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      I don’t make friends easily. I never have. I’m inherently suspicious of people: their motives, their lies. That’s what I hate the most, the monstrous untruths people tell in the name of self-preservation.

      Though I’m a hypocrite. I’m guilty of lying myself, but I have a conscience and I despise myself for the charade. Keeping up the pretense is hard. I’m not sleeping well. I’m edgy. Lamenting the mistakes of the past and trying desperately to keep a grip on the present.

      This sham I’m perpetuating won’t end well. I know this. I have a plan. It’s complicated and risky, but aren’t all good things in life worth taking a risk for?

      I can see my future so clearly. I deserve to be happy. But one false step will bring my carefully constructed façade tumbling down and I’m incredibly nervous.

      I hear sirens and foreboding trickles down my spine. Silly, because I haven’t hurt anyone. Not really. They can’t be coming for me.

      But as the wailing intensifies and flashes of red and blue light illuminate the room, every muscle in my body tenses, ready for flight.

      I take a deep breath, blow it out, and do it again, calming myself before I cross to the window and peek out. Three police cars pull up next door and the sirens are barely cut before the doors fly open and officers exit the vehicles, twelve in total. Some wear uniforms, some are plain-clothed detectives.

      My gut twists with dread as I watch them stride up the path—thankfully not toward my front door—and I’m instantly remorseful for such a selfish thought.

      Something bad has happened. That many officers wouldn’t show up for a simple disturbance or grievance, and certainly no detectives. I hope nothing’s wrong with one of the children. There are several youngsters in our cozy enclave. I see them playing in the park and it brings a simple joy to my complicated life.

      I can’t see who opens my neighbor’s door no matter how hard I crane my neck. An officer notices me peering out my window and our gazes lock for a moment before I back away and draw the curtain so I’m out of sight.

      While I hope my neighbors are fine, particularly the children, I don’t want to draw attention to myself. It’s the last thing I need.

      I must relax and try to distract myself with mundane tidying, web surfing, even mindless reality TV. But I’m still on edge and when I hear a scream, a chill ripples over me, raising goosebumps.

      Is it the anguished cry of a mother whose child is in jeopardy?

      Or the shriek of someone who’s lost everything?
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          Frankie

        

      

    

    
      I believe in love at first sight.

      The moment I laid eyes on 8 Vintage Circle in Hambridge Heights, I fell hard. It came as a shock because after living in Manhattan for so long I never envisaged moving to Brooklyn. But Andre and I needed a fresh start—our marriage depended on it—so I took the plunge and put in an offer on the delightful brownstone, knowing in my gut I’d made the right decision.

      It seemed like fate when we got the house and moved in five years ago, a sign. Andre had begged for another chance and I relented. Nobody’s perfect. We all make mistakes. We’d been married for eight months when he cheated on me. A slip-up, he said. A drunken one-night stand that meant nothing; a stupid lapse in judgment that wouldn’t be repeated. He’d made a lot of trite excuses at the time, and eventually I grew tired of hearing them; his genuine remorse got to me after a while. I didn’t want to absolve his sins but I had a few of my own to hide so I forgave him. Luna was born eight and a half months later and the moment I glanced at her squished face after an exhausting sixteen-hour labor I was glad I gave him another chance.

      My daughter is my world and I didn’t want to be responsible for blowing hers up. I wanted to preserve our family, to give my daughter the stability of having two parents in the same household, parents who could work through problems rather than running away. Even though I’d forgiven Andre quickly after he cheated, once Luna was born I became intolerant of his idiosyncrasies. Silly things, like the way he chewed peanut brittle with his mouth open so I could hear every annoying crunch, and leaving a trail of clothes to the bathroom when he showered. I didn’t have postpartum depression, but my haywire hormones made my irrational anger escalate and I had to do something about it. Turns out, because I’d forgiven him so quickly for the sake of the pregnancy, I still harbored antipathy toward him and needed to deal with it. It took four weeks of therapy before I finally let my resentment go, and that’s when we bought this place and moved here.

      Andre and I have been solid since then. Luna is a happy, well-adjusted five-year-old, my career as a lifestyle vlogger is thriving, and Andre’s graphic design business sees him working from home more days than he’s away.

      We’re happy. I’m happy.

      Yet as Luna and I cross the road in front of our house and enter the community garden, a sliver of foreboding makes me pause.

      “What’s wrong, Mom?”

      My gorgeous, sweet daughter is staring up at me with big blue eyes so like her father’s. With her blonde hair, dimple in the right cheek and easy smile, everyone says she looks like me. But the shape of her eyes, the unique blue that I’m certain turns indigo when she’s emotional, is all her father.

      “Nothing, sweetheart. Are you looking forward to the party?”

      A stupid question as she starts hopping from one foot to the other, not even looking at me, and I follow her gaze to find her attention fixed on two long tables draped in white linen, covered in a variety of pink and blue cupcakes, candies and lemonade.

      “Duh.” Her eye-roll is cute and I struggle not to laugh.

      I have no idea where she’s heard that, probably one of those cartoons she watches when I need to keep her occupied. I love the flexibility of working from home—being a full-time mom and earning a great wage—but it has its challenges, like Luna wandering into the kitchen when I’m doing a live stream.

      “What are we waiting for, Mom?”

      “Nothing,” I say with a smile, and with that she’s off, running to join a group of children clustered near the cupcakes.

      I’m more reticent. I wouldn’t say this to anyone but I’ve never really understood the point of a gender reveal party. It usually means the most to the parents. And this one is particularly odd, as our new neighbors, Saylor and Lloyd Abernathy, only moved in two weeks ago. Why invite the whole neighborhood?

      We’re a close-knit community, thirty houses surrounding a square of garden that is perfect for kids and parents alike, and we congregate here on major holidays like Fourth of July and Christmas Eve, each family bringing a plate and sharing food and conversation.

      Maybe the party is Saylor and Lloyd’s way of trying to fit in? If so, I applaud them, but I’m also wary. Not their fault, mine, because having a high profile online means I’m cautious with strangers in general. Some people equate popularity with ownership and I regularly receive a plethora of emails and DMs from men and women, who feel like they know me, want to date me, or want to be me. It’s disconcerting, having fans reach out like I’m their best friend. Some gush, some ask for advice, and some tell me personal stuff I’d rather not know. It scares me, being so well known, when I’ve spent most of my life fading into the background.

      I hadn’t expected my vlog to take off. I started it a few months after I had Luna as a fun way to pass an hour or two when the rest of my day was filled with feeding, diaper changes and rocking her to sleep. Never in my wildest dreams had I anticipated earning a six-figure income from my ramblings about motherhood, home cooking and decorating, let alone have millions of daily hits. Viewers had told me they’d been drawn to my honesty initially, when I’d show them my disasters in the kitchen, like the time I was pureeing organic squash for Luna, hadn’t screwed the blender lid tight enough and ended up wearing orange goop. Or the time I’d been so exhausted because I’d been up half the night with a teething Luna and had forgotten to add baking soda to my sponge and it had turned out flat as a pancake.

      But as Luna got older and I grew more comfortable in front of the camera, I became more competent. I’m obsessed with perfect pictures online, so I try to emulate some of the stylists by presenting pretty food and wearing cutesy matching outfits to match my theme of the day. Luckily, my viewers like my new image as much as they liked my food-splattered one and my vlog has thrived since.

      But I worry that my amazing job might vanish at any second. It’s crazy, because my followers grow daily, but I’m aware I’m making a living from an unpredictable job. What kind of world do we live in when people hang on the words of a stranger—me—and treat me like a guru? I’m no expert, far from it, and it’s my inherent fear of being labeled a fraud that feeds into this insecurity. What if I lose everything? What if something happens and I lose my major brand partnerships? What if my content isn’t interesting and my followers disengage? Having a steady income stream of my own is important to me and I can’t afford to lose it, which means I need to be careful, keep smiling for the camera, pretending I’m well put together and in control when I’m nothing like it on the inside.

      I spot Andre chatting with Ruston, a guy who lives across the park. He’s leaning close to Ruston, attentive to some anecdote that has him flinging back his head and laughing loudly in the next second. I can’t help but smile when I hear his laugh. It’s spontaneous and natural and one of the things I love about him.

      I may seem happy most of the time, but deep down I’ll always harbor doubts about us. Namely, will he cheat again? Not that he knows I struggle with suspicion at times. I’m good at pretending for Luna’s sake, but I lost my ability to trust the day I learned about his betrayal. I’m so tired. Exhausted down to my soul. Faking it—for my followers, for my friends, for my husband—is taking its toll.

      For Luna’s sake, I hope if something has to give, it’s not my marriage.

      I make a beeline for the gift table. Like me, most of the neighbors have ignored the “no gifts please” addendum on the cutesy stork invitation Saylor had slipped into our mailboxes, and brought something. Mine’s nothing fancy, a set of body lotion for mom and baby, but my wrapping—all pale blues, pinks and lemons from the paper to the silk ribbons—makes it stand out. I’m all about the presentation, ask anyone. I’m known for it in the neighborhood.

      Frankie Forbes, you are divine. You’re flawless. I love your look.

      What brand of foundation do you use, Frankie? You look eighteen.

      Your clothes are to die for. Which designer is your favorite?

      I get comments like this on a daily basis and because anything I recommend sees an instant uptake in sales for the retailer I get a lot of free stuff sent to me. Some days our stoop is piled high with deliveries. Luna thinks it’s wonderful, Andre is tolerant yet bemused and I’m grateful that people listen to what I have to say.

      It wasn’t always like that.

      In my previous life, Francesca Mayfair was invisible.

      I much prefer being Frankie Forbes.

      After finding room for my gift and placing it down, I turn away from the table to find a woman standing too close behind me. I stiffen, hating the invasion of personal space.

      Sensing my annoyance, she holds up her hands like she has nothing to hide. “Sorry. I’m not sneaking up on you, it’s just that the tag is poking out and your dress is so adorable I was trying to sneak a peek at the label.”

      Self-conscious, I muster a smile and tuck the label in. “That’s what happens when you’re running late and grab the first thing from your closet.”

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “If how you look is the result of you running late, what’s your secret?”

      She doesn’t seem to know me and that’s refreshing.

      “No secret. It’s all in the accessories.” I point to my earrings, chandelier-style turquoise feathers hanging from a gold hoop, and then to my espadrilles in the same color.

      “You look amazing.” She screws up her nose and points to her jeans and paisley peasant top. “This is dressed up for me. My daughter’s the fashionista.”

      “I hear you there. It feels like Luna has been color-coordinating from the cradle.”

      “Luna’s a gorgeous name,” she says. “Is your daughter here?”

      I nod and point to the cupcake table. “She’s the one in the pink polka-dot dress marshaling the kids.”

      The woman glances over and smiles. “Violette is the one hanging back at the end of the line.”

      I see a girl about Luna’s age standing apart from the other kids, five rambunctious boys. She’s wearing an impractical white dress, Mary Janes and a dainty pink bow in her hair, a few shades darker than Luna’s.

      “We should introduce the girls,” I say.

      She nods and casts me a shy glance. “I’m new to the neighborhood, so maybe we should introduce ourselves first?”

      I laugh and stick out my hand. “I’m Frankie Forbes, number eight.”

      “Celeste Reagan, number ten.”

      She shakes my hand and hers is surprisingly icy on this warm day.

      “You’re my neighbor?”

      She laughs at my obvious shock. “Looks like it.”

      Number ten has been vacant for months and I haven’t seen any moving vans recently. Besides, I would’ve heard signs of life next door and I haven’t, which is weird.

      “When did you move in?”

      “Last night.” She presses a finger to her lips. “Under the cover of darkness to avoid the busybodies.”

      I chuckle as she intended. “We’re actually a great bunch, as you can see from the turnout here today.” I gesture toward the crowd milling around. “Saylor and Lloyd only moved in to number six a few weeks ago, so I guess this is a get-to-know-you kind of party as well as a gender reveal.”

      Her nose crinkles slightly. “Can I be perfectly honest?”

      I like that she feels comfortable enough around me already to be upfront, something I value. “Absolutely.”

      She points to the giant helium balloon filled with either pink or blue confetti tied to a stork. “What’s with the gender reveal thing? When I had Violette I wanted a surprise and I sure as hell didn’t want everyone else knowing my business.”

      I admire her honesty, pleased to have found an ally in my skepticism. “Same. Guess we’re in an old-fashioned minority because these parties are all the rage now.”

      We laugh in sync and I realize I’ve been enjoying chatting to my new neighbor so much I haven’t really looked at her. I think she’s around my age, but on closer inspection she has carefully concealed wrinkles underlying her eyes and threads of gray through her auburn hair. She could be closer to forty than my thirty and there’s a look in her eyes, like she’s seen more of life than I have and it hasn’t been kind.

      When a slight frown appears between her brows I realize I’ve been staring. “Let’s introduce our girls now.”

      “Violette would love that.” Her frown deepens. “And I would too, because she’s shy and it would be great for her to have friends around her age. How old is Luna?”

      “Five.”

      “Same as Vi, great.” Her eyes light up. “They might end up at the same school.”

      “More than likely. Hambridge Heights has the best.”

      “That’s one of the reasons I moved here. I did a lot of research online.”

      I warm to her more. As a mother, I can identify with her wanting the best for her daughter. Giving Luna the opportunity to thrive is my major motivator to slather on make-up, put on a bright top, and step in front of the camera when I’m feeling lackluster and blah with a distinct case of PMT.

      “It’s a great place to raise kids,” I say.

      “Living opposite this park must be a bonus.” She gestures at the lush green space around us. “You must be out here all the time.”

      “We like it.” She hasn’t mentioned a husband or partner and I can’t quite see if there’s a ring on her finger. “Is it just you and Violette?”

      “Yes,” she mutters, sharp to the point of rudeness, and I can’t help but wonder if there’s a story behind her brusqueness.

      “Okay then.”

      My smile is apologetic for probing and she winces. “Sorry. It’s just that Vi’s father hasn’t been there for me or her and it’s a sore point.”

      “Don’t apologize, I’m one of those nosy busybodies you were hoping to avoid.”

      We smile at each other and once again I’m struck by the shifting shadows in her eyes. Celeste definitely has a story to tell.

      Then again, don’t we all?
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      I spotted Frankie Forbes the moment she set foot in the garden.

      Who wouldn’t? She stands out like a graceful gazelle in a herd of clumsy hippopotami. Several women are wearing sundresses but the simplicity of Frankie’s, combined with perfect accessories, make her eye-catching. The aqua sheath dress has bold slashes of emerald swirled through it, like the rainbow ice cream Violette often asks for but rarely gets. All those artificial colors aren’t good for my baby. Nothing but the best for my Vi.

      But it isn’t just her dress that makes Frankie stand out. She’s one of those enviable women who have a hint of class, like they stand head and shoulders above everyone else.

      It surprised me to see her standing alone though. I expected her to be surrounded by adoring worshippers. I’m glad she’d been by herself. It made it easier for me to strike up a conversation, to establish a rapport. I don’t know why I pretended not to know her. Inferiority? Shyness? It’s silly because she’s nothing but pleasant and I enjoyed chatting with her.

      As we head toward our girls I feign interest in her general chitchat as she points out who’s who from the neighborhood, when I’m only focused on one thing. Meeting Luna. Moving can be stressful for kids and Violette’s not great with change at the best of times, so I’m hoping she makes friends and that will help her adjust to living here. From our chat, Frankie seems just as keen to foster a friendship between the girls, which is great. From what I’ve seen at today’s turnout, there are a lot of young boys. Maybe there aren’t many girls Luna and Violette’s age who live around here.

      I feel like I already know Luna. Frankie doesn’t stop talking about her beautiful daughter during her live videos, waxing lyrical as she prepares the perfect child-friendly vegetable lasagna or banana bread that hides zucchini and carrot too. It’s “Luna-this” and “Luna-that”.

      Why doesn’t Vi tell me knock-knock jokes off-camera like Luna does, making Frankie laugh uproariously? Does Luna really go to bed at seven p.m. on the dot and not wake for a full twelve hours, or does she sneak into Frankie’s bed like Vi likes to do with me, afraid of her own shadow?

      I know I shouldn’t watch Frankie Forbes. Her competency and perfection make me feel bad about myself. But I can’t look away, drawn in by her charisma like the rest of her millions of viewers. Her proficiency intimidates me and I expected to dislike her because of it. When the realtor mentioned her name as I inspected the house before signing the rental agreement I thought it would be daunting to live next door to someone so perfect. But Frankie in person surprises me. She’s… nice. Normal. Almost reticent, with a hint of vulnerability I never expected.

      We’re almost at the cupcake table when I spy Luna already chatting with Vi and my daughter is more animated than I’ve ever seen her. I breathe a sigh of relief, short-lived when a man detaches himself from a couple and joins us, and ridiculously, I’m nervous.

      “Hey, beautiful, glad you could finally make it.” He slides an arm around Frankie’s waist and plants a resounding kiss on her mouth. “What took you so long?”

      Before Frankie can respond, he says, “Let me guess. You were getting the gift wrapping just right.”

      “Nothing wrong with good presentation.” Frankie arches away from him slightly, as if uncomfortable with his overt display of affection. “Andre, I’d like you to meet Celeste Reagan. She’s our new neighbor. Celeste, this is my husband.”

      He’s tall, with dark blond hair in a ruffled surfer-cut, dark blue eyes bordering on indigo and a wide smile. They make a good-looking couple.

      “Pleased to meet you,” he says, barely glancing at me. “Would you ladies like a drink?” Frankie and I ask for sparkling water and he bounds away like an eager puppy, his long, loping stride indicative of a man who likes to go places fast.

      “If our girls start hanging out together, you’ll see Luna has inherited his energy,” Frankie says, her laugh self-deprecating, but I detect a hint of weariness rather than admiration.

      “How long have you been married?”

      “Six and half years, but sometimes it feels like forever.”

      “Don’t all wives feel that way after two years?”

      “That long?” I laugh at her sarcasm and she smiles. “Don’t mind me. I’m tired and I’ve got a lot of work to do after this.”

      “What do you do?”

      Her eyebrows rise slightly and I’m glad she believes my act. After pretending I didn’t know her earlier, I’m too embarrassed to admit I watch her religiously, usually at the end of a day after Violette’s in bed and I’m curled up on the couch with a glass of wine.

      “I’m a lifestyle vlogger.”

      I feign confusion. “I’m a bit of a dinosaur, so, similar to all this gender reveal stuff, I don’t really know what that is.”

      “I make videos and post them online, mostly about motherhood. I talk about my daily life, activities, interests, funny stories, cooking, decorating. A bit of anything and everything, really. People seem to enjoy it.”

      I hear a squeal and glance over to see the kids, Violette included thank goodness, engaged in a game of tag. Frankie and I share an indulgent smile, pleased our daughters are holding their own with the rowdy boys. “That sounds… different.”

      She laughs at my naivety. “It started out as a bit of fun and has grown so huge I don’t know what to do most days. It’s exhausting trying to come up with new stuff to talk about.”

      “You film at home, right? Must be great.”

      She nods, pensive. “It is, but sometimes I envy those mothers who get to walk out the door and compartmentalize their home life as separate from their work life, whereas my worlds are constantly colliding.”

      She sounds sad and for a second I pity her. Before I remember she probably doesn’t have a clue what it’s like to have it tough, to raise a child on her own, to want to feel safe and protected.

      I might tell her what that’s like one day but for now, I’ll take it slow until we know each other better. I don’t have many friends. None I can count on, and while I think this whole gender reveal is stupid, I like the camaraderie among the neighbors.

      Surprisingly, I feel like I almost belong here.
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      My back aches, my feet are swollen and my head is on the verge of exploding. Enduring congratulations from a bunch of strangers isn’t my idea of fun but I decided to throw this party to establish rapport with our new neighbors. I need to fit in, to be accepted, to become one of them, because I only moved here for one reason.

      To get what I’m owed.

      “You okay?” Lloyd’s hand rests in the small of my back, giving it a gentle rub, and I stifle a moan.

      “Better now you’re doing that.”

      “I told you not to wear those heels.”

      “Stop nagging, more pressure,” I murmur, sighing with pleasure as his strong fingers dig into my back. “That feels so good.”

      He leans down and whispers in my ear, “Maybe we should ditch this party and continue this massage in private?”

      “Pervert,” I say, grinning at him, loving that he still finds me as attractive at twenty weeks pregnant as he did when we married nine months ago.

      Our trajectory from dating to parenthood has been swift. My religious parents approved of my pregnancy so soon after we married because they introduced me to Lloyd in the first place. They knew him through their church, a modern blend of Methodist and Presbyterian. He’d been a visiting youth minister and his ease talking with kids is one of the things that caught my eye. I saw him preach once, in the early days, and anyone who can captivate a bunch of kids must be doing something right. He’d been using an old parable about forgiving your neighbor for any wrongdoing and relating it to a kid who’d stolen his friend’s bike the week before. Making the story relatable ensured the kids could identify and I’d been impressed.

      Lloyd is trustworthy, exactly what I needed at the time after having my heart broken by a guy who was anything but. A guy who’d been the love of my life. A guy who wouldn’t know the meaning of dependability even if it bit him on the butt.

      My parents had seen it. They’d disapproved of him from the moment he strutted into my senior year at high school. I’d fallen hard, they’d done everything in their power to keep us apart. They deemed any boy who didn’t go to church not worthy of me. Throw in the rumors about alcohol and drug use, and our romance had been destined for failure.

      I should’ve been happy to see the back of him. But there’s a vast difference between logic and the heart, so when I saw him last year, I did something incredibly stupid.

      I’m dealing with the consequences now.

      Lloyd and I married in a quiet ceremony presided over by my folks. I hadn’t wanted any fuss or attention. I’d been eerily composed standing outside the church, mentally counting the red bricks above the doorway to stay focused and quell the urge to bolt. My father had been reciting some passage from the Bible about love, but I’d tuned him out too, breathing slowly and deeply, filling my lungs with the familiar scents of damp moss and oak, comforting smells that evoked memories of attending services every Sunday for as long as I could remember.

      Marrying Lloyd had been the best decision I’ve ever made. Some guys have dependable stamped in invisible ink on their foreheads and Lloyd is one of them. I’m so lucky. His adoration, his steadiness, calms me. I wish I could be a good person like him, so I could be honest and tell him why I really wanted to move to Hambridge Heights, why I insisted on it. He’s clueless and I intend to keep it that way. I need him, as more than a husband and a father. He’ll never know how much.

      “We should introduce ourselves to our next-door neighbors.” He points to an attractive blond couple talking to a woman in dowdy jeans and an ugly paisley top. “Frankie and Andre.”

      “They sound like a pop duo.”

      “Pretty enough to be one too.” He bumps me gently with his hip. “Don’t go getting any ideas about swapping me for that blond himbo.”

      “Don’t you mean mimbo? As in male bimbo?”

      “Whatever the terminology, you’re stuck with me.” He presses his palm to my belly that’s only just beginning to protrude. The ob-gyn said the baby is small for five months but he’s not worried so neither am I. I may be able to control some things in my life, like where we live and how I’ll get the money to support my baby, but the size of the life growing inside me isn’t one of them.

      “We’re lucky to have you.” I cover his hand with mine and we stare into each other’s eyes. Lloyd’s are brown, mine are hazel, and I wonder if our baby will inherit the same color or something entirely different.

      I know next to nothing about Lloyd’s family. His parents died a few years ago and that’s when he found his way into the church. My parents adore him and I can see why. He’s never given me any reason to doubt him, which makes my deception worse.

      But everything I do is for our baby. It’s justified. Maybe if I keep telling myself this, I’ll start to believe it?

      I keep referring to our “baby” when I know it’s a boy, as everyone at this gender reveal is about to discover. I’ve already started decorating the nursery in pale blues and greens, with a border featuring tiny boats and dolphins. I love the idea of having a boy the image of his father. Lloyd had been ambivalent about discovering the sex but I’d been adamant. I had to know. I’m done with surprises.

      Someone snaps a photo of us on their cell and we blink, breaking our stare and we laugh. I turn and see it’s the small pretty blonde whose husband is a himbo according to Lloyd.

      She’s brandishing her cell and smiling. “Sorry for the intrusion. I’m not usually snap-happy but the two of you standing there with your hands on your baby bump is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. Thought you might like a memento.”

      “Thanks.” I slip my hand into Lloyd’s and we move toward the small group. “I know it’s weird to meet like this but I’m Saylor, this is my partner Lloyd and this,” I pat my belly, “is Bump.”

      “Frankie. Pleased to meet you.” She gestures at the gorgeous guy by her side. “This is my husband, Andre, and our neighbor on the other side, Celeste.”

      No wonder Lloyd scoffingly warned me off. Andre’s stunning, his beauty marred by a scar running from his right eyebrow to his hairline. It adds a toughness to his features, making him breathtaking.

      “Hey,” Celeste says, her gaze lingering on my belly a tad too long, making me uncomfortable, but I force a smile and return her greeting with a “Hey.”

      As Lloyd and Andre shake hands, I see something over Andre’s shoulder: more precisely, someone.

      It can’t be.

      What is he doing here?

      I feel the blood drain from my face and I’m grateful Lloyd has his arm around my waist.

      Ruston is standing by the food table, alone, serving salad onto a plate. As if sensing my gaze, he looks up and his shock mirrors mine.

      Like always, I feel the eye contact with Ruston all the way down to my toes. Neither of us look away. Stunned, I can’t breathe, my lungs constricting in horror. This can’t be happening.

      After what seems like an eternity, he arches an eyebrow and finally turns away, leaving me flustered. My palms are clammy, my fingers tingling, and I’m lightheaded with nerves. It’s hard enough pretending daily that everything’s fine so Lloyd doesn’t notice I’m on edge. Secrets have a way of festering and growing, until it’s too late to contain and they explode in a gory mess. I don’t want that. Now this?

      As if sensing my unease Frankie touches my arm, her smile genuine, her big blue eyes guileless, and I’m glad for the distraction. I wish I could tell Lloyd everything. But I can’t.

      Not yet.
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      The afternoon of my eighteenth birthday, I’m heady with excitement and come home early from the hairdresser’s, eager to try a few new make-up looks before the party tonight. I jog up the path to the front door and am about to open it when I hear a crash coming from the garage. Hoping it’s not a present for me that’s fallen—my folks have always hidden large birthday and Christmas gifts in the garage since I could walk—I let myself in the side door to check out the noise.

      To find my dad having sex with my mom’s best friend.

      They don’t see me because I back out of the door as fast as humanly possible, those few seconds I witnessed more than enough. It’s the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen but not the most shocking.

      The shock comes thirty minutes later when I confront Mom at work after running the whole way there to tell her what I’d seen.

      And she shrugs.

      My gorgeous mother—with her flawless skin, big hazel eyes and long auburn hair—who I’ve wanted to emulate my entire life, actually shrugs, like what I saw is inconsequential.

      “Francesca, I haven’t raised you to be a prude and now you’re eighteen perhaps it’s time you understand the ways of the world?”

      As if by some miraculous changing of my age from seventeen to eighteen I should find it acceptable that my father is cheating on my mother. “What the hell are you talking about, Mom?”

      Remorse deepens the lines bracketing her mouth, and she takes a deep breath before responding. “Your father and I have an open marriage and have for years.” She gives a little shake of her head, like she didn’t want me to discover the truth. Too late for that, Mom. Way too late. “I think you’re old enough to know that now.”

      My mouth drops open as I stumble to the nearest seat and collapse into it. I thought open marriages were a thing of the past, in the sixties and seventies when key parties were all the rage. I’d read about them online while doing a history project on feminism at school last year and had found more detail than I would’ve liked. Now, to discover my parents indulge in partner swapping… I want to vomit.

      “I know this must come as a shock, and I’m sorry you had to find out that way, but do you have any questions?”

      Embarrassment heats my cheeks. Hell no. I don’t want to ask anything about their sordid affairs. “I don’t get it. I’ve grown up idolizing you and Dad, and can’t fathom you being blasé about something so…”

      I’m about to say sacred but stop myself at the last second. Will she even understand? And after what I’ve learned today, my parents obviously don’t understand me. If they did, Dad would’ve taken greater care to hide what he was doing and Mom wouldn’t calmly pronounce their life choices like I’m the one with the problem.

      “Francesca, I’ve been married to your father since I was your age. He’s my one, true—”

      “Don’t say love, because if he was, you wouldn’t be cheating and calling it an open marriage.”

      I’ve always admired my parents’ relationship—I thought they were committed to one another. They’re so affectionate, touching each other on the shoulder and hip as they pass in the kitchen, holding hands when we go out. I catch them looking at each other sometimes and their level of devotion makes me equally uncomfortable and envious. How could they still be so in love after nineteen years of marriage?

      To discover it’s all a lie is devastating.

      The last few years, I’ve wanted to find a guy like my dad, a man who adores his partner. A boyfriend I can rely on, to make me feel special, like I’m the only woman in the world for him.

      Discovering what my parents are really like is disillusioning, like the day I learned there’s no Santa. Now, like then, I have the same queasiness in the pit of my stomach and the tightness in my chest, like nothing will be the same again. Tears of disappointment burn the back of my eyes and I blink to keep them at bay.

      “He is my one true love, and I won’t have you disparaging that. Perhaps you’re still too young to understand.”

      I don’t like her condescension. “As you just pointed out, I’m the same age you were when you married Dad, so I’m not too young to judge my parents and find them lacking.”

      Hurt flickers in her eyes and I almost feel bad, before the image of my dad in the garage flashes in my head.

      “We got married too young and that’s something I wouldn’t wish on you. I want you to take your time. Date different boys. And don’t settle.”

      Confusion makes my head ache and I press my fingertips to my temples. “I don’t understand. You just said Dad’s the love of your life and that’s why you married young, now you’re telling me to do the opposite?”

      She nods, sadness bracketing her mouth. “People change over time. Rather than drift apart, as was starting to happen a few years ago, we embraced a different lifestyle.”

      “Is that what you’re calling cheating these days, a different lifestyle?”

      I lash out, disappointed to discover the people I idolize the most in this world aren’t who I thought they were.

      “When you fall in love, you’ll understand how you’ll do anything to keep that love alive.”

      I don’t say what I’m thinking, that when I fall in love I won’t lose my self-respect. That I’ll find a man who adores me so much he won’t look elsewhere. That I’ll build a solid relationship with that man, far from here.

      I need to get away, to distance myself from my folks. I hate them for ripping off my rose-colored glasses. But I love them too. They’re my parents and we’ve been close for so long.

      “This changes nothing, Francesca. We’re still your parents. We love you. And we’re looking forward to your party tonight.”

      Mom’s wrong. Discovering their proclivities changes everything and the last thing I feel like doing is pretending this is the best day of my life.

      “Cancel the party.” I stand, eager to get away. I’ve heard enough.

      “Darling, that’s impossible.” She looks at her watch. “The caterers will start dropping off food in an hour.”

      Like a bunch of stupid hors d’oeuvres is so damn important when I’ve had my life upended. “Doesn’t it bother you at all what I saw?”

      Her expression is guilty as she nods. “I’m sorry you had to walk in on your father. He should’ve been more circumspect. But it’s done and I can’t change it. But what can change is your attitude. I want tonight to be special for you. We’ve invited all your friends and you deserve to have fun.”

      Mom has the best intentions but she leaves out one salient fact. She’s invited a bunch of my parents’ friends too, family friends we socialize with regularly, friends with kids my age. I used to think it so cool I got to have a wide circle of friends that extended beyond school. Now I wonder if those people only come around because they share in my parents’ liberal views on marriage.

      “You’re a young woman now, Francesca. And while I wish you’d learned the truth about us in a different way, it’s done. So let’s focus on the party, huh?”

      Mom takes hold of my hands and I stare at her long crimson manicured talons, the flashy gold rings adorning almost every finger, the bangles jangling at her wrists, and close my eyes against a horrific image of her grabbing at every one of the men who we class as “family friends”.

      “Baby, are you okay?”

      She releases my hands to place a finger under my chin and tips it up. I have two choices. Make a big deal of this and ruin my eighteenth or try to forget it. I open my eyes and give a little nod.

      “That’s my girl.”

      However, as Mom bundles me into her arms and I screw my nose up against the overpowering waft of the rose fragrance she favors, I know one thing for sure.

      I’m not her girl.

      And I’ll make it my life’s work to be nothing like my mother.
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      I may have forgiven Andre for his infidelity years ago but I developed a bad habit not long after we reconciled.

      I watch him.

      Not in a creepy way—I don’t stalk him or follow him. I just watch when we’re at a party or a special occasion or at a work function; like now, while I’m getting a drink, and he’s surrounded by neighbors, the center of attention and loving it.

      I watch to see how he interacts with women, wondering if I’m missing something, feeling like a gullible fool despite him being a devoted dad and husband since his indiscretion. He’s proven once before he’s open to temptation and a small part of me is resentful that what he’s done in the past has turned me into a watchful wife.

      It annoys me that I still get the urge to scrutinize him. I don’t do it often these days, not like the first year or two after he confessed, but when there are new people around—new women, more precisely—I find myself following Andre’s every move.

      Today, I don’t know what to make of what I see. He’s effusive and charming towards everyone, but standoffish with Celeste. Nothing overt, but even when she’s in the same circle with others chatting, he’s angling his body away from her, as if trying to exclude her. Or I could be imagining the whole thing and fatigue is making me see things that aren’t there.

      It’s not that I expect Andre to click with everybody he meets but he’s gregarious. I’m used to seeing him draw everyone around him into his sphere. Ironic, that I ended up with a husband just like my father when I once vowed to find the complete opposite.

      Then again, I’d tried the opposite years ago, and that didn’t turn out well either.

      It took me several years of marriage to work out I’d been so desperate to escape my folks and the house I’d grown up in that I’d deluded myself into believing a lie, more enamored with the idea of being in love than loving my first husband for real.

      Now’s not the time to lament my mistakes though. I’m overthinking Andre’s behavior, and as I see him laugh at something Celeste says, it confirms I’m seeing things that aren’t there. Rehashing a time when we both screwed up—even in my head—isn’t productive and is making me oversensitive.

      Besides, from my brief interactions with Celeste and Saylor, I like them. I have no reason to think they’re interested in my husband. Celeste is circumspect, Saylor is outgoing. Celeste has that hint of weary motherhood about her whereas Saylor is all wide-eyed wonder and excitement. A week of sleepless nights when the baby is born will knock that shine right off. It might sound harsh, but it’s realistic. I adore Luna but those early days when I struggled to breastfeed and she was colicky… they were nightmarish.

      That’s the time I would’ve expected a husband prone to straying to be tempted, but after Luna’s birth Andre had been the model father. He’d taken on as many freelance jobs as possible so he could work from home. He changed diapers and rocked Luna and paced the floor with her for hours at a time so I could grab some sleep. He’d been my rock and I need to remember that. He adores Luna as much as I do. He dotes on her and she’s a daddy’s girl. It vindicates the choice I made all those years ago.

      Lloyd slaps Andre on the back, a gesture that’s the epitome of male bonding behavior, before moving to a group of neighbors who live across the park from us. Andre’s alone with Saylor now and I notice she becomes more animated, her hands moving as she talks, punctuating her words. Thankfully, Andre’s behavior doesn’t change.

      Until Celeste leans closer to tell him something.

      His shoulders stiffen, like someone has stuck a poker down the back of his shirt. He’s still smiling but it’s more forced and his gaze is wary.

      Something about Celeste is definitely putting him off. Have they already met? He went out on a job late last night. Maybe he bumped into her while she was moving in? But why didn’t either of them mention it when I introduced them earlier?

      My mind immediately takes off on a tangent, giving them some torrid past they’ve hidden from me. Is she the one? He never told me who he’d slept with and I didn’t want to know. I was dealing with my own issues at the time. Is his standoffish behavior a sign?

      I don’t like being this woman, the suspicious wife leaping to irrational conclusions. I need to subdue my insecurities and focus on the positives: that my marriage came through the worst of an ordeal that tested us, and Andre and I are stronger for it. We’re in a good place now and Luna completes us.

      Dwelling on the past and mistrusting my husband isn’t good for any of us.
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      I see Frankie watching us, her stare boring holes into Andre’s back. Her intense scrutiny makes me uncomfortable, which is silly, as I’m not doing anything wrong. Her husband is clearly an extrovert—he commands attention—so maybe she’s insecure? Or one of those possessive women who don’t like their man interacting with the opposite sex? Whatever her rationale, she doesn’t have to worry about me. I’m not a husband stealer. In fact, I would almost say he dislikes me.

      Then again, not many people like me. Even Roland, Vi’s dad, didn’t like me enough to build a life with me, to provide a stable future for our daughter. More recently, he acted like he hated me.

      That’s what moving to Hambridge Heights is about. Escaping the disappointments of my past. Escaping from him.

      I’m a tolerant person. I’ve put up with a lot in my thirty-eight years. But what he’d said to me during our last screaming match…

      I had to get away.

      He left me no choice.

      Violette runs up to me, Luna hot on her heels. I’m glad they’ve bonded so quickly and I greet them with a big smile. “Mom, can Luna come over for a play date? Pleeeeease?”

      I glance at Andre and he’s smiling indulgently at his daughter too, and in that moment I like him.

      “Yeah, Dad, can we have a play date?” Luna slips her hand into Andre’s and I swear I see him melt on the spot: he looks at her with open adoration, his smile goofy.

      “Sure, sweetheart, but I reckon everyone’s going to be tired after this party, so how about I chat with your mom and Celeste and we organize a play date for another day?”

      Luna frowns and Vi visibly deflates, but after a few moments Luna’s sulky expression clears and she nods. “How about tomorrow?”

      Andre’s gaze meets mine and we laugh in unison. “If it’s okay with Celeste?”

      “Fine by me,” I say, the words barely out of my mouth before both girls start jumping up and down on the spot, yelling “Yay.”





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-liar-next-door-fc-layers-15-jul-21.jpg
An absolutely unputdownable domestic thriller





OEBPS/images/logo-ebook-conversions.jpg
bookguture






