it to him. He stares at it. I put the tin down slowly, take another macaron with my bandaged hand, and shove it whole in my mouth. His face slowly breaks into a grin, and I grin too, even though my cheeks are full of macaron. Gingerly, he takes my offering and snags a quick bite. His eyes grow big and round as he starts to chew.

“Not bad, hey?”

He grins again. I point to the chair closest to him, pushing the tin of macarons to the center of the table. “It’s okay,” I mouth. He hesitates, glancing at the doorway behind me.

Then he sits down and takes out a small tablet from inside the collar of his hoodie. It has a cord looped around his neck and he unhooks it and puts it on the table. Then he uses the stylus to write.

Deb said I could.

I stare at him. Ever since I’ve been here, everyone else has called her Deborah. But she didn’t like the name Deborah. She preferred Deb.

I nod.

Then he looks at me eyes wide and writes, I thought you were going to kill Mrs. L.

I gesture for his tablet. He presses a small button at the bottom of the tablet and the screen is wiped clean. He hands it to me, along with the stylus.

Would that have been such a bad thing? I write.

He looks shocked.

Just kidding, I write.

He grins. Then he writes, Deb was my friend.

Was. So he knows she’s dead, then.

Then he writes, Sorry.

I click my tongue. You have nothing to be sorry for.

He gives me a small smile.

I scribble again. Did Deb give you the code to the back door?

He nods.

I’m glad, I write.

He smiles again and drags the tablet across.

She told me about you.

I write, Your mum?

He shakes his head. Your sister.

A wave of something warm but desperately sad crashes over me.

She was waiting for you. She said you’d be here soon.

I blink away tears.

I miss her too, he writes. A lot.

I nod. I know.

Did you see her when she was sick? I write.

He shakes his head. No.

He drags the heel of his hand across his cheek. I notice his wrist, how skinny it is, and for a moment, I wish I had squeezed Meredith’s neck that little bit tighter.

Something occurs to me. I drag the tablet again. Did you see her the day⁠—

A noise upstairs. I glance up. Mikey must realize I heard something because he’s on his feet, panic flashing across his face. He snatches his tablet from the table and loops it over his head. I close the tin and shove it against his chest. He raises both arms, shakes his head. No.

I snatch the notepad from the fridge door, scribble on a page and tear it off. A present for you and your mom. I sign it. There. Now, if Meredith finds it, he’ll have proof he didn’t steal it. I put the note in the tin and press it into his arms.

Another sound. Footsteps. It’s Roy.

Go, I mouth. He slips away in the darkness and out the back door, the tin of macarons under his arm.

“What are you doing?”

I slip the pad in the pocket of my robe. Roy is at the door, his eyebrows knotted together like a frightened child. I wonder if he was lying in the dark just now, the realization slowly dawning on him that he could be the prime suspect in the murder of his lover.

“I was hungry,” I say.

“What? Now?”

“Yes, now.”

He points to the floor. “What happened there?”

“I dropped a plate.” I pull the broom and pan out of the cupboard and sweep up the mess on the floor. “Go to bed,” I say. “I’ll be there soon.”

I wait long enough to make sure he’s back in bed, then let myself into his office. I wish I had my phone with me so I could take a picture of his appointments for that day, but I can take a screenshot on the computer and email it to myself. I need to be quick.

I open the laptop.

There’s a password field. There wasn’t a password field before, which means he must have set it up in the last couple of days. Not surprising, really, considering. Still. It’s disappointing. Especially because if he’s smart—and we can all agree that he is—he’s going to remove her name from his calendar and replace it with another. Muddy the waters.

But then I remember the box of old appointment books he keeps. I turn off the laptop and open the bottom cabinet. Ten minutes later, I have found the relevant appointment book. I slip it inside my robe. Then I grab the box of cartridges from the bottom of the glass cabinet, hurry back up and leave it outside Marie’s door.

A few minutes later, I slip into my bedroom. I hide the appointment book at the bottom of the dirty clothes hamper in the bathroom, then I get into bed. Roy is curled up on his side, his back to me, asleep.

I lie on my back, grinning with happiness. By tomorrow, the police will be investigating Roy for the murder of his wife. I think of Mikey’s face when I started to write down the words: Did you see her the day⁠—

There was something in his eyes in that brief moment before he panicked and fled. I got the impression he was going to tell me something. I think he did see her that day.

I think he knows something.
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I checked my face the following morning like my life depended on it—which it possibly did. I had a good look, but I didn’t see anything new.

At breakfast, Roy looks even sadder than he did yesterday, so that’s something, I guess. Meanwhile, I am still in adoring wife mode, and I cut fruit shaped like stars and flowers that I serve with coconut yogurt and honey. Roy moves bits of food around on his plate. Marie comes to serve more coffee and again we are working very hard to avoid each other.

“The police want to talk to me again,” Roy says after she’s gone. He looks like he’s going to cry.

“Yes, you told me yesterday.”

“Oh, did I?” He stares at the piece of strawberry at the end of his fork.

“Why do the police want to talk to you, anyway?” I ask, putting butter on my piece of toast.

“They want me to help them with their investigation.”

“Oh? Did they say what happened to her?”

“No…I don’t know. I mean, they hinted at it.”

“What did they say?”

“The police asked me not to discuss it.”

“No, no, of course. But I’m sure they didn’t mean not to talk to your wife. They probably meant the general public. So did they tell you?”

He hesitates. “I don’t think they know. But…” He puts his fork down, puts his elbows on the table, and clasps his hands together. “Something came up yesterday.”

“What is it?”

“It’s about my cell phone.” He stares at me.

“What about your cell phone?”

“Did you use it? Ever?”

I blink in confusion. “Use how?”

“Did you use it at all? To send a text, maybe?”

“No. Why would I? I have my own cell phone.”

“So you didn’t…”

“Roy.” I laugh. “I don’t even know your passcode. I couldn’t use your cell phone if I wanted to.”

“No…no. That’s right.” He rubs a hand over his face. “This is all very confusing.”

When it’s time for him to go to the police station, I watch him from the front door as he takes his car out of the garage. He stops in the middle of the driveway, the car still idling. For a moment I wonder if he had a heart attack.

I sure hope not.

I walk over. “Everything okay?” He’s grunting, bent down, almost folded in two.

“There’s a thing there…”

“What thing?”

“Something…shiny…” He groans, then straightens. He studies the ring between his fingers. “Is that⁠—”

I snatch it from him.

“—your wedding ring?”

Well, yes, obviously, I don’t say. I mean, it’s a very particular design.

“So it is!” I say.

“What is it doing in my car?”

That’s actually an excellent question, and then I remember. I got back in the car and fumbled with the gloves, taking them off, then putting them back on. It must have fallen off then.

“I took it off when I burnt myself, remember?” I lift my bandaged hand.

“But why is it in my car?”

“I had it in my pocket. It must have fallen out.”

“But how? When?”

“When I hugged you, remember? Anyway, you don’t want to be late.” I take a step back and tap the roof of the car twice, the way they do in the movies.

“I’ll see you later, okay?”

I hurry back to the house, upstairs to the bathroom where I get on my knees and pull Roy’s appointment book out of the clothes hamper.

I sit on the floor, my back against the bathtub, and flick to the day Deb died: 7th of September, and my heart leaps into my throat. Because at 1:00 p.m., the first entry that afternoon, there’s a twenty-five-minute appointment with a Mr. Penzick, just like the computer version. But then there’s nothing until 2:30 p.m., when he sees Mr. and Mrs. Henry.

Between 1:25 and 2:30 that afternoon, he had no appointments, so no alibi. He made it up.

After the fact.
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I rummage around the first aid box in the utility room and pick out what I think Marie will need to change the bandage on my hand. I’ve already removed the old one to put my ring back on—which hurt so much it made my eyes water—and I am pleased to see the wound isn’t as bad as I thought. Yes, my palm looks like it’s made of wax, and yes, in places it looks like I swiped it down a cheese grater, but it’s healing nicely. Perhaps I am not as self-destructive as I think I am. I took it off the burner just in time.

In my bedroom, I check my phone. There’s a message from Roy.

I’ll be home in a couple of hours. We need to talk.




I swipe it off the screen. I won’t be here in a couple of hours. Marie and I will be at the police station with our thumb drive, thumping desks with our fists and demanding justice.

I walk up to Marie’s rooms with my supplies under my arm, mentally rehearsing what we should tell the police. I’ve got some suggestions for Marie. I know she said she didn’t see Deborah’s face deteriorate, but I don’t think it would hurt for her to maybe…not lie, exactly, but let’s say, extrapolate.

“Just tell them she was starting to look strange, older, and that she told you she was scared of him. And say that you saw Roy lock her up in that horrible little room. We know it’s true. We just want to add a little color to the scene, that’s all. To make it more convincing.”

I knock on her door. She doesn’t reply, but I can hear the water running in the bathroom. So I knock on that door.

“Marie, it’s me.”

“I’m in the shower. Please wait for me in my room. I’ll be right out.”

I open the door to her rooms and put down my supplies and walk out again.

I go to the little room where Roy kept Deb. I have a strange feeling that I might not be back here after today, and I just want to say goodbye to her.

I didn’t lock the door the last time I was here. I walk in. There’s a small skylight above the bed, so dirty that you can’t see the sky. The mattress is bare.

I lie down on it and close my eyes. I’m sorry I wasn’t there when you needed me, Deb. Honestly I would have staged a jail break if I’d known. I hope you’re happy, wherever you are. I miss you so much.

I open my eyes again and sit up, about to get up when something catches my eye.

Where the ceiling slants above the bed, between the wall and the exposed beam, a small corner of gray paper sticks out. I tug on it, and a little bit of dusty grit falls out. I tug harder, and pull out a small square of paper.

I unfold it.

My darling Jo.

I don’t even know why I’m writing this letter. I guess I’m slowly going crazy locked up in here and I’ve been talking to you in my head, then I found this pencil in one of the boxes up here so here I am. Anything to pass the time. You’re probably in your cell wondering why you’re not hearing from me. I was so wrong about Roy, Jo. He has me locked up in here because he thinks I’ve been having an affair with the gardener.

One day, you and me will laugh at that, one of our big belly laughs, but meanwhile I am scared and filled with rage. He’s not a good man, Jo. He’s controlling and jealous, and he’s been injecting my face with God knows what as some kind of punishment to make me ugly so no one will want me, but he pretends that I’m doing it to myself so he can cure me, like I’m one of his cases. It’s twisted beyond belief, Jo. If I confess, he’ll stop and let me out, but I will admit to nothing. I’ve done nothing wrong.

It’s going to be all right because Marie is helping me. I will tell you all about Marie when I see you. She works for Roy but she’s my friend, He brings me food on a tray, and sometimes she comes with him to take the tray away, but she always manages to whisper in my ear and she told me she’s going to find a way to steal the key and let me out when Roy is at work. Maybe even tomorrow.

Meanwhile I’ve asked Roy for some paper and pencil and paper clips so I can write my confession. I don’t know if he’ll fall for the paper clip part. I hope so—then I can pick the lock and get out of here even if Marie can’t get the key. I can’t wait to see you, my darling Jo. I miss you more than I can say. I’ll come and see you at Perryville when I get out of here. I can’t wait. I love you.

Debs x

The letter in my hand is shaking so much I can no longer make out the words. And all I can think of is,

Dr. Davies gave me a week off. There was nothing wrong with Mrs. Deborah when I went on leave.

She lied to me. She’s still lying to me. She was here the whole time. She knew exactly what Roy was doing to Deb.

I put the letter in my pocket and run back down the hall. The shower is no longer running. I knock on Marie’s door but there’s no answer.

My heart is thumping. I open the door to her rooms, then I hear noises coming from the bathroom. So she’s out of the shower but she’s still getting ready.

I have to get the thumb drive. She said she’d left it in a safe place, but where? I do remember her glancing at her dresser, so I open the top drawer. It snags, and I have to tug at it to open it fully. Inside, all I find is a handful of photographs of her and her brother, folded handkerchiefs, some leather gloves and a jewelry box with a handful of earrings. No thumb drive.

I close it and open the drawer underneath. Inside is a clear plastic pouch with three syringes inside. I feel a twist in my stomach. Why would Marie have syringes?

I rummage through the drawer to see what else I can find. At the back is a blue plastic pouch with vials of liquid. They have stickers on them with names I don’t understand.

I’m going to be sick. So it was her. She was the one injecting Deb, and now me.

I hear a scraping sound from the bathroom. I need to get out of here. I close the drawer but again, something snags. I open it again and feel with my fingers along the top. A small square of plastic is stuck in there. I pry it out.

It’s the thumb drive. Thank God.

I slip it in my pocket.

I’m about to walk out just as the connecting door opens behind me, sending my heart into a somersault. I turn around to see Marie, barefoot, in a bathrobe. She’s not looking at me because she’s drying her hair with a towel, her head down. “I’ll be ready in a moment.”

My heart is in my throat. “Sure, take your time.” I lean back against the drawer to close it silently.

She stops drying her hair and looks up. “Are you all right?”

“Yes! Yes. I’m nervous, but I’m all right. I barely slept.”

“Same,” she says. “Where’s Roy?”

Where’s Roy? “He went to the police station. They wanted to talk to him about Veronica. He should be back soon.”

She tilts her head at me. “You’re sure you’re all right?”

I take a sharp breath. “I just want to get it done, you know?”

“Yes. Forgive me. Just give me a minute.”

“No problem.”

She walks through to the adjoining bedroom. I pull out my phone and let out a loud puff of frustration. “Darn. Something’s come up.”

Marie puts her head around the door. “What happened?”

It’s a testimony to how few friends or hobbies I have in my life that the only excuse I can come up with is, “It’s Meredith.”

“What’s happened to Meredith?”

“I don’t know yet, but it’s important. I have to go. I’ll be back in an hour or two.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Two hours?”

I raise one shoulder and let it fall. “Can’t be helped.”

“But can’t it wait?”

“I’m afraid not.” I walk backward to the door.

She juts her chin at the first aid kit supplies on the coffee table. “But your hand?”

“I’ll do it when I get back.” At the door, I stop. “By the way, what kind of nurse were you?”

“Cosmetic surgery. Why?”

I tap the doorjamb and force a smile. “No reason. You’re very good, that’s all.”

I run downstairs to my room, close the door, and lean against it. My mind is spinning. How is it possible that…

Then I remember something. I dig under the mattress for Deb’s appointment book, flick through the pages quickly. I land on the page where she scrawled—with some difficulty—2210 Horizon Oak Circle 305. Thousand Oaks.

That’s the clinic. And I would bet my bottom dollar that’s where Marie was fired from. Deb didn’t go there to get any work done. She went there to find out about Marie.

She’d figured it out.

That means she must have gotten out.

I don’t know if he’ll fall for the paper clip part. I hope so.

I zero in on the next page.

ITS HIM DOING IT.

Except that’s not what it says, I see that now. I bring the page up close and squint at it. It’s the scratch of the pen that got me. She was trying to write, but she didn’t have the strength, and it left marks that meant nothing. The ones that matter spell:

ITS M DOING IT.

She was warning someone, someone who might follow in her footsteps. If I die, It’s M. M for Marie.

I hear something. A door closing. Is it coming from downstairs? Is Roy home? I run to the bathroom, lock the door, and sit on the edge of the bathtub.

I’m not ready for Roy. I stand, my ear to the door and wait. He’ll go into his office, surely, and I can slip out unnoticed. But then…

Someone’s up here. In the bedroom. I can hear them moving around, breathing.

So Roy came up here first.

I close my eyes. I’m going to have to face him. I may as well get it over with.

I open the door a crack. I’ve only opened it by a hair when I realize.

It’s not Roy, standing in front of my dresser, rummaging through my drawers.

It’s Marie.
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I keep the door barely ajar, holding my breath. She sits down in my chair, still in her bathrobe, and starts brushing her hair with my hairbrush. She does this for a while, and I’m thinking that maybe I’m not the biggest nutjob in this house, so there’s that. She puts down the hairbrush then idly picks up my things, glancing at them before putting them down again. Jars of face cream, my makeup bag, a box of lipsticks, earrings in a ceramic dish. She settles on a jar of pro-collagen moisturizer, dips her fingers into it, and rubs it in her cheeks, her forehead, her chin.

It should go without saying that I am never, ever touching that jar again.

“Hello, Roy,” she says in a suggestive voice, screwing the lid back on the jar. “You’re home, darling. I’ve just made the most exquisite dish for you. Are you hungry?”

A wave of nausea hits me. What is she doing?

She continues talking to herself in a weird, breathy voice. “Thank you, Roy. Yes, I’d love to go to the gala this evening. How wonderful!” She laughs prettily. “What shall I wear? Oh, you’re so naughty, my darling!”

She picks up a tube of mascara and applies it. “Yes, Roy darling, the Hamptons would be lovely this summer. It’s been so long. You’re always so busy, my darling. A second honeymoon? How thoughtful!” She puts on my lipstick, then some blush.

I don’t know what to do. She’s clearly insane, and I’m stuck in the bathroom, without my phone and with no idea what she’s going to do next. Is she going to come into the bathroom?

I look around for a weapon. The only thing that remotely qualifies is the toilet brush. I grab it and return to the door.

Marie is no longer sitting at my dresser, and for a moment I think she’s left the room, but then she comes out of my closet. She’s carrying something in both arms, something white, bulbous, and enormous.

She can’t. Please God.

She is carrying Deborah’s wedding dress, the one Roy couldn’t bear to part with. She lays it carefully on the bed, then she undoes the belt of her robe and lets it drop so she’s dressed only in lacy white panties and bra.

She holds up the dress and actually steps into it. She twirls around in front of the mirror, running her hands down her waist and turning this way and that.

“Oh, Roy, my love…I do! Yes, I do, my darling!” She laughs again, her head thrown back. She goes back to admiring herself, smiling, turning, talking to herself, telling herself how beautiful she is, and how happy she is, and how happy they will be together. I can’t peel my eyes off her. I am filled with equal parts revulsion and fascination, my eye glued to the tiny gap in the door.

And then she stops. My heart drops into my stomach. She turns around, her face as evil as anything I’ve ever seen, and looks straight at me.

She holds up the skirt of the dress with both hands, like she’s Cinderella on the night of the ball. But her face is nothing like Cinderella’s. It’s hard, and her makeup is too harsh, and she looks completely, utterly deranged.

“Jodie!”

Oh, God. I take a step back and hide behind the door, my heart hammering. When she pushes the bathroom door open, I kick it hard into her face. She yells in pain, her hands on her nose, and I bolt out. For a split second, I think I’m free, but a sharp pain in my scalp blinds me as I am yanked back by the hair. I’m on the floor, twisting around, blood dripping from her nose and onto my face. I’m clawing at her hands, her wrists. “Let me go!”

She drags me back by the hair. “You said you were leaving the house to go to Meredith,” she says in a voice like I haven’t heard before. It’s lower in pitch and thick with hate and spite. “That’s what you told me. You told me you were gone. So why are you here, Jodie?”

“I went to the bathroom!” I cry.

“Well, that’s unfortunate,” she says. “For you, I mean. I was having a little fun, but now you’ve seen me, so… She hovers on all fours on top of me.

“I was going to get away with it, too, thanks to that thumb drive. So what am I supposed to do now, Jodie?”

I manage to knee her in the chest and she falls backward, crying out in pain. I crawl away on all fours. “You’re insane.”

“Oh, please. Look who’s talking. Get back here.”

I scramble to get away from her. Fortunately, the enormous wedding dress with all its layers slows her down so that she walks one step at a time, unlike me who is tumbling, running, and flying all at once.

She’s on the landing now, smoothing down the dress. It’s dotted with drops of blood. Her face is smeared with it.

I consider running outside and calling for help, but then what? I’m the one who broke her nose. With my luck lately, I’ll be the one they’ll put in handcuffs.

So I run like hell down the hall, bolt into Roy’s office and slam the door. I turn the key in the lock, my body braced against the door.

She rattles the handle. “Open the door, Jodie!”

“I’m calling the police.”

“You can’t. I have your cell phone.”

She’s right. I left it on my dresser. She probably has it now.

“Come on, Jodie, get out of there and let’s talk.”

I don’t reply. I’m trying to think. She slams both hands against the door.

“Come on. What’s the point? You’ll have to come out eventually.”

“What do you want?”

“I just want to talk. That’s all.”

“Then what?”

“Then…how about this? You just move along, back to the little hellhole you came from, whatever that is, and we call it square. Leave me and Roy to get on with our lives.”

“You’re in love with him,” I say, realization dawning.

“It’s my turn now. I’ve been waiting for him for years, Jodie. First Deborah, then you, and now Veronica? I’m better than all of you put together.”

“Why isn’t he with you, then?”

“Because you keep getting in the way,” she hisses through the door hinges. “All of you. He doesn’t know I’m the one for him, but he will. I’m the only one who truly loves him.”

I look around the office for a weapon. There are a couple of possibilities. There’s a bronze bust of some famous psychologist, about ten inches high. It’s not very big, but it’s heavy enough to cause some real damage. Then there’s his father’s clock which has a few sharp corners, and then…

There’s the gun.

“Marie?”

“Yes?”

“If you want Roy, you can have him.”

“Thank you. I wasn’t asking for your permission, but you’re very sweet.”

“And you’ll let me go?”

“Of course! I don’t hold grudges, honey. As long as you leave us alone.”

I hold up the bronze bust over my head with both hands, bring it down, and smash the glass cabinet.

“What’s happened?” she shouts. “What are you doing?” She tries the handle repeatedly. “Open the door, Jodie!”

I grab the shotgun, fumble with the lever until it’s ready to shoot, then slowly, I turn the key in the lock.

She tries the door and it opens, sending her stumbling inside. I am in position, the butt of the rifle hard against my shoulder.

She straightens and laughs. “Don’t be ridiculous! You don’t have the cartridges, remember?”

“You’re sure about that?”

Her smile falters. “Yes, I’m sure. You gave me the box.”

“Except, I left one in. The gun was already loaded.”

She tilts her head, lets out a chuckle, but I can tell she’s not sure. “No, it isn’t.”

“Try me.”

She stops smiling. “So what? What are you going to do? Roy will be home soon. I know because I saw the texts on your phone.”

“I’ll tell him what you did to Deborah.”

She tilts her head. “What did I do to Deborah?”

“It was you who did things to Deborah’s face. You were a nurse at Laurel-Westlake. You knew exactly what products would ruin her beauty, and you knew how to administer them.”

She laughs. “You think he’ll believe you? I’ve been telling him I’ve seen Deborah inject herself at night in the downstairs bathroom. Then she’d complain about what was happening to her face and do it all over again, every night, making herself ugly. Drawing attention to herself. Factitious disorder, he told me. It’s a thing, did you know? Deliberately hurting yourself to bring attention to yourself.”

I shake my head, dumbfounded. “Why would you do that to her?”

She shrugs. “She was beautiful. He thought he loved her because of it. If I could take care of that side of things, he’d tire of her soon enough.” She leans against the doorjamb. “So you see, you have nothing on me.”

“What about her wedding dress?” I say. “How will you explain that?”

She gives a shrug. “I’ll say you made me put it on. You’re sick enough to do that.”

I tighten my hands around the gun. I am so close to pressing the trigger, it’s all I can do to restrain myself. But then my gaze falls on the wastepaper trash can under Roy’s desk.

And I can just make out a word, right on the edge of a crumpled sheet of paper.

Vee.

“I tell you what,” I say. “Let’s go to the kitchen and talk.”
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I try to imagine how we must look to someone watching us through the window: Marie in front of me in Deb’s voluminous wedding dress speckled with blood, her arms raised, and me with my shotgun aimed at the small of her back. If this was a horror movie, it would be an excellent one. Chucky Finally Kills the Bride.

I direct her to sit on a chair in the kitchen. “I think all conversations should take place in the kitchen, all serious ones anyway, don’t you? The kitchen is the heart of a home.”

She sits down, her arms still up. I wedge the gun under my arm, open and close drawers, looking for rope.

“Did you know that Meredith next door barely feeds Dolores or her son, Mikey? Did you know that? You have to admit, Marie, you and me have had our differences, but I’ve never scrimped on food.” I turn to her. “You have no idea who I’m talking about, do you.”

She stares at me under hooded eyes, globs of mascara sticking to her eyelashes. She doesn’t even know how to put mascara on properly, and honestly, why am I surprised?

I open the tall cupboard. I don’t have any rope. You never find any rope when you need it, I’ve noticed. Same with rubber bands or batteries.

Oh well. Kitchen twine it is, then.

I pull on rubber gloves, the dishwashing kind. “Can you put your hands behind the back of the chair, please? Thank you.”

“You can’t be serious.” She looks at the ball of twine in my hand. “You’re seriously going to tie me up with that? What next? Baste me in the oven?”

“Don’t tempt me.”

Still with the rifle wedged under my arm, I tie her wrists behind her. She sighs the whole time, doesn’t even resist. To be fair, the twine is so flimsy—it’s meant to tie chicken, or turkey at a pinch—she’s probably thinking all she needs to do is tug. She’s probably right, so I wrap it around her wrists over and over, each time introducing increasingly complex knots.

Then I move to her front.

I loop the twine around each ankle and around the legs of the chair. She doesn’t resist at all. I suppose there’s nothing she can do. I’ve got the shotgun.

I straighten, lean against the sink behind me, and put the rifle on the counter within reach. “How long have you worked here?”

“Two and a half years.”

“And you don’t think that’s long enough for Roy to know you’re the love of his life?”

“I told you already. You keep getting in the way. You and your ilk. He goes for blonds. What can I say?”

“What, so you thought that if you disfigured Deborah, then he would fall in love with you? That’s quite the leap, there, Marie.”

“I hated her,” she spat. “I loved seeing her lose her mind. She deserved it.”

I think of Deb, poor Deb, thinking that Marie was a good person who was going to help her. That was always going to be her downfall, I realize now. Deb saw the best in everyone. Even me.

“Why did you do it to me too?”

“I told you. You were in my way. You and your porcelain doll face. Oh, yes, I know how he speaks to you. I’m always there, Jodie. Always in the shadows. ‘You look like an angel,’ I heard him whisper to you once. I knew how to fix that. I know my fillers and my neurotoxins and my corticosteroid injections, Angel Face. I knew he’d tire of you too soon enough.”

And just like that, I get it. “It’s the tea,” I say. “You put it in the tea that you bring us every night. That’s why we sleep like the dead.”

Again, she gives me that small self-satisfied smile, as if she’s so clever because she discovered Ambien and can put it in tea.

“What do you inject us with?”

She smiles broadly. “Oh, you know, corticosteroids to cause fat atrophy, hyaluronic acid, PMMA, silicone…you name it.” She laughs. “Oh, Jodie, you have no idea what fun I had. She would wake up and freak out, and she’d say to me, ‘Marie, can you have a look? What do you think? That looks weird, no?’ And I’d say, ‘Don’t worry about it. You just got bitten by something.’ And then she’d say, ‘I think he’s doing it to me.’ And you know what I said?”

She grins, her ugly grin.

“I said, ‘Yes, I think you’re right.’ And she believed me!” She laughs.

I study her for a moment. When I was in prison, I looked at a lot of faces to see if I could work out who was evil and who wasn’t. I wanted to know if I could recognize myself in those faces because my mother used to say, ‘If you want to see evil, all you have to do is look in the mirror,’ but I couldn’t see it. When I asked Deb to look at my face and describe the evil part, she would pull me in her arms and tell me that it wasn’t true, that my mother was lying. ‘Why?’ I’d ask.

“‘Because she’s like that. There’s nothing you can do about it.’”

Anyway, I digress. My point is, right now I am looking straight into the face of evil, and I have no problem recognizing it.

“How did she die?” I ask.

Marie narrows her eyes. “She got out. I don’t know how. She was locked up in that room like you saw on the video, and she thought I was working to get the key to let her out. Every day she would ask, ‘When do you think you can get the key?’ And every day I would say, “Tomorrow. I think I can steal it tomorrow.’”

But then she got out anyway when Roy was at work. I was out too, grocery shopping. She went to my room looking for me. She was pretty weak by then. We were barely feeding her and Roy was pumping her full of drugs to keep her quiet. She went into my room and she found my medical supplies. When I came home, she was downstairs, going through Roy’s office. She found my employment file and confronted me. She called the clinic where I used to work. I don’t know how she did it, but she also found out I got fired from there and why. She told me she knew everything about me, and what I’d been doing to her all this time, and that she understood now why Roy believed she was doing it to herself.

I told her she had it all wrong. I tried to explain but she wouldn’t listen. She pushed past me, saying she was leaving, she was going to the police. I pretended to let her, then I used my phone to lock all the doors. I unlocked the cabinet door and got the shotgun—don’t look at me like that. I have every key to everything in this house, as I should. I found her in the hall trying to unlock the front door. I said her name and she turned around. She looked so confused. You have to remember, she didn’t have a phone, and she was so out of it.

I walked up to her and put the gun against her face. She was screaming, trying to kick me away. I used my body to press against the butt of the rifle, to keep it in place while I grabbed her hands and wrapped them around the rifle. She kept screaming, trying to claw at me, to scratch me. Even in her state, it was hard to keep her hands there, but I had to so that when I shot her, there would be gunpowder on her hands.”

And then I pulled the trigger, and that was that. She fell like a rag doll. She had no face left. All that beauty… Whoosh! Gone. It was nice seeing her like that. A bloody corpse with no face. I kind of wished I’d let Roy find her instead of me. It would have been nice if he’d seen her like that, revolting and creepy, if that had been the last memory he had of her, you know? But…” She sighs. “You can’t have everything.“

So I left the house again, through the back door, down the side passage. Then, on the bus I opened the security app and deleted the videos of me coming home. I went to hang out with my brother, came back an hour later, and pretended to find her.”

The whole time she was speaking, I wanted to press my hands on her mouth so no more words could come out. But at the same time, I needed to know, and I guess that’s the part that won out.

She raises her chin. “So you found me out,” she says. “Good girl. Bravo. Sorry I don’t have a prize. So what’s your brilliant plan now? Roy should be back any minute. He’ll find me tied up like this, and he’ll have you arrested. Everybody knows you’re consumed by Deborah. It’s like a fixation with you. Ever since you came to this house, it’s all you ever want to talk about. Deborah, Deborah, Deborah.

I’ll say you’ve gone off the edge, making me wear her dress like that, so you could shoot me and pretend that I was her, because you hate her so much, it consumes you. Trust me, Jodie, when I say that nobody will have a problem believing that. But if you don’t want to spend the rest of your life in prison, I suggest you put your gun down and untie me. Then just leave. I won’t come after you. I couldn’t care less about you. You know what I want. Roy, that’s all. So be smart, and untie me before he comes home.

I sigh, prop the rifle against the kitchen counter.

“You have me all wrong,” I say.

“Oh, I don’t think so.”

I open the cupboards above the bench. “I’m starving. Are you starving?”

I open the bread box and pull out a loaf of golden, crusty bread, set it on the cutting board and cut two slices. I look at Marie over my shoulder. “What do you want on your sandwich?”

“What are you doing?”

I walk into the pantry. I return with a jar in each hand. “How about peanut butter and jelly? Everybody loves peanut butter and jelly.”

“Okay! Enough games, Jodie. Untie me.”

“Did you know my name wasn’t always Jodie?” I ask, one hand on my waist.

A beat. “What was it?”

“Have I ever told you about my sister?”
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I come to stand in front of Marie. “My mother used to tell me to keep my mouth shut. She’d say it all the time. My mouth was trouble, she’d say. She was right. No good deed comes from talking too much. Take you, for instance. All this time I thought it was Roy who killed Deb. Do you know how close you came to getting away with killing my sister?”

Marie’s mouth is trembling, the corners turned down. All that self-satisfied smugness, gone. Whoosh!

“You’re Deborah’s sister?” she asks in a small voice.

“Didn’t she tell you about me?”

She nods, her eyes filling with fear. “Joanne. You were away.”

“That’s the euphemism, yes.” I hold a thumb and finger close together. “You came this close. I came here because I thought Roy killed her. If only you’d kept your mouth shut, we would be taking that video to the police right now.”

She shakes her head violently. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”

“Oh, I think it’s a bit late for that, Marie.”

I start spreading my peanut butter on both slices of bread, slather some jelly on the sandwich.

“Listen to me, Jodie. I know I made some mistakes. But I can make it up to you. Roy will still believe me over you. That’s a fact. But I can help you.” And I’m thinking, if she keeps talking like that, I’m going to cut off her head. “Here’s what I suggest,” she says, which is a funny thing to say for someone who is sitting in a chair with her wrists tied behind her back while wearing a rather cumbersome, multilayered wedding dress.

“You untie me, you pack your bag and go far, far away from here. And you’re never going to come back, we’re never going to see each other again, we will forget we even existed. There’s no proof I did anything to Deborah, so at this point the only person who has committed a crime is you. Against me. And Roy is going to be back any minute, and you’ll get caught. But if you release me now, I promise I won’t tell anyone that you tried to kill me.”

I laugh. “Oh, Marie, I haven’t tried to kill you yet! But put yourself in my shoes! While I went into this marriage with a very specific goal in mind, the fact remains that before I married Roy, I had nothing. I lived in a tiny apartment above the Chinese restaurant where I got my first job out of jail⁠—”

“What jail?”

I raise a hand. “Never mind about that. My point is, I live here now.” I make a sweeping gesture. “You think I want to go back to that little room above the Chinese restaurant? I don’t even know if it’s still available, but let’s say that it is. That’s asking a lot, Marie.”

“You’re right, of course you’re right! But think about it. You’ll get arrested if you don’t let me go now. And Roy’s been very generous. He’s given you some very nice jewelry. You can keep that.”

I pull down a glass from the cabinet, then change my mind. “Hey,” I exclaim. “Shall I get out the Steuben?”

“I don’t want your stupid sandwich!” she shouts. Her face is trembling. She’s been crying and her mascara is making tracks on her cheeks.

She shakes the chair. “Untie me, for Christ’s sake!”

I go into the living room and through to the dining room to the special cabinet where we keep the special crystal and take a glass out. I can hear her from here, bouncing around, dragging the chair, calling for help.

I return holding up the glass.

“I know the Steuben is only for special occasions, but I think this counts as one, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but you really need to untie me now. This joke is no longer funny.”

“Oh!” I laugh. “The joke hasn’t even started.” I put the glass inside a tea towel and I wrap it tightly.

“What are you doing?”

“Just wait for the punch line,” I say. I smash the glass against the edge of the counter.

“What are you doing?” Marie shrieks again. I open the tea towel and examine the shards of crystal. They’re perfect. Not too small, not too big. I grab a handful and drop them over her sandwich. Then I sprinkle some more. “Oh, screw it. Let’s put the whole lot in.” I shake the tea towel over the open sandwich, then slap the other slice of bread on top, press down with my hand and cut the sandwich in half. I hand her the plate. “There you go.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Oh! Sorry!” I laugh. “You don’t have hands. Here. Let me help.” I take one half of the sandwich and hold it in front of her mouth. She twists her head as I grab her nose and pinch it closed, then press the sandwich against her mouth.

“Wait!” she cries between gritted teeth. “Please don’t! Please! Help! HELP ME!”

“Tell me, Marie, did Deb scream for help as you held the gun to her face?”

A noise somewhere at the front of the house. I am so focused on my task that it takes me a moment to realize it’s the front door closing.

“Jodie?” Roy calls out from the hall.

Marie screams. “HELP!”
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Roy’s home.

“What the hell is going on?” Roy stands in the doorway, frozen.

“Help me, please help me, Dr. Davies! She’s insane! Help me!”

I set the plate down the moment I heard him come inside and picked up the rifle, which I’m now aiming squarely at him.

“Oh God! Jodie! What are you doing?” he cries. “Put the gun down, Jodie! Fuck! What the hell!”

He takes a step forward toward Marie. “What the⁠—”

“Stay where you are, please, Roy,” I say.

“Is that…is that Deborah’s wedding dress?”

“She made me!” Marie shrieks. “She’s demented! Out of her mind! You need to do something!”

“Shut up, Marie. Did you know Marie killed Deborah, Roy?”

“She’s lying!” Marie shrieks.

“Stand over there, Roy.” I nudge the rifle toward the kitchen counter.

“What are you doing?” he cries.

“I know what you were doing to her,” I say. “I know you had her locked up in that room and⁠—”

“How do you know?”

“I found the video.”

“My safe… You got in…”

“How could you do this to her, Roy? A whole week? You kept her in there for a whole week?”

“She’s her sister!” Marie screams.

Roy looks at her. “What?”

“Yes. That’s right. I’m Deb’s sister. But that’s all still beside the point. What the hell is the matter with you, Roy? That’s the point.”

“I–I was trying to help her…”

“She wasn’t injecting herself. Marie was doing it to her. She was drugging you both every night and injecting Deb to make her ugly.”

He turns to Marie. “But you said⁠—”

Marie looks away with a half shrug. “She’s lying.”

He looks back at me and points at Marie. “She told me Deborah was doing this to herself! I thought she had factitious disorder!”

“Which goes to show you’re very bad at your job. But Deborah figured it out and she was going to go the police so Marie shot her.”

“She’s lying again,” Marie cries. “Deborah killed herself. You know that, Dr. Davies. The police have closed the case!”

“Why did you put in your calendar that Vee was one of your clients on the day Deb died?” I ask.

He gives a quick shake of the head. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes, you do.” I nudge the gun in his direction, and he takes a step back and hits the countertop.

“Okay! I panicked, okay? I was with Vee the day⁠—”

I lower my gun. “You were fucking Vee the day my sister died?”

“She’s crazy! She’s going to kill both of us!” Marie shrieks.

I raise a finger in her direction. “Marie, be quiet. I swear to God.” I turn back to Roy. “Were you? Were you fucking Vee while Deb lay bleeding to death with a gunshot to her face?”

“You killed Deborah?” Roy says to Marie, like it’s only finally dawned on him. He looks like he’s going to faint. “You killed my wife?” he barks.

I turn back to Marie. “You see that? How you ever believed he would give a shit about you is beyond comprehension.”

“Oh God! I’m sorry! Help me…” she wails.

I turn to Roy. “Anyway. While this is going on under your nose, you’re off screwing Veronica. Then you realize you don’t have an alibi, so you pretend she was a client. I think I’ve got the whole story straight now.”

With a trembling hand, Roy slowly reaches into his pocket.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“I’m calling the police. They have to arrest her.” He points at Marie.

He pulls out his phone. I knock it out of his hand with the tip of the rifle.

“What the hell?”

“We’re not done yet.”

I position myself in front of Marie. “I was hoping it would be a painful death, but it’s not to be.” I move carefully, until the tip of the rifle is pressed against her mouth.

“Help me!” Marie cries.

“Jodie! No!” Roy cries. Then suddenly he’s next to me, wrestling the gun out of my hands. “Give it to me,” he hisses between gritted teeth. Between us, the rifle swings wildly. Roy is strong, but so am I. Also, I am way, way more determined.

I bring it back to exactly where I want it and before Roy has a chance to swing it away again, I pull the trigger.

Roy stands there, in shock. I let go of the rifle so he’s holding it now. He drops it to the floor.

Marie, meanwhile, has no face.

There’s a low, guttural sound coming from Roy as he stumbles back, pulling at clumps of hair.

In one quick swoop, I pick up the plate and shove the sandwich in the trash. Then I take off my rubber gloves and throw them in the sink.

Roy starts screaming. “What did you do?”

I run to the front door and out to the street.

“Help! Somebody help me!”
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A female officer enters the interview room with a large paper bag. “We have a change of clothes for you, Mrs. Davies.”

“You can go and get changed,” Detective Bates says. “And our apologies for having kept you so long in…”

I look down at my shirt. “No problem. I understand.”

The female officer takes me to the ladies’ room. I get changed, wash my face, and as I brush my hair, I wonder what Roy is telling the other officers in his own nondescript interview room. The truth, no doubt: that he found me wearing rubber gloves in front of a tied-up Marie. And it’s funny, but until Roy walked into the house, I hadn’t given any thought to what was going to happen to me. I only wanted revenge on both of them. I hoped that Veronica’s death would serve me well in Roy’s case. Because he may not have killed Deborah, but he was still an asshole. He still tortured her.

I return fifteen minutes later in a T-shirt and tracksuit pants.

Detective Marcos is back when I walk in. In front of my seat is a Styrofoam cup of water. He points at it. “From the cooler,” he says.

“Thank you.” I take a sip. Detective Bates says something about resuming the interview, the time, and then Detective Marcos opens a file, which I assume contains my criminal history. It’s surprisingly thin and I don’t know whether to be relieved or offended.

“You were telling us about your relationship to the first Mrs. Davies,” he says.

“She was my sister.”

Detective Marcos turns a page in the file. “And you told us about your conviction for manslaughter while driving after returning from a party in Wellton to your hometown of Yuma.”

I raise my finger. “I didn’t do it. I mean, I wasn’t the one driving.”

“It says here…”

“I know what it says. But it wasn’t me. Not that it’s relevant, but I want that on the record.”

“Okay. Duly noted. Thank you for sharing that information with us.”

“You would have found out soon enough.”

“Indeed.” Detective Bates rests his elbows on the desk. “When did you start to suspect that Roy Davies killed your sister?”

I tell them the whole story.
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That’s right. That’s my story. Roy Davies killed my sister. Why? Because he may as well have. Because he has to pay for locking her up just because he was worried she was unfaithful. Terrible things were happening to her. She was scared, and he did nothing, except accuse her of being a whore.

Roy Davies will not walk away from that unscathed.

I tell them the truth, more or less, from the phone conversations I had with Deb when I was still in jail, to the point when I got out and decided to find out for myself.

“And then not long after, your parents died,” Detective Bates says.

“That’s right.”

“How did they die?” Marcos asks.

I know he already knows. “House fire,” I say. “It was a terrible tragedy. Those old gas furnaces, they should get rid of them. They’re a time bomb.”
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“So how did you get to be married to Dr. Davies?”

I scratch the bit of Scotch tape stuck to the table. “Everybody thinks I married Roy for his money. I didn’t set out to marry him. I never believed he’d go for someone like me. I wanted to get close to him. I wanted to get into that house. I was going to prove that he killed my sister, if it was the last thing I did.”

I tell them about getting a job at the gala, how Roy asked me out, and that I faked a pregnancy. Neither of them react to that.

“But as it happens, I’m an excellent housewife. Everyone says so. It’s a gift. Also, I love cleaning. I would have cleaned that house from top to bottom with a cotton swab anyway, but I was on a mission. I have searched that house from top to bottom and back again. I have gone through every nook and cranny, every drawer, every cupboard, and every shelf looking for the life insurance policy and the contract with the hit man. And you know what?”

“What?”

“I didn’t find a contract with a hit man, but I found his appointment book.” I lean forward. “And that’s when I knew he killed her.”

“How?”

“Because on his digital calendar, he had an appointment with a Ms. Greenwood. That’s his alibi. But in his real appointment book, the hard copy one, he had nothing. A big blank. Right when Deb was shot.” I sit back. “You know Ms. Greenwood was his lover, right?”

They look taken aback, then they flick through the files, probably looking up who interviewed Ms. Greenwood—Roy’s alibi—without realizing they were lovers.

“Please don’t take my word for it,” I say, reaching into the pocket of my tracksuit pants, where I transferred the crunched-up letter I grabbed from the wastepaper basket earlier.

I hand it to them. I know it by heart. I have an excellent visual memory.

Detective Marcos reaches for it. “What’s this?”

“It’s a letter to Roy from his lover, Veronica.” I say, watching him put on gloves, then unraveling the paper until it lies flat.

I point at it. “She writes, ‘How much longer, my darling Roy, before we can be together? I can’t stand being apart. You are all I think about.’ Suspicious, I think. Especially since they didn’t have a prenup.”

Detective Marcos takes it by a corner and drops it in a clear plastic envelope.

I tap on the date. “While he was still married to Deb, I might add.”

They exchange a look. “That in itself doesn’t⁠—”

“I know.” I tell them about accessing the safe, finding the thumb-drive video. I describe what was on it, careful not to exaggerate or draw conclusions. I need them to think that I am a truthful person, not prone to exaggerations. I tell them about losing the drive that day in the office and how Marie found it later when she was vacuuming.

“She didn’t tell me right away, but she took it to her room and watched it. That’s when she came to me. She adored Deborah, you know. She would have done anything for her. So the shock of seeing how Roy treated her…”

I grab a tissue from the box. “Marie told me”—I dab at the corner of my eye—“that Deb’s face was changing. But that was because he was injecting her face with horrible products to make her ugly. And he was doing it to me, too.” I show them my face. They squint at the spots and pull back with vaguely disgusted expressions.

“Did you see Dr. Davies do this to you?”

I hesitate. I’ve thought about this, and I know that it wouldn’t make sense to say I’d seen him and then did nothing about it, not calling the police, not reporting him, not even walking out of the house.

“Not exactly,” I say. “But I have a memory of a big shadow coming down upon me and rubber gloves. I remember rubber gloves. And later when Marie told me, I thought I could remember a syringe. Marie told me about the products because she had found them while cleaning the en suite bathroom. She took them and hid them in her room. And of course she knew he kept Deborah locked up in that room upstairs. She was the one who brought her food.”

“Why didn’t she go to the police with this information? Or tell us when Mrs. Davies died?”

“Look, Marie is a trusting and trustworthy employee. She believed him. She told me that he’d helped her through a rough patch. She thought he was a wonderful man, everybody did. He told her he was helping his wife and that he kept her locked up to stop her from harming herself. He was lying, of course, but she believed him. Everybody believed him. But all the time, he was torturing her, waiting for her to kill herself.

“Except Deb wasn’t killing herself. And honestly, if you’d met Deb, you would have known that plan was never going to work. She was the most hopeful person you’d ever met. She had more capacity for happiness in her little finger than the rest of us put together. That woman lived in a world of silver linings and green shoots. Roy must have grown tired of waiting and decided to do it himself.”

“Hang on. Again, how do you know that?”

I shrug. “I’m extrapolating.”

“Okay. Just so we’re clear.”

“Absolutely. Clear as Steuben crystal. Anyway, so one day, Roy tells Marie to take the day off. This is what Marie told me, by the way. I’m not inventing this.”

“When did she tell you that?” Marcos asks.

“Last night. She’d watched the video, and you had come to the house. She showed me the thumb drive. We agreed to talk after Roy had gone to sleep. So I did. I went up to her rooms.”

“Noted, thank you. Keep going.”

“Well, she said she was confused about Roy giving her the day off because Roy never gave her time off. But she took it because why not? She went to visit her brother. She wasn’t supposed to come back until that evening, but she decided to come home a few hours early. And that’s when she found her. She was dead. As you know.”

I take a sip of water.

“Roy used his lover as his alibi…” I look from one to the other, careful not to pass judgment, and yet passing judgment, because let’s face it, how could they not know? What kind of police work is that?

But I don’t say any of that.

“And that was it,” I say.
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“Let’s go back to yesterday evening,” Marcos says. “You went upstairs to talk to Marie about the video. What happened then?”

“We were going to bring it to you and ask you to reopen the investigation. I know the video doesn’t actually show Roy hurting her…”

“But it’s pretty damning,” Bates says, working his jaw. I know they already watched it.

“What about the wedding dress?” Marcos asks.

I put my hand over my eyes and scrunch them up till I see stars. “Marie didn’t think the video was enough. She had this crazy idea to entrap him.” I bring my hand down and take a deep breath. “You have to understand that Marie adored Deborah. I don’t know if you’ve seen that photo of the two of them in her room? They were close friends, not just employer and employee.

“Roy was going to come home any minute, and Marie got this crazy idea into her head that if one of us dressed up in Deborah’s wedding dress and veil, then we could scare him into thinking her ghost had come back. We could make him beg for forgiveness, and we’d record his confession on her phone. I know. It’s crazy. I didn’t want to do it because I knew it would never work, but she was determined. She was afraid that you wouldn’t reopen the investigation otherwise.”

“If we’d known of some of those details at the time⁠—”

“I know, I know. And I told her we had enough now, but she wouldn’t listen. Deborah’s wedding dress was in Roy’s closet. He was always taking it out, lying down with it⁠—”

“Really? You saw him do that?”

“Absolutely,” I lie. “Many times. You can imagine how that made me feel… He must have been racked with guilt, but still. Anyway, she was sure we could pull it off. So she put the dress on and she was about to put on the veil so Roy wouldn’t see her face when he came home.

“He arrived earlier than we realized, and he went nuts. I mean, nuts. He knew immediately this wasn’t Deborah’s ghost. Then we told him that we knew what he had done, that we had the thumb drive and we were taking it to the police. He lost it. He wanted to know where it was. He grabbed Marie by the hair and dragged her to the chair⁠—”

“Forgive me, Mrs. Davies,” Bates says. “But why didn’t you call the police?”

“I couldn’t find my phone, so I went to grab the rifle out of the glass cabinet. I didn’t know where the key was so I had to break it. Meanwhile, Roy was tying up Marie and going absolutely nuts. I went back in with the rifle which”—I swallow, blink a few times—“was a terrible mistake. I’d barely walked in and he just grabbed it off me. He pointed the gun at me. He was screaming that he’d shot Deborah and he was going to do the same to us. He didn’t care what was going to happen to him.”

“He said that? That he shot Deborah?”

I nod violently. “I tried to grab the rifle off him, but he’s too strong for me.” I wipe one eye, then the other. “He shot her. Point-blank. Right in her face. He pointed the gun at me, but I ran anyway. I ran out of the door and screamed for help.”

Detective Marcos taps his pen on the file. “Dr. Davies’s version of events is quite different from yours.”

I make a face. “Yes, well, it would be.”

“He says you’re the one who shot the victim, and he tried to wrestle the gun off you.”

I almost say it, Please don’t call her a victim, but I catch myself just in time.

I brush off tears. “She was my friend. We were going to help each other. Together, we were going to avenge my sister.” In a querulous voice, I say, “I did everything I could to save Marie.” I pat my eyes with the tissue. “But it wasn’t enough.”

They write things down, clarify a point or two, then Detective Marcos leaves the room, and Bates tells me he will see me out.

“Do you have somewhere to stay, Mrs. Davies? Because you can’t go back to the house.”

“I’ll figure something out,” I say.

“If you need emergency accommodation⁠—”

“No, I don’t really. I’ll be fine.”

He opens the door for me.

“Will Roy be arrested?” I ask.

“We don’t know yet. We’re still conducting foren⁠—”

“No, no, I don’t mean for killing Marie. I mean, will Roy be arrested for the murder of Deborah?”

He thinks about it. “It’s hard to tell. You’ve seen the video, Mrs. Davies. If that’s all we’ve got…”

“But what about the letter from Veronica? The lack of alibi?”

“Yes, these are all strong points, but they’re still only circumstantial.”

“But what about everything I told you? All the things Marie told me.”

He rubs the back of his head. “I honestly don’t know, Mrs. Davies, but I’ll tell you this much. Without a witness, it’s going to be very, very hard to prove.”
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They keep Roy in prison, for now. They let me go back to the house to get some personal items, but there were no personal items that I wanted.

I moved back to the little studio above the Chinese restaurant. I’m just killing time until the trial. Until I know what will happen to him. And to me.

Detective Bates comes to see me, glancing around the room with pity in his eyes.

“How is your face?” he asks.

I still wear a lot of makeup, so you couldn’t tell if the swellings were still there, but they’re not.

“I went to a doctor and had the fillers taken out. It’s fine now.”

“Good, good. May I?” He points to the chair.

“Of course.”

I like seeing Detective Bates in my little apartment, with his arms like Popeye and hands that could crush a semi-trailer. He has returned to give me an update on the case. I put down a plate of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies. Freshly baked because the moment Detective Bates called me to ask if he could come and visit, I started baking.

“How is Roy?” I ask.

“Still in jail, if that’s what you’re worried about.” I push the plate toward him.

“Any particular reason he hasn’t been released on bail?”

He takes a cookie. “Given the nature of the crimes he’s accused of, and that—” He takes a bite, then stares at the cookie. “These are spectacular.”

“Thank you. You were saying?”

“We’ve got CCTV of him driving his car to Ms. Greenwood’s house the night she died.”

I nod thoughtfully. “I see. And you’re sure it’s him?”

“It was dark. The footage is grainy, but there’s enough there to show it’s him—the peak of his cap, his hands—gloves, I should say—on the steering wheel. So yes, we’re 99 percent certain.” He reaches for another cookie. “People don’t realize, Mrs. Davies, but these days, there’s always a camera watching. There’s always someone watching. And the video he took of Deborah Davies doesn’t do him any favors either,” he adds, engulfing the cookie in one go.

“What about Deborah’s murder?” I ask. “We know he did it.”

He chews the last bite, then clears his throat into his fist. “It’s not up to me, but again, it’s an older case. We’re going to reinterview the neighbors, check any CCTV from the area, although, by now, it’s unlikely we’ll find any footage of the night. We’ll talk to everyone we possibly can, I promise you. But unless we come up with any new witnesses, it’s going to be very hard to prosecute. So unless you know someone who might have seen something…”

I shake my head, but my heart is racing. As it happens, I may know someone.

At the door, I say, “Thank you for coming to tell me this.”

He shrugs. “It’s my last case. I’m retiring in a minute. I’d like to get this one right.”
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Twenty minutes later, I ring the doorbell at Meredith’s front door. It’s the second Monday of the month, so I’m pretty sure she’s at her monthly hair appointment.

Dolores opens the door.

“Jodie!” She grabs my hand, pulling me in. “I am so sorry, so sorry about everything that’s happened. I asked Mrs. Meredith for your number but she said she didn’t have it. I wanted to tell you how very sorry I am for what you went through.”

By now, thanks to the press, everyone knows that I am Deborah’s sister. Meredith—who absolutely has my number—has given interviews claiming she always suspected that because we looked alike, and she never trusted Roy anyway. “Too suave,” she said. “I always had a bad feeling about him.”

“Is she home?” I ask.

“No, she’s at the hair salon.”

“Good,” I say. “It’s Mikey I want to talk to. Is he here?”

“Yes, but why do you want to talk to Mikey?”

I have prepared myself for this question. When talking to Detective Bates earlier, I remembered Mikey’s face that day in my kitchen when I asked him if he had seen Deb the day she died. Something in his eyes told me he knew something. Maybe he even saw something.

I’m so screwed.

“Because he was Deborah’s friend,” I tell her, “and I really need to know if he knew something.”

“I don’t think Mikey⁠—”

I take her hand. “Please. I need to know.”

Dolores nods, then goes upstairs to fetch him, and we sit together at the kitchen table.

“Hello,” I say.

He smiles.

Then I ask Dolores to sign for us.

“I know you were Deb’s friend,” I say. “We talked about it a few weeks ago. I need to ask you, Mikey, because the police are going to interview everyone around here, and that probably will include you.”

Dolores was signing but she stops abruptly and whips her head toward me. “Mikey didn’t do anything wrong.”

“No, he didn’t. There’s nothing to be afraid of. But they’ll want to know if he saw something the day she died.”

She nods, then returns to signing.

Mikey nods.

“I asked Mikey if he was there the day she died,” Dolores says. “He says he was.” She doesn’t look happy.

My stomach twists.

“Did you see Deb?”

He hesitates, glances at his mother, then shakes his head. No. He signs quickly. Dolores signs back. Now, she looks absolutely furious.

“What is he saying?” I ask. She ignores me. She’s still signing frantically.

“What is he saying!” I ask again.

Dolores sighs. “I didn’t know this. I want you to know.”

“Okay.”

“Mikey says Mrs. Davies—Mrs. Deborah—gave him the code for the back door and told him to let himself in and help himself to the kitchen. I am very angry, Jodie. I can’t believe Mikey would⁠—”

I put my arm on hers. “She was his friend,” I say. “She said it was all right. Mikey did nothing wrong.”

It takes her a moment, but finally, she nods. She takes a breath. “Mikey was there, but he didn’t see Mrs. Davies.”

“When’s the last time he saw her?”

She signs. Mikey shrugs, signs back.

“He doesn’t remember, but it was at least a week before she died.”

I sigh. “Did he see anyone else that day?”

He takes a second to reply, then gives one quick nod.
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My heart is racing. “Who did he see?”

Mikey doesn’t reply after Dolores translates. The three of us sit in silence for a minute. Mikey is staring at me. Then he leans forward and signs frantically to his mother.

I drop my face in my hands. I already know what he’s saying, that he saw Marie come in before Deb died. He’ll tell the police when they come to speak to him, and that will be that.

Roy will not be found guilty of killing Deborah. And if Roy is found guilty of killing Marie, and Marie turns out to have killed Deborah because she was a deluded, jealous, crazy person, will that change Roy’s guilt? Of course it will. People will believe he was only taking revenge on his wife’s killer in a moment of madness.

Or worse, the police will look at me differently. They’ll probably start reconsidering what Roy said after Marie died: That it was me who killed her. That will make complete sense. Bates won’t be so nice to me, considering my entire statement to the police is based on what Marie supposedly told me. I mean, the whole case against Roy is based on what Marie supposedly told me. Other than the video.

I did five years in jail for killing someone. It’s not going to be a big leap to wonder if maybe Roy is telling the truth and I’m the one who killed Marie.

I scrunch up my eyes. I desperately wanted Roy to be convicted of her murder because he deserves to be. Marie’s dead so…

Dolores puts a hand on my arm. “Jodie?”

I look up.

“Mikey wants to speak to you alone.”

I straighten. “Okay, do you mind?”

She looks like she does mind. Quite a lot, in fact.

“I won’t tell anyone what he tells me. I promise you. I just really want to know.”

“I don’t know why he doesn’t want me here.”

“I don’t know either.”

She sighs, looks at her son. He puts his hands together in a gesture of entreaty.

“But I trust my son,” she says.

Before she walks out, she puts a hand on my shoulder. “I trust you, too, Jodie. But don’t do anything to hurt my son. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She stands, then pushes her chair in. She signs something to Mikey, taps her watch. He nods.

Then she leaves.

Mikey unhooks his tablet from around his neck and starts writing.

I walked in through the back door just as your housemaid walked in.

What was she doing? I write.

He shrugs. She went into another room.

I hold my breath. The office, then. That’s where Deb was when Marie came in.

You’re sure it was the day Deborah died?

Yes.

What time was it?

I went to soccer after, so a bit before one thirty.

I stare at him, my heart pounding. That must have been minutes before Deb died.

If the police ask you, you will tell them what you saw?

Of course.

You don’t have to.

I’m not a liar.

Nobody is asking you to lie, you could just say you weren’t in the house that day.

He studies me, eyebrows knotted together. Why?

I grab the tablet again.

Roy kept her locked up for a week upstairs, injecting her with products to make her ugly.

He nods. His eyes water. He rubs one with the back of his hand. He knows.

He was acting crazy because he was scared she was going to leave him.

He nods. A tear runs down his cheek and he wipes it with his fingers.

That’s why the police think he killed her.

He nods.

I keep going. I write everything he did to her on that video, I make sure he reads it all before wiping the screen and writing some more. I make up some of it. I say he was going to keep her locked up for years, like Rapunzel, until she died. Then I write, I’m afraid he’s going to get away with it.

And that’s the truth. I mean, sure, if the police discover it was Marie who killed Deborah, and then decide the story I told doesn’t add up after all, it won’t be a stretch for them to decide that they believe Roy when he says he never went to visit Veronica. They can take another look at that CCTV photos and realize that actually, the hands are kind of small. In fact, all of Roy is a bit small in that car. I would have left some DNA on those gloves, and on Roy’s cap. Certainly in Veronica’s house, too.

So sure, once they dig a little more, I’ll be the one going to jail forever. Not Roy.

But I don’t care about that. I’ve been there. I don’t care if they send me back because my sister is gone and she was the only person in the world I wanted to spend time with.

This isn’t about me.

I want Roy to pay.

I’m not asking you to lie. Only to say you weren’t there that day. If they ask.

But that would be a lie, he writes.

Then say you don’t remember.

That’s also a lie.

Mikey doesn’t write anything else, but the expression on his face is clear. He’s not going to lie about not being there that day, or about what he saw. He’s not a liar.

I nod at him. “Okay,” I mouth, putting my hand on his. I scribble on the tablet. It’s fine. Please don’t worry.
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TWO YEARS LATER

Roy was tried for three murders simultaneously. First for killing Deb, and then for killing Veronica and Marie in an attempt to cover up Deb’s murder.

I was one of the first witnesses to speak. I was interrogated at length by both the prosecution and the defense, as you’d expect.

I answered questions through tears, some genuine, some not so much. I held a tissue in my hands and kept tearing bits off it, the way you see women do in the movies.

Meanwhile, Roy sat there with a look of sheer puzzlement on his face. He looked a hundred years old, gaunt and empty, like a husk. He had a buzz cut, and let’s just say that if I’d walked past him in the street, I would never have recognized him.

I told my story in a voice that alternated between querulous and clear. Clear in a brave way, I mean. Clear in the way that you might speak when you’re frightened, but you know it’s the right thing to do.

I felt none of those things. Just disgust at the sight of Roy and a deep desire to see him punished.

I told them all the things Marie had supposedly told me. I told the court that we were going to the police with the thumb drive, but that Marie wanted him to own up to it, to say it out loud so she could record him on her phone. That was why she had put on Deborah’s dress, to set up some kind of entrapment for Roy by posing as his dead wife and scaring him into some kind of confession. I told them I thought it was a ridiculous idea, but she did it anyway.

I told them how Roy came home, and that Marie’s trick didn’t work after all. I told them how he then grabbed Marie by the hair and dragged her to the kitchen, screaming at her for wearing Deborah’s wedding dress. I told them how I tried to claw him off her, but he was stronger than me. I told them how he tied her up on the chair while I went to get the shotgun, smashing the glass door to pieces. I told them how he wrestled it off me and shot her in the face, and how I used the moment to run away and call for help.

The defense’s case was that I had tied up and shot Marie, but why would I? She was my ally. We were going to the police together to ask them to reopen the case. She loved Deborah.

Veronica’s murder was going to be trickier because it wasn’t clear she’d been murdered in the first place. There was no forced entry, and no defensive wounds. It could have been an accidental fall. In fact, all evidence pointed that way. Sure, Roy had driven his car in the vicinity and lied about the texts, but none of that proved he killed her.

Deb’s murder could go either way. Again, I told my story as Marie supposedly told it to me. Roy destroying Deb’s face because he wanted to be with Veronica, and he wanted her to kill herself so he didn’t have to pay out on a divorce. The letters from Veronica—there were more than one, all in the same vein—the fact that he used her as his alibi on the day, and the video were all solid evidence against him.

And then my part was over. I sat in the gallery next to Dolores who had kept a seat for me. She held my hand as witnesses came and went, none with much good to say about Roy after all. People like Meredith, who now claimed that they knew all along something wasn’t right in that house, and they never liked him.

And then the prosecution called Mikey to the stand, and my heart sank into my stomach.

An interpreter was signing for him. I couldn’t watch so I dropped my head in my hands. This was the moment when the world was going to know that somebody lied, and that somebody was probably me. The entire case rested on the idea Marie was away that day, but Roy was there. Now, they were going to learn that it was Marie who came back to the house just before the murder.

I was folded over. Through the interpreter, Mikey told his story. How he developed a friendship with Deb, how they would sit in her kitchen in the middle of the night and talk, how she gave him the code so he could let himself in if he wanted. Then they asked him, Were you there that day? The day she died?

I still couldn’t watch. And it was only when the defense asked, “Is the person who you saw that day in this room?” that it occurred to me that it was the prosecution who called Mikey as a witness, not the defense. Why would the prosecution call a witness who is about to throw their case out the window?

I sat up.

“Let the court show that the witness is pointing at the defendant.”

I clasped my hand over my mouth. Mikey was pointing at Roy. Roy was on his feet, yelling, “That’s not true. That’s a lie.” His lawyer was trying to pull him back down. The judge was pounding the bench with his gavel. “Control your client!”

And Mikey was unflappable, his hand steady as his gaze.

“Thank you,” the prosecutor said. “And what time was that?”

More signing.

“I had soccer that day, so a bit before one thirty.”

When Mikey walked off the stand, he didn’t even look at me, only at his mother. His face was still, but there was something in his eyes.

He looked content. I got the sense that Mikey did what he had to do not for me, but for himself, and for his friend, Deb.
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Roy was convicted of Marie’s murder, as well as Deb’s murder. He was found not guilty in Veronica’s death due to a lack of evidence. He was sentenced to life imprisonment without the possibility of parole.

That was a year ago.

Me, I’ve started my own catering business. Jo & Do’s Petits Fours. The Do is for Dolores, with whom I have become friends. Even saying it brings me a flush of pleasure. Dolores and I are friends. I have a friend, and her name is Dolores, and she makes the best cupcakes.

If only my sister were here to see it.

Dolores didn’t want a partnership, she just wanted to be an employee, but like I said to her, “Life’s too short for that, Dolores. You’ve been an employee your whole life. You’re a great cook, and so am I, so we’re equal. And that’s all there is to it.”

And here we are! We rent a store in downtown LA where we make and sell cakes and sandwiches and macarons, and crèmes caramel and chocolate chip cookies. And of course, rosewater, pistachio, and white chocolate cupcakes, our bestseller.

And then, on the side, we cater for functions like weddings and birthdays. We are enormously popular. Our current waiting list for catering is two and a half months.

Dolores is so different now. For one thing, she’s gained weight, so she looks like a normal human being. She looks happy and bouncy, and she is as funny as she was that very first time we cooked together, so that if you walked into our kitchen, you’d hear us cackle ourselves to the point where I’d be crying, catching my breath. And I never cry. I never laughed either, until now. I never knew how to tell a joke, let alone recognize one, until now. And all I think is, if only Debs were here too.

Mikey attends an excellent school, and he loves it. He doesn’t let the fact that he can’t hear stop him. That boy can do anything. Mikey and I have never spoken of what happened in court that day. Why bother? It’s in the past, and Roy is in jail forever, as it should be.
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I bought a little house in West Adams and decorated it just the way I like it. The wallpaper has little garlands of roses running through it, and the drapes are light pink with butterflies. The towels in the linen cupboard are all exactly the same size and soft like clouds. And in the bathroom, by the vanity, is a little gold and white ceramic dish in the shape of a shell, with tiny starfish-shaped soaps that exude fig and grapefruit and peppermint scents.

I am taking out a custard cake with blueberries that I’d made for Mikey. He’ll be here later to do his homework while Dolores is at her dance class, and this cake is one of his favorites.

I am setting the cake down on the rack when my doorbell rings. I go to open the door, wiping my hands down my apron.

“You’re early,” I sign, but it’s not Mikey. It’s Detective Bates.

“Detective!” I say, genuinely pleased to see him. “Come in! Come in. It’s so nice to see you!”

The last time I saw Detective Bates was on the last day of Roy’s trial. He took me to a sports bar for a kind of celebratory drink. I’d never been to a sports bar, and I was impressed by the enormous TVs. I resolved to go to sports bars more often.

“I just wanted to tell you how proud your sister would be,” he’d said into his beer that day. I felt a strange sting up my nose.

“You really think so?” I said softly.

“I’m sure of it.”

I clinked my white wine with his glass, and then we talked of other things. He only had another year or so before retirement, and he didn’t know what he was going to do with himself.

We shook hands outside the bar under a thin, barely-there rain, and then he put his hand on my shoulder. “Have a good life, Jodie. You deserve it.”

For a moment, in the sharp light of the bar frontage, I told myself that Detective Bates was my real dad, and the other one had been a pretender, and I was going to reconnect with my real dad, and I would tell him how shit my life had been without him, and he would say, “We can’t change the past, Jodie, but we can make sure the future is good.”

Anyway, I never saw him after that until now.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I ask, indicating an armchair.

“I…” He runs his fingers through his thinning hair. Then I notice the plain brown envelope under his arm.

“Please sit down, Detective, you’re making me nervous!” I’d meant to make a joke, now that I’ve become so much better at it, but he doesn’t laugh so I don’t know if I’ve missed the mark, as usual.

He sits on the edge of the chair.

“I made some custard cake, with blueberries. Would you like some?”

“No, thank you. This won’t take too long.”

I perch myself on the edge of the chair opposite, my hands on my knees.

He takes a heavy breath. “I’m retiring. It’s my last day next Friday.”

“Congratulations,” I say.

“I was cleaning up some files, you know, tying loose ends, leaving a clean slate for my successor.”

“Okay…” The back of my neck prickles.

He looks at me right in the eye. “The man who died the night you and your boyfriend, Beau, were driving back from the party… You knew him. You’d met him before the accident.”

I freeze for a split second, then I laugh, throwing my head back. “Of course I didn’t know him! Why would you say that?”

“There was a police report, long before your car hit him.”

“What police report?”

“There was a complaint filed by your sister.”

I sit there, twisting my mouth, my arms crossed over my chest. “That’s a lie. She withdrew the complaint.”

She had to. After that horrible, evil ex-boyfriend tried to rape her at the slaughterhouse where he worked, she went to the police and accused him of assault. But my mother would have none of it. She screamed at Deb, told her it was her fault, she was a right slut so what did she expect? And how dare she bring shame on our family like that? As if it were remotely possible to bring shame on our family.

So, my sister went back and said she’d changed her mind.

“You want me to believe it was a coincidence that you happened to kill your sister’s ex-boyfriend?” Bates asks.

I raise a hand. “Slow down, Detective. A. I wasn’t driving that night, Beau was, and B. How would you know about it since she withdrew it?”

“I found a handwritten note in his file,” he says wearily.

“Why were you looking at his file?”

He runs a hand over his face. “We have systems, Jodie. Your conviction wasn’t relevant to Roy’s case, but it was brought up. I had to link everything up in the system. I requested the file and…I found the connection.”

I breathe slowly, deeply, just the way Deb taught me.

“I didn’t know,” I say finally. “Who he was, I mean. And I wasn’t the one driving, Detective, I swear. After I realized who he was—and I only knew because my sister told me later—I decided not to bring it up. What would have been the point?”

He nods throughout, his mouth pressed thinly, his eyebrows raised in a sorrowful shape. I shrug my shoulders up to my ears. “I don’t know what else to say.”

“You told me that it wasn’t you driving that day, the day of the accident.”

“It wasn’t. It was Beau. He made me say⁠—”

“Jodie. Stop.”

He lifts the flap of the envelope and pulls out a single, large, grainy black-and-white photograph.

“I told you. Someone’s always watching.” He hands me the photograph.

I reach for it, and my vision blurs, just for a second, as I stare at a much younger version of me. Next to me is Beau. We are in Beau’s car. The photo was taken from a downward angle, and our eyes are red from the flash.

And I’m the one driving.

“Where did you get this?”

He rubs his hands down his face. “After I realized you knew the victim, I went searching. You would have gone through the Border Patrol checkpoint on I-8, so I checked with them. It was a long shot, but it paid off. You guys didn’t stop.”

I can hear myself breathe hard. Beau was paranoid because he’d had some weed with him. He asked me to play it cool, but I wanted to impress him. I wanted to be like Bonnie and Clyde. So when the agent signaled for us to stop, I accelerated through. To be fair, we both thought it was funny.

“Normally, they’d wipe the photo after a few weeks, but in your case, there was an incident report.”

There’s blood pulsing in my ears. I don’t say anything.

“You ran that man over on purpose, Jodie.”

It had been years since the assault, years since my sister had gone out with him. He and I had no connection whatsoever. We didn’t go to the same schools or live in the same neighborhood. By then, Deb had long moved on from the whole sorry episode and so had he. The whole thing had been so short-lived that nobody, other than me, even knew his name.

And nobody made the connection before.

But when I saw him that night, it all came rushing back. How he’d tried to rape her, stalked her, and terrorized her for weeks.

He was walking on the side of the road, and as we drew near, he turned around, jerked his thumb to hitch a ride. I immediately recognized his ugly face, his crooked nose, and that scar under his right cheekbone. I didn’t even think about it. I jammed my foot on the pedal and swerved.

I think of my sister coming to the police station that night, her eyes red from crying, her features awash with misery. You shouldn’t have done it, Jo. I won’t be able to help you this time. I thought I’d be fine. I was going to serve Beau on a plate. There. Take him. He did it.

It wasn’t fine, but it was still worth it.

“For the record, he was a horrible man. A criminal,” I say.

“I know.”

“What’s going to happen now? Am I going to be tried again?”

He studies my face for a moment. “No. That would violate the prohibition on double jeopardy. You’ve been tried for the crime. You can’t be tried again.”

I let out a breath. “Well, then,” I say, smoothing down my apron. “That’s that, then.”

I stand and extend my hand. “Thank you for stopping by, Detective.”

“I would be remiss if I didn’t tell my superiors.”

I sit back down. “What would they do?”

“I have no idea. It won’t be up to me.”

I sit there, staring at him, trying to think of the implications. Will they look at Roy’s testimony differently once they realize what I did to Deb’s ex-boyfriend? Will they look closer at the CCTV footage of Roy driving his car to and from Erin’s place the night she died?

I shudder.

“Did he hurt other women?” I ask.

“He was charged with rape and assault, yes. Several times.”

“After he stalked my sister?”

“Yes.”

I nod. “So he would have done it again.”

“Most likely.”

“I did the world a favor. You know that.”

He looks at me sharply. “You killed someone, Jodie. We live in a civilized society. We don’t take matters into our own hands.”

God. Now he tells me.

“So everyone will know?”

He shrugs. “It’s possible.”

And all I can think is, Dolores and Mikey. They’re the only friends I’ve ever had. No, they’re more than that. They’re my family. They love me. I’m a normal person to them. What will they think of me now?

“Have you told anyone?” I ask.

“Not yet.”

I slap my hands on my thighs. “I need some cake,” I say. “Will you have some cake with me?”

“I don’t want any cake,” he says, although not unkindly.

“Please, Detective. Have some cake with me. I need to explain some things.”

“It won’t change anything.”

“Please. It’s important to me. And it’s a really good cake.”

He nods wearily.

I go into the kitchen, cut two slices of cake and put them on two plates. Then I reach into the cupboard above the sink and retrieve a champagne flute. It’s the thinnest, most fragile glass I have.

I wrap it twice inside a tea towel and smash it against the sink. Then I retrieve the sharpest shards and push them inside his slice.

No.

Deb is trying to say something. I ignore her. I just push in more shards.

Don’t, Jo.

I want to put my hands over my ears, but I know it won’t make any difference. I must remain focused. I push in a few more shards, to be on the safe side.

Don’t do it.

I stare at the cake to make sure it looks innocent enough. I stare at it for so long, the world goes blurry. Then, before I know it, I’ve flipped the trash can open and shoved the cake into it.

I can’t do it.

I let out a sigh. What will be will be, I guess. I brush my hands together, smooth down my apron and walk back into the living room. “The custard curdled. It’s never happened bef—what are you doing?”

Detective Bates is standing, his chin jutting forward, his jaw tight. His big hands are tearing up a sheet of paper into shreds.

It takes me a moment to understand that it’s the photograph.

He balls the pieces together and throws them into the fireplace.

“You’re right,” he says. “He was a terrible person. You did the world a favor.” He pulls out a lighter and lights up the scraps, then looks at me over his shoulder.

“You sure you don’t have any more cake?”
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