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			has been richly praised



			‘Clear your schedule and dive into Muna Shehadi’s latest triumph, The First Wife! Her vivid characters walk right off the page and into your heart . . . I love this book!’
VICKI LEWIS THOMPSON, New York Times bestselling author

			‘I absolutely ADORED this beautiful book. Profoundly moving and very wise, this stunningly original and touching tale is one to savour and re-read. Although at its heart a love story with a twist, it is so much more, layered with wisdom and a woman’s brave struggle to carry on going after a life changing event. So very beautiful and thought provoking on so many levels, this is a must read for everyone, a wonderfully absorbing tale that I guarantee will make you think, question and change . . . An immersive delight of a book’
RENITA D’SILVA

			‘Very compelling . . . a wonderfully heartfelt, multi-layered story of greed and grief, love and loss. The unravelling plotline tantalises the reader with its clever twists and turns – impossible to put down!’
SARAH STEELE

			‘Captivating right out of the gate. This unique and beautifully told tale, laced with mystery and secrets, will keep readers hooked and rooting for Holly all the way. A deeply moving and insightful story that will stay with me for a long time’
ALISON RAGSDALE

			‘I love the combination of mystery and love story – every time I put it down, I couldn’t wait to get back to it. I really enjoyed Muna’s writing style, too. A compelling mystery, wrapped up in a beautiful romance!’
EMMA ROBINSON

			‘From the very first page The First Wife seduced me with its promise of revelations to come; part mystery, part romance but above all the story of one woman’s lifelong mission to be true to herself. I was charmed by its feisty heroine who faces physical, intellectual and emotional challenges with such grace and fortitude. And the sensual descriptions of food were an extra treat!’
JULIE BROOKS
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			Holly Penny expects that attending the funeral of her ex-husband at the elegant mountain resort they enjoyed together so often will be momentous and emotional. Lyle was the love of her life; they were happier than she’d ever imagined being, until a split second changed their lives and eventually destroyed their marriage.

			Surrounded by luxury she could once take for granted, what Holly doesn’t expect is to discover that Lyle kept their long, loving relationship a secret from the two women he married after her. Even more troubling, stories the other wives tell bear little resemblance to the man Holly knew so well.

			As the weekend unfolds, guided by detailed instructions Lyle left behind, new jarring surprises surface and new connections are formed that will force Holly to redefine both her future and, more wrenchingly, her past.

		

	
		
			To my mother, Alison Shehadi,

			into whose life much rain fell, yet who saw only sunshine.

		

	
		
			I’d like to acknowledge as always, my wonderful editor Kate Byrne for her faith in me, her wise guidance and her boundless enthusiasm.

			I’d also like to extend gratitude for assistance from Jason Steigman for actuary questions; Jessica Litt for help in wills and estate taxes; and Nikita, who answered the phone at Town Line Auto in Machias Maine and has no idea I was planning to thank her publicly.

			Warm thanks also go to my west coast crew, Heather Trim and Mary Stodder for earthquake help; to Larry Glusman, Deb Schermer and Stefanie Jacob for sharing thoughts about Judaism; to my brothers-in-law, John, Matt and Seth Stodder for tips on Los Angeles, and above all to my adored husband, Mark Stodder, for sharing memories of his days at UC Santa Cruz, for reading every book I write, and for always getting teary at the sad bits.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 1


			Subject: re: Lyle

			Date: July 15, 2017

			From: Caleb@FrederickIndustries.com

			To: Holly_Penny@Qmail.com

			Dear Holly,

			Sorry I haven’t been in better touch over the past weeks. Or has it been longer since we spoke? Feels like I’ve lost track of everything since Lyle disappeared. Whenever it was, it was great to hear your voice again, and to catch up, even under such horrible circumstances. I don’t think we’ve been in touch since our dinner together in 2009. Understandable, but I’ve missed you. Let’s make sure a gap like that doesn’t happen again.

			As for my brother, I don’t have good news. We’ve exhausted every avenue, pulled every string, called in every favor. The US State Department and local authorities in Thailand, where Lyle was last seen, have been unable to locate him and have called off the search. Even though nothing has really changed, it feels as if we’ve lost him all over again.

			Because there was no body, Wisconsin law dictates we have to wait five years to pronounce him dead. So we sit in this ghastly limbo and wait.

			I wish I had better news, Holly. We’re all still in shock, as I’m sure you are. Lyle must have become seriously ill, or he was caught in the wrong place at the wrong time by the wrong people, or . . . You and I talked about this, I know, a useless circle of questions that refuses to stop spinning.

			I’m sorry to drop this on you by email instead of calling, but I’m grabbing a rare minute on a business trip in China and it’s the middle of the night where you are. Selfish, maybe, but I needed to share this with someone who loved Lyle as I did. I hope you are reading this on a beautiful day, and that you can do something fun for yourself.

			I’ll call when I’m back in the States. I’d like to stay in touch. You were the only one of Lyle’s wives I truly loved.

			All best,

			Caleb

			Caleb Frederick

			President and CEO, Frederick Industries

			Milwaukee, WI

			May 15, 2022

			Via US Mail

			Please join us as our guest(s)

			July 20–24, 2022

			to celebrate the life of

			Lyle Anthony Frederick

			at

			Senneck Lodge Resort

			Askatste, New York

			RSVP

			When Holly Penny was a girl, before her father did time in jail and bankrupted the family, she and her parents would spend summer vacations in the forested hills north of her future college town of Santa Cruz. From their spacious beachside home in Santa Monica, Mom, Dad, Holly and their dog Muffin would drive up the starkly beautiful California coast. Muffin would sit or lie in the backseat, weathering the trip calmly until Dad turned off Highway 9 on to the series of roads that led to Robin Hood Lane, near whose end sat the house they rented every year. Two yards down that turnoff, even after miles of the same forest, Muffin’s head would come up, her nose would twitch, her furry body quiver. Then she’d repeatedly trample Holly’s lap running window to window to taste the air she knew so well, a special part of her present and her past.

			Today, four decades later, turning on to the elegant sweep of Senneck Resort’s long-ago-familiar driveway through a piece of the Adirondack woods, Holly knew exactly how Muffin felt, down to the craning neck and trembling body. One big difference: since her backseat view was from a Mercedes chauffeured by a member of the resort’s staff who’d met her at the Albany airport, Holly skipped the panting and sniffing.

			She and Lyle had stayed at Senneck many times during their courtship and twelve-year marriage for cost-be-damned getaways of varying lengths. On each visit, the staff would welcome the couple as if their return was the most anticipated event of the day. Holly would straighten her back, raise her chin and widen her smile to queenly proportions, smirking inside at the knowledge that the royal welcome was deliberately designed to make her – and every other arriving guest – feel exactly as pampered and important as it did.

			Leisurely self-indulgent days, long passionate nights – she and Lyle had spent appalling amounts of money here. But beautiful times, part of a completely different life, so far away for so many years, now being brought closer again in leather-upholstered comfort.

			The Mercedes drew up to the familiar stone and wood lodge, its entrance still flanked by urns with stone rims that embraced flowers they could barely contain, today purple and cream blooms over trailing ivy.

			Almost before the car had come to a stop, its trunk was being unloaded. Holly’s suitcase would be whisked off to her suite, where her clothes would be unpacked, ironed if necessary, and hung in the wardrobe or folded perfectly into antique dresser drawers. In the large private bathroom, her meager collection of drugstore toiletries would be neatly arranged on vanities, marble counters or brass and glass shelving, within easy reach of wherever the staff thought she might need them. Laid across the bed would be a hotel-monogrammed silk robe and matching slippers, both of which would fit perfectly, ideal for breakfast on her private balcony, watching the surrounding mountains change color with the morning light. On the room’s flawlessly varnished table, a welcome basket of top-quality seasonal fruit and house-made delicacies tailored to her taste would be waiting next to a bouquet of her favorite flowers.

			Not your average in-and-out motel.

			For one last time in Holly’s life, Frederick money would make this kind of luxury possible, luxury Holly had never been able to take for granted or comfortably immerse herself in in the way Lyle could, having been born to it. However, since very little of her life over the past twenty-plus years since The Change – not menopause, the other one – had allowed for self-indulgence, she’d promised herself that during this stay at Senneck, she was going to wallow in everything the resort offered, guilt-free, like a hippo in mud.

			A slender, attractive hippo, with good taste and manners.

			As she fumbled for the handle, the car door opened for her – of course it did – letting in a swish of fresh late-afternoon mountain air, a welcome change from the smoggy heat of the Los Angeles summer she’d woken up to that morning.

			‘Welcome to Senneck, Ms Penny.’ The handsome blond kid assigned to greet her wore khaki pants, a blue shirt and a delighted smile. ‘I’m Tom. We’re glad to have you back.’

			‘Thank you so much.’ Tom looked all of fifteen to her, but was probably in his twenties, probably not even born the first time she came here. ‘It’s wonderful to be back. Hard to believe it’s been so long. It feels like forever.’

			It would be a lot longer than forever before Holly returned, since on her budget she could afford about a five-minute stay.

			One foot out of the car, she swung the other leg parallel and, in a series of walrus-on-land bounces, moved forward until the other foot touched pavement, as she’d been taught decades earlier by the eternally patient staff at the rehab facility.

			‘Your room is in the lodge, second floor. Mr Frederick is here already.’

			Holly started, jolted by hearing ‘Mr Frederick’, before realizing they didn’t mean Lyle. To her, Lyle’s younger brother was just ‘Caleb’.

			‘Thanks, Tom. Are the others here yet?’ By others, she meant Lyle’s next two wives, who’d also been invited to arrive Wednesday. Other family and friends would be joining later, for Saturday’s memorial service.

			‘Not yet.’ Tom extended a hesitant hand, probably afraid that if he didn’t offer to help, Holly would sit in the car for the rest of the afternoon.

			Not out of the realm of possibilities.

			Taking that kind hand, Holly hauled herself up and out with a decent amount of fluidity, in spite of fatigue from the long travel day. Giving her legs time to adjust, and also because simultaneous walking and looking were no longer part of her skill set, she paused to reconnect with Senneck, head full of memories, heart full of bittersweet. Nearby trees had grown impressively in her twenty-year absence, but the impeccably groomed greenery of the grounds still looked as if an invisible army of ants worked continuously to straighten each blade of grass and arrange each flower’s petals for maximum perfection. The surrounding mountains still played with shadows and sun on their evergreen-frosted sides, making her want to stretch her arms wide and sprint through the gardens, over the meadows beyond, and up the side of the nearest slope.

			Not gonna happen.

			Having looked her blissful fill, Holly sallied forth to start her luxury adventure, then stopped at the curb, back to ugly reality. ‘Sorry, Tom, I must have left my cane in the car. After sitting on a plane all day, my legs aren’t sure what to do about a step up.’

			‘No worries.’ He offered a bronzed arm. ‘I’ll help you in. Someone will bring your cane along in a minute.’

			‘Thank you.’ For the next five days the staff would fix every one of her blunders, scratch each of her itches, feed all her hungers, a remarkable condition experienced only by the very rich, the very sick and the very young. Holly smiled at Tom, thinking how nice it was to see a kid without tattoos or piercings. That thought was followed by the unsettling realization that she sounded like her mother, complaining about Holly and her friends’ fashions in the seventies. And that was followed by the awful thought – happening more and more frequently around young adults – that Holly was old enough to be Tom’s mother.

			Given that every person, plant and animal on earth aged naturally and predictably at the same time and at the same rate, why did it come as a total surprise every time she noticed?

			She let Tom lead her on toward the lodge’s grand front entrance, passing under the grape arbor, immature fruit hanging in tiny ineffectual-looking bunches, leaves tangling and weaving through the supporting white lattice. A picture hopped into her mind, of walking beside Lyle, still a whole, strong young woman, body muscled and slender, that of the dancer she’d worked so hard to become, before she found out life didn’t particularly care what you intended to accomplish. Lyle would be gesturing broadly as he laid down possible plans for the next several days, activities that might or might not happen, because that wasn’t the point. Planning was half the fun for him, the way he intensified his happiness and anticipation, the way he tackled all the myriad trips they took together, whether around the block or around the world.

			‘Would you like afternoon tea in your room, Ms Penny? Or out on the terrace?’

			Afternoon tea! The Senneck staff must have dug up preferences for Mrs Frederick the First, probably typed on paper for her and Lyle’s earliest visits in the 1980s. Someone would have been assigned to excavate Holly from an archived cardboard box. She liked thinking her old life still existed somewhere in a sturdy, reliable manila folder.

			Her mind was wandering again. Hadn’t Tom asked her a question?

			Yes. Tea in her room or on the terrace? Probably one of the hardest decisions she’d have to make over this long weekend. ‘Is the terrace crowded? I’m not ready to be in my room, but I’d rather not be around a lot of hubbub.’

			Hubbub. A great word, retrieved from the murky depths of her brain, one that deserved to be used more often.

			‘Definitely not a lot of . . . hubbub.’ Tom’s lips curved wryly. ‘Maybe one or two tables occupied.’

			‘Then the terrace sounds perfect. Bring on the terrace.’

			The spacious, quiet lobby had been redecorated since she’d last been there; shades of blue, green and gold had replaced the yellow and peach tones, an improvement, though it had all been Terribly Tasteful even when it looked like sherbet. As Holly stepped forward, another good-looking employee caught up to them with her cane, which Holly accepted with thanks and relief.

			‘I’ll have your tea brought right out. Milk and shortbread alongside, yes?’

			Holly pretended surprise. ‘It’s like you know me.’

			Tom’s laughter was genuine and easy, as if he hadn’t heard that joke probably every day he’d worked there. ‘Would you like me to show you to the terrace?’

			‘No, no, I remember the way. Thank you.’ Trying to move with her old energetic grace, she followed the carpeted corridor toward the terrace doors, anticipating its peaceful tile-floored beauty, creamy lemon-colored walls accented by watercolor landscapes and potted plants, huge windows wide open in summertime to let in fragrant breezes. With every step her happiness rose. For a few days she could reabsorb this guiltiest of pleasures, feeling like an elegant duchess from a time long . . .

			‘Ma’am?’ Tom had been following her.

			Holly turned too quickly. Her feet tangled. Unbalanced, she pitched forward, yelping in panic. No, no, no.

			Tom grabbed her, stopping her fall. Holly clung gratefully to his supporting arm, adrenaline pushing her breaths too fast, humiliation heating her cheeks.

			‘You’re okay. I’ve got you.’ His eyes were wide with alarm. Poor kid.

			‘Yes. Thank you.’ She tried to step back and stand on her own, to recover at least some of her duchess dignity, but wobbled dangerously and had to grab for his arm again. ‘Thank you so much.’

			‘No problem. Do you want to sit down? Rest a little?’ He gestured behind him toward blue upholstered chairs in the lobby. So polite. Handling her mess like a champ.

			‘No, no, I’m fine. Fine. I’ll make it to the terrace.’

			‘Yes. But . . . the terrace is actually in the other direction.’ He spoke very, very kindly. ‘The other side of the building.’

			The onslaught of dismay was so strong, Holly’s smile sank, unable to muster an appropriate defense. Her sense of direction, gone. Grace, energy, her ability to manipulate numbers, gone. Her thriving actuary career, her marriage, gone. Twenty-three years of being this other person.

			‘Of course. I remember now.’ She didn’t remember. She was still certain she was going the right way. ‘I don’t suppose they moved it?’

			Tom smiled the perfect smile, not pitying, gently amused. ‘I’m afraid not.’

			‘Well then, I’ll go that way. Thanks again for the rescue.’ Holly retraced her steps, cane in one hand, Tom’s strong arm in the other, abandoning her attempt to walk like a normal person in favor of her defeated old-lady shuffle.

			She should have had tea in her room. She was not her old self coming to Senneck ready to take it on full speed. She was her new self, and her new self needed rest at regular intervals. Her new self couldn’t do things like turn on a dime when she was this tired. Not even on a quarter.

			Quite frankly, even after all these years, her new self still sucked.

			On the terrace, as lovely as she remembered, Tom guided her to a corner table with the best view of the bloom-filled garden and mountains beyond. Holly nodded to a middle-aged couple, the only other terrace-people, who appeared to have nothing better to do than watch her unsteady progress toward her seat, into which she dropped gratefully, treating herself to a few deep breaths. The couple returned to staring glumly – he at his phone, she at the tablecloth.

			During their twelve-year marriage, Holly and Lyle had never run out of talk. They used to pity couples like this one, a self-congratulatory smug pity that any of the silent couples would probably have liked to smack off their faces. Not surprising so many memories were resurfacing after so long without them. Doubtless they’d continue to bob up while she was here.

			Tom saw her settled and handed over her room key, one of the long, ornate metal ones that Holly was tickled to see they still used. He left, brushing off her next round of thanks, casually mentioning that the lobby elevator opened on to the second floor not far from her room.

			Translation: Stay away from the stairs, old woman.

			Not old, not old, only fifty-five, which sounded so much older than Holly felt, though she’d aged most of it all at once after The Change. At least during the year or two of slow recovery she’d been able to regain more and more function, in a perverse way growing younger.

			As Tom walked out of the terrace, her tea arrived on a silver tray in the hands of another attractive Senneck staff member – ugly dour people need not apply? – a friendly-looking blond woman. On the tray, a teapot kept warm under a rose-embroidered cozy; a silver strainer resting in its cut-crystal stand to catch drips after each use; a tiny pitcher of heated milk – they knew not to bother with sugar or lemon – a green and white china plate offering two sand-colored wedges of what she knew would be crumbly all-butter shortbread made on the premises in kitchens open 24/7, ready to whip up whatever any guest decided he or she wanted at a moment’s notice. Beside those, a teacup, a silver spoon and a small bowl of hulled strawberries looking so perfectly red and ripe, Holly’s mouth started watering.

			Two cups of excellent tea later, all the strawberries and both cookies, even though she’d told herself to stop after one, Holly was fully recovered, optimism restored, ready to explore her room.

			She did take the elevator. No more disasters today, thank you, even near ones. Outside her door, 204 set dead center in gleaming brass, Holly paused, smiling already, savoring the anticipation. She and Lyle had always booked one of the two-floor private cottages on the grounds, so she’d never seen one of the lodge rooms, but even before she pushed open the door, she knew she wouldn’t be disappointed.

			The suite was cheerful and bright, full-length windows facing the mountains – not an ounce of pesky civilization in sight. Holly adored California; California ran through her blood. But in the LA basin, if you wanted acres of private space, you’d have to visit a virtual reality studio or swim really, really far out into the ocean. Like miles.

			Comfortable-looking chairs in subtle shades of green and tan sat in front of a fireplace that would be fantastically cozy in winter months; against a wall, a slant-top writing desk whose inside would be stocked with paper, stationery, stamps and postcards for the one in a hundred who still communicated via pen and paper; next to it a bookcase contained a variety of novels, non-fiction works, games and puzzles.

			No, she was not disappointed.

			In the bedroom, the king-sized bed was made up in muted blues and yellows that complemented the sunny colors in the wallpaper and rug, and yes, the ivory floral silk robe lay picturesquely draped across the duvet, waiting for some prolonged and exquisite lounging. On the table by the window, the goody basket and a vase of flowers: faintly peach and cream roses, calla lilies and freesias.

			Holly caught her breath. Her wedding bouquet. What was it doing here? The original was still in a box somewhere at home, faded brown and fragile.

			No. Not at home. Home since her divorce from Lyle had been the Santa Monica guest house of Melinda, her best friend from childhood. That tiny cottage had no room for ancient memories.

			Mom and Dad must still have it, then.

			She wrinkled her nose. Her parents would have tossed it, either when she and Lyle split up or when they moved. They’d have gleefully picked off the crunchy dried petals one by one and set fire to the whole mess, wishing they could toss Lyle out of her life retroactively with exactly that much fun and ease.

			Now here it was, bizarrely, as fresh and lovely as the one she’d held in her hands so many times. What made anyone think Holly would want this reminder of her and Lyle’s special day? Lyle had gone on to marry two other women, both of whom would be showing up later tonight, according to Caleb. Eliana and Megan also had Special Lyle Days. Did they have wedding bouquets in their rooms too? She’d like to know who thought that was a good idea. During the triple-groom’s funeral weekend no less.

			Holly crossed over to the blooms and inhaled. The scent took her back to the island of Hawaii, which as far as Holly was concerned was paradise. Literally. She fully intended to find herself back there after she died.

			Until The Change, every year on June 30, her and Lyle’s wedding anniversary, they would return to Carlsmith Beach Park in Hilo, where they’d eloped in 1990 during a six-month trip to celebrate their marriage and her graduation from UC Santa Cruz. Every year, clasping this same bouquet – typical Lyle, he never forgot to arrange for it to be ready – she’d stood facing him on that stunning beach as the sun was setting, and the two of them had repeated their wedding vows, giggling on years when it felt silly – like when other people on the beach were partying raucously, or the year it poured. But when the pieces fell perfectly into place, their gazes had been full of the same awe and love they’d felt the first time. For better or for worse, until death . . .

			No one who took that vow could really understand how bad ‘worse’ could be, or how he or she, adoring husband, loving wife, would react when that beast entered their marriage.

			Holly gently touched the baby-lips texture of a rose. They were just flowers, a beautiful arrangement.

			She turned away, then back, frowning at the blooms, something niggling at her slowed brain. How had the hotel known what flowers were in her wedding bouquet?

			Caleb must have . . .

			No, Caleb wouldn’t know either. Would he? Holly put a hand to her forehead, struggling to keep her thoughts from jumbling. This would take some pondering, and like Dr Seuss’s Grinch, who puzzled his way to a sore puzzler, the longer and harder Holly pondered, the less effective her ponderer became.

			Caleb hadn’t been at the wedding or any of the anniversaries. How would he know what flowers to choose? Had he seen a picture?

			Holly and Lyle hadn’t bothered with wedding photographers. If they’d hired one for an anniversary, she didn’t remember, couldn’t always trust her memory, though long-ago had stayed more intact than recently.

			Caleb must have seen a picture. Or Lyle had described the bouquet to him at some point. The brothers had kept up a correspondence, communicating more often through the written word than on the phone, though they’d talked sometimes too. Lyle believed in paper trails. Even with no illusions that history would want to remember him or explore his thoughts, his love of pen and paper and his eventual grudging use of emails – printed out and saved – reflected his belief that it was important to leave behind more of yourself than bills and a pile of ashes.

			He’d also been extremely observant, noticing details most men wouldn’t. She could imagine him describing to his brother what flowers had been in his bride’s bouquet. Couldn’t she?

			Maybe.

			All water under the dam . . . or no, under the bridge. The flowers were beautiful, and Holly would only confuse herself if she kept wondering how they got here. She’d ask Caleb later.

			It would be so good to see him.

			Yawning, she crossed to the bed and ran her hand over the soft comforter, tired, but still keyed up from excitement, caffeine and, mixed in there somewhere, a little dread. You couldn’t come to the funeral of your ex-husband, the love of your life, and be all skip-around-the-room fluttery, not that Holly could skip worth a damn anymore. There would be complicated, emotional days ahead that neither Holly’s parents nor Melinda had wanted her to go through. But Holly had been adamant that she come here, her first trip alone since The Change. Lyle had been her husband. She needed to be here, to tell people what she knew to be true.

			And to be pampered within an inch of her life.

			She took off her shoes and painstakingly unzipped the plain, slightly worn, probably unfashionable navy A-line skirt she’d worn for years. Mom had insisted on sending Holly new clothes for her stay ‘among the elite’. Holly had let her, not caring one way or the other how she looked. She only hoped she could get all of the unfamiliar pieces on the right way.

			Sometimes the least consequential life changes from her near-death experience were the funniest, or most humiliating, depending on her mood. Lots of adults might have a poor sense of direction and go searching for terraces in the wrong place, but very few had trouble getting a skirt or shirt on both the right way around and right side out. Nothing made Holly feel like an idiot faster than laying out a favorite dress and having to stand there trying to remember how to start getting it on, as if she were still two years old.

			She pulled her strappy purse off over her head – keeping it attached to her body meant she wouldn’t put it down and forget where – dug out her phone and texted her mother and Melinda that she’d arrived safely, including a couple of pictures of her fit-for-a-duchess room. They’d be relieved she’d made it in one piece. Another consequence of The Change – people who loved her had a lot more worrying to do.

			She moved aside the ivory silk robe, its slippery, lustrous material stuttering over her unlotioned hands, and relocated the embroidered linen bag into which the staff had folded her nightwear, which she’d chosen with a deliberate wink at her surroundings: hot-pink polka-dot shorty pajamas with cartoon monkeys clambering over coconut palms. With a deep sigh of appreciation, Holly climbed on to the so-comfortable bed and lay back on her elbows, drinking in the freeing space of this lovely room after so many years living in Melinda’s ‘cozy’ quarters.

			Adding to her Cheshire Cat grin, the knowledge that if Holly suddenly felt like having a glass of Burgundy accompanied by snails swimming in butter, garlic and parsley, or a cup of sake alongside yellowtail sushi, or a flute of champagne with iced Osetra caviar and blinis, she could pick up the phone and speak the words. In an impossibly short time, those words would materialize in concrete form wherever on the property she wanted them served, no charges, no tipping – as if she were a guest in the house of her friend the trillionaire.

			Crazy.

			Silencing her cell, she pushed it carefully on to the two-drawer oak nightstand, on which sat a box of tissues in a blue lacquered holder, a tumbler and a small crystal pitcher that would be filled with chilled spring water by the turndown crew in the evening. Then, suddenly remembering, she cautiously pulled open the shallow top drawer of the stand. Her grin stretched about as wide as it could.

			Alongside a pen, notepad, bookmarks and hand lotion, there was a pack of Life Savers. Unlike the bouquet, Senneck staff would certainly have documented her passion for those. A roll had been in their bedroom every time she and Lyle had visited, a little winking gift. The original five flavors – cherry, orange, lemon, pineapple, lime. None of this newfangled raspberry or watermelon stuff.

			Since childhood, the treats had been her favorite candy, a pop of sweet that wouldn’t add to her calorie intake when ballet required her to be rail thin. A comfort-food addiction when Dad took the rap for his company’s financial misdeeds and imploded the family’s life. A tiny burst of energy when she’d been exhausting herself studying for actuary exams. The two-pack-a-week habit amused Lyle, who took to calling her his Life Saver and would periodically surprise her with a roll tucked into her briefcase or bathroom medicine cabinet, or under her pillow.

			On one of her birthdays, some February not long before The Change, Lyle had assembled one complete roll of orange, her favorite flavor. He’d repackaged the candies so convincingly that until she saw his face, brimming with adoring mischief, Holly had assumed the prank to be a remarkable factory error.

			Holly closed the drawer. So many happy times. So many more that she and Lyle were unfairly cheated out of.

			She let herself fall back on the mattress, closing her eyes, willing her muscles to loosen and her brain to slow its firing. But it was hard to relax being back in this memory-charged place. She’d be seeing Caleb again, and meeting Lyle’s other two wives, then later in the week more people who’d loved him. Holly would have to find a way to tell them that her ex-husband wasn’t dead. That he was out there somewhere, maybe not intending to return any time soon, if ever, but definitely still alive.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2


			Rest, Holly.

			Her body refused. At times she could hardly get her brain going. At others, like now, even after getting up so early that morning and having to manage two long flights, she couldn’t turn it off. It was chattering like teeth in the Arctic, and no amount of meditation or progressive relaxation seemed to work. After half an hour, she gave up and retrieved her phone from the night table. Adrenaline would have to carry her through the evening. She’d sleep tonight.

			Mom and Melinda were happy she’d arrived safely and oohed and aahed appropriately over the room pictures. There was also a text from Caleb:

			Meet me in the gazebo for a glass of bubbly?

			The invitation reinstated Holly’s smile and an extra zing of adrenaline. Not only had it been too many years since they’d spoken face to face, but it had also been too many years since she’d been able to enjoy champagne in a perfect atmosphere, something she and Lyle had indulged in at the slightest excuse.

			What had saved Lyle from being a cliché of an outrageously wealthy person was first, that he was interested in everyone and everything, no matter its pedigree. And second, that he could be equally happy sipping the best of the best in a world-renowned restaurant as taking a supermarket bottle to the least-populated beach in LA for a sunset picnic. Bubbly was delicious anywhere, but its crisp chill always seemed to reach new levels of deliciousness in an idyllic setting, particularly drinking it with a person you adored. And throughout their decade-plus of marriage, she had truly adored Lyle.

			Can’t wait to see you, Caleb! Be there in ten.

			Pushing herself eagerly off the bed, Holly considered changing, but doubted she could pick out a new outfit and get into it in time. Her old navy skirt would be fine for the rest of the day. Caleb wouldn’t care if she wasn’t a fashion plate, the staff wouldn’t care, and Holly certainly didn’t.

			Seven minutes later, she’d nailed the skirt first try, and was tucking her cane under her arm, grateful for the security it provided, even if falling and dying meant waking up to her Hawaiian afterlife.

			A long-ish walk from the lodge down a wide, sloping stone path, the gazebo was a double-roofed circular building with decorative white latticework and a white cupola perched on top like a squat steeple. Screens protected those sitting inside from bugs, but still allowed for mountain breezes and an idyllic view of the property’s rippling blue lake, currently being enjoyed by a couple of leisurely kayakers.

			The second he spotted her, Caleb leapt from his chair. Tall and athletic, slightly broader through the chest than Lyle had been, otherwise his shape, movement and wide welcoming grin were so like Lyle’s that Holly’s throat tightened.

			‘Holly! There you are!’ And then it was just him, Caleb, and she was so grateful he was here, an anchor of familiar friendship and kindness for the strange weekend ahead. He’d continued to visit for several years after the divorce, when business brought him to LA. Then for various reasons they’d lost touch, until he called her six years ago with the horrifying news that Lyle had disappeared somewhere in Southeast Asia. In that same devastating call, he’d also told her about the car wreck that had killed his wife, Clarissa, and stepson, Ryan, six years earlier.

			For weeks, Holly hadn’t been able to answer the phone without a deep sense of dread.

			‘Caleb. It is so wonderful to see you.’ Thankful for her cane, since being this moved and flustered rarely helped her balance, she headed for him, noticing a limp as he came to greet her. Knee injury? Sprained ankle?

			‘Holly.’ His arms came around her; he held on tightly. Holly melted against him, immersing herself in their past, their shared years of grief and, guiltily, the rare pleasure of physical contact with a solidly built male. ‘You’re about the only person I’ve been looking forward to seeing this weekend.’

			‘Same here.’ She couldn’t say more. It was achingly good to be with him again.

			He pulled back, and from his expression, she knew the feeling was mutual. ‘You look fabulous. More beautiful than ever.’

			‘And you . . . really great.’ Her brain couldn’t produce better, slowed by an emotional traffic jam. Caleb did look wonderful. His dark hair was still thick, though graying like hers. The grooves between his eyebrows and around his mouth had deepened, but his eyes, several shades darker brown than Lyle’s, were still young and vivid with intelligence.

			‘Come, have a seat.’ He gestured toward the bald, mustachioed bartender standing behind a highly polished oak bar at the edge of the gazebo. ‘I ordered for us already, champagne and a little food so we don’t have trouble walking to dinner.’

			‘I have trouble walking anywhere. Why are you limping?’

			His grin faltered. ‘It’s been a long day. It still happens sometimes when I’m tired.’

			Holly lowered herself into the metal chair softened with patterned cushions. Still happens? What had she forgotten? ‘I’m sorry, I should know this. Did you . . . hurt yourself?’

			Caleb looked startled, then smoothed his features, a polite sequence Holly was annoyingly used to when people came up against her misfires. ‘In the accident I lost my leg below the knee.’

			Holly gasped. How had she not heard? The man had been through so much.

			‘I didn’t know. I’m sure I would have remembered, even with what’s left of my brain. I’m so sorry, Caleb.’

			‘Ah.’ He grimaced apologetically. ‘I think last time we spoke I told you about Clarissa and Ryan’s deaths. It seemed plenty for one call. It’s not something I enjoy talking about.’

			‘No, don’t even think about being sorry.’ She waved away his regret. ‘You were dealing with plenty.’

			‘I’m doing fine, really. Prosthetics are a miracle.’ His handsome face brightened as the bartender approached their table. ‘Here we go . . .’

			‘Your champagne.’

			Yes, indeed their champagne. Even her distress over Caleb’s painful loss couldn’t overcome the pleasure of this beverage of kings, emperors and a temporary duchess. Two flutes of the golden fizzy miracle sat on the bartender’s tray next to a small platter blanketed with deeply ruddy slices of what Holly recognized from her travels with Lyle as Spanish jamón, plus a wedge of some soft-rind cheese and two sliced French rolls probably baked that morning. A ramekin of mixed olives came with a matching floral porcelain dish for their pits. ‘Anything else?’

			‘What else could we want?’ Holly beamed at the bartender. She didn’t make a habit of mourning the Frederick Lifestyle, but it was a treat to play rich again. ‘This is perfect.’

			‘Thank you, Ms Penny.’

			‘Thank you, George.’ Caleb waited for George’s swift withdrawal, then lifted his glass to Holly, eyes warm. ‘Here’s to us, survivors both. Not the way we imagined, but here we still are.’

			‘And grateful to be.’ She lifted her glass and drank, savoring the clean flavor and the prickly roll of bubbles across her tongue.

			‘Tell you one thing.’ Caleb gazed pointedly around them. ‘Being back at the Garden of Eden sure doesn’t hurt.’

			‘The Garden of Eden wouldn’t charge so much.’

			‘Probably not.’ Caleb put his glass back on the table. ‘Tell me how your life is going. Job still good? Mom and Dad? Are you dating anyone?’

			Holly put down her champagne before she was seduced into gulping the rest – though at this anything-goes place, she could just ask the buff bartender to carry her back to her room. ‘Mom and Dad moved to Arizona a few months ago. California was too expensive to retire in. I still have my same job at McKinley Elementary – the kids keep me hopping. I have a decent social life, book groups, nice friends. Not dating, for now anyway.’

			Forever anyway. There was only so much she could do to make a brain injury seem like someone’s perfect match. ‘How about you? Still in the same house? Are you dating anyone?’

			‘No, not dating either. I tried for a while. Good times, good company, nothing serious. I did move, not far, but there were too many memories in the old place. Clarissa and I bought it together.’ He dropped his gaze, then continued briskly. ‘I’m in a smaller house now, on Lake Michigan.’

			‘Oh, nice.’ Holly had been to Lyle’s hometown of Milwaukee several reluctant times. Being around his parents had been a trial for both her and Lyle. Mr and Mrs Tyler Lyle Frederick could never get over their Midwestern Catholic son rejecting his rightful place in the family business and marrying a Californian atheist whose father was an ex-con.

			‘I’m glad we’re having this time together before the hordes invade. Here’s to Lyle . . .’ Caleb raised his glass, chin lifted, jaw tight with what must be grief but looked like defiance. ‘From the two people who understood him best.’

			‘To our time together, and to Lyle.’ Holly’s voice cracked. Grief was a hard bugger to eradicate. Even now, so many years later, after so much therapy and so much determined grit, bits still clung, like miniature orbs of Styrofoam, impossible to brush cleanly away. ‘Yet another goodbye.’

			Goodbye when they separated and Lyle moved home to Milwaukee, though they’d stayed friends. Goodbye again when a year later, just as Holly was thinking their separation had been a mistake, Lyle announced his engagement to Eliana. Holly had been so devastated she told him not to contact her again and started sending back his support checks. Goodbye a third time when Lyle showed up in Los Angeles a few months before he left the country and several months before he disappeared. Maybe there would be more someday.

			‘Yes.’ Caleb’s expression was grim. ‘This really is the last one.’

			The perfect opening, the one Holly had so carefully hoped and prepared for. She cleared her throat . . . then hunched her shoulders and pushed them back down in frustration. Predictably, she couldn’t remember the words she’d chosen to begin with. Or continue. Or end.

			She’d have to wing it. ‘Have you ever thought maybe Lyle wanted to take time off? From humanity? From civilization? And that he grew to like being disconnected, and is still out there somewhere?’

			Caleb’s face smoothed into stony blankness. ‘Maybe at first. It’s a nice fantasy.’

			‘It seems like something he might do if he’d been through too many . . . tough spots.’ Holly wasn’t supposed to know that Lyle’s third wife had cheated on him, a fact Lyle told her during that last secret visit. ‘For all we know, he’ll show up Saturday and crash his own funeral.’

			Caleb recoiled. ‘That’d be a pretty sick joke.’

			‘Yes, sorry. Too dark.’ Holly stretched her legs impatiently, annoyed that her well-planned speech had deserted her. This one wasn’t going the way she wanted.

			She and Lyle had been eerily, impossibly linked. After the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake in Santa Cruz, the city was in total chaos, but Lyle had found her unerringly on a side street not far from the severely damaged center of the city, both of them shaken up but neither afraid for the other’s safety. During their early years living in LA, when Holly had been home studying for her fourth actuary exam, she was seized with sudden anxiety, and showed up at the Cedars Sinai ER just after Lyle was brought in, bruised and bloodied with a broken wrist from a Jeep hitting his bike.

			‘Why wouldn’t he contact us? Why would he put us through this? He’d have to be some kind of sadistic bastard.’ Caleb spoke bitterly, as if he’d always known Lyle was exactly that, when the truth was the opposite. Lyle had been generous and thoughtful to a fault.

			‘I don’t know. But I don’t believe he’s dead. Somehow I would know.’

			‘Holly . . .’ Caleb laid a palm-up hand on the little table. ‘I know this is hard. But you have to believe he’s gone.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because he is.’

			‘I’m just saying it’s possible that—’

			‘It’s not possible.’

			‘Okay. It’s not possible.’ Holly shrugged. His vehemence surprised and disappointed her. She and Caleb had always communicated well. ‘Nice fantasy, though.’

			Caleb turned to look toward the lake, hair ruffling, jaw set, then abruptly turned back and speared some jamón. ‘So . . . how’s your room?’

			The subject was closed. So be it. She’d come here for Lyle and to share what she knew; what people did with the information was up to them.

			‘The room, well . . .’ Holly affected a duchess’s ennui, eager to smooth over the awkwardness. ‘I’ll manage, but between you and me, I’m used to a whole lot better.’

			He let out the hearty laugh she hadn’t heard in many years and missed retroactively, a rare treat. Lyle would weep, rant, celebrate and holler unashamed. Caleb kept his emotions close.

			‘The room is fantastic, thank you. And I meant to ask, how did the hotel know what my wedding bouquet looked like? Did you tell them? How did you know?’

			‘I didn’t.’ He held out a folded piece of jamón on a silver serving fork. ‘Have some?’

			‘Yes, thanks.’ She reached for it, remembering the slices she and Lyle had gobbled by the dozen in tapas bars around Spain.

			‘Lyle wanted you to have it. He planned this whole weekend.’ He gestured around them. ‘Years ago, before he left the country.’

			‘He planned his own funeral?’ She couldn’t imagine. ‘That’s not like him. He was so focused on living. I’m not even sure he knew he was mortal.’

			Caleb laughed drily. ‘Actually, I made him do it. After Clarissa died, it felt so important to have the ceremony she’d want. But what I was sure she’d want wasn’t what her parents or brothers were sure she’d want, which added a lot of nightmare to the nightmare. I told Lyle I was writing down the funeral I had in mind for myself, and pretty much ordered him to do the same.’

			‘Ah.’ Holly bit into the jamón, trying to cover her confusion over what that had to do with her wedding flowers, then rolled her eyes in ecstasy over the taste: deeper than prosciutto, nutty almost herby, intensely satisfying. ‘Oh, that is good.’

			Caleb helped himself and took a bite, registering the same bliss she was sure had been on her face. ‘Mm-hmm.’

			‘What does Lyle’s funeral have to do with my bouquet?’ She washed down the jamón with more champagne; she was drinking too quickly, but it was heavenly having the good stuff again.

			‘You know what he was like.’ Caleb relaxed back in his chair. ‘I wanted a paragraph. He gave me a three-page document. Down to the last detail.’

			‘I can totally picture that.’ Lyle, throwing himself into creating the perfect, beautiful event. But why would he want Holly to find their wedding bouquet many decades and two wives after it was first hers?

			She didn’t know how to feel about that, or how to go about working through it, especially with her head pleasantly buzzy. So she focused back on Caleb. ‘This weekend must have been a lot to take care of.’

			‘Are you kidding?’ He pointed to his empty glass, then hers, a silent question she answered with a quick shake, no. ‘In this place, all I had to do was send in Lyle’s instructions and take a nap. Everything’s been done for us. I deserve no credit at all.’

			He caught George’s eye and held up his empty. Holly absently watched the pair of kayakers head for shore. ‘And the others? Eliana and Megan?’

			When she didn’t continue, Caleb tilted his head expectantly. ‘Eliana and Megan what?’

			‘Sorry.’ Holly’s cheeks heated. She’d popped out an isolated sentence fragment and expected him to mind-read the rest of her question. ‘Did Lyle want them to have their wedding bouquets too?’

			‘. . . No.’

			‘That’s weird.’

			‘It’s all weird, Holly.’ He folded his arms tightly across his chest. ‘All of it.’

			‘Well.’ Something was going on with him, more than just grief over his brother. In the old days Holly would have felt comfortable asking point blank. ‘Maybe I will have another glass. I’m not driving tonight. Or for the past twenty years.’

			‘Sure.’ He gave George another signal.

			Holly leaned forward and cut a wedge of the ripe, fragrant cheese, rested it on a piece of bread and held it out to Caleb. ‘Have some?’

			‘Thanks.’ One bite curved his lips into a smile. ‘That’s amazing. Your turn.’

			‘You’ve convinced me.’

			‘Are you still living in Melinda’s guest house?’

			‘Not for much longer.’ She arranged more gorgeously oozy cheese on another slice of bread. ‘With the kids gone, Melinda and Matthew are divorcing. Finally.’

			‘I assume that’s good? She seemed miserable even ten years ago.’

			Holly nodded. ‘Long overdue. They’re selling the house.’

			‘Where will you go?’

			‘Not sure yet.’ She shrugged, as if the question of whether she’d have a bed to sleep in after August or a roof over her head were pesky details. As if she wasn’t putting off finding a place because she dreaded the idea of being jolted out of her hard-won routines. As if it didn’t overwhelm her even thinking about trying. California was home and home was California, but California was also bloody expensive. Holly wouldn’t be able to stay in Santa Monica, where she was born and raised, unless she did like Harry Potter and rented out someone’s cupboard under the stairs. Having to adapt to a new town, a new neighborhood, a new job – even the idea started her panicking.

			George appeared with two more fizzing flutes and cleared the old ones in a practiced instant.

			Holly took a bite of the cheese she forgot she was holding.

			Mmm.

			Creamy, mushroomy, with a faintly grassy finish, it reminded her of the raw-milk cheeses she and Lyle had eaten in France, some from the finest shops, some from farmhouses they stopped at while touring the countryside.

			What fabulous trips they’d had. Holly missed traveling more than any of the many other things her present life lacked. Maybe she’d first win the lottery, then find a companion, like old ladies did in English novels. Someone who could pack without forgetting underpants, who could get Holly from place A to destination B without freak-outs over directions and details she’d mislaid. Time had stopped behaving since The Change, speeding up, then slowing down, years and events rearranging themselves without her permission.

			The kayakers were landing; a staff member waited to help them disembark, and to haul up their boats. A puff of wind traveled up from the lake, shivering the purple sweet alyssum in a tiny pot on Holly and Caleb’s table.

			‘I wanted to see you before everyone else got here.’ Caleb leaned forward, looking serious again. ‘Mostly selfishly, but there’s something I wanted to tell you.’

			‘Oh?’ Holly brought her second flute up for another cold, crisp sip, a perfect foil for the rich meat and cheese. She shouldn’t finish this second glass, but one more sip couldn’t hurt. Maybe two . . .

			‘I think you should know, in case things get awkward.’

			‘Between us?’

			‘No, of course not.’ He flashed his admittedly sexy grin, so like Lyle’s. ‘Never between us.’

			‘Here’s to never between us.’ She beamed, attraction reawakening as her tipsiness intensified and the evening light flattered Caleb’s handsome face more and more. ‘As for things getting awkward, let me try to guess how. Three wives of the same guy are going to be hanging out together at his funeral for the next four days and . . . Nope, I got nothing.’

			She put the glass down, gratified that she’d made Caleb laugh again. If Eliana and Megan were what worried Caleb, he could stop worrying. Holly had come here clear-eyed, with all her feelings healthy, out in the open and understood.

			‘I found out only a couple of days ago that Eliana and Megan . . .’ Caleb exhaled and shook his head, looking both rueful and exasperated. ‘I still can’t believe I’m having to say this.’

			‘What? They’re planning to give me atomic wedgies?’

			‘Weirder than that.’

			‘Come on. There is nothing weirder than that.’

			‘You’re not making this easier.’

			Holly scoffed, refusing to get nervous. Lyle had been out of her life for over twenty years, and every painful detail of their past had been examined and worked through in therapy and with her parents and friends.

			‘Apparently Lyle never told them about you.’

			‘He—’ Holly broke off because she was going to repeat him, idiotically. Lyle never told them about me? Just in time, she realized what he meant. ‘You mean he never told them what happened to me?’

			‘No, that’s not it.’ He looked as irritable and confused as he sounded, breeze ruffling his dark hair, kind of adorable. ‘Until I told them you were coming this weekend, neither Eliana nor Megan had any idea you existed.’

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3


			Another breeze made the alyssum bouquet on Holly and Caleb’s table shudder. Holly shuddered along with it. ‘Neither Megan nor Eliana had ever heard of me? Are you sure?’

			‘I’m sure. When I mentioned you’d be at Senneck this weekend, each of them said, “Who?” And when I said you were his first wife, they were both shocked Lyle had been married before Eliana.’

			‘But . . .’ Holly struggled to follow the logic. ‘Why would he keep me secret?’

			‘Because he couldn’t stand thinking about you?’ Caleb flinched. ‘Wait, that came out wrong.’

			‘Uh . . . I hope so.’ She assumed he meant that Lyle had dealt with the pain and guilt of their marriage’s failure the way he dealt with all ugliness. Suppress. Refuse to let hideousness infiltrate your thoughts or your world. Poof! It ceased to exist, and so had she. ‘What did you tell the other wives about me?’

			‘Nothing much.’ Caleb folded his arms across his chest. ‘I told them Lyle married you after college, that I had no idea why he’d kept you from them, and that if they wanted to know more they could ask you this weekend.’

			‘So . . . you didn’t tell them how the marriage ended?’ She pointed to her forehead, grimacing. ‘Or that I’m . . . ?’

			Caleb was already shaking his head. ‘Not my story to tell. You were married to Lyle, then you weren’t. Whatever else you want them to know is up to you.’

			‘Thank you. That was thoughtful.’ Except it would be easier if the other wives arrived at Senneck already knowing about Holly’s near-death from choking. She hated telling people, but if she didn’t, at some point in the conversation they’d give her that look she hated a lot more. That ‘Hey, wait a second, is something wrong with her?’ expression. Half frozen, slightly startled. Like Caleb’s when he thought Holly forgot he’d lost a body part.

			‘Oh boy.’ Caleb was gazing down the hill toward the lake, groove deepening between his brows.

			‘What is it?’ She peered in the same direction. The two kayakers were striding up the hill, a tall, dark, laughing young woman and a guy who clearly spent half his life, if not more, at the gym. He walked with that peculiar swagger, arms slightly away from his sides as if he was afraid of touching himself, when the truth was that his lats bulged so dramatically, they forced his arms out of the way.

			‘Here we go.’ Caleb put his hands on the chair, leaning forward as if ready to flee. ‘That’s Megan. The grieving widow.’

			Megan. The cheater.

			Knowing she’d be encountering wives number two and three this weekend, Holly had thought about how to react, deciding to take the high road, throw away whatever she’d been told by Caleb or Lyle and form her own impressions. If Lyle had loved these women, they’d have to be thoughtful, intelligent, world-curious and polite. A lot to enjoy.

			However. Deciding how to react was different than actually reacting.

			She watched Megan climb, younger than Holly had imagined, much younger, in her thirties still, long tan muscled legs striding effortlessly up the hill the way Holly’s no longer could. Lyle’s ‘foolish mistake’, his ‘middle-aged crisis cliché’ – those had been his words, delivered in person the last time they spoke, fourteen years after their separation. He’d just found out Megan had been cheating on him throughout their marriage with a guy she’d been dating since college. The discovery had driven him first to despair, then to Los Angeles to see Holly, where he’d told her he was planning a life change. He’d begged her to tell no one about the visit or his plans. Holly had promised. The only promise to Lyle she hadn’t kept was the most important one, made at the altar: till death do us part.

			A few months after that visit, Lyle had flown to Cambodia. A few months after that, he’d disappeared. Wherever he was now, Holly hoped he was happy.

			She took a convulsive gulp of water. She wasn’t ready for this confrontation, not now, after such a long, difficult day and memories that had shaken her more than she’d like to admit. She was foggy from fatigue and alcohol, and had not been able to process fully the news that Lyle’s other wives knew nothing about her.

			‘Get ready.’ Caleb made himself relax back in the chair. ‘She can be a little . . . herself.’

			He was not helping. ‘Can’t we all.’

			Megan stepped into the gazebo, leaving Side-o-Beef to catch the door behind her. She pulled the elastic out of her wavy chestnut hair and shook it around while doing a quick who’s-here sweep of the room. Her liner-enhanced gaze landed on Caleb for a blank second before recognition raised her eyebrows.

			‘Hey, Caleb!’ She strode over to their table with energy that made Holly feel like bracing herself for impact. ‘Nice to see ya.’

			‘Megan.’ Caleb rose for a mutually unenthusiastic air kiss before he sat again and gestured across the table. ‘This is Holly Penny.’

			‘Ah, Holly. The mystery woman.’ Megan scrutinized her with brown eyes so pale they were nearly golden. Holly sat, twenty years Megan’s senior, fighting off panic in her ancient navy skirt and pilled cream sweater, cane at her side, long unstyled hair with myriad shooting-star streaks of gray, face free of makeup except for mascara and blush she’d put on that morning, a thousand hours ago, when she’d hauled herself out of bed in Los Angeles in what felt like the middle of the night.

			Megan’s pink sandals matched her pink blouse, pink nail polish, pink earrings and pink lipstick. Her white and pink plaid shorts showed not a single spot of dirt or damp, even after kayaking. For the first time since Mom had insisted, Holly was fiercely grateful for the new wardrobe waiting in her room, then just as quickly ashamed of herself. This was not a competition. They were gathering this weekend to honor Lyle. Holly had promised herself to be gracious.

			‘Hello, Megan.’ Quick calming breath to settle her voice. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

			‘Same here.’ Megan stared, curious, assessing. ‘So you were Lyle’s starter marriage, huh? That was news.’

			Holly didn’t know if humans had hackles, but if they did, hers were rising. ‘We were college sweethearts, married for twelve years.’

			‘Twelve years?’ Megan’s astonishment turned petulant as she turned to her brother-in-law. ‘Caleb, you didn’t tell me that.’

			‘No?’ He sipped champagne with forced nonchalance, sitting ramrod straight. ‘Sin of omission. I wasn’t keeping it secret.’

			‘Well it certainly seems that way. You and Lyle both.’ She resumed staring at Holly, suspiciously this time. Holly made herself stare back, feeling the strain of the day, praying she didn’t get so flustered she’d start stammering nonsense. ‘I’d assumed you were a quicky screw-up he didn’t bother mentioning.’

			‘She was not that.’ Caleb, not even trying to be polite.

			‘I said I assumed. I had no information to the contrary. And it was weird that Lyle told me nothing about her.’ She pouted again, at Holly this time. ‘Did you ask him not to?’

			‘No, no, absolutely not.’ Holly gave Side-O-Beef a welcoming smile. ‘Hello. I’m Holly.’

			‘Oh, sorry, this is Bodie Bauer-Baker. Bodie, this is Caleb, and this is Lyle’s surprise first wife, Holly . . . Pinny, was it?’

			‘Penny.’ Caleb, all but grinding his teeth.

			‘Nice to meet you, Bodie.’ Holly made her smile keep going, wanting to chant his name like a tongue-twister. Bodie Bauer-Baker baked a batch of—

			‘We’ll join you.’ Megan pulled out a chair at their table.

			Holly’s stomach sank. She was fine with a quick hello, but not a long conversation. At the first polite opportunity, she’d have to make a break for it.

			‘George, hi!’ Megan threw the approaching bartender a razzle-dazzle cheerleader smile. ‘It’s great to see you, how have you been?’

			‘Just fine, thank you.’ George glanced at Bodie, did a double-take, then forced his features back to welcome. ‘Good to see you again, Mrs Frederick.’

			Holly flinched. Mrs Frederick had been her name, for longer than either of the others.

			Not a competition.

			‘I’ll have the usual.’ Megan turned to her bulky companion. ‘Bodie?’

			‘I’ll have the usual too.’ He gave a nervous laugh. ‘Uh . . . not her usual, though. My usual. Which you don’t know what it is. I’ll have a beer. Budweiser, or . . . I don’t know. Whatever you have.’

			‘Surprise him.’ Megan sat and crossed her smooth, endless legs. ‘He’ll drink whatever.’

			George gave the official server nod. ‘Anything to eat?’

			‘No thanks. We’ll wait for dinner.’

			‘I’m actually . . . kinda hungry. Actually.’ Bodie sat stiffly, looking incredibly uncomfortable. He put his enormous forearms on the table, then jerked them back as if the surface was scalding and folded them across his pecs-forward chest. ‘Didn’t have much lunch.’

			Holly couldn’t imagine how much it would take to fuel that body. Or what it would feel like to touch him. She imagined her fingertip flattening to the bone with the slightest pressure.

			‘What can I get you, sir?’

			‘Uh . . .’ Bodie looked around helplessly, rubbing his thighs. ‘Menu?’

			‘I told you, sweetie, they don’t have them here.’

			‘Right.’ Bodie swallowed, face growing red. ‘Okay . . . uh . . .’

			Holly’s heart melted. Poor kid. ‘I’m pretty sure George makes an awesome ham and grilled cheese on sourdough.’

			‘Yeah?’ His face brightened. ‘That sounds great. I’ll have that.’

			‘Right away.’ George went back to his bar, where Holly knew there was – no, used to be, years ago . . . well, obviously there still was – a grill machine thing, so simple food could be served faster than an order to the main kitchen.

			‘It is so great to be back here. I love this place!’ Megan extended her trim arms, then fell back against the seat and tipped her head just so, one of those women who turned every movement into ‘you-want-me-and-I-don’t-blame-you’.

			Lyle would have seen through that in about three seconds, no matter how middle-aged he was. Under all that pink sensuality and money-worship, Megan must have substance and depth.

			‘It’s so intense.’ Bodie shook his head, covered with strawberry-blond hair so short it showed patterns of dark and light, like freshly cut grass. Handsome guy. Appealing hazel eyes. Too bad he wasn’t made from the same parts that produced normal humans. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’ Megan turned on him, but her expression was soft. ‘What’s not to love about it?’

			‘No, sure, sure, it’s incredible. Just . . .’ He shook his head again. ‘Not my thing, I guess.’

			‘I don’t think it’s anyone’s thing really.’ Holly decided Bodie was okay. ‘It’s like Fantasy Island. Fun for a vacation, but no one could do this forever.’

			‘Omigod, I totally could. Thanks, George.’ Megan accepted a glass of a deep orange liquid over ice. ‘I could live like this every day for the rest of my life.’

			Caleb snorted; Megan didn’t seem to notice, or maybe she didn’t want to. Bodie, however, gave Caleb a dark look.

			‘I don’t know much about you either, Megan.’ Holly spoke quickly in case Bodie had a temper. ‘What do you do?’

			‘Since Lyle left or before?’ Megan sipped her orange drink. ‘Damn, George is good.’

			‘What is that?’ Bodie asked.

			‘Aperol spritz, but he puts in something extra. Vodka, I think, maybe some lemon juice . . . definitely something else, but I can’t tell what. So fabulous. Want to try, babe?’

			‘Not me.’ Bodie held up his beer. ‘I don’t drink anything that looks like Kool-Aid. Or Windex – what’s that blue one you like?’

			‘Curaçao!’ Megan laughed, a nasal cascade that was more funny than irritating. At the same time, she gave her boyfriend a look that clearly said in her eyes Bodie Bauer-Baker walked on water.

			That was nice. Heart-warming. If Holly could forget what Lyle had looked like describing his pain. Haggard. Frail. Not the indomitable personality she’d loved so much.

			The thought weighed on her, threatening to drag down her mood and drain her resolve to be pleasant.

			Her mother spoke in her head, saying she knew Holly wasn’t up to the emotional overload of this weekend. Melinda showed up and agreed, though she was more worried that Holly’s grief over Lyle would reawaken and have to be put to a gruesome death yet again.

			Holly was determined to prove them both wrong. She’d be able to leave this tense scene soon. Five, ten minutes tops. In the meantime she’d have to focus, resist the urge to retreat into her head. ‘You were going to tell me . . . what you do, Megan.’
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