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CHAPTER 1

Everybody lies.

That’s what people say when they want to excuse themselves. Everybody lies, so why shouldn’t I? Little white ones. Big black ones. The kind you tell your boss, your mother, your dentist.

But most people lie about things. I lie about myself.

I’ve done it my whole life. At school, I was whoever the room needed me to be. Sweet for the teachers. Sharp for the girls who ruled the cafeteria. Invisible when invisible kept me safe. I learned early that the real me was a liability. So I built masks. I got good at wearing them. So good, sometimes, that I’d catch my reflection and wonder which face I’d left on.

There’s a word for people like me.

Two-faced.

I hate that word. Because it was never a choice. You don’t wake up one morning and decide to hide yourself. It happens in pieces. Somebody flinches at the truth, so you sand it down. Somebody wants a better version of you, so you deliver one. Do that enough times and the original goes missing.

Then I met Brandon, and I thought the hiding was over. I thought marriage meant one person in the world who got the real face. No performance. No script. Just me.

That was the plan, anyway.

“Paula! Watch this!”

Brandon stood ankle-deep in the surf, a piece of driftwood raised over his head. Twenty feet away, Ruby crouched in the wet sand, tail whipping, eyes locked on the stick with total devotion.

“She’s going to lose her mind,” I said.

“That’s the point.” He hurled it into the waves. Ruby launched after it, all four paws off the ground, and hit the water in an explosion of spray.

Brandon whooped. Actually whooped, at six in the morning, on an empty beach, in rolled-up chinos with the cuffs already soaked.

I stood back where the sand was dry and cold under my bare feet, and I watched my husband cheer for our dog, and I thought: this is it. This is the whole thing. Right here.

The sun hadn’t fully cleared the horizon. The light came in low and gold, and the ocean threw it back in pieces.

“You’re quiet this morning,” Brandon said, jogging back to me. Salt water darkened his shirt where Ruby had shaken herself against him.

“I’m awake before six. This is what awake before six looks like.”

“You’re the one who wanted the sunrise walk.”

“I stand by it.”

He grinned and slung an arm around my shoulders. He smelled of salt and coffee and the cedar soap he refused to switch even after the store stopped stocking it and he had to order it in boxes of twelve. He kissed my temple.

“Best decision I ever made,” he said, “buying a house on a beach.”

“Second best.”

“Right. Second best.” He squeezed me. “First was the dog.”

I elbowed him. He laughed and caught my hand and held it, and we stood there watching Ruby wrestle the driftwood out of the shallows and parade it up the sand as though she’d retrieved it from the bottom of the Pacific.

He was happy. That was the thing about Brandon. Happiness came off him without effort, without cost. He woke up cheerful. He sang in the shower – badly, and with total commitment. He tipped too much and remembered waiters’ names and cried at insurance commercials, then denied it.

And he trusted me. Completely. Blindly.

That was the problem.

Because I was standing on that beach, holding his hand, wearing my best face, and inside me sat a secret with its teeth in my chest. A secret I’d carried into our marriage like contraband. Ten months I’d kept it from him. Ten months of editing myself, one careful sentence at a time.

Tomorrow I’d get on a plane, and he still wouldn’t know why.

If he ever found out – when he found out – he’d understand that the woman he married had been lying since the day they met. That the real face, the one I’d promised myself I’d finally show someone, had stayed locked away after all.

I’d betrayed him before he ever had the chance to know me.

“Hey.” Brandon tugged my hand. “Where’d you go?”

“Nowhere. I’m here.”

Ruby dropped the driftwood at my feet and sat, dripping, expectant.

I looked out at the water instead. The waves rolled in. The light kept climbing. Somewhere behind us, our house waited with its coffee maker and its packed suitcase and its calendar full of tomorrow.

I didn’t want tomorrow.

I wanted this. The cold sand. His hand. The dog. The gold coming off the water.

I wanted someone to reach down and stop the clock, right now, at this exact second, and let me live inside it forever.

Because this was where my happiness was.

And I already knew it couldn’t last.


CHAPTER 2

Our house sat above the beach on a low rise, white weatherboard with a wraparound deck, close enough to the water that we fell asleep to it every night. Brandon bought it two years before we met. He liked to say the house had been waiting for me.

Ten months married. Long enough for him to relax into it. Brandon treated our marriage the way he treated everything – as a sure thing. He’d found the woman, closed the deal, moved on to being happy.

I never managed that. To me, marriage was glass. You carried it carefully, both hands, watching the floor for anything that could trip you. One bad day. One wrong sentence. One phone call from a doctor. Any of it could bring the whole thing down, and you’d never see it coming until you were standing in the pieces.

Ruby shook herself out on the deck while I hosed the sand off her. Brandon made breakfast – eggs, toast, coffee strong enough to strip paint. He cooked in an apron that said KISS THE COOK, which he’d bought himself, and which he pointed at every single morning.

“You have to,” he said, tapping the words.

“House rules.” I kissed him.

“That’s all I ask.”

I sat at the counter and ate his eggs and drank his terrible coffee and smiled at his jokes. My suitcase sat by the bedroom door upstairs, already packed. Tomorrow morning he’d drive me to the airport and I’d fly home for the weekend. My twenty-ninth birthday. Nothing special about twenty-nine, but I’d told him I wanted to spend it with my mother.

That was the story, anyway.

There was truth in it. My mother was real, and she was sick, and I was going to see her. What Brandon didn’t know was everything else. He’d never met her. Never met my twin sister. Never seen the town I grew up in. In ten months of marriage, I’d kept my entire family sealed in a box marked later.

He’d asked, early on. Of course he’d asked. I told him my family was complicated, and difficult, and that I’d introduce him when the time was right. He accepted it because Brandon accepted things. He had a talent for taking the easy answer and letting them wash over.

If he knew what was in that box. The disease that ran through the women in my family like a fault line. My grandmother. My aunt. Now my mother, wasting away in a bed she’d never leave. A coin flip written into my blood.

How do you tell your husband you might have a short life? That the children he wanted might inherit it? You don’t. You smile, and you eat the eggs, and you say the coffee’s great.

“Earth to Paula.” Brandon waved a fork at me. “I said, what do you want to do Monday when you’re back?”

“Surprise me.”

“Dangerous words.” He loaded the dishwasher, grabbed his jacket, checked his phone. “I’ll try to get out early tonight. Dinner somewhere good, since I’m losing you for the weekend.”

“You’ll survive.”

“Barely.” He kissed me at the door, long enough that I nearly told him everything right there. Then he was down the steps, calling back over his shoulder. “Love you. Feed my dog.”

“She’s my dog too!”

“Keep telling yourself that.”

I stood on the deck and waved as his car pulled out, the good wife in her robe. The picture of it.

As his taillights disappeared up the road, Miles Westlake came pounding down it. Our neighbor, mid-forties, ran every morning in gear that cost more than my first car. He slowed when he saw me.

“Morning, Paula. He abandoning you again?”

“Somebody has to pay for all this.”

“Tell him the fence isn’t going to fix itself.” Miles jogged in place, grinning. “You know, if you ever get bored over here, Catherine makes a mean gin and tonic. Strictly medicinal.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Do.” He held the grin a beat longer than he needed to, then took off down the road toward the beach path.

I watched him go. Was that flirting? It had the shape of it. Married men did that, apparently – tossed out little lines to the neighbor’s wife, just to keep the muscle from going soft.

I wondered if Brandon ever flirted. At the office, at conferences, in elevators with women I’d never meet.

Then I laughed at myself, out loud, alone on the deck.

Brandon? Brandon told waitresses about his wife. Brandon was the man other husbands got compared to. Whatever was broken in our marriage, it lived on my side of the bed.

He was just about perfect.

I went inside to finish packing.


CHAPTER 3

I spent the morning doing what I always did when my brain wanted to eat itself. I cleaned.

I vacuumed the bedroom, wiped down the bathroom, stripped and remade a bed we’d only slept in one night. I refolded everything in my suitcase twice. Passport, wallet, phone charger, the little zip pouch of things I couldn’t check.

Alexandra called at ten.

“Tell me you’re packed,” she said. “You’re always packed. It’s disturbing.”

“I’m packed.”

“Of course you are.” My twin’s voice came down the line bright and easy, and something in my chest unclenched for the first time all morning. “Mom’s excited. Well. Mom’s version of excited. She asked twice if you were bringing the husband.”

“Alex.”

“I know, I know. The mystery man stays a mystery.” She let it hang there, then laughed. “One of these days you’re going to have to explain why my brother-in-law has never seen my face. I’m starting to think you told him I’m ugly.”

“You have my face.”

“Exactly. So it’s slander.”

That was as hard as she’d ever push. Alexandra found the whole thing strange – my invisible husband, my invisible house – and she’d turned it into a running joke because that was easier than an argument. Loyal to the bone, my sister. She’d have walked into traffic for me and complained about it after.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “Gate stuff, times, all of it. I’ll text you.”

“Tomorrow.”

I hung up and stood in my clean kitchen and didn’t tell her about the appointment. Two o’clock today. Results. I hadn’t told her about any of it – the tests, the doctor, the reason. She thought this trip was about Mom.

It was easier that way. If I said it out loud to Alexandra, it became real, and if it became real, I’d have to watch my own future arrive on my twin’s face.

I did my errands. Dry cleaning, pharmacy, gas. Then I drove to the mall to meet Bethany.

Bethany Hill had been my best friend for six years, and we made no sense together. She was blonde and loud and built like good news. I was pale and dark and built like a warning label. She said we balanced each other out. She hugged strangers. She cried at dog food ads.

She was already at our table in the food court café, waving with her whole arm.

“There she is! Birthday girl adjacent!” She hugged me, sat me down, pushed a coffee at me. She’d ordered for both of us. She always ordered for both of us. “Okay, so tell me everything. When’s the flight? Are you excited? Is your mom doing okay?”

“Tomorrow morning. Sort of. She’s – she has good days.”

“And Brandon’s really not going? That man would follow you into a burning building.”

“He has work.”

Bethany narrowed her eyes over her cup. “You look tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“You said fine like a hostage.”

I laughed. It came out wrong. It came out high and thin and cracked down the middle, and Bethany’s smile dropped off her face.

“Paula.”

“I’m fine, Beth.”

“Paula.” She put her cup down and took my hand across the table, and that was it. That was all it took. Six years of friendship and one hand.

The food court blurred. My throat closed. I sat in a plastic chair under fluorescent lights, and in the haze I came apart.

“Hey. Hey hey hey.” Bethany was around the table with her arm across my shoulders before I got the first breath in. “What’s going on? Talk to me.”

“I can’t.”

“You can’t what? Honey, you’re scaring me.”

I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. Everything I’d been holding for weeks – for years, if I was honest – shoved up against the back of my teeth. The appointment at two. The word the doctor might say. Brandon’s face when he found out what I’d hidden, and what I was. My marriage, ten months old, already ending in my head.

“Everything’s about to be over,” I said. “My marriage. All of it. Maybe me.”

“What? Nothing is over. Paula, look at me. What are you talking about?”

I lifted my head. Bethany’s face was six inches from mine, wide open, terrified for me, and I loved her so much in that moment I almost couldn’t do it.

Almost.

“Can you keep a secret?” I said.


CHAPTER 4

I told her everything on a bench outside the mall, facing the parking lot, because I couldn’t say it across a table.

The disease. My grandmother, gone at fifty-one. My aunt at forty-seven. My mother, who couldn’t hold a cup anymore. The women in my family drew short straws, one generation after the next, and nobody could tell you whose turn it was until it started.

And it had started. The tremor in my left hand, three weeks ago, so slight I could pretend it was too much coffee. The night my legs buckled on the stairs. The tests I’d taken at a clinic across town where nobody knew my name.

“Today,” I said. “Two o’clock. Results.”

Bethany had gone pale under her makeup. “And Brandon doesn’t know any of it. The disease. Your mom. The tests.”

“No.”

“Paula.” She said my name the softest I’d ever heard it. “He should be here. He should be holding your hand in that waiting room. That’s the whole job. That’s what he signed up for.”

“He didn’t sign up for this. He signed up for the other Paula.”

“There is no other Paula.”

There were about six, but I didn’t say that.

She came with me. Of course she came with me. She drove because my hands were useless, and she talked the whole way about nothing – her sister’s wedding, a diet she’d quit, a coworker she hated – laying words down over my panic the whole drive across town.

The clinic smelled of hand sanitizer and carpet. We sat in the waiting room under a TV playing a cooking show with the sound off. Bethany held my hand and didn’t let go until the nurse called my name.

“I’m right here,” she said. “Right in this chair.”

I followed the nurse down the corridor. My legs took me there while the rest of me floated somewhere behind, up near the ceiling tiles.

Dr. Osman’s office had a desk, two chairs, and a wall of certificates. She sat behind a folder with my name on it. Everything moved slowly. Sound arrived from a long way off. I lowered myself into the chair and pressed my hands flat against my thighs to hold them down.

This was the room. This was the room where I found out how my life ended.

“Paula.” Dr. Osman folded her hands on the folder. “How are you feeling?”

“You tell me.”

It came out barely above a whisper. She smiled. Doctors shouldn’t smile before a death sentence – that was the thought moving through my head, distant and slow, as she opened the folder.

“I have your results. The genetic panel and the blood work.” She turned a page around to face me, tapping a line I couldn’t read. “The panel came back negative. You don’t carry the marker. You don’t have your mother’s condition, and you’re not going to develop it.”

The room tilted. I gripped the chair.

“That’s wrong,” I said. “The symptoms. My hand. The stairs. I’ve been dizzy for weeks, I –”

“You did have symptoms, and they’re real, and they have a cause.” Dr. Osman turned another page. That smile again. “Your blood work explains all of it. The fatigue, the dizziness, the tremor.”

“Then what’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing is wrong with you, Paula. You’re pregnant.”


CHAPTER 5

I don’t remember standing up. I remember Dr. Osman saying eight weeks, and a printout, and her voice recommending an OB, and then I was walking down the corridor with the paper in my hand and my whole body ringing.

Bethany shot out of her chair the second she saw my face.

“What happened? What did they –”

“I don’t have it.”

She grabbed my arms. “Say that again.”

“I don’t have it, Beth. I don’t have the marker. I’m not sick.” The laugh burst out of me from somewhere I hadn’t reached in weeks. “I’m pregnant.”

Bethany screamed. In the waiting room, in front of the nurse and an old man with a walker and a woman with two toddlers, my best friend screamed and grabbed me and jumped us both up and down like we’d won a game show. The woman with the toddlers clapped. She had no idea why. Neither did I. It was that kind of afternoon.

We made it to the parking lot before I cried again – the opposite kind, the kind that leaves you lighter. Bethany kept one hand on the wheel and one on my shoulder the whole way back to the mall.

“A baby.” She smacked the steering wheel. “A baby! And no disease, Paula. Do you understand? You get to keep everything. The husband, the house, the whole life. It was never going anywhere.”

“You can’t tell anyone. Not until –”

“Locked. Buried.” She mimed turning a key at her lips, then immediately kept talking. “When are you telling Brandon?”

That stopped me.

Brandon. The father. The man whose child I was carrying and whose face I could see, precisely, the moment I told him – the double blink, the grin arriving in stages, the whoop. He’d whoop. He’d pick me up off the floor. He’d call his mother before I finished the sentence.

“I’m supposed to fly out in the morning,” I said. “Can I even – I can’t just get on a plane now.”

“Pregnant women fly all the time. But that’s not the question.” Bethany pulled into the lot beside my car and turned to face me. “The question is whether you want to sit on this for three days smiling at your mother, or whether you want to tell your husband his life just changed. Today. Now.”

“He’s at work.”

“So go to his work.” She said it as though it were nothing. As though you could just do that – drive downtown, ride the elevator up, and hand a man the best day of his life in the middle of a Thursday.

You could, though. That was the thing. I could.

“Go,” Bethany said. “I want a full report tonight. Every word, every face he makes.”

I hugged her across the console, hard enough to hurt, and got out.

The drive downtown took forty minutes and I don’t remember most of it. The city assembled itself around me as I drove in off the coast road – glass towers stacking up against the sky, traffic thickening, the harbor flashing between buildings in slices of silver. Every red light, I put my hand on my stomach. Eight weeks. There was a person in there. A person Brandon and I had made without knowing it, back when I thought my body was writing me a death sentence. It had been writing a birth announcement.

All those weeks bracing to lose everything, and instead the world had handed me more of it.

I thought about the disease I’d carried in my head since I was nineteen, the countdown I’d run under every good moment, and I let it go, lane by lane, light by light. No countdown. No coin flip. Just a future, wide open, with a nursery in it.

I thought about names. I’m not ashamed of it. Forty minutes in traffic and I named that baby six times.

By the time I pulled into the parking garage under Brandon’s building, my face ached from smiling.

All my dreams were coming true. I actually thought those words, riding the elevator up from the garage with the printout folded in my purse like a golden ticket.

Every single dream, coming true at once.


CHAPTER 6

Brandon’s firm took up the eleventh floor of a glass tower on Halston Street. I’d been up there maybe a dozen times in ten months. Enough that the security guy waved me through. Enough that I knew who I was smiling at.

The elevator doors opened onto the reception floor and the first person I saw was Bridget.

Bridget Kohl. Client accounts. She wore blazers with shoulders you could land a plane on and treated conversation as a competitive sport. I’d disliked her from the first handshake, and I was fairly sure it ran both ways, and neither of us had ever once let it show. That was the arrangement.

“Paula!” She lit up. Both hands out, squeezing my arms, air kiss. “Oh my God, what are you doing here? You look adorable. Doesn’t matter. Come here.”

“Bridget. Hi. Heading to lunch?”

“Trying. If the Hendricks people ever let us breathe.” She rolled her eyes toward the conference rooms. “We closed the Meridian account this morning, did Brandon tell you? Insane quarter. I basically carried it, don’t tell anyone.” She laughed at her own joke, and I laughed too, both of us performing beautifully. “Anyway – you here for Brandon?”

“Thought I’d surprise him.”

“Cute. He’s around, but clients are in – he got pulled into some big meeting. Could be a while, honestly.” She was already drifting toward the elevator, waving with her fingers. “So good to see you! We should do drinks. We keep saying it.”

“We keep saying it,” I agreed, and we both smiled, and neither of us meant a word.

The main floor hummed past the reception doors – phones, keyboards, someone laughing in the kitchenette. I threaded through the desks scanning for Brandon’s dark head above the partitions. Familiar faces nodded at me. He wasn’t at the Hendricks meeting glass, wasn’t in the kitchenette, wasn’t anywhere.

His office sat at the far corner, where the windows met. Giselle’s desk guarded the door.

Giselle had been Brandon’s secretary for three years. Efficient, pretty, endlessly composed – I’d never seen her flustered.

She was flustered now.

She stood up too fast when she saw me. An actual jolt, her chair rolling back and hitting the window ledge.

“Mrs. Winslow. Hi.” Her eyes went to the corridor behind me, then back. “Brandon’s not – he’s in a meeting. Off the floor. It’s going to run long, I think. Really long.”

“That’s fine. I’ll wait in his office.”

“Oh – you know what, the lobby’s probably better? There’s coffee down there, I can call you the second he –”

“Giselle. I’m his wife.” I smiled to soften it and walked past her. “I know where the sofa is.”

She said something behind me, half a syllable, and then I was inside with the door swinging shut.

Brandon’s office. Corner windows, harbor view, the desk I’d helped him pick. Photos of us on the shelf – the wedding, the beach, Ruby as a puppy. I hung my coat on the hook and settled into the leather sofa.

Through the interior window, Giselle had a phone pressed to her ear. She glanced back at me, caught me watching, and spun away.

I did my nails. I’d bought a little file at the pharmacy that morning and I sat on my husband’s sofa shaping my nails and rehearsing it. I’m pregnant. We’re pregnant. You’re going to be a dad. Which words, in which order. Whether I’d hand him the printout or make him guess. Whether he’d cry. He’d cry. He cried at insurance commercials.

We’d go to dinner tonight and I’d order sparkling water and wait for him to notice.

A chime sounded from the desk. His computer.

I glanced up. Through the glass, Giselle had left her post – a man from accounts had pulled her three desks away over some paperwork, her back to me.

I don’t know why I got up. That’s not true. I got up because I was happy and nosy and it was my husband’s desk, and there had never been a single thing in our life I wasn’t allowed to see.

The email sat at the top of his inbox, subject line bold.

Isadora Bell, Client Services. Subject: Tomorrow’s Meeting.

A client. I nearly walked away. My hand was already lifting off the mouse.

Isadora Bell.

Is-adora-bell.

Is adorable.

I read it again, the letters rearranging themselves, and something cold slid down the back of my neck. That’s weird, I thought. That’s a weird name. That’s a made-up name.

I clicked.

The message was three lines long.

What time is her plane leaving? Can I meet you at the airport after? I can’t stand being apart from you.


CHAPTER 7

Her plane.

I read it four times. The words held their shape. Her plane. My plane. The one I boarded tomorrow morning.

Heat crawled up my throat. My hand moved on its own and scrolled up, into the thread, into weeks of it. Counting the hours. Thinking about you all through dinner. A photo of a hotel bar I’d never been to. You were perfect last night. Sender after sender after sender, Isadora Bell, Isadora Bell, Isadora Bell.

Movement snagged the corner of my eye. Through the interior window, past Giselle’s empty desk – Brandon, crossing the main floor, shaking a client’s hand, thirty seconds away.

My body handled it. Whatever ran my hands marked the email unread, restored the screen, and had me back on the sofa with my legs crossed and the nail file out before the door opened.

“Paula?” Brandon stopped in the doorway. Surprise first. Then the grin. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

“Surprising you.” My voice arrived from somewhere. It sounded like mine.

“Giselle didn’t call me. Some guard dog.” He crossed the room and kissed the top of my head, and I smelled cedar soap, and I wanted to be sick. “This is a good surprise. Everything okay?”

Tell him you’re pregnant, said one voice.

Her plane, said the other.

“I was downtown,” I said. “Errands. Thought I’d catch you for lunch, but Bridget said you had clients in, so – honestly I should have called first. It’s nothing. I’ll let you get back.”

I stood. He caught my hand.

“Whoa, hey. Slow down. You drove all the way in.” His thumb moved over my knuckles, his eyes searching my face, warm and worried, the whole husband act, and it was flawless. It had always been flawless. That was the discovery of the afternoon. “You sure you’re okay? You seem –”

“Last-minute trip stuff. Packing brain.” I found a smile and put it on. I’ve worn masks my whole life. I never dreamed I’d need a special one for him. “Go close your deals. I’ll see you at dinner.”

“Seven o’clock. Somewhere good.” He kissed me, and I let him, and I held my breath through it. “Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Both of us were flawless.

He walked me to the door, then rounded back toward his desk. I made myself keep moving – but in the glass I caught it: Brandon leaning over his screen, going through what had come in. The bold unread line at the top.

He glanced up at me through the window. Half a second. Something passed behind his eyes.

Then it was gone, and he smiled, and waved me off, and sat down.

Giselle was back at her desk. “Have a good trip, Mrs. Winslow,” she said, bright as a bell.

Isadora Bell.

“Thanks, Giselle.”

The main floor stretched a mile long. I walked it with my chin up and my face arranged, past the desks and the phones and the people who maybe knew, who maybe all knew – how far does a thing like that travel in an office? Was I the only person on the eleventh floor who hadn’t heard about Isadora?

Bridget ambushed me at reception, purse over her shoulder, heading out at last.

“Still here! Did you find him?”

“Found him.”

“Isn’t he swamped? God, this quarter.” She kept talking. She talked about the Meridian account and a restaurant I had to try and how tired I looked – “you’re flying tomorrow, right? Travel wrecks the skin, you poor thing, drink water on the plane” – and I stood there nodding with my face frozen in a half smile I could feel going wrong at the edges, saying nothing, because if I opened my mouth I didn’t know what would come out of it.

“Anyway – drinks when you’re back. For real this time.” She squeezed my arm and clacked away down the corridor.

The elevator arrived empty. I stepped in. The doors sealed shut, and the floor sank away, and somewhere around the eighth floor I screamed – one raw, ugly sound, both fists against my mouth.

By the lobby, I’d fixed my face.

By the lobby, you’d never have known.


CHAPTER 8

I don’t remember the drive home. The coast road happened somewhere outside the windshield, and then I was in our driveway, and the house was sitting there in the afternoon sun.

Inside, nothing looked the same.

The kitchen table where we ate breakfast – a prop. The sofa where we watched movies – set dressing. The chairs, the cupboards, the photos on the stairs, the bed upstairs where he slept with his arm across me every night. All of it belonged to a show I hadn’t known I was in. Even the waves outside sounded wrong, like a recording of waves.

Ten months of marriage. A whole life. A lie with a mortgage.

His laptop sat on the desk in the study, lid open, the way he always left it. Brandon never locked anything. His phone sat around the house face-up. His passwords were birthdays. I used to think it was trust. Standing in the study doorway with my hands shaking, I understood it had been strategy. Leave it all in the open and check it later – nothing moved, nothing read. A tripwire. And for ten months, the good wife had never touched a thing, so the good wife had stopped being watched.

I touched it now.

His email account opened without a password. And there it was at the top of the inbox: he’d already replied to her. An hour ago. While I was driving home.

You know I have work tomorrow afternoon. I have to go in, otherwise it will be suspicious. But I will see you tomorrow night, and we will make the weekend last a lifetime.

The weekend. My weekend. My mother’s deathbed and my birthday, and they were going to make it last a lifetime.

I sat down in his chair and I read everything.

They’d been careful – no names, no workplaces – and they’d been at it for months. Every trip I’d taken, there they were. The conference weekend in March. The two nights I sat with my mother in June. Motel names. A hotel with a spa. Do you think she suspects, and: She has no idea. She’s not the suspicious type. Thanks for the flowers, they were beautiful, I told everyone they were from my sister.

My stomach rolled. I kept scrolling.

Then, from three weeks ago. Isadora: When are you going to tell her about us?

Brandon: I’d rather kill her first than have her find out.

Isadora: I’ll hold you to that.

Brandon: We’ll discuss later.

I made it to the study wastebasket before my body decided against it, and knelt there over the bin, shaking, while the screen glowed above me.

A joke. Married men made jokes. I’d rather die than sit through another dinner party. It was that. It was probably that. I pulled myself back into the chair and read it again, and the words sat there refusing to be a joke, with her answer underneath.

I’ll hold you to that.

I went through his trash folder. Mostly nothing – receipts, newsletters. One survivor: Isadora, months old, complaining. I hate this name. I hate hiding. I want to be somewhere they know my real one. You promised me that eventually.

Her real one. I searched the account top to bottom for it. Nothing. No photo, no phone number, no slip. Whoever she was, my husband had built her a fake name and a clean inbox, and he’d done it well.

He was good at this. That was the thing I kept arriving at, sitting in his chair as the light moved across the study wall. My cheerful, transparent, singing-in-the-shower husband was patient and careful and good at this.

For one long, black minute, I stood at the edge of something. I felt like killing him. Killing myself. The thought even brushed the baby, and that was the thought that snapped me back – no. Not that. Never that. None of this was that baby’s fault. None of it was mine, either.

I didn’t deserve this. I had done everything right except one secret, one kindness of a secret, and he had done this.

I closed the laptop and sat in the quiet study, and something in me went cool and smooth, like water finding its level.

Crying was over. Screaming in elevators was over.

There was a way to handle this. Slow. Calculated. Methodical. Cold.

I’d spent twenty-nine years learning to wear faces. He’d only ever met the nice one.

I could still get everything I wanted. It just wasn’t the same list as this morning.


CHAPTER 9

Brandon called at five.

“Hey, you.” Office noise behind him. Her, maybe, three desks away. “Change of plans – I have to stay back an hour. Can you meet me at Aurelio’s at seven instead of me coming home first?”

“Seven’s fine.”

“You’re the best. Hey – you sounded off earlier. All good?”

“All good. Go work.”

“Love you.”

“You too.” I hung up and looked at the phone in my hand. Two words, and I hadn’t even had to reach for them. It was frightening how available they were.

I’d already called Alexandra. Twenty minutes, pacing the deck, my voice level the entire time. There were things I needed from her tomorrow – adjustments to the plan, a favor only a twin could do. I didn’t tell her why. She asked. I said not on the phone, and Alexandra, being Alexandra, went quiet for a second and then said okay. Tell me tomorrow. Whatever it is, okay.

Loyal to the bone.

After that I washed dishes to have something to do with my hands. I was rinsing the breakfast mugs when I saw the sender name in my head again – Isadora Bell, bold, at the top of his inbox – and Brandon’s mug came apart against the sink. I hadn’t decided to do it. My arm just fired. Pieces everywhere, one skittering across the counter, a chip out of the porcelain edge of the sink.

“Hello? Paula?”

A face at the back door. I jumped. Catherine Westlake stood on my deck with her hands cupped around her eyes, peering through the glass.

Miles’s wife. Champagne-blonde, yoga-toned, a smile that always lasted slightly too long. I unlocked the door because there was nothing else to do.

“Catherine. Hi.”

“I knocked out front – you must not have heard.” She stepped in past me, uninvited, her eyes doing a slow lap of my kitchen. “Is Brandon around? He promised Miles he’d come look at our water heater. Man of many talents, your husband.”

“He’s at work.”

“At work.” She repeated it with a small tilt of her head, as if the words needed checking. “On a Thursday evening. They run him hard, don’t they.”

“Big quarter, apparently.” When had Brandon promised them anything? He hadn’t mentioned it. There was a time that meant nothing. “I’ll tell him about the water heater.”

Her gaze had found the sink. Shattered porcelain, everywhere.

“Goodness. What happened?”

“Dropped a mug.”

“All the way across the counter?”

“It bounced.” I smiled. She smiled. The kitchen clock ticked. “Clumsy day.”

“We all have them.” Catherine drifted closer, and her hand landed on my forearm – light, warm, there. I flinched before I could stop it. She noticed. She left the hand where it was for a full second before lifting it. “You seem tense, sweetheart. You know what you two need? Come over tonight. I’m making too much food anyway, and Miles bought some ridiculous wine –”

“We can’t. We have a dinner. Restaurant.”

“After, then. Nightcap. It’ll be fun.” Her eyes stayed on mine, bright and unblinking, and something under my skin crawled. “We never see enough of you, Paula. Either of you. Miles was just saying.”

“I fly out early tomorrow. I need a real night’s sleep. Another time.”

“That’s right – your trip.” She said it slowly. “Brandon mentioned. All weekend, isn’t it? He’ll be rattling around all alone over here.”

“He’ll survive.”

“I’m sure he will.” Catherine gathered herself up, patted my arm again – I held the flinch this time – and let herself out the way she’d come. “Safe flight, sweetheart. We’ll take care of things on this end.”

I watched her cross the deck and disappear around the hedge, and I stood at my back door running every word of it back.

How did she know about my trip? Brandon mentioned. When? Why? Since when did my husband and Catherine Westlake chat about my travel schedule?

Yesterday, I’d have noticed none of it. Yesterday she was a neighbor being a neighbor. That was the poison of it – the paranoia. Every woman in a hundred miles had a new face now, a second face under the first.

I swept the porcelain into the bin and looked out at the Westlake house through the kitchen window, its lights coming on against the dusk.

Could she be Isadora?


CHAPTER 10

Aurelio’s did white tablecloths and candles and a wine list you needed both hands to hold. Brandon’s pick. I saw why the moment the hostess led me across the floor.

“Surprise, darling!”

Helen Winslow rose from a table set for five, arms out, bracelets ringing. My mother-in-law wore emerald silk and enough perfume to season the food, and beside her, half-standing, half-caught in the tablecloth, was Marissa.

“Careful –” Helen said, not looking at her.

Marissa sat back down, knocking her fork to the floor, diving for it, hitting her head on the table edge on the way up. Brandon’s little sister was twenty-six, built like a paper straw, with enormous pale eyes that fixed on things a beat too long. She still lived with Helen. Helen made sure everyone knew what a blessing and a burden that was.

“Happy birthday, Paula,” Marissa said, to my collarbone.

“We couldn’t let you sneak off for your birthday weekend with no send-off,” Helen announced, kissing the air beside both my cheeks. “Brandon arranged everything. Isn’t he wonderful?”

“He’s something.”

We sat. A gin fizz was already sweating at Brandon’s empty place – they’d ordered his drink before he’d arrived. Of course they had. The sun rose and set on schedule too.

“Open your gift,” Helen commanded, sliding a heavy box across the table. “Before he gets here. I want full credit.”

Inside, nested in tissue, sat an espresso machine. Compact, Italian, gleaming.

“It’s the one Brandon liked at our place,” Helen said. “He drinks those doubles of his morning and night, and honestly, Paula, the coffee at your house.” She let the sentence die of natural causes. “Now you can make it properly for him.”

A birthday gift, for me, for making my husband’s coffee.

“It even froths,” Marissa offered.

“Thank you, Helen. It’s perfect.” I smiled with my whole face. Ten months of training at this table. “He does love his doubles.”

Marissa leaned in, eyes enormous. “Is it true you’re flying for your birthday? On the actual day? Do they do anything on the plane if they know? Like announce it?”

“I – don’t think so.”

“Would you want them to? I’d die. Do you have a window seat? I have to have the window or I count the aisle lights the whole flight. How many hours is it? What row?”

“Marissa,” Helen said, “let the poor girl breathe,” and then, turning to me without a beat of pause: “Speaking of – whereabouts is home, exactly? All this time and I’ve never gotten it out of you. Your mother’s there, your sister? Brandon says he’s never met a soul of them. I said to him, ten months, darling, that’s peculiar, even for private people.”

The bread arrived. God bless the bread.

“Small town. Nothing to see. Mom’s health makes visits hard.” I broke a roll I had no plans to eat. “Soon, though.”

“Mm.” Helen’s eyes were exactly her son’s, and for one second they did exactly what his had done through the office glass. Then the waiter appeared, and she was ordering for the table.

Brandon blew in at seven-twenty, tie loose, apologies everywhere, kissing his mother first – I noted the order of operations tonight; I was noting everything tonight – then me, then rubbing Marissa’s head until she squirmed and glowed.

And behind him, materializing out of the bar crowd: Seth Meyers. Brandon’s oldest friend, business associate, best man. Silk jacket, phone in hand.

“The birthday girl!” Seth pointed both fingers at me. “Paula. Gorgeous as ever. I’m not staying – don’t panic, Helen – I just need your husband for one drink. One. Contracts.”

“Seth,” Brandon said, “it’s her birthday dinner.”

“One drink. She can spare you. You can spare him, right, Paula?”

Everyone at the table watched me. I could have said no. The old Paula would have said of course, and the new one, the cold smooth one, saw no gain in anything else.

“Go,” I said. “Close your deals.”

So my husband spent the first forty minutes of my birthday dinner at the bar with Seth Meyers, laughing at things I couldn’t hear, while I ate branzino between his mother and his sister. When he came back he was loose and warm and sorry, so sorry, and he draped himself over Marissa’s chair and teased her about the aisle lights until she laughed so hard she cried.

He was affectionate all night. With his sister. With his mother. With the waiter, with the room.

I sat with my glass of untouched wine and watched my husband shine, and I thought about a sender name in bold, and I smiled at all the right moments, every single one.

It was the hardest dinner of my life. But I got through it.

I had somewhere to be tomorrow.


CHAPTER 11

Brandon came home loose-limbed and humming, three drinks past his usual. He produced a white box from the fridge with a flourish.

“Cheesecake. From Delano’s. The one you liked at Seth’s thing.” He set it on the counter and pulled a bottle from the wine rack. “And this. Birthday nightcap. One slice, one glass, and I’ll have you asleep by ten, promise.”

“Just the cake for me. Early flight.”

“More wine for the abandoned husband, then.” He cut two slices, licking his thumb, cheerful as a golden retriever. Then his face did its concerned thing, the little fold between the brows. “Hey. About tonight. I’m sorry about Seth – the bar, the contracts. Terrible timing. I could see you were upset.”

He’d seen something, at least. He’d read the wrong cause into it, and that suited me fine.

“It’s your mother’s espresso machine you should apologize for.”

He laughed, relieved, and the fold vanished. Easy answer, home built in it. “She means well. She just also means it about the coffee.”

We ate cheesecake at the counter. He told stories – Marissa and the aisle lights, a client who couldn’t pronounce Meridian, his mother sending back the branzino. He was funny. That was the worst part of the whole night, how funny he was, how easy it would have been to laugh for real and slide back into the show and let myself forget the inbox.

I laughed at the right places instead.

By eleven he was in bed. By eleven-fifteen he was gone, flat on his back, one arm flung across my side of the mattress, breathing in that deep unbothered rhythm of a man with nothing on his conscience or a man with no conscience at all. Ten months sharing that bed and I no longer knew which.

I watched him from the doorway for a full minute. He didn’t stir.

His laptop woke without a password.

Two new emails from Isadora Bell since dinner. I read them standing in the dark study, my face lit blue.

Can’t stop thinking about tomorrow night. And then, an hour later, needy: You’ve gone dark on me. Is everything OK? Did she notice something today? She came to the office, B. That’s not nothing. Be careful until she’s gone.

She knew I’d come to the office. Fresh information, hours old. Either he’d told her at the bar tonight, or she’d been on that floor to see it herself.

I filed that away, and then I went to work.

Settings. Account security. I typed carefully, the room silent except for the keys.

Recovery email: his old college address, long dead. I replaced it with an address I’d created that afternoon in the airport parking app on my phone, a nothing address, a name made of static.

Recovery phone: his cell. I replaced it with the number of a prepaid SIM currently sitting in my purse, bought with cash from the pharmacy, the same errand run that had bought a nail file.

Then the password. His college hockey number and the year he graduated – the same string he’d used since before we met, since forever, because nothing had ever taught him to be careful. I typed the replacement over it. Twenty characters. Nothing about it was him.

The screen asked if I wanted to sign out all other devices.

Not yet. I clicked no. Everything stays normal until it doesn’t.

I sat back. On the screen, my husband’s whole secret life lay open under my hands – every word he’d ever written to her, every word he ever would. He could change nothing now without me watching. He could delete nothing I couldn’t recover. He’d locked his affair in a room, and I’d just changed the locks.

Upstairs, the mattress creaked. I froze. Footsteps to the bathroom, water, footsteps back. The bed took him again.

I closed the laptop, leaving it exactly two inches from the desk lamp, angled the way he’d left it, the tripwire undisturbed.

Then I went up, slid under his flung arm, and closed my eyes.

Tomorrow, said the last cold thought before sleep. Tomorrow we’ll discuss it, darling.

You have no idea who you married either.


CHAPTER 12

The smell of bacon woke me. For three seconds, life was normal. Then it wasn’t, and I got up and put my face on.

Brandon stood at the stove in the KISS THE COOK apron. Eggs, bacon, toast cut in triangles. Ruby sat at his feet, tracking every movement of the pan.

“There she is. Birthday girl, day of.” He pointed at the apron. I kissed him. House rules. “Sit. Eat. You’ve got a flight to catch and I’m not sending you off hungry.”

He was luminous this morning. Coffee poured before I asked, my toast buttered to the edges, humming to the radio. Guilt looked like a beautiful morning.

“So listen.” He sat across from me, chin on his fist. “When you land Monday, don’t make plans. I’ve got a surprise going. A big one.”

“What kind of surprise?”

“The kind you don’t get to ask about.” He grinned. “It might be the best thing I’ve ever done. That’s your only hint.”

He said it looking me right in the eyes, warm as the toast. I searched for the seam in it and found nothing. Best actor I’d ever seen – and I said, “I hate surprises,” and smiled, and he said, “You’ll like this one,” and we beamed at each other over the bacon, two professionals at the top of our fields.

“Oh – wait. Before I forget again.” He jogged to the hall closet and came back with a small box, ribboned. “This was supposed to be at dinner last night, but Seth happened.”

Inside lay a necklace. A fine gold chain with a single pearl, small and off-round, glowing faintly against the velvet.

“It was in the window at that place by the marina. I saw it and that was it – I don’t know. It was you.” He shrugged, boyish, suddenly unsure of himself. “Is it – do you like it?”

It was beautiful. It was exactly what I’d have chosen. Ten months of him noticing everything about me and none of it stopping him. My eyes burned, and I let them – it read as the right emotion from the outside.

“Put it on me,” I said.

His fingers worked the clasp at the back of my neck. The pearl settled cool in the hollow of my throat.

“Wear it this weekend,” he murmured into my hair. “So I’m with you.”

“I won’t take it off.”

We cleaned up. I fed Ruby, topped her water, crouched down and let her lick my chin while Brandon loaded my suitcase into the car. She whined at the door when we left. Dogs know things.

Brandon talked the whole first stretch of highway – the surprise, Monday dinner plans, whether I’d packed warm enough. Then, at a red light, he went quiet. His phone sat in the console cradle, and he frowned at it, thumbed it awake, frowned deeper.

“Huh.”

“What?”

“My email’s signed out.” He tapped, retyped, waited. “It’s not taking my password.”

“The office wifi thing again?”

“No, it’s –” Tap. Tap. The light turned green, and the car behind us honked, and he drove with one hand and kept glancing at the phone like it had bitten him. “Incorrect password. That’s insane. It’s been the same password for –” He caught himself. “Forever.”

Forever. Since before me. I looked out the window.

“I’ve got client contracts in there. The Meridian signatures. If I’m locked out –” He exhaled through his nose, working the problem. “Okay. IT can reset it from the office. I’m going straight in after I drop you anyway.”

“Straight in?” I said. “Aren’t you meeting clients somewhere?”

“You know I’m working today.” The answer arrived a half-beat fast. “I’ll be in and out of the office. Contracts. Boring stuff. I’ll be home with Ruby by dinner, pizza for one, very sad picture.” He found his grin again and reached over and squeezed my knee. “Don’t worry about the email thing. Probably got hacked by some bot in wherever. I’ll sort it.”

“Probably,” I said. “You should be more careful, honey.”

The airport rose up out of the flatland ahead, tails of parked planes glinting over the terminal roofs.

He put both hands on the wheel. I touched the pearl at my throat and watched the departures ramp curl toward us.


CHAPTER 13

He insisted on parking and walking me in. Of course he did. The performance had a hall to fill.

He wheeled my suitcase through the glass doors, found my airline on the boards, steered us toward security with a hand at the small of my back. The terminal boiled around us – families, tour groups, a lost-looking man with a sign. Brandon moved through it all lit up with helpfulness.

At the security line, he set the suitcase down and took both my hands.

“Okay,” he said. “Text me when you land. And when you get to your mom’s. And whenever else.”

“That’s a lot of texting.”

“I’m a lot of husband.”

He was. I gave him that, silently, one flat cold inch of me, while the rest arranged itself into a wife saying goodbye.

Then his smile faded, and the fold appeared between his brows, and he held on to my hands.

“Hey. Look at me a second.” He searched my face, back and forth, eyes exactly his mother’s. “Are you sure there’s nothing wrong? And don’t say packing brain. You’ve been somewhere else since yesterday. If something’s going on – with your mom, with us, with anything – you can tell me. You know that, right? You can tell me anything.”

The terminal noise fell away. He stood there holding my hands in the security line, thumb moving over my wedding ring, and for one vertiginous second the floor of the whole plan tilted under me. You can tell me anything. Eyes wide open, voice low and true. Aisle after aisle of witnesses.

He was magnificent. If I hadn’t read the emails myself, I’d have sworn on my life no such woman existed.

“Nothing’s wrong,” I said. “I’m just tired, and I hate leaving you.”

The fold held for a second. Then it smoothed, because he wanted it to, because the easy answer was right there and Brandon always, always moved in with it.

“Monday,” he said. “Big surprise. Don’t forget.”

“I can’t wait.”

He kissed me – long, both hands in my hair, a kiss with an audience – and stepped back, and I took my suitcase and walked into the queue. At the bend I turned. He stood past the barrier watching me, and he raised one hand, and held it up, and kept holding it.

I raised mine back. Then the line folded around a screen wall, and my husband disappeared.

I counted ninety seconds. Then I stepped out of the queue, apologized to a woman with a stroller, and walked back out of the security entrance the way I’d come, head down, one traveler among ten thousand. No sign of him. He’d be at the parking pay station by now, or already pulling out, phone in the cradle, dialing IT. Or dialing her.

I moved down the terminal, past the gift shops, past a bar full of morning drinkers, past gate after gate, to the far wing where the flights thinned out. Down a corridor by the family restrooms sat a single-door bathroom marked with a wheelchair sign.

I knocked twice, then once.

The lock clicked. The door opened three inches, and my own face looked out at me through the gap.

Inside, I turned the lock behind me. Alexandra stood by the sinks in jeans and a gray hoodie – my jeans, my hoodie, bought in duplicate months ago for a joke that had stopped being one. Her hair, blonde her whole adult life, was black now, cut to my length, parted on my side. Dyed two days ago, on my instructions, before I’d known why I was giving them.

“Well?” She turned her head left and right. “Did the salon nail it or what?”

“It’s perfect. You’re me.”

“I’m the pretty one, but sure.” Twin joke, older than we were. Her grin died fast. “Paula. What’s going on?”

I gave her the shape of it. The bones. Brandon has someone. I need this weekend, and I need to have been on that plane. She listened the whole way through with her jaw setting harder, and she never once said are you sure, because she knew I’d be sure before I ever said it out loud.

We swapped. Clothes first – her hoodie and jeans for my traveling dress, the pearl necklace unclasped and dropped in my purse. She handed me the blonde wig, real hair, good, and stood behind me fitting it while I held the hairline. In the mirror we changed places: Alexandra in black, me in blonde.

IDs. Boarding pass. My phone stayed with me; hers came to me too, in case. She’d land, take a cab to Mom’s, be Paula all weekend for anyone but Mom. Alexandra got sick and stayed home. Poor Alexandra.

She held my shoulders and looked at me in the mirror. Same face, twice.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” she said. “Whatever this is. You’ve got the perfect alibi for a whole weekend. That’s not nothing, and it’s a little scary, if I think about it. What are you going to do while I’m being you?”

I checked the wig line one last time.

“Oh,” I said, “nothing that bad.”


CHAPTER 14

The cab rank moved fast on a Friday morning. I slid into the back of a silver sedan with a cardboard pine tree swinging from the mirror, gave the driver a corner four blocks from my house, and watched the airport fall away behind us.

Somewhere overhead, in the next hour, my seat on Flight 116 would board with my sister in it. Paula Winslow, confirmed, scanned, manifested. Thirty thousand feet of alibi.

The woman in the taxi was Alexandra Pike, blonde, sunglasses, headed into the city. Nobody in the world was looking for her.

“Good flight?” the driver asked. Older guy, gravel voice, eyes in the mirror.

“Short one.”

“Best kind. Visiting or coming home?”

“Visiting. My sister lives out here.”

“Yeah? Nice for you. Me, my brother’s in Phoenix. See him maybe twice a decade, and he still owes me money from the first time.” He chuckled at his own joke and took the ramp onto the coast road, and the ocean unrolled to the right, glittering, indifferent.

I watched it and did arithmetic.

Brandon dropped me at nine-forty. Straight to the office, he’d said, the afternoon, contracts. Isadora’s email had said tomorrow night – tonight now. Which gave me the house empty from now until whenever his sad pizza-for-one performance was scheduled to begin, and gave the two of them a reunion planned for tonight, at some hotel, some motel, somewhere in the city with a bar she’d already photographed.

Unless I moved it.

The driver had opinions about the coast road traffic and shared them at length – the roadwork by the marina, the cyclists, the tourists who braked for whales. I said mm at the right intervals, watching the water. My hands lay folded in my lap, and they were steady, and I kept checking that they were steady, some part of me waiting for the shaking to start. Nothing. Cold and level, all the way down. It turns out that’s what’s under the last mask. Good to finally meet me.

My phone buzzed. Brandon: Miss you already. Did you board?

At the gate now, I typed. Miss you too. Then, one beat later: Are you going home now, I think I left the cooker on.

The reply came fast. Sorry babe, gotta work. But I switched it off anyway before we left. And now contracts wait for no man. Ruby and I will hold down the fort tonight. Love you. Fly safe.

Still going to in to work. Confirmed. I put the phone face-down on my knee and breathed out slowly through my nose.

“You okay back there?” The mirror eyes again. “You got quiet on me.”

“Long week.”

“Friday’ll fix it,” he said, and turned off the coast road, and the streets narrowed and greened, hedges and mailboxes, the neighborhood arranging itself around me the same as always, as if nothing here had changed either.

He dropped me at the corner. I paid cash, tipped normal – forgettable – and walked the four blocks with my sunglasses on and Alexandra’s overnight bag on my shoulder. The Westlake house sat blank and glossy behind its hedge. No runners. No Catherine at the windows. Our own driveway: empty. Ruby barked twice inside, then went quiet when she smelled me at the door.

Inside, I stood in the front hall and listened to my house tick.

Then I took out my phone, opened my husband’s email account – mine now, every corner of it – and started a new message to Isadora Bell.

Change of plans, I typed, in his voice, brief and warm the way he was brief and warm with her. Forget tonight – can’t wait that long. She’s gone. Come to the house this afternoon. Park on Corsair Lane behind the beach path and come to the back deck. I’ll leave the gate open.

I pressed send at 11:52 a.m.

Then I put the kettle on, because there was nothing to do now but wait, and I was raised to offer guests something.


CHAPTER 15

The kettle clicked off and I never made the tea.

Instead I walked my house, room by room, the whole ground floor, in Alexandra’s clothes with the blonde wig on the kitchen counter and my own hair down again. I wanted to see it clearly, one last time, before this afternoon changed what it was.

The front hall first, with its bench nobody sat on and its bowl of keys and the framed photo from the courthouse steps – me in cream, Brandon laughing at something the officiant said, both of us lit up like winners. Down the hall, the study: his desk, his laptop closed and angled two inches from the lamp. The living room, wide and white, sofa facing the ocean because Brandon said a TV shouldn’t beat a view. Shelves of his paperbacks and my hardcovers, merged ten months ago, alphabetized together. A blanket Helen gave us. A whale of driftwood Ruby had personally brought home.

The kitchen, where he pointed at his apron every morning. The chip in the sink from yesterday’s mug.

Ruby followed me the whole way, nails clicking behind me on the floorboards, unsettled by whatever I was giving off. In the laundry room I filled her bowl and rubbed her ears, and she leaned her whole weight into my leg.

“Not your fault either,” I told her.

The dining room we’d used four times. The guest room nobody had ever slept in – no guests, no family, my doing, my sealed box. Standing in its doorway I felt the joke of it: I’d kept everyone away to protect my secret, and the whole time the house had been holding his.

Every room, the same. Beautiful, sunlit, staged. A model home for a marriage.

Upstairs, then. Our bedroom faced the driveway on one side and the ocean on the other, and the afternoon light came through both, laying long warm panels across the bed. His shirt from last night hung over the chair. My side table held a book, hand cream, sunscreen. Normal, normal, normal.

I sat on the end of the bed, facing the driveway window, and waited.

The road below stayed empty. A gull crossed the glass. Somewhere down the block a mower started up, Friday noises, the world carrying on in its Friday way, and I sat with my hands folded and my heartbeat slow, slower than it had any business being.

At 12:31, the phone buzzed in my lap.

Isadora Bell.

Are you serious?? Don’t toy with me, B. You KNOW how long I’ve wanted this. Give me a minute – I have to sort some things and I want to look right. Corsair Lane, back gate. I can’t believe she’s really gone all weekend. Tell me you’re serious.

In his voice, from my hands: Completely serious. Come.

The reply landed inside a minute. On my way soon. Don’t answer the door for anyone else. Ha. ❤

A heart. She’d sent a heart to my husband from wherever she was sorting her things and choosing what to wear to my house.

I set the phone on the bedspread, screen up, where I’d see it.

The words kept turning over. I have to sort some things. I want to look right. Somewhere across the city a woman stood in front of a closet deciding what you wear to walk through your lover’s back gate for the first time. Choosing earrings. Doing her hair. Getting ready to come and stand in my kitchen and touch my things and see the view he’d promised her, ever since.

I could have spent those hours a hundred ways. Calling Bethany. Calling a lawyer. Photographing the emails and building the tidy, sensible case that sensible women build.

I went downstairs instead, and I opened the knife drawer.

They sat in their wooden block, a wedding gift from Seth of all people, German steel, barely used. I drew the chef’s knife out and it caught the window light along its edge, and Ruby, watching from the doorway, made a low sound and left the room.

I carried it back upstairs. I don’t fully know why. I knew and I didn’t, both at once, the two faces of me finally looking at each other after twenty-nine years, neither one flinching.

Nothing that bad, I’d told Alexandra.

We’d find out together.

I settled onto the end of the bed in the long yellow light, facing the driveway, the ocean breathing behind me, my husband’s email open beside my hip and the pearl he’d clasped on me that morning shut away downstairs in a purse.

And I waited for Isadora Bell, with the knife resting in my hand.


Part II

Just Perfect


CHAPTER 16

Let’s talk about murder.

Everyone has an opinion on it. Priests. Judges. Women on daytime television with their books and their boxes of tissues. They’ll tell you it comes from rage, or madness, or some rotten wiring in the head that sets a person apart from the rest of us. They’ll hand you a word for it. Sociopath. Psychopath. Evil, if they’re feeling biblical.

I sat on the end of my bed with a chef’s knife in my lap and tried every word on for size.

Rage? My pulse ran slower than it did on the beach yesterday morning. Madness? I could tell you the time, the date, the balance of our joint account to the dollar. Cold? Maybe. Psychopathic? I’d cried at a clinic printout twenty-four hours ago. I’d named a baby six times in traffic.

A bad person. An evil one.

The answer, for me, was none of the above.

Here’s the thing nobody on daytime television wants to say. If you’d walked into my bedroom at that moment and seen me there – knife, bedspread, the ocean breathing through the window behind me – you’d have known what I was. A villain. The woman in someone else’s tragedy, the one who gets a chapter in the true-crime book and a bad photo on the news.

From the inside, I was just a wife protecting what was rightfully hers. And there really was no other way.

Because that’s what killing is. Ordinary. Watch a cat with a bird. Watch a hawk take a rabbit off a field. Every creature God put on this earth kills, and most of them do it before lunch, and none of them lie awake after it at night. Killing is the oldest appetite there is. We’re the only animal that dressed it up in guilt, shame and eternal damnation.

I don’t think I’m a monster. At least I am thinking about it. Which put me, by my count, one full step ahead of the hawk.

So. Say you’ve decided. The next question is the only one that matters.

How do you get away with it?

The perfect murder has one rule. The murderer walks free. Everything else – the weapon, the place, the timing – bends around that. There’s no method that works for everyone. Circumstances write the method.

If all you wanted was a death, any death, the job would be easy. Find a street without cameras. Find a person. Show them a gun. Most people will get on their knees before you ask, and once a person is on their knees you can do whatever you like to them.

My circumstances were more specific than that.

Isadora Bell had to die in this house. And the only story the world would ever accept about her death was the true one, minus me. A married man brought his mistress home while his wife was away. Something went wrong between them. He killed her.

For that story to hold, two things had to be true when the police arrived. Brandon had to be here, at the scene, with her blood on his floor. And Paula Winslow had to be a thousand miles away.

Paula Winslow, as of thirty thousand feet ago, was. My seat on Flight 116 had my name on the manifest and my sister in it. She’d land in an hour and take a cab to Mom’s and be me all weekend, right down to the pearl she’d left in my purse. Nobody on that plane, at that gate, in that town, would ever say the woman they saw was anyone but me.

So the math was simple. Isadora comes through the back gate. Isadora stays. Brandon comes home to his sad pizza for one and finds her. From that moment on, nobody sees me. Not a neighbor, not a car, not a camera. I dissolve. And on Monday, a wife lands at the airport and walks into the worst day of her life, and every face she has ever learned to wear comes in useful at last.

It could work. Sitting there, I gave it better odds than most marriages.

Which left the one part nobody plans for.

The killing itself.

You can arrange every detail. The alibi, the timing, the story. You can do the arithmetic all afternoon and get the same clean answer every time. And then a woman walks through your back gate with her earrings in and her hair done, and you have to stand up off the bed and put a knife into her.

Not think about it. Do it.

I turned the knife over in my lap and watched the window light slide along the blade. Down the block, the mower cut out. A gull went over the driveway and kept going.

Nothing that bad, I’d told Alexandra.

I still wasn’t sure I’d lied.
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Time did something strange after that.

I know I sat on the bed. I know the light moved, because when I came back to myself the warm panels had slid off the bedspread. The driveway below stayed empty. The phone beside my hip stayed dark. No more hearts. No more Isadora.

At some point I looked down and found the knife in my hand, and it startled me. My hand had gone on holding it while the rest of me went somewhere else.

I shook my head. Stood. My knees cracked from the sitting.

I used the bathroom with the knife lying on the edge of the sink, the blade pointed at the mirror, and I washed my hands afterward without touching it. After my hands were dry, I picked it up and carried it downstairs and slid it back into the block. German steel. Wedding gift. Back in its slot with its brothers.

Ruby came clicking down the hall and pressed her nose into my palm, and I walked her to the laundry room, filled her bowl, and shut the door. Whatever came next, she’d be on the far side of it.

The house ticked.

Outside, the waves kept going, as they had every night since I’d moved in and learned to sleep to them. I opened the back door and stepped onto the deck.

Salt air. Sun on the boards. I crossed to the railing and leaned on it and let the wind push my hair around.

Down on the beach, a couple walked the tideline with a dog running ahead of them. The man threw a stick. The dog went in after it. The woman laughed and grabbed his arm.

That could be us. The thought arrived plain and simple, no drama to it. That could be Brandon and me on Monday morning, Ruby in the surf, the sun coming up gold. It was still possible. It was still, technically, one conversation away.

A night in. Dinner, wine, both of us at the counter. He says his piece, I say mine. He cries. I cry. He swears it’s over with her. I believe him, or decide to. And life carries on as before, breakfast and the apron and the sad little kiss at the door.

Could it really be that easy? To forgive. To forget. To hand back everything I’d read and walk into a room where I’d never read it.

I wanted it. Standing at that railing with my hands on the warm wood, I wanted it so badly it hurt in my teeth.

Behind me, the front door opened.

I went flat against the wall beside the kitchen slider before I’d decided to move.

Heels on the hall floorboards. Sharp, confident. Then the kitchen. The rustle of bags going down on the counter. The fridge opening, the soft suck of the seal breaking. A cupboard – the low one by the stove, the pots. A pan set on the rack.

Was she cooking? Was Isadora Bell going to stand at my stove and cook my husband dinner?

Through the back gate, I’d written. She’d come through the front with a key.

I filed it. Whatever. He’d given her a key, and she’d used it, and she’d been here before, more than once, and slept in our bed on my sheets while I sat at my mother’s bedside three states away.

Ruby barked twice from the laundry. The heels didn’t miss a beat. She’d heard that dog before.

The heels crossed the hall again and the front door opened. Going back out to the car, then. More bags.

I slipped inside, crouched low, and put the kitchen island between me and the hall. My breath came fast and shallow, and I pressed my palm flat to the cabinet door and made it slow down.

Heels again. Something heavy set on the counter above my head – glass on stone. Then the fridge. It opened. It hung there. It fell shut.

Silence. She was reading something. Standing in my kitchen with her phone.

Then her voice. “Hey, it’s me. I’m here. Where’s the wine?”

Bright. Familiar. I knew that voice.

“Backroom, okay. Got it.” A laugh. “Yes, I brought the whole set. See you soon.”

The heels moved off down the hall toward the back of the house.

I rose up just far enough to see over the island.

A long dark ponytail. A pencil skirt. A pair of heels that cost a week of her salary.

Giselle.

His secretary. Three years at the desk outside his door, guarding it. Guarding him.

Of course it was. Of course. Bright as a bell.

I followed her down the hall.

The backroom sat at the rear of the house, all dark timber and Brandon’s bar and a wall of rack. Giselle stood inside the door with her back to me. She’d stopped at the shelf in the corner where I kept my dolls – the porcelain ones from my grandmother, the only things I’d brought from home.

She picked one up. Turned it over. Giggled.

Heat went through me from the scalp down.

She set the doll back crooked and moved to the wine rack by the bar, running a finger along the bottles, reading labels, hunting for whatever he’d told her to find. The bottle she wanted sat on the bottom row.

She got down on her knees to reach it.
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She found the bottle, sat back on her heels with it, and turned.

The scream came out of her whole body. She went over sideways, the bottle skidding across the floorboards, and scrambled backward until her shoulders hit the bar.

“What – Mrs. Winslow – what are you doing here?”

“It’s my house, Giselle.”

“You’re supposed to be –” She swallowed it. “Your flight.”

“Never mind my flight. What are you doing here?”

She pushed herself up onto one elbow. Her ponytail had come half loose. I watched her pick her words, one at a time, the same face she wore at her desk when a client called, and Brandon didn’t want to take it.

“Brandon asked me to come,” she said. “To set up.”

“Come for what? Set up what?”

“I think you should talk to Brandon.”

“I’m talking to you.”

“I can’t. I’m sorry. That’s just how it is.” She shook her head, eyes on the floor. “He asked me not to say. You need to ask him.”

I stepped in and bent over her. She pressed back against the bar.

“I know,” I said. “About you and him. I’ve read the emails, Giselle. All of them.”

Her mouth fell open.

“He showed you?” she whispered. “Why would he – that’s private. Those are private!”

“He’s my husband.” It came out at a volume I hadn’t used since the elevator. “Mine. Not yours.”

“Okay. Okay.” Both hands up. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. But it’s – Paula, it’s over. That’s the truth. I’ve moved on. I found someone else.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. It rolled out of me and bounced off the timber.

“So you’re cheating on him to be here?”

“I’m not cheating. My boyfriend knows I’m here.” Her chin came up. “He’s on his way right now, actually. He’ll be here any minute.”

“Sure he is.”

“He is.”

“Say it, Giselle.” I leaned down until I could smell her perfume. Jasmine, cheap. “Stop hiding behind whatever story you’ve got and say what you did. Say you’re in love with my husband.”

For a second she held out. Then something in her face let go.

She got to her feet. Brushed the dust off her skirt, one side, then the other, taking her time.

“Fine,” she said. “It’s true. I’m in love with him. I’ve been in love with him for three years. I’ve begged him to leave you. I’ve begged him on my knees.” Her eyes came up, wet and hard. “And it will never happen. So congratulations. You win.”

“You asked him to kill me.”

“What?”

“You asked him to kill me and he said he’d rather do it than have me find out. I read it.”

“You’re insane.” She backed a step toward the door. “You’re actually insane. I never – I don’t know what you read, but you need help. Move.”

“I’m not done.”

“I don’t feel safe with you. Get out of my way. I’m leaving.”

I stepped aside.

She swept past me, heels cracking down the hall. In the kitchen I heard her grabbing things – her purse, her keys, the sharp zip of a bag. Then her voice, low and urgent, from the front hall. She’d made a call.

I bent and picked up the wine bottle from where it had rolled.

I followed the sound. She stood at the end of the hall with her back to me, one hand pressed to her free ear.

“No. No, you need to get here now. She’s here. She’s acting crazy, she cornered me in the back –” A pause. “I don’t care. I didn’t sign up for this. There’s a lot I’ll do for money, but dealing with the boss’s psycho wife is not on the list. You need to get here and fix this.”

Fix this.

Two words. I heard the rest of the sentence underneath them, the part she didn’t need to say. Fix the wife. Do what you promised. I’d rather kill her first.

I’ll hold you to that.

She half turned, phone to her ear, and saw me. Saw the bottle.

I swung.

It went off against the back of her skull with a sound I’ll hear for the rest of my life – a wet crack under the smash of the glass – and the wine came out of it everywhere, red up the wall, red across the floorboards, glass skating off in every direction. Her phone hit the floor. She went down after it on her hands and knees and then flat, cheek to the boards, one shoe off.

I stood over her with the neck of the bottle in my fist.

She twitched. Her fingers moved against the floor. Her eyes opened and rolled and found me, and her mouth worked around the blood coming out of it.

“Ambulance,” she said. “Call – please – ambulance –”

I set the bottle neck down on the hall bench, beside the bowl of keys.

Her shoe lay in the wreckage a foot from her hand. Black. Four-inch heel, steel-tipped. A week of her salary.

I picked it up.

I knelt down in the glass and the wine beside her, and I did what I’d come home to do.
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I stood up and the hall tipped.

I put a hand on the wall. Came away red. Stared at the print.

Glass in my hair. Wine down the front of Alexandra’s hoodie, soaked through to the skin. Something else soaked through with it, warmer, in a spray across my forearms and my knees.

Giselle lay where I’d left her.

Her eyes stayed open. Her ponytail had spread across the floorboards and stuck there. The heel lay beside her, and I couldn’t remember putting it down.

My breath came in ragged pulls, fast and shallow, the air refusing to reach the bottom of my lungs. I bent over with my hands on my thighs and made noises I didn’t recognize. Something had opened in me back in that hallway – a door I’d kept shut for twenty-nine years – and everything behind it had come out at once, and now it wouldn’t go back in.

Fine. Let it stay out. I’d need it.

Because Brandon was coming.

I straightened. Made myself think it through, one piece at a time.

She’d called him. She’d told him I was here. If he believed her – and he’d believe her, he’d know my voice through a wall – then he was already in the car. He’d come straight from the office. Twenty-five minutes on the coast road, twenty if he pushed it.

He’d find her body in the front hall three steps inside the door. No surprise in that. No angle.

So he’d need to come another way.

I went to the front door and turned the deadbolt, then dragged the bench across and wedged a hall chair under the handle. I drew the front curtains, all of them, one after the next, until the hall went dim. Locked front. He’d try it, fail, and go around back. Through the deck, through the slider, into the kitchen. The hall from the kitchen ran straight to her.

He’d see her. He’d run to her. He’d get down on his knees.

I went through the door into the garage.

Cold in there, concrete and oil. On the top shelf sat the long case from Brandon’s college days, dust on the lid. Inside, a steel bat. Aluminum, whatever – it rang when I tapped it against the shelving. Heavier than it looked. I carried it back into the kitchen and set it on the floor behind the island, close to the hall end, where I could reach it in one crouch.

Then I stood at the counter and found my hands shaking.

Not a tremor. The full thing, wrists to fingertips, both of them, rattling against the stone.

I slapped the left one with the right. Then the right with the left.

“Stop it,” I said. “Stop it. Stop it.”

They slowed. They stopped.

Giselle’s bags sat along the counter where she’d left them. I looked inside. Chicken. Two kinds of cheese. Salad greens, three bags. A tray of pastries. Limes, a lot of limes. Beside the bags stood a crate of wine – six bottles, a full set, and a box of glasses to go with them.

How many people was she planning on cooking for? Him and her. Two. That was a week of food. Two weeks.

Had she been moving in? Was that the surprise – the best thing I’ve ever done – she takes my house while I’m burying my mother?

I pulled one of the bottles from the crate, found the opener in the drawer, and poured a glass. My hand did fine with that. I drank half of it standing up.

From the floor of the hall, a buzz.

Her phone lay face-up in the wine by her outstretched fingers, lighting and dimming, lighting and dimming.

I walked down and stood over it.

BRANDON, the screen said. Then: Missed call. Then a moment later, again. BRANDON.

I left it there. I didn’t need to hear his voice to know what it would say. The phone had already told me everything. Whatever small shred of doubt had been hiding at the back of my head – a joke, a coincidence, some innocent reason for a key – the buzzing on the floorboards put it out of its misery.

Good. Cleaner that way.

I went upstairs. Rinsed my arms in the bathroom sink and watched the water run pink and then clear. Left the hoodie on. It would come off later, with everything else.

Then I sat back down on the end of the bed, facing the driveway window, and waited for my husband to come home.
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The car came at 3:12.

I heard it before I saw it – tires slowing on the road, an engine idling, then the crunch of gravel at the top of our drive. I stood up off the bed and went to the window.

A gray pickup. Mud on the wheel wells. Not Brandon’s car.

The engine cut. The driver’s door opened and a man got out.

Big. Thirties. Work boots, a flannel over a T-shirt, a cap pulled low. He shut the door without hurry and stood beside the truck for a moment, hands in his pockets, taking in the house. The closed curtains. The locked-up front. He tilted his head.

Then he started down the drive.

I didn’t know him. I’d never seen him in my life.

But somebody had. My boyfriend knows I’m here. He’s on his way right now.

I ran.

Down the stairs two at a time, through the hall past Giselle, into the kitchen. The slider stood open where I’d left it, the afternoon pouring in off the deck. I slammed it and shot the lock. Curtains – the kitchen, the living room, the big ocean window Brandon loved so much. One after another until the ground floor went gray.

The doorbell rang.

I stood in the middle of the kitchen with my hands out from my sides and my heart going in my throat.

It rang again. Then knocking. Four knocks, then a pause. Four more.

“Hello?” A man’s voice, muffled through the door. “Giselle?”

I stayed where I was.

“Giselle, it’s me. Open up.”

Silence. The knocking again, harder. Then his footsteps on the front path, going away.

I eased down the hall to the front window and lifted the edge of the curtain. He stood in the drive with his phone to his ear, frowning at the screen. Behind him, out on the road, a red hatchback sat at the curb. Hers. She’d parked on the street.

He studied the house. Then the side yard. Then he walked toward it.

I let the curtain fall.

I tracked him by sound. Boots on the gravel, then on the grass, then on the wooden steps up to the deck. The boards creaked under his weight. He crossed to the slider and the curtain shivered as he pressed close to it.

Tap. Tap tap.

“Giselle?”

A pause.

Tap tap tap. “Anybody home?”

I stood in the hall between her and the kitchen and held my breath.

He stayed at that glass a long time. I heard him shift. Heard him try the handle – the lock held – and heard him swear under his breath.

Then the boards creaked again and the steps and the grass, and it went silent.

I counted to sixty. To a hundred and twenty.

Nothing. He’d gone. He’d tried, and the house was locked, and he’d decided she’d left without him. He’d go sit in his truck and call her again and get her voicemail, and eventually he’d drive off and think about it later.

I crept to the front window and lifted the curtain.

The gray pickup sat at the top of the drive where he’d left it.

Then, from the far side of the house, a sound I knew better than any other in the world.

The garage door. The side door into the garage, the one with the sticky latch, the one Brandon had been meaning to fix for ten months. It squeaked when it opened.

It squeaked.

Boots on concrete.

The bat was in the kitchen. He was heading this way.

I went.
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I met him in the short hall off the garage, before he reached the kitchen.

He stopped. Cap, flannel, boots. Up close he had a wide, plain face and a scar through one eyebrow, and he took me in from the wine-soaked hoodie to the bare feet without a flicker.

“Who the hell are you?” I said. “Who lets themselves into a stranger’s house?”

“Door was open.”

“The door was not open.”

“Wasn’t locked, then.” He shrugged. “Sounded like Giselle was in trouble. She called me.”

“She was here. She left.”

“Her car’s on the street.”

“So she walked. I don’t know. She was upset. Maybe she went down to the beach to cool off.”

“In heels.”

“I didn’t check her shoes.”

He pulled out his phone. “Let me just try her.”

He thumbed the screen and put it to his ear, and from the front of the house, faint through the kitchen, a ringtone started up – a pop song, tinny and cheerful, rising from the floorboards by her hand.

He heard it. His eyes came up to mine.

Then he went past me – shoulder into mine, spinning me into the wall – and through the kitchen and down the hall, and I heard the sound he made when he found her.

I went for the bat.

By the time I reached the hall he was on his knees beside her with both hands on her face, saying her name over and over, turning her head toward him. Her eyes stayed where they were. He put his ear to her mouth. He pressed his fingers to her neck.

I came up behind him and swung.

His arm came up before I’d finished the arc. The bat cracked into his forearm and he roared and grabbed it and tore it out of my hands so hard it hit the wall and clattered down the hall. He was up before it stopped moving.

He ran at me.

I got two steps backward into the kitchen and then I was against the island, the stone edge in my spine, his weight on me, one huge hand around my wrist pinning it to the counter, the other going for my throat.

“What did you do,” he said, right in my face. “What did you do –”

My free hand found the block behind me.

The chef’s knife came out of its slot and went across his forearm in one motion, and he yelled and let go of me, and I brought it back the other way across the front of his flannel. He stumbled off me. Blood ran down his arm and dripped off his fingers onto the floor.

His eyes went to the blade. Then to me. Something in his face changed.

He turned to run.

I was on his back before he reached the hall. He went down under me on the kitchen tiles, and I put the knife into him, and pulled it out, and put it in again. Between the shoulder blades. Lower. Again. He bucked under me and got an elbow back into my ribs and I lost my breath and kept going. Again. Again. He stopped bucking. He made a wet sound into the tiles.

Then he stopped making sounds.

I stayed on him a while. I don’t know how long.

Then I got up, walked to the sink, and washed my hands. Soap. Hot water. Between the fingers. I watched it go down the drain and I thought, very clearly: two.

Two bodies. One in the front hall, one on my kitchen floor.

Isadora Bell I could explain. A mistress. A fight. Brandon. That story had a shape.

Who was this? Some boyfriend in a flannel. Why was he even here? She’d said my boyfriend knows I’m here, he’s on his way – had that been true? Had that call in the hall been to him, and not to Brandon at all?

Did he know about the affair? Was he part of it somehow, some arrangement I couldn’t see the edges of?

And Brandon. Was Brandon still coming?

A car door slammed outside.

Close. Not the top of the drive. The bottom of it, right by the house.

I dried my hands and went to the front window and lifted the curtain a quarter inch.

Helen Winslow was coming up the path in emerald silk, a foil-covered dish in her hands. Marissa trailed behind her carrying a bunch of balloons.
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The doorbell rang. Then Helen’s knuckles on the wood.

“Brandon? Giselle? Hello-o.”

I moved.

Garage first. Through the kitchen, into the short hall, into the cold and the oil smell. The side door hung open where the boyfriend had come through. I shut it and threw the deadbolt and stood with my back to it for one second, breathing.

Then I turned to my car.

The trunk of the sedan popped. I laid down the tarp Brandon used for the mulch. Then I went back for him.

He was heavy. I got him under the arms and dragged, and his boots left two long streaks on the tiles, and I got him through the hall and into the garage with my thighs screaming and my arms shaking and then I couldn’t lift him. I couldn’t. He was two hundred pounds of dead weight and I was a hundred and twenty.

Out front, Helen’s voice: “They must be out back. Marissa, go round.”

I got his top half over the lip of the trunk. Then his hips. Then I lifted his legs and shoved and he went in on his side with his knees up and I slammed the lid on him and leaned on it.

Marissa’s shape passed the frosted garage window, balloons bobbing above her head.

Giselle next.

The chest in the living room sat under the ocean window – cedar, Brandon’s grandmother’s, where we kept Helen’s blanket and the winter throws. I emptied it onto the sofa. Then I went to the hall and took Giselle by the ankles.

She slid through the wine. She slid through the glass, and it ground under her, and it left a wide red drag mark all the way down the hall and around the corner. I got her up and in, knees folded, one heel still on, and I shut the lid and put the blanket and the throws on top of it and the driftwood whale on top of those.

Tapping on the back slider. “Brandon? It’s Marissa. Are you in there?”

The curtain hung an inch from her nose.

Mop. Bucket. Bleach under the sink.

I went at the hall on my knees. The wine had spread, and the rest of it had spread, and the glass was everywhere, glittering in the cracks between the boards. I swept it into a dustpan and dumped it. I mopped, wrung, mopped. The bucket went pink, then red. I dumped it in the laundry sink with Ruby watching from her bed, changed the water, went back out.

The wall by the hall bench. Handprint, spray, a long comma of it up near the light switch. Spray bottle, cloth, scrub. Marissa’s voice somewhere outside, then Helen’s, moving around the side of the house. The garage door handle rattled. Held.

The kitchen. The two streaks from his boots. The pool where he’d stopped moving. I sat back on my heels for one second and saw the whole floor at once and thought, I can’t, and then I did.

The bat lay at the end of the hall. I wiped it and put it in the study closet.

The knife I washed and dried and slid back in the block.

Her phone. In the wine, still lighting up. I wiped it, pocketed it. Her purse and keys off the counter, into the pantry, behind the flour.

The bench and the chair by the front door. I dragged them back to where they lived.

Then I stood in the hall and turned in a slow circle. The boards shone wet. The air stank of bleach. Her bags of chicken and cheese sat along the counter where she’d left them, and the crate of wine beside them, minus one.

Voices outside. A car.

“There he is! Brandon, darling, we’ve been out here ten minutes –”

“Sorry – sorry, Mom. Giselle should’ve let you in. Where’s her car? Oh, there – so where is she?”

His voice. My husband’s voice, on my driveway, easy and warm and apologetic. Keys jingling.

I ran for the stairs.

Halfway up, I stopped.

The heel. Black, four-inch, steel-tipped. Lying on the hall floor beside the bench, where I’d set it down when I stood up from her.

The key went into the front door.

I came back down, swiped it, and was around the top of the stairs as the door swung open and Helen’s perfume came into the house ahead of her.
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“It smells like a swimming pool in here,” Helen said.

“She was probably cleaning.” Brandon, in the hall. Bags going down. “Giselle? Hey. You here?”

“Why are all the curtains closed?” Marissa.

“Don’t know.” I heard him cross to the living room, heard the rings scrape as he pulled the big curtain open, and the light must have come in over the sofa and the pile of throws and the chest with the whale on top of it, because he said nothing at all about any of it. “There. Better.”

I lay flat on the bedroom floor on the far side of the bed, the heel against my chest, and listened to my house fill up with people.

“Well, she got the shopping in.” Helen, in the kitchen now. Bags rustling. “Chicken. What is she doing with all these limes? Marissa, don’t touch the pastries.”

“I wasn’t.”

“Where is she, though?” Brandon. “Her car’s out front. Her stuff’s here. She said she was in the backroom – I talked to her at two.”

“Perhaps she’s in the bathroom.”

“Giselle?” Footsteps. A door opening, closing. The backroom. “Nope.”

“Try her phone, darling.”

In my pocket, something buzzed against my hip.

I got it out with two fingers. Screen lit. BRANDON. I found the switch on the side and flicked it, and the buzzing died, and I lay there holding a dead woman’s phone against the carpet with my pulse going in my ears.

“Voicemail,” he said. “That’s weird. That’s really weird.”

“She’s a young woman, Brandon. They wander.”

“She doesn’t wander. She’s the least wandering person I know.”

“Well, she’s wandered. Come on. Marissa, get the balloons in here before they end up in the ocean. Where does Paula keep her big platters?”

“Cupboard by the fridge,” Brandon said, and I heard him take the stairs.

I rolled under the edge of the bed. Not all the way. My shoulder and hip and the side of my face, pressed into the carpet and the dark, watching the doorway through the gap under the bed skirt.

His shoes came in. Stopped. Turned toward the bathroom.

The bathroom door closed. Water ran.

I let out my breath and started to slide out – the hall, the stairs, the front door while his mother banged platters in the kitchen – and then his voice came through the bathroom door, low, and I stopped with my cheek back on the carpet.

“Hey. It’s me.” A pause. “No, she’s not here. She’s just – not here. Her car’s outside, her purse is gone, all the food’s on the counter, and she’s not answering. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

Bridget. He’d called Bridget.

Blazers with shoulders. Client accounts. We closed the Meridian account, I basically carried it. Of course she knew. She’d stood at reception and told me he was off the floor in a big meeting while he sat right there in his office.

They all knew. The whole eleventh floor.

“It’s not like her. That’s what’s bothering me.” The water shut off. “This isn’t what I – none of this is what I expected today. I had the whole thing worked out.” A sigh. Then his voice dropped further, warmer, the tone he used with me at breakfast. “Yeah. I know. I know. You’re the only one keeping me sane right now, you know that?” A soft laugh. “Yeah. Okay. Yeah, I’ll let you know. Thanks, B.”

B.

She’d called him B in every email. She came to the office, B. That’s not nothing.

Bridget. Isadora. Giselle.

How many of them were there? Was there a woman in that building he hadn’t touched?

The bathroom door opened. His shoes crossed the carpet, paused by the bed – I stopped breathing – and went out.

“Mom? Where do you want the balloons?”

“Not in the kitchen, darling, I’m working in here.”

I slid out from under the bed and got to my knees and put the heel in the back of my closet behind the winter boots.
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I came down the stairs one at a time, on the edges where they didn’t creak.

Brandon’s voice was in the kitchen with his mother’s. Marissa’s was on the deck, arguing with the balloons.

The front door stood twelve feet from the bottom step. Twelve feet of hall, mopped and shining.

I made it to the corner where the hall met the front entry and pressed into the angle of the wall beside the coat hooks. A quick pause. I should’ve been okay. And that was when the front door opened and Marissa came in from outside with a roll of streamers under one arm.

I thought she was out the back already!

I froze. She was four feet away. She had her back to me.

“Mom, the wind keeps taking them. Can I do them inside?”

“Do them wherever you like, just do them somewhere.”

“They’re pink and gold. Is that okay? Brandon said she likes gold.” She unrolled a length across the hall bench. “Did she text you back yet?”

“Not yet.” Brandon, from the kitchen. “Her flight’s still on the ground, I think. I sent Phil with the car. He’ll text when he’s got her.”

“And she doesn’t know?”

“She doesn’t know anything. That’s the whole point, Riss. She thinks she’s going home to Mom’s.”

Streamers, pink and gold. Balloons. Helen’s dish. A crate of wine and a box of glasses. Chicken for twelve.

Is it her birthday too?

That was the thought that surfaced first, stupid and wounded. Was Isadora’s birthday the same weekend, and they’d all come out to celebrate her here, in my house, while –

Then it turned over.

She likes gold. She thinks she’s going home to Mom’s. Her flight’s still on the ground.

They were setting up for me.

A surprise party. Tonight. For me, in my own kitchen, with Brandon’s mother making my platters and Brandon’s sister taping streamers to my walls, and I was supposed to be on a plane. I was supposed to be a thousand miles away. Why would you throw a party for a woman on the day she leaves?

Because she hadn’t left.

Marissa turned to reach for the tape.

I stepped around the corner and out the front door and pulled it closed behind me without a sound, and Brandon’s footsteps hit the bottom of the stairs on the other side of it.

Down the side path. Past the garage window. Along the hedge, past Helen’s car, past a red hatchback at the curb and a gray pickup at the top of our drive, to the beach path at the end of Corsair Lane. I went down the sandy steps and along the base of the dune where the scrub grew high enough to hide me, and kept going until I could sit on the sand with my back to the slope and my house was a white shape above the grass a hundred yards away.

I got my phone out.

Eleven missed calls, all from a number I’d never seen.

I called it back. She picked up before the first ring finished.

“Where have you been?”

“What happened?”

“The flight got cancelled.” Alexandra was whispering. Somewhere echoey. “They boarded us and then they took us off again. Mechanical something. I’ve been sitting at the gate for two hours. And then some guy in a suit shows up with a sign that says Winslow and says Brandon sent a car to take Mrs. Winslow home, and I’m in the bathroom, Paula, I’ve been in the bathroom for twenty minutes, and he says he’s been texting you and you won’t answer, and I don’t know what to do.”

“Whose phone is this?”

“I bought one at the newsstand. You’ve got mine, remember?”

“You never got on the plane.”

“I got on. Then I got off. It’s like I was never on it. Are you hearing me? I’m not your alibi. I’m at the gate.”

I put my forehead on my knees.

“Paula?”

“Get in the car,” I said.

“What?”

“Walk out of the bathroom and find the man with the sign and get in the car. Don’t talk. You’re tired, you’ve been at the gate for two hours, you’ve got a headache. Sunglasses on. Let him drive.”

“Drive where? To your house?”

“I’ll handle that. Just get in and play along, and don’t call me again. I’ll call you.”

“Paula, what’s –”

I hung up on my sister.

Then I sat for a moment with the phone in my hand and the wind coming off the water, and I thought about what my voice needed to sound like.

I called my husband.
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“There she is.” He picked up on the second ring, bright, delighted. “I was starting to worry.”

“My flight’s delayed. Cancelled, actually. They took us off the plane.”

“I know, babe. I know all about it.”

Something dropped through me.

“You know?”

“The airline texted me – I booked the ticket, remember? Apologies, refund, rebooking, the whole thing. Are you okay? Did you get something to eat? Airport food’s a war crime.”

“I’m fine. I’m – how did you – wait. You sent a car?”

“Phil. Is he there? He should be there by now.”

“He’s here.” I watched a gull work the tideline. “Why didn’t you come yourself?”

“I wanted to.” He sounded so sorry. He always sounded so sorry. “It’s the Meridian thing. Seth and I are stuck here until these signatures are in. I couldn’t get out.”

“So you’re at the office.”

“Right now, yeah.”

I turned my head and looked up the beach at my house. Through the big living room window, the one he’d opened the curtains on, my husband stood in profile with a phone to his ear and a hand on the back of his neck, and behind him, his mother crossed the kitchen with a platter.

“Is the car bringing me home?”

“No – actually, no. Here’s what I’m thinking.” I heard him walking. “Have Phil bring you into the city and I’ll meet you for a late lunch. Aurelio’s, if they’ll have us again. I can get out for an hour. And then – okay, don’t be mad.”

“Why would I be mad?”

“There’s a thing at the house. The Westlake kid put a ball through the deck window. It’s all glass and guys with tape measures in there, and I’ve got them coming back this afternoon to fit the new pane, and honestly I’d rather have it done before you see it. So. Lunch. City. Give me till dinner to get the house back to normal.”

The Westlakes didn’t have a kid.

“Okay,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Aurelio’s. I’ll get Phil to drop me.”

“You’re the best. Text me when you’re close. Love you. God, I’m glad I get to see you today.”

“Me too.”

I hung up and sat with it.

He’d heard about the flight. He’d had a Monday surprise, the best thing I’ve ever done, and the flight had handed him Friday instead, and he’d grabbed it. Sent Giselle for groceries and his mother for platters and a car to the airport, and now the only problem in his whole beautiful plan was that the surprise was on the beach in a bloody hoodie and the secretary was in a chest under his grandmother’s blanket.

Up in the window, he pocketed the phone. Kissed his mother on the cheek. Then his shape moved through the house and a minute later his car reversed up the drive and turned toward the city.

Leaving Helen and Marissa behind.

I texted Alexandra. Change of plan. He’s meeting you for lunch. Aurelio’s on Halston. Have the driver take you.

The reply came in ten seconds. He’ll know I’m not you.

Maybe not. Sunglasses. Say you’re exhausted. Stall him.

STALL HIM HOW

You’ve been me since the airport. Keep going. I need an hour.

I put the phone face down on the sand and looked up at my house.

Through the kitchen window, Helen stood at my counter with her sleeves pushed up, slicing limes. Marissa hovered at her elbow, and Helen said something without turning, and Marissa moved to the other side of the island and started laying out glasses from the box, one at a time, in a row.

Two women in my kitchen. Making my party.

Eight feet from a cedar chest.

I needed them gone. I needed my house empty, and I needed it before dinner, and I needed nobody on earth to know I’d been anywhere near it.

I picked the phone back up and scrolled to the one person who’d never once let me down.
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“Paula! Oh my God, I was just thinking about you. Did you land?”

“I didn’t fly.”

A pause. “What do you mean you didn’t fly?”

“Beth, I need you to listen and not talk. Can you do that?”

“I’m listening. I’m not talking. I’m –” She stopped herself. “Go.”

“Did Brandon send you something today?”

“Yes. Okay, yes. An hour ago. A text with a party on it. Tonight, seven, your place, don’t tell Paula. I was going to ask you about it and then I remembered the whole point is that I can’t.”

I blinked a few times. “He’s cheating on me.”

Silence on her end.

“I found emails yesterday. At his office. After the clinic. That’s why I didn’t get on the plane – I got off before it boarded. I wanted to be home when she came over. I wanted to see it.”

“Paula.”

“Then the flight got cancelled and the whole thing turned inside out. He thinks I’m at the airport. He’s got his mother and his sister in my kitchen setting up for a surprise party, and I’m sitting on the beach, and I can’t go in.”

“Honey, what do you need? Tell me what you need.”

That was Bethany. Six years, and she’d never once asked why first.

“I need his mother and sister out of my house. All I need is an hour inside without anyone knowing I was there. There’s something I have to do before tonight, and I can’t do it with them in the kitchen.”

“Something like what?”

“Just trust me on this.”

I heard her breathe. “Okay. Okay. How do I get them out?”

“Tell them the plan changed. Tell them Brandon called you, the party’s moved to Aurelio’s because of the broken window–”

“What window?”

“Look, it doesn’t matter. Just say Aurelio’s, and drive them. He’s there right now with – he’s there. Put them in your car and take them.”

“Helen’s going to want to call him.”

“His phone’s off. He’s in a meeting. That’s why he called you.”

“And when we walk in and he says that’s not the plan?”

“He’ll say it. It won’t matter. I just need the hour. Please.”

Another breath. Longer. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

She was there in seventeen.

I watched her yellow hatchback pull in behind Helen’s car, watched her get out already talking, hands moving, and go up the path and in without knocking. Through the kitchen window I watched Helen’s shoulders go up, and Marissa’s mouth open and close, and Bethany’s whole arm sweep toward the city. Helen shook her head. Bethany put a hand on her shoulder. Helen took off her apron.

Six minutes later they came out the front door in a row – Helen with her purse, Marissa with her phone, Bethany behind them herding – and the yellow car reversed out and went.

I gave it a full minute. Then I walked up the beach path and into my house through the back.

The kitchen smelled of limes and bleach. Platters sat under plastic wrap along the counter. The blonde wig lay by the coffee machine where Helen had shoved it aside to make room, and I put it on, and took in the room, and knew what came first.

Cars.

Giselle’s keys were behind the flour. His were in the front pocket of his jeans, in the trunk, under the tarp, and I got them without looking at his face.

The red hatchback I took first, four streets over, a cul-de-sac by the tennis courts, nose in. I walked back with the wig on and my hands in the pockets of a jacket from the hall closet and nodded at a man mowing his lawn. Then the truck. Further – the lot behind the church on Fairmont, where nobody would think twice about a pickup for a week. I wiped the wheel and the door and the gearshift with my sleeve and walked back the long way, along the beach.

Forty minutes gone.

Inside, I pulled the wig off and dropped it on the counter. Upstairs, the hoodie went into the hamper and a sweater came out of the drawer. Then I went to the living room.

The whale off the chest. The throws off the chest. Helen’s blanket off the chest. I lifted the lid.

She’d stiffened. Her knees had locked at the angle I’d folded them, and her one heel had punched a hole in the cedar lining, and I got my arms under her and lifted. She came up in one piece, awkward, all angles.

I had her half over the edge of the chest with her hair hanging down when I heard the deck boards.

“Knock, knock! Hello?”

Catherine Westlake’s face appeared at the slider, hands cupped to the glass.

Miles stood behind her, holding a bottle.


CHAPTER 27

I let Giselle go.

She dropped back into the chest with a thud that shook the floorboards. I got the lid down and the blanket on and the whale on the blanket, and I was straightening the throws when the slider opened, and Catherine stuck her beak in.

“There she is! We knocked out front – nobody ever answers your front, Paula. Are we early today? I hope not.” She crossed the room with her arms out. “Look at you! Miles, look at her, doesn’t she look wonderful?”

“She looks wonderful,” Miles said, and shut the slider behind him.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” I said.

“Well, no, you’re not supposed to be here. Brandon said you were coming from the airport at seven, and we should hide in the kitchen.” Catherine kissed the air by my ear. “But I said, that poor man’s going to have twenty people in his house with no help, so we came round early. Miles, put the bottle in the fridge.”

“It’s cancelled,” I said.

“What is?”

“The party. It’s cancelled. There’s been a – Brandon had to move it. He should have called you.”

Catherine laughed. A real laugh, head back. “Oh, honey. He didn’t tell you it was cancelled, he told you not to come home yet. That’s a different thing.” She was already at the counter, lifting the plastic off a platter. “Who did these? They’re all crooked. Helen? Of course they are. Miles, find me a knife.”

“There’s a block by the stove,” Miles said, and reached for it.

I watched him slide out the chef’s knife and hand it to his wife, and Catherine started rearranging cheese, and I stood in my kitchen with the wig on the counter beside me and understood that this was going to keep happening. Every time I shut a door, somebody else opened one.

“I need a minute,” I said.

“Take ten. Miles, the good glasses are in this box, do them properly.”

I went down the hall to the backroom and shut the door and leaned my forehead against the timber.

Everything had gone wrong. Every piece of it. The alibi was at a restaurant table lying to my husband. The body I’d planned for was in a chest in my living room with a hole punched through the lining. The body I hadn’t planned for was in my trunk. And there were people – people, everywhere, in my kitchen, on my deck, coming up my path with bottles, all of them so pleased to see me.

Giselle was dead. There was that. Giselle was dead and Brandon would never touch her again.

But I’d never get away with it. Not like this. Not with a house full of witnesses who’d all seen Paula Winslow home from the airport, alive and well, hours before her party.

The door opened behind me.

“Hey.”

Miles. He closed it after himself.

“Catherine sent me to check on you.” He came to the wine rack and ran a finger along the bottles, the same as Giselle had. “She thinks you’re overwhelmed.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not, though.” He turned. He had a way of standing that took up more room than it needed to. “I saw your face when we came in. You’ve been somewhere today. I know that face.”

“Miles –”

“I thought you might want to talk. Away from the kitchen.” He came closer. “I got the feeling this morning – on the road, when I mentioned the gin – I don’t know. I got the feeling you might.”

His hand landed on my arm, above the elbow. Warm. Sure of itself.

“I think you’ve got the wrong feeling,” I said.

“Do I?” The hand stayed. “You didn’t say no.”

“I’m saying it now.”

I stepped back, and his hand slid off, and for one second his face did something ugly. Then he smiled and put the hand in his pocket.

“Sure,” he said. “Sure. Forget it. Catherine’s got me on glasses anyway.”

I went past him and down the hall to the kitchen and put the island between us and stood beside his wife and helped her with the cheese.

My phone rang. Alexandra.

I took it onto the deck.

“I couldn’t do it.” She was breathing hard. “I got to the door. I saw him through the glass. He was at the table, Paula, he was looking for you – he looked right at me and did this little wave – and I turned around and walked out. I couldn’t. He’d have known in one sentence. He’d have known, and then he’d know about all of it. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“Where are you?”

“Home. Where are you?”

“Motel by the airport. Where I was before.” A shaky breath. “I’m still in your dress.”

“Stay there. I’ll call you.”

I came back inside. Catherine was gone from the counter – bathroom, somewhere – and Miles stood at the far end of the kitchen with his phone to his ear and a glass in his hand, laughing.

“– no, she’s right here, man. Been here the whole time. We walked in and she was fiddling with the sofa cushions. Yeah. Yeah, she’s fine, she’s –” He caught my eye across the room and raised the glass. “She says hi.”
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I took the stairs and shut the bedroom door and called Bethany.

“We just walked in.” She was whispering. “He’s here, he’s at a table by himself, and he’s already standing up. Paula, he’s putting his jacket on. He says you’re not here, you’re at the house. Miles just told him. He says he’s going home.”

“Fine.”

“Fine?“

“Go with him. All of you. You, Helen, Marissa. Follow him back.”

“To the house?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you wanted them out.”

“I did. Now I need you in. I won’t be there, Beth. I’ve got something I have to do and I don’t know how long it’ll take. Just be there. Keep everyone in the kitchen and on the deck. Keep them out of the living room if you can. And call me if anything happens.”

“What counts as anything?”

“You’ll know.”

“Paula –” A pause, and I heard Helen’s voice behind her, and Marissa asking something. “Okay. We’re leaving. Please be careful.”

I hung up and went downstairs.

“I’m going to get the cake,” I announced.

Catherine turned from the counter. “What cake?”

“Brandon ordered a cake. From Delano’s. Somebody has to pick it up and it’s not going to be him.”

“Miles can go.”

“He doesn’t know the order. I’ll be back before seven.” I took my keys off the hook. “Don’t let anyone in the living room. The throws are drying.”

“The throws are what?”

I was already through the door to the garage.

The shovel hung on the wall beside the rakes. I laid it across the back seat. Then I got in and hit the door opener and reversed out under the rising door with two hundred pounds of dead man in my trunk, and turned left, away from the city.

I drove.

Past the Westlake house. Past the church on Fairmont with a gray pickup in its lot. Past the turn for the city, where every car I’d ever taken had gone.

I didn’t know where I was going. I knew it needed to be nowhere – no name, no signs, no lit windows, a place nobody had a reason to be. I took the coast road north until the houses thinned and then a turnoff I’d never taken, and then another, and the pavement went to gravel, and the gravel went to dirt, and the trees closed over the road.

My phone lit up on the seat beside me. BRANDON. Then BETHANY. Then BRANDON. I turned it face down and kept driving.

The road ended at a gate with a chain across it and a sign that had rusted into unreadable. I sat with the engine running and watched the mirror for a full minute. Nobody came. I got out and stepped over the chain and walked in a hundred yards. Scrub. A dry creek bed with a rusted fridge lying in it. Pines, and under the pines a clearing where the ground went soft and dark and needle-covered.

I stood in the middle of it and turned in a circle.

Birds. Somewhere off in the trees, one bird calling and another answering. Wind in the tops of the pines. A branch ticking against another branch. Nothing else. No engine. No voice. No path worn into the ground where anyone had ever walked.

I went back for the car and eased it over the chain at the shallow end and drove it into the trees as far as it would go.

Then I took the shovel off the back seat and walked into the clearing. I found the softest piece of ground I could, set my foot on the shoulder of the blade, and put it in.
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Two hours.

I don’t know how deep the hole was when I stopped, only that when I stood in it the edge came to my ribs, and that it was wider than it needed to be because I’d kept losing the line and correcting. Sweat ran into my eyes. Dirt packed under every nail. Both palms had blistered and one blister had torn open and stuck to the handle.

I climbed out and opened the trunk.

The tarp had held. I got him by the boots and pulled, and he came out over the bumper and hit the ground with a sound I felt in my knees, and I dragged him across the pine needles to the edge and rolled him in.

He landed face down. I left him that way.

Filling it went faster. Shovel, throw, shovel, throw. I thought about nothing. I’d learned that from cleaning – how to make the hands go and the head stop. When the dirt was level I stamped it and dragged fallen branches over the top and threw needles across it until it was the same brown as everything around it.

My phone sat face down on the passenger seat through all of it. I could feel it there. Every call, every text, every person in my kitchen wondering where the birthday girl had gone with the cake.

I put the shovel in the trunk on top of the tarp and drove out over the chain and back down through the trees, and when the road turned to gravel I pulled over and picked up the phone.

Nineteen missed calls.

I picked up the twentieth.

“Where are you?” Alexandra said.

“I need to see you. Now. Where you are.”

“The motel? Paula, what’s –”

“I’m in trouble. Real trouble. I can’t do the next part by myself, and I don’t have anyone else. Please.”

Silence. Then, low: “Room eleven. Around the back.”

The motel sat under the flight path a mile from the terminal. Two stories, exterior stairs, ice machine humming outside her door. She opened before I knocked and pulled me inside and shut it.

She was still wearing my dress. Black hair, my part, my mouth. My own face looked back at me with a horror on it I’d never seen there.

“You’re covered in dirt.”

“I know.”

“You’re – Paula, is that blood? On your arm?”

“Some of it.”

She went to the bathroom and came back with a glass of water and put it in my hand and stood over me while I drank the whole thing, and then she filled it again.

“You need to shower before you go anywhere.”

“I will. But you need to hear this first. All of it. Sit down.”

She sat on the end of the bed. I sat in the chair by the window and told her.

The emails. The knife. The bed. The heels in the hall and the dolls and the bottle, and the heel, and what I’d done with the heel. The truck. The garage. The knife again. The trunk, the chest, the party, the mop. The pines. All of it, in order, in a flat voice I could hear myself using, and I watched her face change while I talked, watched it go through every stage – disbelief, then something worse than disbelief – until she had both hands over her mouth and tears running down over her fingers.

“Two,” she said, when I stopped. “Paula. Two people.”

“Yes.”

“You killed –”

“Yes.”

She sat with that. I let her.

“Where is she now?” she said at last. “The secretary.”

“In a chest. In my living room. Under a blanket. And in an hour there’s going to be twenty people in that room.”

“So what do you expect me to do?”

That was the sentence. Not what have you done. What do I expect.

My sister. Loyal to the bone.

“The chest has to come out of the house. Tonight, during the party, while everyone’s inside.” I leaned forward. “I’ll go in. I’ll be Paula. I’ll get everyone out onto the deck – toast, sunset, something. While they’re out back, you come through the front door and drag the chest out and get it into the scrub at the end of the drive. Then later, when it’s dark, we bring the car around and get her out together.”

“Drag it. By myself.”

“It’s on runners. It slides.”

“With a body in it.”

“Alex.”

She stood up. Walked to the window. Stood there in my dress with her arms wrapped around herself and looked out at a parking lot.

“I need to think,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m not saying no. I’m saying I need to think, and I can’t think while you’re sitting there looking like that.”

“Okay.”

I went and had the shower.
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I stood under the water until it ran clear and then a long time after.

Her bag sat on the bathroom floor. Jeans, a gray T-shirt, a jacket. Her clothes, my size, the same as always. I dressed in them and combed my wet hair back and came out.

She was at the little kitchenette counter with the room key in her hand.

“Okay,” she said.

“Okay?”

“I’ll do it. I’ll hate you for it, but I’ll do it.” She opened the door. “Let’s go, before I think about it any more.”

We took my car. The sun sat low over the water as we came down the coast road, and the light went long and orange through the windshield, and Alexandra sat with her hands in her lap in my dress and said nothing for eleven miles.

My phone rang in the cradle. BRANDON.

I answered on speaker.

“Paula.” He sounded worn down to the wire. “Where are you? What is going on today?”

“I’m on my way.”

“On your way from where? Miles says you left to get a cake two hours ago. Delano’s says there’s no cake. My mother’s in your kitchen. Bethany’s here. The Westlakes are here. Seth’s here. There’s a dozen people standing around your house waiting for you, and I’ve got more coming at seven, and – so much for a surprise, I guess.” A breath. “Are you okay? Just tell me you’re okay.”

“I’m okay. I’ll explain everything when I get there.”

“Twenty minutes?”

“Twenty minutes.”

I hung up. Alexandra turned her head.

“Explain everything,” she said.

“I’ll think of something.”

The plan was simple, because simple was all we had left. I’d park on Corsair Lane behind the beach path. I’d go around the side of the house and check the deck, check the kitchen through the window, make sure the whole party was out back, and then I’d let her in through the front. She’d wait by the door until I opened it.

I put the blonde wig on in the car. Nobody was looking for a blonde woman in a gray T-shirt.

We walked up Corsair Lane with the sun going down behind us. Cars lined the street – Helen’s, Bethany’s yellow hatchback, the Westlakes’ SUV, a black sedan I knew was Seth’s. Voices came from the back of the house. Music. Somebody laughed on the deck.

I pointed Alexandra to the front door. She walked up the path and stood on the step with her back to me, my dress, my hair.

I went for the side gate.

I’d made it three steps when the front door opened.

“Paula! Finally!” Helen’s voice, bracelets ringing. “Where on earth have you been? Come in, come in, everyone’s – oh, look at your face, you’re exhausted. Marissa! She’s here!”

I flattened against the garage wall.

Through the gap in the side gate I watched my sister stand on the step with my mother-in-law’s hands on her shoulders. I watched her open her mouth. But no words came out.

Then Helen pulled her inside and the door shut.

I went around the side and along the hedge to the living room window and lifted my head over the sill.

There she was. In my living room, three feet from the cedar chest, with Helen on one arm and Marissa bouncing at the other and the Westlakes crossing the room toward her. Catherine kissed the air. Miles kissed her cheek and held it a beat too long. Seth pointed both fingers at her from the deck door, and she gave a small wave back. Bethany came out of the kitchen and stopped dead, and I saw her mouth form Paula, and then she hugged her.

All of them. Every one. My sister stood in my house, and they took turns holding her, and nobody saw a thing.

She was me.

So. Fine. The plan had flipped itself. She’d be the distraction. I’d be the one at the chest.

I watched Brandon come in from the deck and see her and stop. He crossed to her and put his arms around her and held on, and over her shoulder his face did something I hadn’t seen it do before. Had he seen through her? I couldn’t be sure.

The moment passed. He let go of her and said something, and she nodded, and he took her by the hand and led her out toward the deck. The rest of crowd followed.

I gave it a full minute. The living room emptied.

I went around to the front, opened my own front door, and stepped into my hall.

Voices out back. Glasses. Seth saying speech, speech.

I went to the chest. Whale off. Throws off. Blanket off. I got my hands under the front edge and pulled, and it moved an inch, and then another. Heavy. Heavier than it had any right to be.

I pulled again.

The front door opened behind me.

“Paula?” Brandon said. “What are you doing?”


Part III

The Dead Woman
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“Ruby knocked it,” I said.

I let go of the chest and straightened up with my hands on my back, the picture of a woman who’d just been bending. “She went at the whale and the whole pile came down. I was putting it back.”

Brandon stood in the doorway with the porch light behind him. He came in and shut the door.

“You left me waiting at the restaurant.”

“I know.”

“For forty minutes. I was really worried. Then Miles rings me and says you’ve been at the house the whole time.” He kept his voice down to prevent anyone else hearing. “Then you leave again. For a cake that doesn’t exist. What is going on, Paula?”

“We need to get out of here.”

“What?”

“Away from this house. From all of them. Five minutes, you and me, and I’ll tell you all of it. But not in here.”

Ruby came around the corner from the kitchen with her tail going, somebody’s chip crumbs on her chin. Marissa had let her out. Ruby found Brandon’s hand and shoved her head under it.

“Take her down to the beach,” I said. “She’s been shut in all afternoon. I’ll come with you.”

He stood there with his hand on the dog’s head and I watched him give up. He reached for the leash on the hook.

While he clipped it on, I turned toward the window and typed into my phone.

Get out of there. I’m with him. Can’t be two of us.

The reply came before I’d put it away. What about the body in the chest???

Leave it. Go. I’ll work it out.

We went out the front, around the side, down the sandy steps in the dark. Ruby pulled ahead. The party glowed behind us, all string lights and laughter, and then the dune came between us and it and there was only the beach and the water and the two of us walking.

“Okay,” Brandon said. “Talk.”

“I wasn’t well.”

“That’s what you told the Westlakes.”

“It’s true. At the airport, once the flight was cancelled – I’ve felt wrong for days, Brandon, and standing at that gate I couldn’t take it. I didn’t want a car, I didn’t want lunch. I wanted my bed. So I got a cab home.”

“And you didn’t tell me.”

“You’d have fussed.”

“I’d have come home.”

“Which is why I didn’t tell you.” I took a moment to let it sit. “I’d been lying down for twenty minutes when the Westlakes came through the back door with a bottle, and Catherine started rearranging the cheese, and I couldn’t breathe. I had to get out. So I drove.”

“Where?”

“Where do you think?”

He stopped walking. Ruby hit the end of the leash and looked back.

“The Salt House?”

“The Salt House.”

“That’s an hour.”

“It’s fifty minutes. Sit in the window, the table’s still there. The one with the burn on it.”

He was silent for a bit. Then he laughed, one breath of it, out through his nose.

“I spilled that whole coffee,” he said. “Right across the table. You had a book open and it went straight into the pages, and you just closed it, and you said –”

“’Now I’ll never know how it ends.’”

“And I said I’d buy you another one.”

“You never did.”

“I only married you instead. Seemed easier.” He looked out at the water. Hands in his pockets. “So you drove to the Salt House, eh? And that’s all there is.”

“I didn’t know about the party.”

“No.” A pause. “I guess you didn’t.”

We walked. The sand got firmer near the water and Ruby went in up to her chest and came out again.

“There is something else,” I confessed.

He waited.

“Yesterday. The doctor. I’ve felt sick every morning for weeks, and I couldn’t sleep, and I’d made up my mind it was something bad. I sat in that waiting room and planned how I’d tell you.” I stopped and made him stop with me. “It’s not bad. I’m pregnant.”

For a moment it was as though he hadn’t heard me. And then:

“You’re what –”

“Seven weeks.”

He put both hands on the sides of my head and pulled me in and held me against his chest, and I let him. I felt his heart going. Faster than mine.

“So that’s why you’ve been acting weird lately,” he said into my hair. “You know for a moment, I thought…”

“What?”

He let go. Stepped back. Something had come into his face behind the smile. Something. “It’s nothing.”

“Okay. Well, anyway. I want to tell them,” I said. “Tonight. Everybody.”

“Shouldn’t we wait? Seven weeks – people wait until twelve. That’s what they say. In case –”

“In case what?”

“Nothing. I just – it’s soon.”

“It’s my birthday. Can we just do things my way for a change?” I took his hand. “Tonight, Brandon.”

He turned my hand over in his. The waves came in and went out.

“Tonight,” he repeated.
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She was waiting at the top of the drive, in the shadow of the hedge, in my dress.

Brandon didn’t see her. He had Ruby pulling toward the house and his head full of what I’d told him, and when I said go in, I’ll be one minute, he went.

I walked up the drive.

“Are you okay?” Alexandra called to me. “What’s going on?”

“I just told Brandon I’m pregnant.”

“And… are you?”

“Yes.”

She put her hand over her mouth. Then she took it away and hugged me, hard, dress against T-shirt, and I felt her shaking.

“Swap,” I said into her shoulder. “Everyone’s seen you in that. If I walk in wearing this, somebody’s going to wonder when I changed.”

We went behind the garage where the light from the street didn’t reach. Dress off, jeans off, dress on, jeans on. Her hands fumbled the zip, and I did it for her, and she did mine. Thirty seconds. We’d done it faster as kids.

She stood in the T-shirt with her arms wrapped around herself.

“Okay,” she said. “So I go. And you – what? Leave her in there?”

“I’ll think of something.”

“You keep saying that.”

“I keep meaning it.”

She hugged me again. Shorter. Then she turned toward the road, and got three steps, and stopped.

“Hang on.”

“Alex –”

“What about the plan? You said you’d get them all out back and I’d take the chest out the front.” She turned around. “That’s still the plan, isn’t it? Nothing’s changed except now you’re you and I’m me.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to. Are you up for it?”

I thought about the party. Twenty people. A deck. An announcement that would pull every one of them out of that living room in a single wave.

“Yes,” I said.

“Then text me. I’ll be by the door.”

I went in through the front.

Brandon was in the living room. So was Ruby. She had her nose jammed into the gap under the lid of the chest and she was scratching at the front panel with one paw, long slow drags, the whine building in the back of her throat.

“She won’t leave it alone,” Brandon said. “Look at her. Ruby. Ruby. Hey.”

He crouched and pulled her back by the collar. She lunged straight in again and got her nose under the lid and the whale rocked.

“It’s as if there’s something in there.” He stood up, lifted the whale off, set it on the sofa. Took the top throw off. “You didn’t put any food in here, did you? Did somebody –”

“Everyone!”

It came out of me so loud that Ruby flinched. Brandon’s hands stopped on the second throw.

“Everyone – can I have you all out back? Brandon and I have something to say.”

Through the open slider, the deck hushed, and then it didn’t. Chairs scraping. Helen’s voice – what is it, what’s she saying – and Marissa’s, and Bethany appearing in the doorway with a glass in her hand and her eyebrows up.

I crossed the room and took Brandon’s wrist and pulled him off the chest.

“Now?” he said.

“Now.”

The deck was strung with the lights Marissa had fought all afternoon. Faces turned. Helen. Marissa. Bethany. Catherine, and behind her, Miles, leaning on the rail with his arms folded. Seth with a beer. Two people I didn’t know who must have come with him. Ruby squeezed through and sat on my foot.

Brandon stood beside me. I put my arm through his and felt how tight he was holding himself.

“So,” I said. “Some of you have been asking where I disappeared to today.” A laugh from Catherine. “Here’s your answer.”

I turned into Brandon and put my hand flat on his chest.

“We’re pregnant.”

Half a second of nothing. Then Helen’s shriek, and Marissa’s on top of it, and the deck came apart. Hands on my back. Helen’s bracelets in my hair. Brandon pulled out of my arms and into his mother’s. Bethany got to me and held on and said oh my God three times into my ear, and over her shoulder Seth was slapping Brandon’s back, and the two strangers were clapping, and Miles hadn’t moved from the rail.

I got my phone out of the dress pocket with one hand while Bethany held the rest of me.

I typed one word. Sent it.

NOW.
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“Is it a boy or a girl?”

“It’s seven weeks, Marissa.”

“So, you don’t know yet?”

“Nobody knows yet.”

“Do you want a boy or a girl?”

“Marissa.” Helen, from across the table. “Give her some air.”

We were on the deck, the six of us at the long table – Brandon and me, Helen and Marissa, and two empty chairs Seth and his friends had abandoned for the cooler. Bethany and the Westlakes sat at the small table by the rail. Every few minutes I found a reason to turn my head toward the house, toward the dark of the living room, and every few minutes it looked the same.

“Can you still drink wine?” Marissa said.

“Uh, I’m probably not supposed to.”

“Not even one bottle?”

“She said no, Marissa, for heaven’s sake, leave the poor girl alone –”

“Mom.” Brandon set his fork down. “She’s asking questions. That’s what people do.”

“She’s asking stupid questions.”

“Then let her ask stupid questions. It’s a party.”

“Don’t take that tone with me at your wife’s table.”

“It’s my table too.”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m fine. Ask me anything, Riss.”

“What about non-alcoholic wine?” Marissa continued.

“I assume that’s okay.”

“What about a low alcohol, organic, vegan-friendly wine?”

I blinked.

“From a local vineyard,” she added. “Supporting locals…”

“Did you buy Paula some wine?” Helen asked quietly.

They turned away in conversation.

Brandon picked his fork back up. Over at the rail, Catherine had her chair angled so she could see us all, and she caught my eye and smiled.

“Well,” Helen said, for the table. “Whatever else, everyone’s eating tonight. I’ve got the chicken in, and there’s the salad, and the Westlakes brought that lovely bottle –”

“And the cake,” Catherine called across.

“And the cake,” Helen agreed.

“The special cake. Paula promised.”

“It’s coming,” I said.

“When?”

“Later. When it’s cake time.”

“Brandon’s boss is coming after nine,” Helen went on, “and his wife. And Bridget from the office, and Seth’s lot.” She turned to me. “Darling, is there no one of yours? Brandon said you had friends you’d want.”

“Bethany’s mine.”

“Only Bethany?”

“I’m not twenty-one, Helen. I don’t want a rager. It’s a nice night. It’s enough.”

Brandon put his hand on my knee under the table. I let it stay there.

The living room window stayed dark.

Bethany got up from the small table and came around the back of my chair and bent down, her hair falling over my shoulder.

“Two minutes,” she said. “Inside. Please.”

I followed her. The kitchen was empty and smelled of chicken. She pulled me past the counter to the far corner by the pantry, out of sight of the slider.

“What are you doing?”

“What do you mean?”

“Helen. Marissa. You had me drive them across town for nothing. Then you vanish for two hours. Then you come back and you’re pregnant, and you’re standing up there announcing it like it’s –” She stopped. “Paula. Something’s not right.”

“Very well. If you must know…”

Her eyes widened.

“Brandon’s cheating on me.”

“What?!”

“Okay. Now you know.”

“Cheating?! That scumbag. And you’re pregnant too.”

“Currently.”

“Oh, Paula. You’re not thinking of –”

“No. I didn’t say I was –” I cut myself off. Turned away from her. “The reason I needed you to get them out of here was because, I need proof.”

“Of him cheating? You don’t have it already.”

“I have some emails, but I need something more concrete.”

“Did you find out who he was cheating on you with?”

“Yes. It’s just someone he works with.”

She stared at me. “That’s horrible.”

“Boo.”

We turned around to find Brandon, in the kitchen doorway. He was grinning at us. My eyes fell to his socks.

“Jesus, Brandon,” Bethany gasped.

He moved in closer. “What are you two whispering about?”

“Names,” Bethany said.

“Baby names,” I said. “I like Devon if it’s a girl.”

“Devon’s a strong name,” Bethany agreed. “For a boy or girl.”

Brandon came over and kissed the side of my head. “I’m getting more ice. Anyone need a refill? Of whatever you’re drinking…”

“We’re okay, thank you.”

He went past us and down the hall toward the garage.

Bethany waited until his footsteps faded. “You don’t know who he’s cheating with?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then I’ll help you find out.”

Halfway down the hall, Brandon’s footsteps stopped.

“Paula?”

A pause. Then his voice went up a register, sharp, coming from the living room.

“Paula! Where’s the chest?”
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“It was right here.” He pointed at the floor. “Am I going crazy? Ruby was just gnawing at it, wasn’t she? Where’s the hell is it?”

The throws lay on the sofa where he’d put them. The whale sat on top. The rectangle of floor under the window was bare, with two long scuffs across the boards to the front door.

“Somebody’s been in the house.” He was already past me, into the hall, checking the front door – locked – then back. “While we were all out there. Somebody came in the front and –”

“Who would do that?”

“I don’t know who would do that, Paula, that’s what I’m saying.”

“Well, I’m sure it’ll turn up somewhere.”

Brandon laughed. “Yeah right. You know, it’s my grandmother’s chest.”

Helen was in the doorway by now, and behind her Marissa, and behind Marissa the party, spilling in off the deck. Helen took one look at the empty floor and put her hand on the wall.

“The chest is gone.”

“I know, Mom.”

“That’s my mother’s chest. Her mother’s before her. It came over on a boat, Brandon. Do you have any idea what that’s worth –?”

“Okay. I’m calling the police.”

He had the phone out. Thumb on the screen.

“Don’t,” I said.

Everyone’s head turned.

“Don’t call them. It’s not stolen.” I took a breath. “I had it taken away. For repair.”

Brandon lowered the phone an inch. “What?”

“The lining. Something went through it – I don’t know what, a corner of something, it was torn right through. I saw it this morning when I put the throws away. I didn’t want you to see it and get upset, so I called someone. They picked it up just before.”

“You called someone. You weren’t even supposed to be here tonight.”

“Change of plans, I guess.”

An awkward silence. I sensed they were having trouble believing me.

“Who took it?” Brandon asked.

“A restorer. Furniture. In the city.”

“What’s their name?”

“I’d have to look.”

I looked around the room for help. It didn’t seem like I was going to get any.

“That’s right,” Catherine said.

She’d come to the front of the crowd with her wine glass. Miles stood at her shoulder.

“Two men. Van in the drive, a little before four. They came to look at it and give a quote, and then they said they’d come back after for the pickup, once approved.” She turned to Miles. “You let them in, honey.”

Miles took a beat. Then: “Yeah. Two guys. I let them in the front. One of them had a clipboard.”

“Seemed to know what they were doing,” Catherine said. “They inspected the damage. Took measurements.”

Brandon looked from her to Miles to me. The phone went dark in his hand.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay. You could have told me.”

“I’m telling you.”

“You could have told me first.“

“Brandon.” Helen, recovered now, patting her chest. “She was trying to spare you. And she’s pregnant. Leave it.”

He put the phone away.

The party went back outside in ones and twos. Bethany was the last to go. She held my eyes across the room for a second longer than anyone else had, and I knew what she was thinking. She knew something was up.

Catherine stayed.

She took her glass into the kitchen and refilled it, and I followed her in and shut the slider.

“Why did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“You know what.”

She leaned on the counter. “Because it’s obvious what you’re up to. You’re playing a trick on him. Some elaborate birthday thing.” She sipped. “With your sister. The one who looks exactly like you.”

I put my hand on the island.

“I’ve lived next door to you for six months, Paula. I know your walk. I know how you hold a glass. That girl on the step tonight held it in her left hand.” She shook her head, admiring. “Helen hugged her. Bethany hugged her. Your husband hugged her. I stood there waiting for somebody to say something and nobody did. Honestly, I don’t know how you’re keeping a straight face.”

“Catherine –”

“Where’d she go, anyway? I haven’t seen her in a while.”

I took her by the elbow and walked her into the corner by the pantry, where Bethany and I had stood earlier.

“You can’t tell anyone.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Not Miles. Not Brandon. Not as a joke, not at midnight when you’ve had six of those. Promise me.”

She studied me. The smile went, and something else came in behind it.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll promise. On one condition.”

“Name it.”

“After the party. When everyone’s gone home. You bring Brandon over to ours.” She tilted her head. “Miles has wanted to for months. I’ve been curious for longer. It’s your birthday. Let’s all have a nightcap.”

The chicken smell turned in my stomach.

“Fine,” I said.

“Fine?”

“Midnight. We’ll be there.”

“Good girl.” She patted my arm and picked up her glass and went out to the deck, and I stood by the pantry with my hand on the flour tin and waited for the kitchen to hold steady.
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Nobody was watching the front door.

The deck had the music and the food and Helen, and the hall was dark. I went out the front, pulled it to without letting it latch, and walked down the drive on the grass beside the gravel.

My car sat on Corsair Lane where I’d left it. I rolled it back around the corner with the lights off and stopped in the scrub at the end of our drive, where the hedge met the beach path.

Alexandra came out of the bushes with her arms wrapped around herself.

“I couldn’t get it down the step. I had to tip it.” She pressed her lips together. “It’s fine. It’s there.”

The chest sat on its side in the long grass, its lid held shut with the belt off her jeans.

“Anyone see you?”

“I don’t know. I kept looking. Every time a car went past, I lay down.” She was whispering. “Paula, I want to go home.”

“I know. Soon.”

I popped the trunk. The tarp from the pines lay in the bottom, stiff and dark.

We got her out of the chest together. Alexandra held the lid and I reached in, and Giselle came up in one piece, bent at the hips and knees, and she’d gone heavier somehow, or I’d gone weaker. Alexandra made a sound and shut her eyes and kept holding the lid.

I laid her on the tarp on her side. The one heel stuck up. I closed the trunk on it.

“Now you,” I said.

“Now me what?”

We swapped in the shadow of the hedge. Dress for jeans, jeans for dress. I gave her the jacket back and buttoned it up to her throat.

“Listen. Our neighbor, Catherine, knows.”

“Knows what?“

“That there’s two of us. She spotted it on the step. She won’t say anything, I’ve handled her. But keep away from her and from Miles. And keep away from Brandon if you can. Talk to Helen. Talk to Bethany. Let Marissa ask you about the baby.”

“What baby?”

“Ours. I’m pregnant, remember?. I told everyone. Say seven weeks and smile.”

She stared at me. “I can’t do this.”

“You’ve done it all afternoon.”

“That was before I knew what was in the –”

“There’s sunglasses on my dresser. Big ones. Put them on and say you’ve got a headache. It’s dark, nobody will care.” I took her face in my hands. “One more hour. Then dinner, then people start leaving. I’ll text you when I’m close and we swap again.”

“I thought you said I was going home!”

“You want to bury her?” I asked. “You want to dig the hole?”

“I didn’t say –”

“My life is on the line here. Do you understand.”

She nodded against my palms. “I guess so.”

“Then go.”

She went up the drive with her arms folded, my dress, my hair, and turned in at the side gate, and the deck lights took her.

I shoved the empty chest deeper into the scrub and got in the car.

The road out of the neighborhood was empty. My hands hurt on the wheel – the torn blister had opened again on the chest’s edge, and both palms burned where the shovel had been, and I’d be holding the shovel again in an hour. I thought about that. I thought about the dark under the pines and whether I’d find the same clearing, and whether I should, and what the ground would be like a second time.

Blue light filled the mirror.

I looked down. Sixty-one. In a forty.

I pulled onto the shoulder and put the car in park and sat with both hands on the wheel. The cruiser’s door stayed shut. Thirty seconds. A minute. The blue kept going around and around.

Then it opened, and he came up the driver’s side with a flashlight.

“Evening. License and registration.”

My purse was on the seat. I got the license out and my hand did fine.

“Mrs. Winslow. You know how fast you were going?”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching.”

“Sixty-one. Any reason?”

“It’s my birthday. I’ve got a house full of people and I’m out picking up a cake.”

He took that in. Wrote on the pad. The flashlight went past me to the passenger seat, then the back. It stayed on the back a moment. The shovel lay across it with a crust of dirt on the blade.

“Gardening?”

“Planting. My mother-in-law brought bulbs.”

He tore the ticket off and held it out, and I took it, and I said thank you, and he stayed where he was.

His eyes went along the car. Down the side. Toward the back.

Sweat ran down my ribs inside the dress. I kept both hands on the wheel where he could see them.

“Everything all right tonight, ma’am?”

“Fine. Just late.”

The flashlight came back to my face, held there, and went off.

He tapped the roof twice.

“Happy birthday,” he said. “Drive safe.”
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The clearing was where I’d left it.

I found the chain in the headlights and the gap at the shallow end, and the car went in over the same ruts. The pines closed over. I cut the engine and sat in the dark until my eyes could use it.

Then I dug.

The ground was softer the second time, or I’d learned where the roots ran. The blisters opened in the first ten minutes and I wrapped my hands in the tarp’s corner and kept going. Sky through the branches went gray, then blue-black, then nothing. When the hole was deep enough I got her out of the trunk and across the needles, and she went in on her side with her knees up, the one heel pointing at the sky.

I sat down exhausted, on the edge of the hole. Coughing in dirt and dust.

I thought about saying a prayer. Or maybe saying ‘sorry’ to Giselle in the afterlife. What stopped me was the thought of her coughing, waking up where she is now. I’d have no choice but to grab my shovel and kill her all over again.

I stood up, stretched. Summoned the little strength I had left.

Then I filled the hole.

Two graves, twenty feet apart, under the same trees. I dragged the branches back over. I stood between them in the dark.

Somewhere off in the trees, one bird calling and another answering.

My phone lit up in the car. Alexandra.

More people here. Bridget. A couple called the Brewers, older, B’s boss. Two more from his office. Nobody’s said anything weird. I’ve got the sunglasses on, and Helen thinks I’ve got a migraine.

I wrote: Brandon?

Haven’t been near him. He’s been out front with Seth and the boss talking shop for an hour. Helen’s putting food out. They want everyone to sit.

OK. Sit. Eat. I’ll text when I’m close and we swap.

How close?

Soon.

I put the phone down and turned the car around and drove out under the chain.

There was a burger place on the highway with its lights on and a lot with two cars in it. I parked at the far end, in the dark past the dumpsters, and went in through the side door with my head down and straight to the restroom.

The mirror was kind. It always is under those lights. Dirt to the elbows, a smear on my jaw, needles in my hair. I ran the tap hot and scrubbed with the pink soap until my arms were red, and I picked the needles out one at a time, and I wet a paper towel and went down the front of the dress where the earth had rubbed in. Alexandra’s dress. Mine. Whichever.

The girl behind the counter was fifteen and kept her eyes on the register. I took the bag to the car and ate it with the engine off. The whole thing. I’d forgotten food existed.

Then I picked up the phone again.

Nine missed calls, all today, all Brandon, all from before I’d walked into the party. He’d stopped. He thought he had me now.

I opened the mail app and sat with my thumb over it.

His account. That I still had control of. He must have noticed by now – he’d have tried it at the office, then on his phone, then given up and blamed the IT people. I’d meant to give it back. Somewhere between the bed and the knife and the hall, I’d meant to change it back and let him have his life.

I could do that now. Type the old password in. Wipe my prints off it. Be done.

I opened it instead.

Unread, at the top of the list. An hour and ten minutes ago.

From: Isadora Bell

You’ve ignored me all night. Not a smile. Not a wink. Not a look.

After she ruined our weekend, I expected more from you, B.

I’m going through with what we talked about. Tonight. You’re not going to stop me.

Paula has taken her last breath.


CHAPTER 37

I put the phone on the dash and put both hands over my face and breathed into them.

Giselle had died at two in the afternoon. This was sent at half past eight.

Giselle wasn’t Isadora.

I went back into the account with my hands shaking and searched her name. There they were – Giselle’s emails, months old, a thread I’d never opened because it hadn’t been the one I was looking for. Hers to him: I can’t keep pretending I feel nothing. I know you feel it too. His back: I’m married. I’m sorry. This can’t happen, and I need you to hear that. Hers, again: Then let me at least say it once. His: Said. Heard. We’re not going to discuss it again.

March. He’d shut it down in March.

I’ve read the emails. He showed you? Those are private. She’d thought I meant these. She’d been embarrassed. She’d been telling the truth in the backroom – it’s over, I’ve moved on, I found someone else – and I’d laughed in her face and hit her with a bottle.

I put my forehead on the steering wheel.

Then I lifted it, because there wasn’t time.

Isadora was at the house. Isadora was a woman who’d stood on my deck tonight and watched my husband, and she’d been ignored, and she’d sent him a message an hour ago saying she was going through with it. What we talked about. I knew what they’d talked about. I’d read every word.

And the woman wearing my face was sitting at my table.

I called Alexandra. It rang out.

I called again. Voicemail.

Get out of the house NOW. Don’t ask. Go out the front and walk down to the beach and wait for me there. NOW.

I drove.

The party had grown. Cars along both sides of Corsair Lane now, a silver Lexus I didn’t know, a taxi turning at the end. I put the car at the top of the drive with its nose to the road and left the keys in it, and I went down along the hedge in the dark.

The beach path was empty. The dune was empty. Nobody stood on the sand.

The deck was full. From the side of the house I could see it through the slats – Helen’s long table with plates being passed, Seth’s voice, the Brewers, Bridget in a red dress laughing at something Miles had said. Brandon at the head of the table with his back to me.

An empty chair on his right. My chair.

I went to the garage side door and let myself in with my key, and through the garage, and into the short hall in the dark.

“Oh, there you are.”

Bethany came out of the study with her phone in her hand and a lamp on behind her, and I nearly hit her.

“I’ve been looking everywhere. Helen’s about to send out search parties.” She took me in from the hair down. “You’re filthy. What –”

“Later.”

“Fine, later, but look at this.” She turned the phone to me. “The study. There’s a box in the bottom of the cabinet behind the binders. I only went in there because Ruby was scratching at it.”

Photos. A stack of cards, the folded kind, in a shoebox. A watch I’d never seen, still in its case. A pressed flower. Her handwriting on the top card – I’d know it anywhere now – and his under it.

Read these words and know only I matter. Isadora.

I’ll read them every night. B.

“There’s twenty of them,” Bethany said. “All signed Isadora. No name, no address, nothing with a last name on it. But it’s her.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who –”

“No. Keep looking. If you can. Anything with a name.”

“I will. Paula, are you –”

My phone buzzed.

Alexandra. Sent nine minutes ago, arriving now.

I’m in the bathroom – HELP

I went past Bethany and up the stairs two at a time.

The bedroom was dark. The bathroom door stood open with the light on inside it, a slice of white across the carpet.

I went in.

She was on the floor with her back against the wall under the towel rail, her legs out in front of her, one sandal off. My dress. My hair, come loose. The sunglasses had fallen in her lap. Her head was tipped back against the tiles and her throat was open, wide and dark, and the blood had run down the front of the dress and pooled in the grout. Her eyes were fixed on the ceiling with a kind of surprise in them.

Her phone lay by her hand. The screen glowed.

Alexandra was dead.


CHAPTER 38

I didn’t decide to scream. It just came out of me.

It went through the house. I heard it come back off the walls, and then the deck – every chair at once.

Brandon’s voice, Paula?, and feet hitting the boards.

Her phone. I took it off the tiles. Her hand was warm.

I was through the bedroom before the first of them hit the bottom of the stairs. The hall. Two doors – ours, and the guest room across from it. I went into the guest room and pushed the door to and pressed myself into the closet between Helen’s winter coats and pulled the slatted door shut.

They came up the stairs in a wave.

“Paula – Paula –”

Brandon first. Into our room. The bathroom.

The sound he made was worse than mine.

Then Helen. Then Bethany, a second behind, and Bethany screamed properly, high and long, and Helen was saying no, no, no, no in a voice I’d never heard from her. Somebody yelled for an ambulance. Somebody – Seth – was saying don’t touch her, don’t touch anything, everybody out.

“She’s – she’s gone. Oh God. Paula. Paula, baby, no –”

Brandon. On his knees on the tiles. I knew it from the sound.

I put both hands over my mouth.

They think it’s me. The thought arrived cold and plain. Every one of them had watched me walk up the drive in that dress, and now the dress was on the floor with its throat open, and there was nobody left alive in the house who’d known the difference except Catherine.

Marissa was crying in the hall. Feet everywhere. The bedroom filling and emptying. The front door, then the sound of the siren far off and coming.

The guest room door opened.

Nails on the boards. Ruby.

She came straight to the closet and put her nose to the crack and whined.

“Ruby – Ruby, no, girl, come here –”

Brandon’s voice, thick, from the doorway. He’d come after her.

She scratched the slats. I could see his shape through them, dark against the hall light, one hand on the doorframe holding himself up.

“Come on. Come on. Leave it.”

She scratched again. He crossed the room. He was three feet from the closet. If he’d glanced down through the slats he’d have seen my feet.

He bent and took her collar.

For a moment he stayed bent, his forehead almost against the door, and I heard him breathe – a long, broken pull of air – and then he straightened and dragged the dog out backward, and the door shut, and his footsteps went through the hall and down the stairs.

I counted to thirty and came out.

The window in the guest room faced the beach. Two stories, straight drop onto the paving by the side of the deck, and below the sill, nothing – no roof, no ledge. To the left, the downpipe ran from the gutter to the ground, bracketed to the wall every four feet.

Voices on the deck below. Seth on the phone. Blue light starting to wash the hedge from the road.

I got the window up and put one leg out.

The downpipe was an arm’s length away. I leaned for it with one hand on the sill and got my fingers around it and it was cold and wet with the sea air, and the bracket under my hand shifted. I let go of the sill.

For one second I hung there with my whole weight on the pipe and my feet against the wall, and the pipe pulled a quarter inch away from the bricks with a groan I felt in my teeth.

Then I went down it. Hand under hand, boots against the wall, the brackets tearing at the inside of my arms. The jeans caught on the second bracket and ripped. Halfway, my foot found the top of the air-conditioning unit and I let it take me, crouched, and dropped the last six feet onto the paving.

The ankle held.

I stayed crouched with my back to the wall. Ten feet from the corner of the deck. Seth’s voice, right there, yes, she’s – yes, I think so, yes. I went the other way, along the base of the wall, around the corner to the front, and up the side of the drive in the dark.

The car was where I’d left it. Keys in it.

I released the handbrake and let it roll backward onto the road without starting it, and only turned the key when I was around the corner, and the ambulance passed me going the other way with its lights on and no siren.

I drove to the motel.

Room eleven. Her key was in the jeans I was wearing.

I locked the door and pulled the chain across, along with the curtains. After that, my knees began to bend. I sat down on the floor between the bed and the wall, where nobody looking in could see me, and stayed there.


CHAPTER 39

I slept in her bed. I don’t remember getting into it.

I dreamed we were seven. The house on Marlow Street, the one with the crab-apple tree, and Mom’s voice from the kitchen calling one name and both of us coming. Alex always got there first. She’d stand in the doorway with her chin up and say I’m Paula, and Mom would laugh and say you’re a terror, whichever one you are, and let her have the cookie.

We had a game. Swap. She’d take my seat in class and I’d take hers, and we’d see how long. A whole day once. The teacher never knew. Mom knew in a second, at the door, and put her hand on Alex’s head and said nice try.

Nobody else ever could. Not teachers, not boyfriends. Not a husband. I’d counted on that my whole life without knowing I was counting.

I woke with the pillow soaked and the light gray behind the curtain. Planes going over. The ice machine.

It was my fault. I lay there and let that be true. I’d built the plan and put her in the dress and sent her up the drive, and I’d told her one more hour, and I’d been standing in a clearing with a shovel while somebody walked into my bathroom behind her.

Isadora. Somebody who’d stood on my deck. Somebody who thought she’d killed me.

And Brandon, on his knees on the tiles. I’d rather kill her first than have her find out.

I sat up.

I wasn’t safe here. Not in this town, not in this room. If Isadora didn’t figure out that she’d killed the wrong sister, then surely the police would.

Her laptop was on the desk. Her bag on the chair. Her passport in the side pocket, where she’d always kept it, since we were nineteen and she’d lost one in Lisbon.

Alexandra Pike. Her photo. My face.

I opened the laptop and found a flight. Eleven-forty. One seat in the back, the kind that doesn’t recline. I paid with her card. The screen asked for a name and I typed hers.

Then I picked up her phone – the cheap one from the newsstand, the last thing she’d bought – and called Mom’s house.

A woman answered. Carla, the day nurse.

“It’s Alexandra. Can I talk to her?”

“She’s awake. She’s not really –” A pause. “Hold on, honey.”

Rustling. Then breathing. Then her voice, thin, from a long way off.

“Which one?”

“It’s me, Mom.”

“Which one is it?”

“Alex.” It came out easy. “I’m coming to see you. Today. I’ll be there by tonight.”

“That’s nice.” A long gap. “Is your sister coming?”

I held the phone.

“No. Just me.”

“She never comes.”

“I know, Mom. But I’m coming.”

Carla took the phone back and said she’d make up the front room, and I said thank you, and hung up before I talked myself out of it.

I showered. I dressed in her clothes – her jeans, her gray sweater, the boots she’d worn through the airport yesterday morning. I packed her bag with her things and put the laptop in it and the passport in the front pocket. I left my own phone at the bottom of the bag, switched off. I didn’t turn it on. I didn’t want to know what was on it.

The wig I put in the trash can by the ice machine on my way past.

I called a cab from the room phone and gave her name, and I sat on the end of the bed with the bag between my feet and waited for it, and when it came I put the key on the desk and walked out into the morning as somebody else.
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The cab smelled of pine air freshener and somebody else’s cigarettes.

The driver tried talking to me twice before giving up. I sat in silence on the backseat and watched the town go past. The strip malls. The turn for the coast road. The billboard for the dentist who’d whitened Brandon’s teeth. All of it ordinary, all of it going on.

I did the math.

Isadora was at the party last night. I ran the faces. Helen. Marissa. Bethany. Catherine. Bridget in her red dress. Mrs. Brewer, sixty and pearled. Seth’s two friends, a couple – one of them a woman with short hair I’d never spoken to.

Somebody from the office. Somebody from next door. Somebody who’d hugged me on the step.

I could call Bethany. She’d been there all night. She’d tell me who left the table and when, who’d gone in for ice, who’d been upstairs. She’d found the box. She’d help.

And then she’d know I was alive, and she’d know what that meant about the woman on the tiles. If I’d learnt anything in this life, it was that two people can’t keep a secret.

No. I’ll leave her out of it.

A clean slate. Paula Winslow bled to death on the bathroom floor, and everybody at her birthday party could swear to it. Whatever Isadora wanted, she’d got. Whatever Brandon had said yes to, he’d have to live with. Ruby would get walked. The house would get sold. All our wonderful memories, would be gone in the fire.

And I’d be somewhere else with a baby.

The airport came up white and enormous. The driver took the bag out of the trunk and I paid him with cash.

Check-in was a machine. It asked for a name and I gave it hers. It asked for ID and I held the passport up to the camera, and the camera read her face and then mine and printed a boarding pass.

Security. Shoes off. Belt off. The bag through the machine. A woman in blue checked the passport against me and said have a good flight, Ms. Pike, and handed it back.

The gate. I sat by the window and watched the plane being fed, and every time somebody walked past, I kept my head down over her phone, and nobody stopped me.

They called the rows. I boarded with the last group. Seat 38C, on the aisle at the very back by the toilets, a man asleep in the window seat with his mouth open.

I put the bag under the seat in front of me and buckled in for the flight.

The cabin filled. Overhead bins slammed. A baby cried somewhere up front and stopped. The safety card in the seat pocket had a drawing of a woman calmly sliding down a chute in heels.

The engines came up.

We rolled, and turned, and stopped. Then the whole thing gathered itself and went, and I was pressed back into the seat, and the ground fell away.

I leaned across the sleeping man and looked down.

The coast. The white line of the beach with the houses along it. I couldn’t find ours – too small, too fast – and then the plane banked and it was gone, and there was only water, and then cloud.

I put my head back against the rest and shut my eyes.
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Six Months Later

Mom died on the ninth day.

Carla was with her. I was in the front room folding towels, and Carla came to the door and didn’t say anything, and I put the towel down. That was all it took. I knew she was gone.

She’d called me Alex until the end. Sometimes Paula, when she was drifting. I answered to both.

The lawyer was a man named Dyer with a bad knee who’d known her thirty years. He said the estate came to Alexandra Pike, being my mother’s only the surviving child. I signed where he pointed.

The house sold in six weeks. A young couple looking for a fresh start. I didn’t go to the closing.

Now I rent a two-bedroom on Cedar Street with a porch and an old furnace, eleven minutes from the hospital, and I’m thirty-three weeks pregnant.

That’s my life. That’s the shape of it.

Tuesday is Dr. O’Neil. She measures me with a tape and presses the wand into the gel and turns the screen so I can see. There’s a spine, a fist, a heartbeat. The baby will be here soon.

Thursday is the birthing class in the church basement, nine women on yoga mats and one man who films everything. Wednesday I walk to the market on Fourth and buy what I can carry and walk back.

The second bedroom has a crib in it. I assembled it myself with the wrong Allen key and it took a whole Sunday. There’s a dresser with six onesies in the top drawer, all white. I couldn’t pick a color. I keep meaning to.

There’s a list on the fridge. Car seat. Bottles. Pediatrician. I cross one off a week.

I sleep on my left side because the book says to. I wake at four and lie there with the baby turning over under my ribs and listen to the furnace clank.

Nobody here knows me. Carla moved on to another patient. The neighbor across the street waves. The woman at the market calls me hon. The church-basement women call me Alex, and it still takes me a moment to respond.

Mail comes to Alexandra Pike. The bank account is hers, and it’s heavy – the house money, and her own savings underneath, more than I’d known she had. Enough. More than enough.

I’m not working. Not yet. After.

And at night, when the dishes are done and the list is crossed and the crib is sitting there empty in the dark room, I pour a glass of wine.

One glass. Red. Zero alcohol. Vegan friendly. Marissa would approve.

I drink it slowly. I hold it, and I sit in the armchair by the window with the lights off and my feet up on the box the car seat came in, and I watch the street. I take out my old phone, the one from my old life, to see if anyone still tries it.

Nothing. Not tonight.

I put it away, and I think about him.

I think about the life we had. Before I ever read any of those emails.

I think about whether I’d go back.

I turn it over. What that would even look like. Walk up the drive in a stranger’s coat, seven months gone, and knock. It’s me. It wasn’t me who died. Surprise. And then what? Police. Lawyers. The pines. A secretary and her boyfriend, buried with my DNA all over them.

Paula Winslow has a headstone. People stood at her funeral and cried.

I’m a dead woman.

I should probably leave it that way.
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The balance bothered me.

Not the house money. Mom’s house was Mom’s, and it went to the daughter who was left, and I could argue that one with myself and win. It was the rest. The forty thousand underneath – Alexandra’s, saved over ten years of jobs I’d never asked her about, sitting in my account under her name as if it were mine.

I’d never asked her about a lot of things.

She liked animals. I knew that much. Every birthday card had a dog on it. She’d fostered, on and off – a one-eyed cat, a greyhound found starving in a forest – and she’d sent me a photo once of a kitten asleep in her shoe with the caption my roommate. I’d hearted it and put my phone away.

So on Wednesday, after the market, I walked the extra six blocks to the rescue on Hollis Avenue.

It smelled of bleach and dog hair. A girl with a nose ring gave me a tour I hadn’t asked for – kennels, the cat room, a rabbit who’d been there a year – and I took every brochure off the rack by the door. Monthly giving. Legacy giving. Sponsor a kennel. Sponsor a surgery.

I stood in the parking lot with the brochures against my belly and did the sum. Forty thousand. A surgery was two. A kennel for a year was five. I could give it all away in an afternoon.

And then I’d have the house money and nothing under it, and I’d have to work.

Good. That was the point. A woman who lived off her dead sister’s savings wasn’t a woman I wanted raising anyone. After the baby, then. Six months. A year. I’d find something – bookkeeping, reception, I’d wait tables if needed – and the money would go where she’d have sent it, and we’d get by. We’d get by.

I walked home with the plan in my head and it felt like the first clean thing I’d done in half a year.

The porch. The key. The bags on the counter.

My old phone buzzed on the table where I’d left it the night before.

I picked it up expecting a message from the phone company to be finally cancelling it.

Instead: I know where you are, Paula.

I sat down. The chair was there, luckily.

I know what happened that night. I know about Giselle. I know about her boyfriend, and the truck, and where you took them.

I have her shoe. The black one. It still has her blood on it.

One hundred thousand. Cash. Tonight, eleven p.m., the lot behind the old Kmart on Route 9. Park in the far corner by the light pole.

You get the shoe and you get my silence. Miss it and I make the call.

I read it through again.

Route 9. The old Kmart. That was here. Whoever this was knew the town, knew the road, had been here long enough to know which lot was empty at night.

I have her shoe. The heel. The last I’d seen of it was the back of my closet, behind the winter boots.

Somebody had found it.

I didn’t have time to ponder who it might be. I was just lucky I’d had the phone on to see the message at all.

My fingers calmly moved across the screen. Two letters would suffice.

OK.
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The branch on Main opened at nine. I was there at ten to.

The teller was a boy with a tie clip. I said I needed to make a withdrawal and gave him the amount and watched his face go carefully blank.

“That’s a large sum, ma’am.”

“I know.”

“We’d need to – let me get someone.”

Someone was a woman named Denise with reading glasses on a chain, who took me into a glass office with a plant in it and closed the door.

“Ms. Pike. I’m going to be honest with you, a request like this raises some flags for us.”

“I’d expect it to.”

“Can I ask what the funds are for?”

I’d rehearsed it in the shower.

“A car. Private sale. An older gentleman out past the county line – he’s got a ‘68 Mustang his late husband restored, he wants it gone, he wants cash, and he’s not interested in a cashier’s check because he doesn’t trust banks.” I smiled. “He said that to my face. I’m sorry.”

Denise smiled back, a little. “And it’s a hundred thousand?”

“It’s sixty for the car. The rest is because I’m having a baby in seven weeks and the furnace on Cedar Street is older than I am, and the contractor also wants cash.” I put a hand on my belly. It was becoming a habit, in front of strangers. “I don’t love it either. But I’d like both things done before she comes.”

“She?”

“That’s the hope.”

She took her glasses off and let them hang.

“We’ll need to fill out a form. Federal reporting, anything over ten thousand. And I’d ask you to consider a check for at least part of it, for your own protection –”

“I understand. Cash, please.”

“It’ll take a couple of hours. We don’t keep that on hand.”

“I’ll wait.”

I waited. Two hours and forty minutes in a chair by the window with a magazine I didn’t read. People came and went with deposit slips and car loans and ordinary Thursdays. A woman my age sat down two chairs over with a toddler and a lollipop and asked when I was due, and I told her, and she said the first one’s the hardest and laughed, and I laughed too. Denise came out twice to say it wouldn’t be long. The boy with the tie clip brought me a paper cup of water without being asked.

At one-fifteen they took me back to the glass office. The money was in a canvas bank bag with a zipper, ten bricks in bands, and Denise counted it in front of me and had me sign, and had the boy witness, and told me to please be careful.

“Do you want someone to walk you to your car?”

“I’m fine.”

I put the bag in the bottom of a tote from the market and covered it with a sweater and walked out into the sun.

At home I put the tote in the closet. Then I took it out and put it under the bed. Then I sat on the bed with it between my feet and thought about the crib in the next room.

I ate a stir-fry at six. I tipped the delivery driver an extra ten dollars once I was finished.

At nine I put on the biggest coat I owned and Alexandra’s boots and put the tote on the passenger seat of the car I’d bought with her money. I paused, briefly checking my mirrors. Watching shadows dance in the street. Then I picked up the phone.

I typed. On my way.

Sent.

I put the car in reverse.
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The Kmart had been dead for years. The sign was gone and the letters had left ghosts on the brick.

The lot went on forever. One light pole in the far corner, and under it a circle of orange, and nothing else – weeds through the asphalt, a shopping cart on its side, the highway going past beyond the fence.

I parked where I’d been told. Cut the engine. Ten to eleven.

I sat with the doors locked and the tote in my lap and both hands on it.

At eleven-oh-four, headlights came off the road.

A dark sedan, slow. It crossed the lot on a diagonal and stopped twenty yards away with its lights on me, and stayed like that, and I put my hand up against the glare.

Then the lights went off.

The driver’s door opened. A woman got out. She had a paper bag in one hand and a coat belted at the waist, and she walked into the orange circle and stopped, and I knew the walk before I knew the face.

Catherine.

I got out.

We met between the cars. She put her bag down on the asphalt. I put mine down beside it. The highway went past behind the fence.

“You look well,” she said. “Big.”

“Why didn’t you give me up?”

“Straight to it then.”

“Six months. The street would’ve been full of police the next morning. You must’ve known that wasn’t me on the floor. How did you stay quiet?”

“I’m good at keeping secrets.” She tilted her head. “I thought there might come a day when a live Paula was worth more than a dead one. Turns out I was right.”

“How did you get her shoe?”

“You’ve got a very tidy closet.” She smiled. “Cops don’t look behind boots. I do.”

“And Cody.”

“Who?”

“The boyfriend.”

“Oh.” A shrug. “I watched you put the truck behind the church. I was driving back from the store. You walked right past my window in that wig.”

Behind her, in the sedan, a shape moved. The passenger window came down, and Miles leaned out lifting his hand.

I lifted mine.

Catherine hadn’t picked up the tote. She was watching my face.

“Something wrong?”

“Brandon,” I said.

“What about him?”

“He held her. On the tiles. He talked to her.” I heard my voice go and got it back. “He’d hugged me that morning, Catherine. He’d walked me on the beach. Did he really not know? Did he really see her on that floor and think it was me?”

She took a moment.

“He cried at the funeral,” she said. “If that’s what you’re asking. Properly. Helen had to hold him up.”

“Is he still in the house?”

“Yes he is.”

“And Ruby?”

“He walks her. Seven every morning, along the beach, rain or shine. I see him from the kitchen.” She paused. “He looks like a man whose wife died. I don’t know what else to tell you.”

The sedan door opened. Miles got out and came across the lot with his hands in his pockets.

“Everything okay over here?”

“She’s asking about Brandon,” Catherine said.

“Jesus, Paula.” He stopped beside his wife. “Really?”

“Listen to me.” Catherine bent and picked up the tote at last, and put the paper bag in my hands.

It was light, and I could feel the shape of the heel through it.

“You and him – that’s done,” she continued. “He’s moved on, you’ve moved on. You got away with murder.”

“Two murders,” Miles added.

She nodded in agreement. “Go home. Have the baby. Forget the house. That’s the deal. That’s what you’re paying for.”

They walked back toward the sedan together, her arm through his, the tote between them.

The lot was silent except for the highway. Their voices carried.

“Did you tell her?” Miles said. “About us and Brandon?”

“Be quiet, you idiot.”

“I’m only asking –”

“Get in the car, Miles.”

The doors shut. The lights came on. The sedan swung across the lot and out onto Route 9 and was gone.

I stood under the light pole with the bag in my hands and the baby kicking. I didn’t move for a long time.
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The house was cold when I got home. The furnace had quit again.

I put the paper bag on the kitchen table and didn’t dare open it. I made some tea and sipped slowly. I walked the hall to the crib and back, the crib and back, and the floorboards said the same thing each time.

Us and Brandon.

I sat down on the edge of the bed and let it come.

Midnight. The nightcap. Catherine’s condition – Miles has wanted to for months, I’ve been curious for longer – and I’d said fine, and I’d thought I’d be there to see it through, or to get out of it. And instead I’d been on a plane, and Brandon had buried his wife, and somewhere in the six months since, the Westlakes had gone across the lawn with a bottle and let themselves in through the back.

I got up and went to the bathroom and was sick.

Then I rinsed my mouth and stood there holding the sink. What did it matter. What did any of it matter. He was a widower on a beach a thousand miles away, and I was a pregnant woman without a husband. Whatever he did with his nights was his business.

Done. Over.

I went to the laptop.

I hadn’t searched him since the headstone. I typed his name and there he was, the same profile photo, the two of us on the deck at sunset from two summers ago, my face cropped to a shoulder.

Pinned at the top, the memorial post. Six months old. A photo of me at the Salt House with the book open. My Paula. There aren’t words. Thank you all for the love. Four hundred reactions. Comments in a long scroll – Helen, Marissa, Seth, people from the office, Catherine with a broken heart, Bethany with three.

Below it, nothing. He hadn’t posted since.

I scrolled the comments. I don’t know what I was looking for.

So sorry for your loss, B. She seemed like she had it all together. Guess you never know. – Bridget K.

I read it twice. She seemed like she had it all together. Guess you never know.

On a memorial. Under a dead woman’s photo.

I clicked her name.

Bridget’s page was open to the world. Blazers. A conference lanyard. A cocktail with a sparkler in it. I went down through it, month by month, looking for him. A work drinks photo – Seth in the corner, Giselle with her ponytail, the two of them from the deck. No Brandon. A charity run. A cat.

Then, three weeks ago. Fourteen photos in an album. Best night of my life.

A restaurant. White tablecloths, a long table, candles. Bridget in the middle in a green dress with her hand out for the camera and a ring on it, and a man beside her I’d never seen, dark-haired, laughing. He asked. I said yes. Obviously.

Engaged. To somebody else.

I sighed with relief.

I went through the album anyway. Bridget and the ring. Bridget and the fiancé kissing. The table from the far end, everybody raising a glass. Seth was there, beside the fiancé, his head thrown back at something. Two women I didn’t know. A man in a sweater.

And at the end of the table, in the last photo, half in shadow where the candles gave out, a man sat with a glass in front of him and his hand on the back of his neck.

Brandon.

Three weeks ago. A restaurant. A celebration.

I leaned into the screen.

He wasn’t facing the camera. His eyes were across the table, on the woman sitting opposite him, whose back was to the lens. Blonde hair, loose, down past her shoulders. A cream jacket I’d been with her when she bought it.

Bethany.


Final Part

Isadora


CHAPTER 46

When I was seven, I told a girl named Dana Jacobs where I’d hidden my birthday money.

Under the loose board in the closet, behind the shoebox. Twenty dollars from my grandmother. I told her which boy I liked and which teacher I hated and that I’d wet the bed until I was five. I handed it all over in a single afternoon on her back step, and she gave me hers back, and we swore on it. That’s what a friend was. The person who held your secrets and gave you hers. A trade. Even at seven you understand the trade.

Somewhere along the way you start keeping things back.

Not much at first. A small thing you decide is yours. Then a bigger thing. By the time you’re grown, you’ve got a whole room inside you that nobody’s been in, and you’ve stopped noticing the door.

Brandon was my husband. Bethany was my best friend. Apart from my sister, nobody on earth was closer to me than those two. I slept beside one of them for six years. I told the other one about the clinic before I told him.

And I never told either of them about Alexandra.

I’ve turned that over a lot these last six months. A twin. Not a secret lover, not a debt, not a crime. A sister. The most ordinary thing a person could have. I let Brandon think she was some distant girl who’d moved away and stopped calling. I let Bethany think there was nobody. When Alex came into town I met her at motels.

Why?

I didn’t know then. I know now. Something in me had already decided. Long before the emails, long before getting married, there was a part of me sitting in that locked room, watching the two of them, and it had made its assessment, and it had kept the one thing that mattered where they couldn’t reach it.

It kept her secret for a reason.

There are two sides to everyone. The one you show the room, and the one behind it. Brandon at the breakfast table with his tie crooked, and Brandon in the emails. Bethany with her arms around me on the deck, and Bethany across a candlelit table from my husband three weeks ago. Me in the apron. Me in the pines with a shovel.

Two-faced. They are. I am. We all are. The only difference is whether you know which face is looking out.

I know mine. That’s the thing I’ve got that they don’t.

Because I could feel it coming back. In the car, under the light pole, with Catherine’s voice in my ears – go home, have the baby, forget the house – I’d felt something in me go slack with relief. That was one face. The face that wanted to fold the paper bag with the heel in it and put it in a drawer and pick a color for the onesies.

Then the laptop. Bethany’s hair. His hand on the back of his neck, and his eyes on her.

And the other face woke up.

I understood it, sitting there. I understood it as well as I understand my own hands. It didn’t feel like madness. It just felt like being right.

By law, I’m still his wife. I’ve thought about that too. Nobody signed anything. There was a funeral and a headstone and a woman on the tiles, but no lawyer ever drew a line through my name. So whatever Bethany is doing in that house – and she’s doing something – she’s doing it with a married man. My married man. My best friend, in my bed, with my husband, while I lie on my left side in a rented room and listen to a furnace.

There’s still a version of me that could let it go.

She’s real. I’ve met her. She listens to Catherine and takes the deal and raises the baby and grows old on Cedar Street without ever looking back. She forgives. She forgets. She turns the leaf.

But Isadora is still out there.

Somebody walked into my bathroom on my birthday and put a blade through my sister’s throat while I stood in a clearing with dirt to my elbows. Somebody who’d hugged me on the step. Somebody who signed her cards I.B. and kept her receipts and told my husband she was going through with it, and did.

If Bethany is Isadora, she killed Alex.

If Bethany is Isadora, I’m coming.


CHAPTER 47

The man at the gate glanced at the passport, then at my belly, then at the passport again.

“Ms. Pike. Traveling alone?”

“For now.”

He smiled at that and waved me through.

I walked the concourse with her bag on my shoulder and the baby riding low. Thirty-four weeks. Dr. O’Neil had told me on Tuesday to stay close to home, and I’d nodded and booked the flight from the parking lot.

I thought about murder on the moving walkway.

The perfect murder. I’d given myself the whole speech once, on the end of a bed with a knife in my lap. The murderer walks free. Circumstances write the method. I’d believed every word and then I’d gone downstairs and swung a bottle at the first woman through the door.

That was the mistake. Not the bottle. The hurry.

Giselle walked in and I decided who she was. Cody came through the garage and I decided who he was. Two people in the ground under the pines, and the only thing they’d done wrong was show up before I had the facts.

I’d been so sure.

I was sure now. That was the thing I had to watch. A photo. A blonde head across a table. It could be nothing. It could be innocent. Just friends, and nothing more.

I wasn’t going to stand over Bethany in a pool of blood and get a text from Isadora the next morning, taunting me from wherever she’d gone. Not again.

This time I’d be certain. I’d have proof I could hold in my hand. And I’d have more than proof – I’d have her saying it. I wanted Bethany to tell me what she’d done to my sister, in her own words, before anything else happened.

That was the only version I’d accept.

The cab took me into the city. I gave him a hotel four blocks from Brandon’s building – the tower with the glass lobby – and checked in under her name and paid cash for three nights.

Fourteenth floor. A window over the street. A bed that had been made by someone who cared.

I put the bag on the luggage rack and unpacked it in order.

Her clothes. Four days’ worth, dark, loose, nothing that showed. A box of nitrile gloves from the pharmacy on Cedar Street. A thumb drive. A pair of sunglasses. The tracker – a black puck the size of a cookie, magnetic, ordered online and shipped to Alexandra Pike – still in its plastic.

I sat on the end of the bed with my hands on the baby and thought it through.

Before I made a move, I had to know the stakes. Were they together? Living together, sleeping together, the whole thing – or was it just friends? And if it was the whole thing, was she the only one? Brandon had never been good at only one. He could be with Bethany on the weekends and somebody else on Wednesdays and Isadora on the side of all of it. The photo told me they were together one night. I needed the rest.

There was one way to find out, and it wasn’t asking.

I got up and went to the window. The tower was visible from here, its top floors catching the last of the sun. Somewhere up there Brandon was finishing his day, or leaving early, or on the phone telling somebody he’d be home late.

But he wasn’t the only one there.


CHAPTER 48

The lobby had been redone. New marble, new plants, a new girl at the desk with a headset. I walked past her toward the elevators with the sunglasses on and the bag on my shoulder, and she said good afternoon without lifting her head.

Nobody knew me. Six months, a haircut, a belly, a dead woman’s coat. The building had forgotten Paula Winslow. I got into an elevator with two men arguing about a spreadsheet and pressed P2 and they went on arguing.

The doors opened on the parking garage.

Concrete. Cold. Fluorescent tubes buzzing in a long line down the ceiling. Rows of cars nosed into their bays with their owners’ names on little plaques – WINSLOW, B was three rows down on the left, and it was empty. Gone already. Or never in.

I pulled on the gloves.

I walked the rows slowly with one hand trailing along the hoods. Reading plaques. Sedans, SUVs, a motorbike under a cover. The tracker sat in my coat pocket with its plastic peeled off, and I felt it every time my arm swung.

The elevator chimed behind me.

I stepped around a concrete pillar and stood with my back to it.

Footsteps. One person, unhurried, keys already out. Seth. He went by ten feet away in a suit with the jacket over his arm, whistling.

He stopped at a black sedan two bays down and unlocked it.

Then he turned around.

He stood by the open door and stared back toward the pillar, at the row of cars behind it. I didn’t breathe. The baby chose that moment to push a heel into my ribs, and I put my hand over it, wincing.

Seth tilted his head. He took one step back toward me.

Then his phone rang. He glanced at it, said yeah, got in, and the door shut and the engine started and the sedan reversed out and went up the ramp with its taillights burning.

I stayed behind the pillar until the sound was gone.

Then I went on.

Fourth row, near the end, under a light that had half died: a car so pink I could almost smell strawberries. A little hatchback, candy-colored, with big chrome headlights that bulged from the front, a pair of silver eyes. On the plaque: KOHL, B.

I got down on one knee, then the other. It took longer than it used to. The concrete bit through the jeans. I reached under the rear bumper with the tracker in my palm and felt along the frame until I found flat metal, and the magnet took it out of my hand with a small, final click.

I pressed it once to be sure. A car door slammed somewhere on the level above and I froze with my hand under the bumper until the footsteps went the other way. Then I got my hands on the bumper and pushed myself up in two stages, and stood there with my palm on the pink roof, breathing.

The app on my phone lit up with a green dot.

I peeled the gloves off inside out and put them in my pocket and rode the elevator back to the lobby, and the girl with the headset said have a good evening without lifting her head.


CHAPTER 49

The dot took me to a cul-de-sac in Fairview with houses that cost more money than I’d ever see in my lifetime. Two stories, columns on the porch, a lawn somebody else mowed. The pink car sat in the driveway beside a gray Audi, and every window on the ground floor was lit and open to the street.

I parked the rental across the road under a tree with no lights on and watched.

Bridget in the kitchen with a glass of wine, laughing. The fiancé – dark-haired, the one from the album – at the stove with a towel over his shoulder. Music I couldn’t hear through the glass, only their bodies keeping time to it. She set the table. He lit a candle. They ate, and talked, and she reached across at one point and touched his face.

I got the cigarette pack out of the glove box.

I’d bought them at the airport without deciding to. Alexandra’s brand. I lit one with the car’s lighter and held it and watched the house through the smoke.

The baby turned over. I opened the window an inch and let the smoke go.

They cleared the plates together. He kissed her at the sink. Then the kitchen light went off, and the living room light, and a moment later a window on the second floor came on, and two shadows moved across the blind, and one of them pulled the other one down out of sight, and the window went dark.

I finished the cigarette. I lit another one and didn’t smoke it.

Ten fifty. Eleven ten. The street was empty. A cat crossed the lawn.

At eleven twenty the front door opened and Bridget came out in a robe and bare feet with a pack in her hand. She walked down the drive past the pink car to the sidewalk, where the fiancé wouldn’t smell it, and lit one, and stood with her back to the house looking up at nothing.

I got out of the rental with the door left open.

The mask was in my coat pocket – a rubber thing from a costume shop on the way out of the city, a face with the eyes too wide and the mouth too red. I pulled it on. The revolver I’d picked up in an alley on the same shopping trip, came out of the other pocket.

She heard me at the last second. Half a turn, the cigarette halfway to her mouth.

“Don’t.”

The barrel touched the side of her neck. She went rigid.

“Walk. Up the drive. Past your car to the road. Slow.”

“What –”

“Walk.”

She walked. Robe, bare feet, the cigarette still burning in her fingers. Past the pink car. Past the Audi. At the end of the drive she looked left toward the neighbor’s porch light, and I felt her decide, and she dropped the cigarette and ran.

She got four steps. Bare feet on concrete, the robe flapping. I got a hand in the back of it and yanked, and she came off her feet and hit the sidewalk on her side, crying out.

“Try that again and I’ll do it here. Get up.”

She got up. She was shaking now, terrified, her hands out from her sides.

The trunk was already open. I’d left it that way.

“Get in.”

“Please – I don’t have anything, take the car, take –”

“I’m not asking twice.”

She climbed in. She lay on her side in the robe with her knees up and her hands over her face, and I shut the lid on her and stood with my palm flat on it for one second.

Then I picked up the lighter from where she’d dropped it beside the cigarette – a pink plastic Bic, the same color as her car.

“That’s cute.”

She banged on the lid of the trunk and called for help, but it didn’t matter now. No one would hear her.

I got in and we drove away.


CHAPTER 50

The chain across the road was where I’d left it. The gap at the shallow end. The ruts.

My fourth visit out here. The car knew the way.

I cut the engine under the pines and sat with the headlights on the trees. Bridget had stopped kicking the lid somewhere on the highway. Now there was nothing from the back at all.

I calmly opened my door and stood in the chill of the night. My gloved fingers reached for the button, and the trunk lifted.

“Out.”

Briget rolled out and took three steps before falling to the grass. I moved behind her, waiting.

“Get up.”

I walked her into the clearing with the flashlight on her back and stopped her at the edge of the light.

“Kneel.”

She collapsed in the needles in her robe. I stood in front of her with the flashlight in her face and the revolver at my side.

“You can still go home tonight,” I said. “All I want from you is the truth, and if I get it, you walk back to the car and I drive you home.”

“Okay.” Her voice shook. “Okay. Anything.”

“Are you sleeping with Brandon Winslow?”

“What? No.”

“Are you in a relationship with him?”

“No. God, no. We work together. That’s all. We’re friends, we’re – colleagues –”

“Have you ever made a move on him?”

“Never.”

“Has he ever made one on you?”

A hesitation. “Once. Years ago. Before he was married. He asked me for a drink after work and I said no, and that was it. He never brought it up again.” She was crying. “That’s the truth. Please.”

“Tell me about his affairs.”

“I don’t – what affairs?”

“All of them. Everything you know.”

Her eyes came up through the tears and found the mask. Then went past it. To the shape of me. The coat. The belly.

“Oh my God,” she whispered. “Paula?”

I pulled the mask off and dropped it in the grass.

“You’re dead,” she said. “They – there was a funeral. I went –”

“As long as you’re honest, we go home. That’s the deal. Did you know about Brandon and Giselle?”

She stared at me for a long moment. Then she nodded.

“She had a thing for him. Everybody knew. And I think – I think they hooked up a few times, yeah. Behind your back. Late nights when you were away. I never saw it, but you could feel it in the office.” She wiped her face with the back of her hand. “And then she just disappeared. It was so weird. Her car turned up by the tennis courts and nobody ever –”

“Who’s he seeing now?”

The change of subject hit her hard. “I don’t know.”

I got my phone out and found the album and turned it to her. The last photo. Brandon at the end of the table. The blonde head.

“Three weeks ago. Your engagement dinner.”

“Yes, he came. He brought her.” Her eyes went from the screen to me. “He didn’t introduce her as anything. Not a girlfriend. He said she was a friend of the family.”

“As friends.”

“Yeah.”

I lowered the phone.

Time passed. The pines moved overhead. I stood there with the flashlight on this woman in her nightrobe and thought: maybe I’ve done it again. Maybe this is the bottle all over. A dinner. A friend of the family. Twenty feet away two people were in the ground because I’d jumped to conclusions.

“Actually,” Bridget said.

I waited.

“Actually – there was a moment. Near the end. Everyone was drunk. I saw them by the coat check and they were – it was a hug, but it was more than a hug. His hand was in her hair. And she kissed him.” She swallowed. “It was intense. So yeah. I thought they were together. But that’s all I know, Paula, I swear to God. I’m not his best friend. I’m not in his life like that. You should’ve asked Seth. Seth would know.”

“Seth.”

“Seth knows everything about him.”

I nodded.

“Thank you, Bridget.”

“Can we go back now?”

“Yes.”

I clicked the flashlight off and let her get up. She stood, shaking, pulling the robe tight. I put my hand on her shoulder and turned her toward the car and walked her across the clearing.

She went where I steered her. Eventually her bare feet found the edge of the hole I’d dug this afternoon.

“Wait, what –”

She wobbled, then plunged into the depths below us. I didn’t want to hear her say anything else. I didn’t want to hear my own thoughts.

I closed my eyes and fired twice down into the dark. Then a third time. And a fourth.

I waited for her cries to follow the ringing echo.

But there was only silence.


CHAPTER 51

Seth had two thousand followers and no shame.

I found his page from the hotel bed the next afternoon with a sandwich going cold beside me. Photos of Seth on boats. Seth with bottles. Seth’s arm around men in suits and women in very little. His most recent story, forty minutes old: a neon sign that said VAULT, a tray of shots, a caption that read Tuesday is the new Friday.

That saved me a tracker.

I got there at ten. Alexandra’s black dress, cut loose enough to make the belly a choice. Flat shoes. Dark glasses. The handbag on my hip with the revolver in it, wrapped in a scarf. The bouncer’s eyes went to my middle and softened, and he lifted the rope. Pregnant women get in everywhere. I could have walked through with a machete.

Vault was a basement with ambitions. Purple lights, a bass line I felt in my fillings, a hundred people shouting to be heard. I found a stool at the end of the bar with a clear line across the floor and ordered soda water with a lime in it, and the bartender charged me for a gin.

Seth’s table was on a raised platform behind a velvet rope. I picked him out in a second – the shoulders, the open collar, the laugh that carried over the music. Four men around him, six women, the count changing every time I checked. Bottles in ice. One girl on each side of him, and neither of them going anywhere.

Every ten minutes someone from the platform went to the bathrooms and came back rubbing their nose. Seth went three times in the first hour.

I watched. A man tried the stool beside me, and I turned my hand so the wedding band caught the light, and he found another stool. That was the only use I’d had for it in six months.

At eleven-ten Seth’s phone lit his face blue. He squinted at it, stood, and pushed through the crowd toward a door at the back with a green sign over it.

I followed him out.

A courtyard. Brick walls, a string of bulbs, wet flagstones. Three girls smoking in the far corner. Seth stood by a planter with the phone at his ear and a finger jammed in the other one.

I stopped a few feet off, turned my back to him, and lit a cigarette just for pretend.

“Because it’s Tuesday. Because I’m bored. Because I haven’t seen you in three weeks.” A laugh. “Vault. On Harlow. Yeah, that one.”

I turned the cigarette in my fingers.

“Bring her. Sure. I don’t care who you bring, man. We’re just having a good time. No one’s taking attendance.” A pause. His voice dropped a notch and lost the edge. “Brandon. Seriously. You’ve been a ghost since – you know. Come have one drink with me. One.” Another pause. “Good. Twenty minutes. Don’t make me come get you.”

He hung up. He stood for a moment tapping the phone against his palm. Then he went back through the door, and the noise swallowed him.

Bring her.

I put the cigarette out on the planter.

Twenty minutes. Brandon would walk through that door, and he’d have somebody with him, and if the somebody was Bethany, I’d have every piece of it in one room. His hand on her back. Her ring. The two of them under purple lights, together, alive, while my sister was in the ground with my name on the stone.

I went back inside and found the bathroom.

The stall lock was broken. I held the door shut with one foot and sat on the closed lid with the handbag open in my lap. The revolver came out of the scarf heavy and warm from my hip.

Six chambers. I broke it open. Three empty, three brass.

Three was enough. Two for them and one to spare.

I snapped it shut, wrapped it, put it back.

Then I stood at the sink and washed my hands, and fixed my lipstick, and walked out past a girl throwing up in the corner, and went back to my stool at the end of the bar to wait for my husband to come through the door.


CHAPTER 52

A man sat down beside me before Brandon arrived.

Tall. Blazer, no tie. He set his glass on the bar next to mine without asking and said something I couldn’t hear, and when I didn’t answer he leaned in and said it again into my ear. His breath was bourbon.

“I said you’re the only woman in here worth talking to.”

“Then talk.”

He laughed. His friend stood behind him, shorter, hands in his pockets, the one who’d take whatever was left. I gave the tall one a quarter of my attention and the rest went over his shoulder to the door.

At eleven-thirty it opened.

Brandon.

Six months. He came in from the street with his coat over his arm and stopped inside the door to let his eyes adjust, one hand already up to find Seth, and I felt the whole of it go through me at once – the breakfast table, the beach, his forehead almost touching the closet door – and I put it away.

He looked well. Rested. Somebody had been ironing his shirts.

The woman behind him came in a half-step late, one hand on the doorframe.

Marissa.

Not Bethany. His sister.

The tall man was saying something about a boat. I nodded and watched her.

She’d dressed for a different night. A long dress, mint green, with a sweetheart neck and a skirt that belonged at a wedding in 1996 – Helen’s, I’d have bet the hotel room on it. Her makeup was too much. One eye done heavier than the other, blush in two hard circles, a red mouth that had smudged on the drive over. She clutched a small bag with both hands and looked around the room with her chin up and her eyes terrified.

Brandon went up the steps to the platform, and the platform took him in. Seth stood and grabbed him and roared something. A bottle came his way. One of the women slid down the couch to make space, and Brandon sat in it, and inside a minute his arm had found the back of the seat behind her and stayed there.

Marissa stood at the bottom of the steps.

She climbed them. She got to the rope and stood beside it and said something to Seth, and Seth gave her a nod without pausing his story and turned his shoulder. She said something to Brandon’s back. He half-turned, said a word, turned away.

She poured herself a drink from the bucket, too full, and stood at the edge of the platform holding it with both hands.

I knew that look. I’d worn it at Helen’s Christmas table.

A hand landed on my thigh.

“You listening to me?”

“Every word.”

“Then come outside. Too loud in here. I want to hear you.”

The hand went higher. I considered it, and him, and then past him at the platform where my husband had his mouth against a stranger’s ear and his sister stood alone with a full glass.

I needed to be somewhere without a witness, and I needed this man out of my night.

“Outside,” I said. “Fine.”

His face split open. He took my hand and towed me through the crowd toward the green sign, his friend peeling off with a grin, and I went with him, the handbag against my hip.

The courtyard was empty now. The smokers had gone back in. The bulbs moved in the wind.

He had me against the brick before the door had closed. Both hands, his mouth at my neck, his weight flattening the bag between us. He’d decided this was his. He’d decided it at the bar.

“Wait,” I said.

“No.”

His hand went down my side and closed hard on my hip.

I brought my heel down on the top of his foot with all hundred and forty pounds of me and the baby behind it, and while his mouth was still opening I drove my knee up into him. The belly threw my balance and I caught myself on his shoulder. He folded around the pain and slid down the brick, and I stepped back and let him.

“Bitch.” He was on his knees on the wet flagstones with both hands in his lap. “You crazy –”

I was through the door before he finished the sentence.


CHAPTER 53

I sat in the rental car across from the club with the engine off and the heater ticking down and waited for the night to end.

It took two hours.

Seth came out first, a woman under each arm, all three of them laughing at nothing. Then Brandon, and the girl from the couch. She had her shoes in one hand and his belt loop in the other. He walked the walk of a man who’s had a bottle and a half and something from a bathroom on top of it – careful, deliberate, every step a decision. He got her into the gray Audi. He went around to the driver’s door and missed the handle on the first try.

Nobody stopped him. Nobody was going to.

Seth’s car pulled out. The Audi followed. I let a taxi slide in between and then I turned the keys and followed too.

Two blocks. A red light. Both cars stopped in front of me with bass pouring out of Seth’s open windows, and I sat with my hands on the wheel and watched the back of my husband’s head through his rear glass.

Then the mirror.

Marissa had come out of the club. She stood at the top of the steps in that green dress, turning, one hand up to shade her eyes from the marquee. Turning again. The car she’d come in was sitting at a red light two blocks away with a stranger in her seat, and she didn’t know that yet. She came down the steps with a hand on the rail and stopped on the sidewalk and turned once more.

Two men came off the wall behind her.

I knew the shape of the tall one before his face caught the light. The blazer. The friend behind him. They’d waited. They’d had two hours to sit with what I’d done in the courtyard, and here was another woman by herself, drunk in a bad dress, and they closed on her from either side.

The light went green.

Seth’s car went through. The Audi went through. Left, left, gone.

I put the wheel over and swung the rental across two empty lanes and back toward the club.

The sidewalk was bare by the time I reached it. No Marissa, no men, the marquee buzzing over an empty step. I slowed to a crawl. The doorway. The lot. Nothing. I rolled past the building and the headlights swept the black slot of an alley down its side and caught a flash of pale green low against the wall.

I turned in.

The high beams lit the whole thing. Two men and a girl on the ground. The short one had her wrists pinned above her head. The tall one crouched at her legs with a fistful of skirt dragged up to her waist, and she was kicking, and her face was turned toward my lights with her mouth open and no sound coming out.

“Get lost!” The short one threw a hand up against the glare. “Turn that off and get the fuck –”

I got out with the revolver in my hand and pointed it at the strip of sky between the buildings and fired.

The alley became the sound. Both walls threw it back at once.

They ran. Off her, up, gone, boots slapping down the wet concrete toward the far end, the tall one screaming something over his shoulder that the ringing in my ears ate whole.

I lowered the gun.

She lay where they’d left her. On her back on the wet ground, the dress torn off one shoulder, blood coming from her nose and running into her hair. Her hands came up over her face. She was crying without any noise.

I crouched beside her. My knees went down in the wet.

She flinched from my shadow across her. Then she blinked, and blinked again, and looked up past the headlights at my face.

“Paula?”


CHAPTER 54

I got her into the car before the word could turn into a question.

Shock is useful. She went where my hand steered her. She sat in the passenger seat with the seatbelt dangling and stared through the windshield all the way to the hotel. Her teeth chattering the whole ride.

Service entrance. Service elevator. My arm around her past a hallway with nobody in it. In the room she stood on the carpet dripping until I walked her to the bathroom and turned the shower on and put a towel in her hands.

“Hot as you can take it,” I said. “Robe’s on the door.”

She was in there half an hour. I heard her crying under the water. Then I didn’t.

She came out in the robe with her hair combed back and every trace of that makeup gone, and without it she was somebody I hadn’t met. Younger. Plainer. I’d laid out clothes on the bed – leggings, a gray sweater, thick socks – and she came back swimming in them.

I made coffee. She held the cup in both hands on the end of the big bed and I took the chair.

“They left me,” she said.

“I saw.”

“He said Seth would introduce me to people. That’s why I went. He said it would be good for me.” She looked into the cup. “And then we got there and he sat down and I stood by the rope for two hours.”

“Why go, then?”

“You don’t know what it’s like,” she said. “Mom decides what I eat. What I wear. Who I can text. I’m thirty-one and I have to say where I’m going and when I’ll be back. So when Brandon calls and says come out – I come out. Every time. Even when I know how it ends.”

“Brandon could fix that,” I said. “He’s got money. He could put you in an apartment tomorrow.”

She laughed. It was a small, ugly sound. “You don’t know how it works with him.”

“So tell me.”

She studied me a long time. Deciding. Then she set the cup on the nightstand and pulled her knees up inside the sweater.

“He’s adopted. Brandon. Did he ever tell you that?”

“No.”

“Nobody’s allowed to. His parents were addicts. They walked out of an apartment one day and left him in it when he was twelve. My mom and dad took him in.” She picked at the sleeve. “And that was it. From the day he walked in he was the man of the house. Twelve years old and he ran it. Dad couldn’t take it – this kid who wasn’t his, getting all of her attention – so Dad left. Just packed and left. And then it was Mom and Brandon and me, and Mom just…”

“Gave him everything.”

“Everything. Every cent. Every yes. Everything I asked for and didn’t get, he got without asking.” She wiped her eyes with the sleeve. “And then he grew up and moved out and married you, and all that – all of her – it had to go somewhere. So it came to me. And it’s never left.”

I reflected. “I always thought your mother was a nice person.”

“And what did you think about me?”

“Uh, well…”

“Everybody thinks I’m stupid.” She said it fast, before I could answer properly. “I’m not. I read more than any of them. I just don’t work out there. With people. I never learned. She never let me learn.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid.”

She looked up sharply, checking for the trick.

“You walked out of that house tonight in her dress and went somewhere you were scared of,” I said. “That’s more than most people manage.”

Her mouth worked. She got it under control.

Then something shifted behind her eyes, and she was back in the room, and she was frowning at me.

“Why are you even here? You’re dead. There was a funeral, Paula. Brandon cried, Mom – I saw you in the –” She stopped. “What happened?”

So I told her. A secret twin. Alexandra. The bathroom, the dress, the woman on the tiles who’d had my face. I told it flat and short and watched her take it in with both hands over her mouth.

“Why didn’t you go to the police?” she said through her fingers. “Brandon would have –”

“Brandon is why she’s dead.” I kept my voice level. “He was cheating on me. There was a plan to be rid of me. I read it in his own emails. He didn’t cry at that funeral because he loved me, Marissa. He cried because that’s what it’s supposed to look like.”

She didn’t argue with me.

“Marissa,” I said. “Is he with Bethany now?”

Her face shut. “What are you going to do to them?”

“Never mind that. Are they together?”

She kept her eyes on her hands for a long time.

“They live together,” she said. “In your house. She moved in a few months ago.” A breath. “They’re engaged. Nobody’s supposed to know. But I’ve seen the ring.”

I didn’t move.

“I don’t like her.” It came out of Marissa in a rush, the first heat I’d heard from her. “Everyone thinks I should. Mom’s crazy about her, Mom likes her more than she ever liked you. But she’s shut everyone out of his life. Seth hasn’t seen him in months. Tonight was the first time I’ve seen him in weeks. She’s got him closed up in that house and nobody notices except me, and I’m the one they all think is –” Her voice broke. “Whatever they think I am.”

I got up and sat beside her on the bed and put my arm around her, and after a second she leaned into it and cried into my shoulder.

“Thank you,” I said into her hair. “For telling me. You take the bed.”


CHAPTER 55

The pounding on the door started at ten past eight, the following morning.

I came up off the couch with my heart in my throat and no idea what city I was in. Then the room came back. Marissa was upright in the big bed with the blanket to her chin and her eyes enormous.

“Marissa!” A fist, then a flat palm. “Marissa, I know you’re in there. I have your cell’s location. Open this door.”

Helen.

Marissa’s eyes came to me.

I was already moving. Blanket bundled under one arm, around the far side of the bed, down onto the carpet in the gap between the mattress and the wall. My back to the bed skirt. Six months and a different city and I was under a bed again with my cheek on a hotel carpet.

“Get rid of her,” I whispered. “You don’t know me. I’m a woman from the club who let you sleep it off. That’s the whole story.”

Marissa’s feet hit the floor.

The door opened and Helen’s perfume came in ahead of her, the same as it had on my birthday.

“There you are. There you are.” Heels on the carpet. She crossed to the window – two feet from my head on the other side of the mattress – and turned. “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? I have called you sixty times. I have been sitting in my car since six in the morning outside a hotel, Marissa, watching a little dot on a screen and thinking the worst things a mother can think.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry. You’re always sorry.”

“Brandon left me there. He said he’d –”

“Do not.” The words came out clipped and cold. “Do not put this on your brother. Your brother works sixty hours a week and buried his wife this year, and the one night he takes you out to do something nice for you, you end up in a strange hotel room. That is not Brandon. That is you. It is always you.”

Silence.

I lay against the bed skirt and listened to Marissa be thirty-one and eight years old at the same time.

“Whose room is this?”

“A friend’s.”

“You don’t have any friends. Whose room?”

A beat. I heard her take the hit.

“A woman from the club. Alexandra. I was sick, I couldn’t stand up, and she brought me back here so I wouldn’t get in a cab that way. She’s downstairs getting coffee.”

“Alexandra.” Helen turned the name over. “That’s the name on the room. They told me at the desk.”

“Yes.”

“And where is she?”

“Downstairs. I told you.”

“What sort of woman takes a stranger back to her room?”

“A kind one.”

That landed somewhere. There was a pause I couldn’t read from the floor.

“Get your things,” Helen said. “We’re leaving. And we are done with nights out. You’ve shown me you can’t manage them, and I won’t have you making a fool of this family.”

“Yes, Mom.”

Rustling. The wet green dress gathered off the bathroom floor. Shoes. The small clutch. Then a softer sound near the foot of the bed, close to me – Marissa, folding the gray sweater she’d slept in and setting it on the blanket. Taking a second to do it right.

“Marissa. Now.”

“Coming.”

Heels to the door. Bare feet behind them.

“Shoes. Honestly.”

The door opened.

“Thanks,” Marissa said. Quietly. To the room. To the floor beside the bed.

The door shut.

I stayed down until the elevator came, and the hall went silent, and then a while longer.

Then I sat up with my back to the mattress and the blanket in my lap and the sun coming through the gap in the curtains.

They live together. In your house. I’ve seen the ring.

I had it. All of it, from a woman who had no reason to lie. Bethany and Brandon weren’t just friends. They didn’t just hook up one time.

Right in this very moment now, Bethany was in my bed with Ruby at the foot of it and my husband’s ring on her hand.
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I laid it all out on the hotel bed in a row, the instruments for the job.

The heel, out of its paper bag for the first time since the parking lot. Black. Four inches. The steel tip dark at the end, where Giselle was.

Bridget’s lighter. Pink plastic, half full, the flint wheel worn shiny by a thumb that wasn’t mine.

The thumb drive. On it, one file, a map with two pins in a clearing off a chained road, and the coordinates typed out beneath in case the map wasn’t enough. I’d made it on Alexandra’s laptop at three in the morning while Marissa breathed in the big bed. A man who kept a shoebox of love notes behind his binders would keep this in his desk drawer, and the police would believe he had.

I stood over them with my hands on my belly.

There was a simpler version. I’d turned it over all night on the couch. Drive out to Corsair Lane after dark, let myself in with my own key, go up the stairs I’d gone up a thousand times, and put three rounds into the bed. Him and her. Done by midnight. Home by one.

But that was the bottle again. That was the hurry. And it wasn’t enough.

He’d get a funeral. Helen would hold him up. People would say what a tragedy and mean it. Bethany would get a headstone next to the one with my name on it, and somebody would put flowers on both.

No. He was going to live. He was going to live a long time, in a small room, with everyone he’d ever known certain of what he’d done.

The heel in his closet. The lighter in his coat. The thumb-drive in his desk. A dead fiancée in his house. Three women and a man he’d been linked to, all gone, all found in a clearing with his coordinates in his desk drawer. And a wife who’d been the first – Alexandra on the tiles with her throat open, the one death the police already had, waiting for a name.

Every body I’d put in the ground, he’d carry. That was the justice. That was the only version that worked for me.

I put the heel back in its bag. Lighter and drive in my coat pocket. Gloves in the other.

Then I sat on the end of the bed and called his office from the room phone.

“Winslow Group, Brandon Winslow’s office, this is Tessa.”

New voice. Young, bright, three years from learning what the job cost.

“Hi, Tessa. I’m hoping to catch Brandon today. Is he free at all?”

“Oh, gosh. I’m so sorry, he’s completely wall-to-wall. He had a late start this morning and he’s still catching up – he’s in with the Brewer team until eleven, then a lunch, then back-to-backs until at least six. I could try to squeeze you in tomorrow? Can I ask who’s calling?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll try another day.”

“Are you sure? I can take a –”

“Thanks anyway.”

I hung up.

A late start. He’d rolled in hungover with a stranger’s perfume on his collar and a full afternoon of meetings, and he’d be behind that glass until six. Tessa had drawn me a map.

Which left the house.

I got up and pulled on my coat and stood at the window with the tower catching the sun. Somewhere down the coast, in a white house above the dunes, a woman with my husband’s ring on her hand was starting her day in my kitchen.

Time to go home and see if she was in.
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Bethany let Ruby off the leash at the bottom of the steps and watched her go.

The dog hit the water at a run. She came out shaking, and went in again, and came out, and stood at the tideline with her tongue out, whole body wagging. Some mornings that was the best thing Bethany saw all day. She’d told Brandon that once. He’d laughed and said low bar, and she’d laughed too, and then lain awake wondering if he’d meant it.

The beach was empty. Gray sky, flat water, the house white and small behind her at the top of the dune. Her house. She couldn’t say it inside her own head without hearing the correction.

Paula’s house.

She walked the tideline with her hands in the pockets of the coat she’d found in the hall closet, and Ruby went ahead, and she let herself feel it. Six months in. Her clothes in the closet upstairs, her shampoo in the shower, her name on the mail beside his. A ring in the drawer of the nightstand because he’d asked her not to wear it out yet. Not until they’d told Helen properly.

She was happy. That was the fact of it, and it was the fact that kept her going.

Because underneath her happiness there was Paula. Every morning on this beach. Paula in the apron at that door up there. Paula on the deck with her hand on Brandon’s chest saying we’re pregnant. Paula on the bathroom tiles two hours later, and Bethany screaming. Brandon on his knees, and Bethany – even then, even with her best friend’s blood in the grout – some small, sealed part of her thinking: he’s alone now.

She hadn’t acted on it. Not for weeks. He’d called her first, in the end, at two in the morning, unable to sleep, and she’d come. That was all. She’d come, and stayed, and kept staying.

Grief made it happen. That was what she told herself on the good days. On the bad ones she used the other word. Stole.

Ruby brought her a stick and dropped it on her foot.

She threw it. She watched the dog go.

There was a Bethany that Brandon had never seen. She thought about that sometimes, walking this stretch. He’d met the one who brought lasagna and remembered birthdays and cried at the right moments. He hadn’t met the one who’d sat at Paula’s kitchen counter a year ago listening to her best friend say I think something’s wrong between us and felt, very quietly, a door open. That one lived further back. That one had a different face, and it had been waiting a long time for a room to walk into.

She wanted this life. She wanted it to be hers. But she’d taken it out of a dead woman’s hands, and every day she woke up half-expecting someone to come and take it back.

She got her phone out and called him.

Four rings. Then: “Hey. I’m at work.”

“I know,” she said. “I just wanted to hear your voice. You didn’t come home last night.”

“I told you. I was with Seth. It got late, I crashed at his.”

“You could have texted.”

“Beth.” A sigh. She heard a door close on his end, the sound going hollow. “Things are strange here today. The police are in the building.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s Bridget. She’s missing. Two nights ago she went out for a cigarette at her fiancé’s place and never came back inside. Her car’s still in his driveway. They’re talking to everyone on the floor, and I –” He stopped. “I don’t know. It feels like they’ve been talking to me longer than the others.”

“But you didn’t do anything.”

“I know I didn’t do anything.”

“Then don’t worry. They’re just being thorough. They have to.”

“Yeah.” A pause. “Yeah. You’re right.”

She turned to watch the waves.

“Listen,” he said. “Be careful today.”

“Careful how?”

“Just be careful. Lock the doors. I’ll be home by seven.”

“Brandon, what does that –”

“I’ve got to go. Love you.”

The line went dead.

She stood on the sand with the phone in her hand and Ruby wet against her leg, and the Paula’s house bore down on her from the top of the dune.
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She fed Ruby in the laundry and stood in the kitchen listening to the house.

The fridge hummed. The clock over the stove ticked. That was all. She’d lived in it long enough to know its sounds, and every one of them was accounted for, and she stood there with her back to the counter and her arms crossed and couldn’t shake it.

Be careful today.

Careful of what? He’d never said anything like that before.

There was something going on with him. She’d felt it all week. A phone turned face down. A pause before answers that used to come without one.

“Oh well, it’s probably nothing.”

Time to get on with the day.

The house needed cleaning.

She started in the kitchen first, every surface. The bathroom upstairs, on her knees. The bedroom. She made the bed with the corners tight and stood back and fought images of Brandon here with Paula.

Then the garage, because it was the last room in the house that was his alone.

Boxes on the shelves. A tarp folded on a hook. The long case with the bat in it from his college days. She started sorting it, pulling down cartons, opening them, closing them. Tax returns. Christmas lights. A box of Paula’s things he hadn’t been able to touch – she opened it and closed it before she could see what was in it.

Her phone rang. Her mother.

“Hi, Mom. No, I’m fine. Just cleaning.” She leaned on the workbench with her eyes closed. “Yes. Sunday’s fine. Come for dinner. Six. I’ll do the chicken thing you like.” A pause. “Yes, Mom, he’ll be here. He’s always here.” She listened. “I know. I know you do. I love you too.”

She hung up and stood in the cold with the phone against her chest.

Back inside. The hall was dim – she’d left the front curtains closed – and she stopped halfway down it, because something had moved.

A shadow. Across the far end, where the hall met the backroom. There and gone.

“Hello?”

The house ticked.

“Is someone there?”

She went to the backroom. She stood in the doorway with the dolls on their shelf watching her and the wine rack against the wall, and the room was empty, and she’d known it would be. She was turning to go when the stair creaked behind her – the fourth one, the one that always did – and she spun.

Nothing on the stairs.

Then a cupboard shut in the kitchen.

She ran. Down the hall, around the corner, her heart in her mouth –

Miles Westlake stood at the island with a bottle of champagne in one hand and two of Paula’s flutes in the other.

“Jesus – Jesus, Miles.”

“Sorry. Sorry.” He set the flutes down and held up a palm. “Back door was open. I knocked. Sort of.”

“You can’t just walk in.”

“So you keep telling me. Catherine’s out of town on the Denver thing and I thought – it’s a nice day, we’re neighbors, why not lunch?” He turned the bottle so she could read the label. “This is the good stuff.”

“I’m not having lunch with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s rude to break into someone’s house and start making demands.”

He laughed, easy, and started working the cork with his thumbs. “Come on. You and I are past rude. Aren’t we?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do.” The cork came off with a soft pop and he caught the foam in a flute without spilling. “The night in June. The party. Everybody had a few too many and everybody got friendly. Catherine and Brandon went upstairs. You and I stayed down.” He held the glass out. “You remember.”

She didn’t take it.

She remembered a night in June. She remembered a lot of wine, and music, and a gap in it where the memory should have been. She remembered waking in the guest room with her dress on wrong.

“Nobody was in their right mind that night.”

“No,” Miles agreed. “That was the fun of it.”

“Then let’s forget it happened.”

“I’ve tried. Can’t.” He set the flute on the island between them and came around it. “Look. Catherine and Brandon are a thing now. Officially. You know that. You must know that. She’s not in Denver. She’s at his conference hotel.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Is it?” He was close now. “Then why isn’t he home at night?”

She had no answer for that.

“They’re gone all day,” Miles said, quieter, his hand coming up to the side of her arm. “Both of them. Nobody’s counting. What’s the harm in the two of us having a little fun while we wait for them to come back?”

She picked up the flute and threw it at his head.

He caught it. Champagne went everywhere and the glass stayed in his fist, and for one second his face went ugly, and then he laughed.

“Get out.” Her voice went up. “Get out of this house, Miles. Right now. If you’re still standing there in ten seconds I’m calling the police, and I’ll tell them you broke in.”

He set the flute down very carefully on the island.

“You know,” he said, backing toward the slider, “Catherine said you were a nutjob. I told her she was being unkind.”

The slider slid, and shut, and he went across the deck and down the lawn toward the hedge with his hands in his pockets.

The bottle sat on the island, fizzing.
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Bethany poured the champagne down the sink and stood watching it go.

Then she took the flute Miles had drunk from and put it in the trash, and the other one after it.

The house had gone wrong. Every room she walked into had a shadow in the corner of it now. She’d locked the slider and the front door and the garage, but it didn’t help. The thing she was afraid of had already been inside.

Catherine and Brandon.

Officially.

A lie. Miles lied for sport. And Brandon was at the office with detectives in the hallway – she’d heard the door close, she’d heard the hollow of an empty room around his voice.

But he hadn’t come home last night. And he’d said be careful. After Bridget disappeared.

She stood in the hall with her keys in her hand and thought a thing she’d never let herself think.

Surely not. He wasn’t a killer. His eyes might have strayed a moment, but he’d always come back to her.

He was a good man.

Bethany had to get out of here.

She stepped out the front door into the sunlight, its rays temporarily blinding her. For someone else, she pondered, it had been a good day after all.

She got in the car.

She drove without deciding where and ended up at the mall on Ridgeway, where she’d ended up a hundred times with Paula – Saturdays, coffee, nowhere to be. She parked where they’d always parked. She went in past the pretzel place and up the escalator and along the balcony to the bench outside the bookstore, the one by the planter, and sat down on the end of it that had been hers.

Paula’s end was empty.

They’d sat here a year ago. Paula with a coffee going cold, turning it around and around on her knee. I think something’s wrong. With us. He’s somewhere else lately, even when he’s home. Bethany had said all the right things. Every one. And underneath the right things, in the room nobody went into, a small door had opened and let some light in.

She turned to the empty end of the bench.

“I didn’t mean it,” she said, quietly, to the planter. “I hope you don’t blame me.”

A kid went by on a scooter. Bethany found herself smiling in his direction.

“Maybe I am a nutjob,” she whispered. “Maybe he’s right. I stole your life and I can’t even keep it. I can’t help it, Paula. I never could. You knew that about me and, surely you could see who I was–”

Her phone rang.

She wiped her eyes with a tissue before extracting it from her pocket. Helen.

“Bethany, darling. Where are you?”

“I’m – out. Shopping.”

“Well, so am I, isn’t that funny? I’m at Ridgeway. I’ve got Marissa with me and I’m trying to find something for Brandon’s birthday and I’m hopeless with men’s things, as always. What does he need? Do you know? Does he need shirts? Pants? Something else?”

Bethany closed her eyes.

“I’m at Ridgeway too,” she said. “Upstairs. I’ll come find you.”

“Oh, good. We’re by the fountain. Hurry, Marissa’s already wandering off.”

She hung up and sat one more second on her end of the bench.

“I’ll be back,” she said. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again real soon…”


CHAPTER 60

She saw them from the balcony before they saw her.

Helen by the fountain in a cream coat with her bag on her arm, talking with both hands. Marissa beside her in a shapeless cardigan with her arms folded, saying nothing, her eyes on the floor. Then Helen pointed, and Marissa peeled off toward the bookstore without a word, and Helen watched her go as you’d watch a child cross the road.

Bethany came down the escalator.

“Hi, darling.” Helen kissed the air beside her cheek. “You look pale. Are you getting enough fat in your diet? Men’s department, come on, I refuse to do this alone.”

The store was the expensive one on the ground floor with the leather smell and the sales boys in waistcoats. Helen swept in and started pulling shirts off tables and holding them up against nothing.

“This. No. This. Does he still like blue? He always liked blue. What size is he now, Bethany, he won’t tell me.”

“Sixteen and a half.”

“See, this is why I need you.” Helen held a shirt up and turned it in the light and glanced over it at Bethany’s face, and set it down. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Come on. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Bethany picked up a tie and put it down.

“I think he’s seeing someone.”

It came out barely above the music. She hadn’t decided to say it. Her mouth had.

Helen’s expression didn’t change. She lifted another shirt.

“And?”

Bethany stared at her.

“Darling, look at him. Look at what he is. Men like Brandon – real men, men worth the trouble – they have appetites. They have something on the side. They always have and they always will, and the ones who tell you they don’t are lying or they’re not worth having.” She held the shirt against her own chest and looked at it in the mirror. “You’ve got the house. You’ll have his name one day. You’ve won this life, Bethany, and you’ve won it fair.”

“Helen –”

“Be grateful. That’s my advice. You’re his queen. Queens don’t count the maids.”

She held the shirt out. “This one. And two more like it. He’ll wear the blue.”

Bethany took the shirts. Her hands had gone cold.

She understood, standing there with the leather smell and the sales boy hovering, something she’d only half-seen in six months of Sunday dinners. Helen hadn’t raised a son. She’d built an altar. A boy left in an apartment at twelve, and a woman who’d made it her life’s work to make sure he never went without anything again.

“There’s a belt,” Helen was saying. “He needs a belt. That old brown one is a disgrace.” She was already moving. “Go and get your sister out of that bookshop before she buys another one of those dreadful dragon things. Tell her ten minutes. I’ll be at the register.”

Bethany stood holding the shirts.

“Bethany. Ten minutes.”

“Yes, Helen.”

She set the shirts on the counter and went.
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Marissa stood in the back of the bookstore with her head bent over a paperback and her lips moving.

Bethany came down the aisle and saw the cover before Marissa saw her. Purple. A woman in a torn gown, a man with wings, a lot of muscle and not much fabric. The page Marissa had open was worse.

“Marissa.”

Marissa jerked and the book went out of her hands and hit the floor open, face up, and she went scarlet and dove for it and knocked two more off the shelf.

“Hey.” A clerk had appeared at the end of the aisle. Twenty, ponytail, name badge. “This isn’t a library, ma’am. If you’re going to read the whole thing you could at least –” He looked at the cover on the floor and smirked. “Or do it at home.”

Marissa’s face went from red to white.

“Excuse me?” Bethany said.

“I’m just saying –”

“I heard what you were saying. She’s buying it. I’m paying. Go and stand somewhere else.”

He sized Bethany up a moment, from head to toe. Then he retreated.

Marissa picked the book up and held it against her chest with both arms.

“You don’t have to pay.”

“I want to.”

“Mom says they’re –”

“Your mother says a lot of things. Come on.”

At the register Marissa stood a step behind her with her eyes down while Bethany paid, and took the bag when it was handed over, and said thank you three times, the last one so quietly it barely counted.

They walked toward the doors.

That was when Bethany saw the bruises.

The cardigan had a wide neck and it had slipped as Marissa reached for the bag. On the side of her throat, under the ear, a row of marks the size of fingertips. Purple going yellow at the edges. Fresh. Another one at the base of her neck, and a scrape along the collarbone that had scabbed.

Bethany stopped walking.

“Who did that?”

Marissa’s hand went to her neck and pulled the cardigan up.

“Nobody.”

“That’s not nobody. Marissa. Who put their hands on you?”

“Some people. Last night. It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters.”

“I’m fine. Someone – someone made them stop.” She wouldn’t look up. “It’s fine.”

Bethany glanced across the concourse. Helen was at the register in the men’s store with her back to them, arguing with the sales boy about a belt.

She took Marissa by the elbow and walked her three steps into the mouth of a service corridor, out of the sightline, and turned her around.

“Is everything okay?”

Marissa shook her head.

“Tell me.”

“I can’t.”

“Marissa.”

“I can’t.“ Her eyes came up and they were wet and frightened and older than her face. “Someone is after you. Someone’s coming, Bethany. I know who, and I can’t say, I promised I wouldn’t say, and if I say it then –” She stopped. She pressed the bag of books against her chest. “Please just be careful. Please.”

“After me? Who –”

“I promised.”

“Promised who? Marissa, look at me –”

“There you are!”

Helen, with a garment bag over one arm and a small gift bag in the other, coming across the concourse with her heels ringing. “What are you two doing skulking in a hallway? Marissa, is that another one of those – never mind. Bethany, darling, thank you, you were a lifesaver, he’ll look marvelous. We must do Sunday. Come along, Marissa.”

Marissa went.

She glanced back once from the doors. Then Helen’s hand was on her back, and they were out into the parking lot, and the doors slid shut on them.

Bethany stood in the mouth of the service corridor with her heart going and her hands empty.


CHAPTER 62

The car came out of the side street without looking, and Bethany stood on the brake and the seatbelt caught her across the chest.

Six inches. Maybe less. A silver Camry sitting crosswise in front of her hood with its blinker still going.

She was out of the car before she knew it.

“What is wrong with you?” Her palm hit the Camry’s window. Then again, with the flat of both hands. “You didn’t even look! You didn’t even – you could have killed me – open the window, open the goddamn window –”

The driver’s door opened and a woman got out. Seventy, maybe. White hair, a cardigan, both hands up.

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry, dear, I didn’t see you, the sun was –”

“You didn’t see me?” Bethany’s voice cracked and went on cracking. “You don’t get to not see me! People don’t get to just come out of nowhere and –”

“Ma’am.” A man on the sidewalk, phone half-raised. “Ma’am, she’s apologizing.”

She turned to yell at him, but something in his face stopped her.

There were other people. Four, five, on the corner, at the crosswalk, a woman with a stroller who’d stopped and put a hand over the baby’s head. Every one of them watching her. A blonde woman in a good coat screaming at a grandmother in the middle of an intersection with her hands balled at her sides.

“I’m sorry,” she said. To the old woman, to the man with the phone, to the intersection. “I’m sorry. I’m – it’s been a day. I’m so sorry.”

She got back in the car. The old woman was asking for her insurance details through the windshield as Bethany pulled around her and drove.

Her hands shook the whole way home.

She parked in the drive and sat with the engine off. The house sat white above her with the curtains closed as she’d left them. Nothing moved. She got the shopping off the back seat and went up the path with her keys ready and stood at the front door for a full ten seconds before she put the key in.

Inside, the hall was dim and faintly smelled of bleach. It always smelled of bleach.

She put the bags on the counter. She was too tired to unpack anything. Instead she opened the cupboard and found the dog biscuits.

“Ruby. Lunch.”

The kibble rattled as she filled the bowl. She waited for the nails on the boards.

“Ruby?”

The fridge hummed.

She went to the laundry. Empty. The bed, the water dish, the door standing open. The back slider was locked. The front door was locked. She’d locked them herself. She stood in the kitchen with her hand on the counter and listened to her own breathing and thought about Miles, who’d walked in through a supposedly locked door once already today and laughed about it.

Upstairs, something moved.

A footstep. One. On the boards above the hall.

She pulled the chef’s knife out of the block.

The stairs. She took them one at a time, on the edges, with the knife held out in front of her in both hands. The fourth step creaked. She stopped. Nothing answered. She went on.

At the top, the hall ran left to the guest room and right to the master. Both doors stood open. She turned right, toward hers, and the guest room door moved behind her, and she spun with the knife –

Ruby came out of the guest room with her tail going and her ears back, and walked straight past her into the master bedroom without a glance.

Bethany’s breath went out of her all at once. She put a hand on the wall.

“You idiot.“ She laughed, high and thin. “You stupid dog. I nearly –”

She lowered the knife and went in after her.

The bedroom stopped her in the doorway.

A wine bottle lay smashed on the floor by the foot of the bed, the stain spreading across the boards and up the edge of the rug. Clothes everywhere – her clothes, pulled off hangers and thrown, a dress across the lamp, underwear on the floor, the closet doors standing open. The drawer of the nightstand had been pulled out and upended on the mattress, and the ring box lay in the middle of the mess with its lid open and nothing inside it.

Ruby stood by the bed, wagging.

“What –”

A knife went into her back.

Low, under the ribs, a punch that turned into a blade. Her own knife dropped out of her hand. She tried to turn and couldn’t. An arm came around her from behind and held her up against a body that was shaking as hard as hers.

A mouth at her ear. A woman’s voice, barely a whisper.

“You can’t have him. He’s mine.”

The blade came out of her back and around the front, as Ruby barked.

Bethany’s eyes glazed, and she watched the ceiling turn over.


CHAPTER 63

I came up the drive away from the house, with my gloves on and my hands shaking inside them.

The car sat at the top parked where I’d left it an hour ago with its nose to the road. I opened the back door and took the knife out of my coat – a seven-inch chef’s blade, and carefully returned to the plastic wrapping from which it came.

I got in the car.

My mind was dizzy. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Not enough sleep, I guess.

I reached into my pocket and took out my phone. Within seconds I had the number for Brandon’s office on the screen. I put it to my ear and listened to the dial.

“Hi, Tessa.” I paused, raising the pitch in my vocals. “It’s Bethany. Is he still in there? I’m trying to work out dinner.”

“Oh – hi! No, he actually just left, like twenty minutes ago. He said something came up last minute. A dinner? With friends and family, I think, he said. He was in a real hurry.”

“He didn’t tell me.”

“Oh, gosh. I’m sure he meant to. It’s Aurelio’s, I heard him say Aurelio’s on the phone – on Halston?”

“Right. Aurelio’s. Thanks, Tessa.”

“Have a great night, Bethany!”

I hung up and sat with the phone in my lap and took in the house, and the closed curtains, and all of what might lie behind them.

Friends and family.

I drove to Aurelio’s.

I found a place across Halston with a line of sight through the big front window, and I sat in it with the engine off and the seat back. Inside, at the bar, Brandon and Seth had drinks in front of them and their heads together, Seth’s hand going, Brandon laughing at something. A widower and his friend on a Wednesday.

Then the door opened and Helen came in with a garment bag, and Marissa behind her in a cardigan, and the maître d’ took them all to a long table at the back. Before long, there were other people joining the party. A gray-haired man and a woman in pearls, a couple from the office – and chairs were pulled, and menus opened. Champagne poured.

He didn’t know yet.

What was going to happen. What I was about to do. But I didn’t feel bad about it.

It was all his fault.


CHAPTER 64

Nobody saw me come in.

The maître d’ was on the phone. The bar had turned its back. I walked the length of the room past couples, and families, and business associates, all enjoying their food.

The long table was talking all at once. Helen mid-story with her bracelets going. Mr. Brewer refilling his wife’s glass. Seth with his arm over the back of Brandon’s chair. And Brandon, at the head, with a menu open and a cheeky grin that filled me with dread.

Marissa saw me first.

She was at the far end with her hands in her lap and her large eyes on nothing, and they lifted, and found me. She immediately turned away, almost frightened for some reason.

Then Helen turned to see what her daughter had flinched from.

The story died in her mouth.

“Paula?” A whisper. Then louder. “Paula. It can’t – that’s not –”

The table went silent one person at a time. Seth’s arm came off the chair. Mrs. Brewer put down her fork. Brandon looked up from the menu at his mother’s face, and followed it, and found me standing four feet from the end of the table with my hands at my sides.

The menu slid out of his fingers.

“No,” he said.

“Hello, Brandon.”

“No. You’re – you’re dead. I saw you. I held you, I –” He was on his feet with the chair scraping back. “They took you away. I went to the – there was a funeral –”

“There was. I saw the photos. Nice turnout.”

“How –”

“I’ll get to that.”

I turned to the table. Eight faces. Helen with a hand at her throat. Seth pale under the tan. The Brewers sitting very straight. A man and a woman from the office who didn’t know me and knew, from the room, that something was happening they’d tell people about for years.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your dinner. I know some of you have driven a long way.” I put my hand on the back of the empty chair. “I’ll be quick. You all know my husband. Brandon Winslow. Good son. Good brother. Good boss. Ask anyone.”

“Paula –”

“I’m speaking.” I didn’t raise my voice. It went through the table anyway. “For six years I set his breakfast on the counter and kissed him at the door and told everyone who asked that I’d married the last decent man in the city. And that was a lie. Not mine – his. He tells it well. He’s had practice.” I turned to Helen. “He learned it in your house. Isn’t that right? The man of the house at twelve. Whatever he wanted. And God help anybody at that table who got in the way.”

Helen’s mouth opened. Nothing came out.

“Then I found the emails.”

Brandon’s fist came down on the table. Glasses jumped.

“This is absurd –”

“An affair. Months of it. A woman who called him B and kept the receipts. And in those emails, a plan. To be rid of me. I read it, Brandon. I read the words I’d rather kill her first.“

“I never – there was no plot, there was never –” His voice went up and broke. “How are you alive? I saw you on the floor. The paramedics took you out of our house in a bag –”

“It was my sister, you idiot.”

The word landed in the middle of the table and sat there.

“My twin sister. Alexandra. Who flew across the country to be me for a weekend because I asked her to. Who was loyal to me for thirty-one years without a single day off.” I heard my voice thin and let it. “Who died in my bathroom in my dress because somebody at that party thought she was me. Somebody who hugged her on the step. Somebody I’d have trusted with my life, and did.”

I looked down the table.

“Where’s Bethany, Brandon?”

He came around the table then. Fast. He got a hand on my elbow and turned me away from them, his back to the room, his face close and gray.

“Not here.” Low. “Not in front of – please. Not in front of my mother.”

“Then where?”

“Anywhere.”

“You’re wrong about her,” he said, and it came out of him raw. “Whatever you think about Beth. You’re wrong.”

I laughed. I heard how it sounded. “I know everything, Brandon. Where she sleeps. Whose closet her clothes are in. Whose ring she’s got in a drawer. There’s nothing left to deny.”

He held my eyes for a long moment with the whole restaurant behind him holding its breath.

“There’s a room,” he said. “In the back. They use it for parties. It’s empty.”

He walked me to it with his hand on my arm and the entire table watching us go. Marissa’s head still down. Helen saying his name once, softly.

To anyone who would listen.


CHAPTER 65

The function room had twelve tables with the chairs stacked on them and one chandelier turned down low. He shut the door and stood with his back against it.

“Beth didn’t betray you.”

“Brandon –”

“Listen to me. She was your friend. She was – is – a good friend. She sat with me for weeks after – after – and she never once said a word against you. She cried more than I did.” His voice caught. “She didn’t kill your sister. That’s insane. You know her.”

“Then who?”

“I don’t know.”

“Was it you?”

“No.“ He came off the door. “God, no. Why would I? Paula, I loved you. I still –” He stopped himself. “I wasn’t faithful. Fine. I’m saying it. I’m not a good man and I’ve never been one and you knew that before you married me, whatever you told the table out there. But I never wanted you dead. And Beth came after all of this. After you were gone. We were two people who couldn’t sleep, and then we were something else. That’s all it was.”

He was six feet from me under the chandelier with his hands open.

“You didn’t do anything to her, right?” he said. “Tell me. She’s home. She’s okay.”

“I didn’t lay a finger on her.”

He let out a breath.

“I thought about it,” I said. “Maybe I would’ve gone through with it, but she wasn’t home. Or maybe, she just didn’t’ want to look me in the face.”

He moved in closer. “Forgive me.”

“No.”

“Paula –”

“Never. Not for the emails. Not for the ring. Not for what you did to my sister.”

He nodded, slowly, and his eyes went down to the belly and stayed there.

“When it’s born,” he said, “will you let me see it?”

I didn’t answer.

“Is it a boy or a girl?”

“A girl.”

Something happened to his face. I’d seen it once before, on a beach, in the second before he put it away. He didn’t put it away this time.

“Can I –” His hand came up and stopped. “Please.”

I should have said no. I’d said it to everything else. But our daughter stirred within me, and I couldn’t say no to her.

I nodded.

His hand came down flat and warm on the side of my belly, and she kicked into it, and he made a sound and closed his eyes.

“You said you’d stay away from her!”

The door had opened behind us. Marissa stood in it with a steak knife from the table in her fist and her face the color of paper.

“Riss.” Brandon’s hand came off me. “Riss, put that down.”

“Why?” Her voice climbed. “Why should I? We need to kill her, Brandon. We did it before. We did it once and we’ll do it again and then it’s over –”

“We didn’t –”

“You said. You said you’d rather. You wrote it to me. I have it.”

I saw her then. The cardigan. At the bruises on her neck from an alley I’d fired into.

Thanks for the flowers, they were beautiful, Brandon had written to Isadora. I told everyone they were from my sister.

“It’s done, Riss.” Brandon had his hands out. “It’s over. Whatever that was, it was a long time ago and it was wrong, and I’m with Bethany now, you know that –”

Marissa laughed.

“Not anymore. She’s on your bedroom floor. I did it this afternoon.” The knife came up. “So it’s just us. Just you and me and her –”

I heard my own voice from a long way off. “You slept with your sister?”

“I don’t – I don’t know what –” Brandon mumbled.

“Adopted,“ Marissa corrected. “We’re not blood-related. Don’t say it like that. He’s mine. He was mine before you walked in and he’s mine after, and that –” the knife pointing at my belly “– that should have been mine too –”

She came at me.

Brandon stepped in front of her.

The knife went into him under the ribs and she didn’t stop, she kept pushing, and he grabbed her wrist and held it and looked down at the handle sticking out of his shirt with a kind of wonder.

“Riss,” he said. “Oh, Riss.”

He sat down. It happened slowly, his back against a table leg, his legs going out. Marissa dropped to her knees beside him with both hands on the wound saying no no no no, and I thought about the screams when we found Alexandra.

Then the door slammed open and Seth came through it, and the man from the office, and the maître d’ shouting into a phone, and hands on Marissa, pulling her back, the knife skidding away across the parquet.

I stood where I was with my hand on the belly.

Brandon’s eyes found me over Seth’s shoulder. His mouth was moving.

“Paula.” Barely a breath. “I’m sorry.”

I watched him say it. Then I watched him die.


EPILOGUE

Six weeks later, Helen carried the car seat up the front path and I carried the bag, and we stood in the hall of the house on Corsair Lane and let it settle around us.

“Well,” Helen said. “Here she is.”

Here she was. Seven pounds four, born on a Tuesday at 4 a.m. with a full head of black hair and a scowl. Grace. I’d picked it in the hospital without thinking and it had stuck.

Helen set the seat on the hall bench and bent over it. She had aged a decade in six weeks. She’d buried one child and visited the other through glass, and she did both with her hair done and her bracelets on, because that was the only way she knew how to keep it together.

Marissa was in the psychiatric wing at Broadmoor Correctional. She’d confessed in the function room and kept confessing, to everything they put in front of her – Bethany, Alexandra. Bridget, when they found the lighter in I planted in Brandon’s coat and asked her about it. Giselle, when a detective read her the coordinates off a thumb drive. Cody. She’d said yes to all of it, in a small flat voice, and cried, and said yes again. No bodies had turned up. The pines kept what they held.

Nobody had asked me about a clearing. Nobody had asked me about anything except my name, and I’d given them the right one.

“Tea,” Helen said, straightening. “I’ll make it. You sit.”

I sat at my own counter with Ruby’s chin on my foot and let my mother-in-law make tea in my kitchen.

“I’ve been thinking about Thursdays,” she said. “And the weekends, whatever you need. I’m ten minutes away. You can’t do this alone, Paula, and you shouldn’t have to, and I –” She put the cup in front of me. “I’d like to be useful. To someone.”

“Of course,” I said. “Of course, Helen. Anytime.”

She drank her tea. She kissed Grace on the forehead. She kissed me on the cheek, which she’d never done, and went out to her car, and I watched her sit in it for a full minute before she started it.

Then it was the three of us.

I took Grace down to the shore. The sand was cold and the light was low and gold, and Ruby went into the water up to her chest and came out shaking, and I stood at the tideline with my daughter against my shoulder and let the wind do what it wanted with my hair.

Two people came along the beach from the direction of the hedge.

Catherine in a white coat. Miles behind her with his hands in his pockets.

“Hello, hello,” Catherine called. “My goodness. Oh, look at her, Miles.”

She held out her arms.

I put my daughter into them. Catherine took her easily, and held Grace up to the light.

“Paula.” Miles, at my elbow. “A word. Inside. Won’t take a minute.”

I glanced at Catherine with my child. She nodded without lifting her eyes from the baby.

I walked up the sand with him and in through the slider, and he shut it behind us, and we stood in my kitchen.

“We didn’t tell them,” he said.

“I know.”

“About the church lot. The truck. Any of it. Six weeks of detectives and we kept our mouths shut, both of us, the whole way through.”

“I paid you for that.”

“You paid Catherine.” He was closer. “I’m asking for my end.”

“Miles.”

“We’re neighbors. More than that. We’re friends. We both know it’ll be fun.” His hand came up and touched my arm, above the elbow, warm and sure of itself, exactly as it had in a backroom a lifetime ago. “You know what I saw in that parking lot? I saw a woman who does what needs doing. There’s a second side of you, Paula. Darker. Catherine’s seen it. I see it too. And I think it’s about time it came out.”

Over his shoulder, on the counter, the block sat where it had always sat. German steel. Wedding gift. Six handles in a row.

I held them in my eye for a long time.

“Yes,” I said. “I think it is.”

THE END
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