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      Mackenzie Cooper had no idea where she was or, more critically, why she hadn’t already arrived. Her navigation screen said she was still on the right road, in the right town, but all she could see were woods left and right and a curve of macadam ahead. The turnoff was to have been five minutes past the café in the town center, and they had easily gone ten. During that time, she hadn’t seen anything remotely resembling a turnoff, much less the red mailbox that allegedly marked it, although a red anything would have been easy to miss. The fall foliage was a tangle of fiery shades, its leaves crowding the roadside like families at a parade.

      A glint in the rearview caught her eye. Braking, she steered to the side until branches brushed the car. She toggled her window down, but before she could get an arm out in a plea for help, the pickup steered around her, sped past, and disappeared over the hill ahead. Assuming the driver knew where he was going, she accelerated and followed, but by the time she hit the crest, the pickup had taken another curve, and by the time she made that one, her car was alone.

      She glanced at her phone. It was cradled in a vent holder at the perfect spot for viewing, which had served her well until her map app had frozen. The upper-left corner of the phone showed an ominous NO SERVICE where bars should have been, meaning that she couldn’t even call or text for help.

      “Are we there yet, Mommy?” came a plaintive cry from the five-year-old safely strapped in the back. It wasn’t the first such cry, just the first that Mackenzie couldn’t honestly answer.

      “Almost, sweetie,” she said, white-knuckling the wheel through another sharp turn. When the road straightened, she touched the SUV’s map screen to zoom in. The larger view showed tendrils where driveways might be – and, oh, she just passed one, she realized, but it was a barely there thing, thin and rutted, with no mailbox of any sort.

      Turn around, her sane self ordered. But the red mailbox was likely around the next curve, she reasoned, and, if not that, her phone would wake up. Besides, she didn’t see a place to turn around. Her SUV was big, the road narrow, and it was snaking wildly through a forest that had no business being this close to the city.

      Actually, this place wasn’t close to the city. Lily’s school was. But being a private school, many students traveled distances each day, which translated into playdates in the boonies. Lily’s new best friend had already been to their place twice, easily arranged since the Coopers lived close to school, but this was their first playdate at Mia’s. And why would Mackenzie hesitate? Lily wanted to go. She had asked repeatedly, had begged. Besides, Mackenzie liked this family. She liked that they didn’t live in an oversized shingle-and-stone rebuild, that the dad was a carpenter and the mom a struggling writer, that Mia was on scholarship. Edward, too, felt an instant connection – as if the Boyds were people they had both known in earlier, more modest lives.

      Mackenzie had made the arrangements with Mia’s mom, including drop-off and pick-up times, clothes to bring for playing outside, Lily’s love of peanut butter and aversion to chocolate. She hadn’t thought to ask about cell reception. Her carrier was the best in their own neighborhood, clearly not so here.

      The map screen switched to night mode for several beats, seeming as confused as Mackenzie. She knew it was a glorious fall day. Glimpses of blue could be seen through the high canopy, along with shards of fire where sun lit the leaves, but in every other regard, the day-darkness was unsettling.

      “Are we lost?” came Lily’s worried voice.

      “We are not,” Mackenzie said with determination. “Mia’s driveway is off this road.”

      She just didn’t know where it was, and, no matter how often she glanced at the phone, it remained dead. Eyes shifting between the road and the SUV’s map screen, she zoomed the view out once, then again until she saw an intersection, which was good. At this setting, though, she couldn’t judge how far off it was. She was an artist, not a mathematician.

      “All I see is trees,” Lily said, more curious than complaining. “Maybe Mia lives in a tree house.”

      Mackenzie smiled into the rearview mirror. As dark as the woods were, her daughter’s blond hair sparked with light. “Maybe a fairy house. What do you think?”

      “With fairy dust around it? And popsicle-stick windows and clay walls? That’s silly, Mommy.”

      “Why?”

      “Only our fairy houses have those. Besides, fairy houses aren’t real. Mia’s house is made of wood. Her daddy built it, and he’s a… what did you say he is?”

      “A carpenter.”

      “Uh-huh. Are we almost there?”

      “I think so. But will you look at these trees, Lily? They’re yellow, like your hair. Know why?” she asked as a diversion.

      “The green stuff.”

      “Chlorophyll. It dies off when the nights turn cool. Remember, we talked about that? The colors we see now were always there. We just couldn’t see them until the green was gone.”

      Lily was silent through another twist of the road, then asked, “Are you sure we’re not lost?”

      “Do I ever get lost?”

      “You did when we were driving to the ocean.”

      “Excuse me, little love. I got us to the ocean, just not the part Daddy wanted us at, but he was sleeping.” In the passenger’s seat. After a late night of work. “No, we are not lost.” But Mackenzie was thinking of turning around and retracing the road to town. If she had a working phone, she could call Mia’s mom for directions. Of course, there was still the turning-around problem. The road was undulating with a frequency that made narrowness all the more of a challenge.

      “Why’s it taking so long?” Lily asked.

      “Because I don’t want to drive fast on a road I don’t know.”

      “Will you know how to find me to take me home later?”

      “Absolutely,” Mackenzie said with feeling, though she was thinking it might not be a problem if she didn’t get them there in the first place.

      “I love you, Mommy.”

      “I love you, too, baby.”

      “Mommy?”

      “What, hon?”

      “I have to go to the bathroom.”

      “We’re almost there, almost there.”

      According to the map screen, they were nearing the crossroad. Hoping to get her bearings there, perhaps see a sign or regain her cell signal, at the very least have room for a turnaround, she zoomed in to identify it, to bring the name into view, leaning closer to catch it.

      Too late, she remembered that the GPS display of her current position trailed reality by a number of seconds. Too late, she realized that the momentum built climbing another hill would have her barreling down the far side without knowing how close the intersection was.

      She never saw the STOP sign hidden by leaves of the same color, never saw the van speeding at her from the right. She felt the terrifying jolt of impact, heard a high-pitched scream from the back seat and would have blindly reached for Lily if the SUV hadn’t hurtled into a spin that defied gravity.

      She felt another impact, then nothing.
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      The trouble with waking up in the morning is that you look like who you are. That’s great if you like who you are, but not so great if you don’t.

      I don’t. My face is pale and my eyes haunted. Five years have passed since the accident, but after a night with my head on the same plane as my heart, the scar on my forehead is a bright red. At least, it looks that way to me. When I touch it, I find a smooth ridge, but my fingertips remember the earlier roughness. And then there’s the picture taped inside the medicine chest, where I’m sure to see it when I reach for toothpaste.

      Mug shots are never pretty. Heartache is written all over mine. Size-wise, the print is small enough, but that doesn’t dilute its impact. It’s a reminder of what I did, a little dose of daily punishment.

      Duly tweaked this Thursday morning, I closed the medicine chest and leaned into the mirror. I dabbed a long-wearing concealer over the scar and under my eyes once, twice, then a third time because last night was a bad one. After setting it with a breath of powder, I applied foundation, then a blusher. Both were creams, applied with a sponge. Moving up, I turned haunted eyes into stylishly smoky ones by skimming a gel pencil along both waterlines, smudging shadow into the corners, and separating my lashes with mascara.

      Satisfied, I straightened and stood back, brushed my hair, fluffed my bangs. Then, as I did each day, I turned away from the mirror wearing my new face and tried to forget the old one. Was this honest? No. But it was the only way I could survive, and survival was key.

       

      This day, the rising March sun was paper thin but promising. I felt no threat, no premonition, not the slightest sense of unease as I coasted down Pepin Hill over frozen ruts and cruised toward the center of town. After crossing the river, I passed the elegant Federal-style homes of the town founders and turned left where the road I was on ended and South Main began.

      The usual string of cars lined the block fronting Rasher and Yolk. Some were pickups with mudstained skirts that labeled them locals. Others were clean SUVs with New York plates, but with the state line only thirty miles away, I thought nothing of it. Rasher and Yolk served the best breakfasts around. Every New Yorker who knew Devon knew that.

      Warmed by omelet thoughts, I continued south for two more blocks before turning left toward the river again. The pottery studio was in a cavernous mill that had straddled it for a century. Like the Inn upstream, the mill had endured its share of Vermont blizzards and the ensuing spring floods. The fact that the old mill was built of wood, rather than the Inn’s stone, made its survival all the more magical. Not even the hurricane that had washed out so much else on the river two Septembers before had harmed the mill’s ancient oak.

      I found this inspiring. To live through trauma and thrive? That was my goal.

      The pottery studio did thrive. I was one of a dozen sculptors here today, and it was barely eight in the morning. Half were students, in town for a week of clay immersion that was offered by the studio’s owner in partnership with the Inn. The rest were experienced artists, drawn to Devon for its appreciation of fine craft. Some were throwing pitchers and pots to be sold at the studio store in town. Since moving to Devon four years ago, I had sold things there myself. None were billed as Mackenzie Cooper art, and I deliberately tried not to replicate that style. Little bits slipped; I couldn’t fully escape myself. But my current work was more subtle than spirited, and I never sculpted the family groups for which I had been known. Understatement was what my life in Devon was about. I was happy to fly under the radar.

      Devon was a perfect place for that. A small town in south-central Vermont, it was known for upscale art galleries, VIP sightings, and the Spa’s signature hot stone massage. Though the best-worn path to town was from Manhattan, more distant visitors came to rub shoulders with the rich and famous. All were welcome. Guests kept the town afloat.

      How to tell a guest from a predator? Should a clean SUV outside Rasher and Yolk have caused suspicion? Or a lone tourist wandering on South Main taking pictures with his phone have raised a red flag?

      Not in Devon. We were definitely used to strangers coming and going.

      Buy a house in our midst, though, and we were cautious. It had been months before the wariness that met me when I first came faded – and that quickly, only because I had done repeated makeup applications for the library trustee chair, the Town Manager, and the head of the Garden Club. These people had bonded with me. The fact of my bare hands on their skin was conducive to that, but the emotional clinched it. A makeup artist was like a therapist, listening quietly to a client who arrived barefaced, with defenses down and a need to vent.

      I knew about venting to a therapist, and I could certainly relate to wanting to feel better about oneself. What I loved most about my job was that I could make it happen for others, if only until bedtime, when the new face washed off.

      So I listened. I didn’t offer opinions beyond whether to use corrector or concealer, blusher or bronzer, matte shadow or glitter, and I never groaned, sighed, or frowned in response to what was shared with me. Hell, who was I to judge?

      I also understood vanity. As far from the mainstream as Devon was, there were occasions when a woman wanted to look her best. Most of us had spent time in the city. We appreciated fine makeup, right along with craft beer, high-tech down jackets, and good cell phone reception.

      The pottery studio was an exception to the last. Cell phones were useless within its wood walls. Potters knew they were leaving the world behind when they came here. For me, that was part of the appeal.

      I had used the studio enough to be known by the local potting community, which knew me as Maggie Reid, not the full Margaret Mackenzie Reid, certainly not Mackenzie Cooper. Mackenzie was the artist, the wife of a venture capitalist, the mother. Maggie was just Maggie. Her hair was a deeper auburn than Mackenzie’s had been and was colored at the roots to hide new wisps of gray. She used makeup to soften grief lines and bangs to hide her scar. Wearing base layers of wool under a sweater and jeans, a voluminous scarf, and fleece-lined boots, she was more concerned with warmth than style. She also weighed ten pounds more now than when she had been in the news.

      She? Me. I could blame being thin on nerves, but even before the accident, I had been that way. It was the look of the elite, to which, for a time, my ex-husband and I had belonged. I had put all that behind, as well.

      “Hey, Maggie,” one of the regulars called in greeting as I headed for the supply bins.

      I smiled and waved but didn’t stop. Many of us were here before going to other jobs, which meant time was short. Besides, my need today was less for people than for clay.

      Clay was in my blood, the smell of it alone a balm. Granted, March meant mud season, which lent an earthiness to the entire town. But potting clay was earthy in a different way. It didn’t spatter my truck or cause ruts deep enough to make my tires spin climbing up to my cabin each night. Potting clay held promise. A world of wonder could come in a few hands-on minutes, and I had spent far more than that in my thirty-eight years. I’d been first drawn to clay when I was eight. By the time I was fifteen, it had become a passion, and by twenty-two, I was sculpting full time. By twenty-eight, I was married to a man who not only had faith in my work but a growing business network. An agent resulted, and my career took off.

      If that sounds seamless, it’s misleading. My personal history reads like a timeline in which each phase is separate and distinct. There were the growing-up years with my family, the eight years of college and beyond studying art, the seven years I was with Edward, the year in which I had been alone in hell, and now, the four in Devon. I had friends here, but none, save one, knew of those other lives. Clay did. For me, it was the single entity linking present to past – truly, the only one I could bear.

      I deliberately chose a workbench apart from the others. The sandy burr of the potter’s wheel soothed me when I worked, but not so human voices. I wanted nothing to come between my focus and the clay.

      Not that focus was necessary to decide what to make. Need determined that, and today I needed a teapot. I had known it the instant I saw honey scones on my Facebook feed.

      As bakeries went, The Buttered Scone was fabled in Connecticut. Its daily specials varied, but its honey scones were the best. They were simple and dense, but just flaky enough, moist enough, sweet enough to make you weep.

      I had grown up on them. My mother was The Buttered Scone, and she knew I loved her honeys. I often wondered if she thought of me now when she featured them. I had posted a comment on her site this morning, then deleted it before she could.

      I might not be having a honey scone today, but I could make a teapot. They’re actually a challenge. There is an element of engineering in creating one that can pour without spilling. The spout has to be mounted at just the right height and angled just so, the rim wide enough to allow for washing but not so wide that water leaks out when it reaches the spout. I know these things, because I have only made, what, a gazillion teapots? Today, my inspiration is a honey scone. Last week, it was a green cupcake with a sugar leprechaun crouched on the top.

      My mother was an artist, though she would never call herself that. Art was an abstract concept, and Margaret McGowan Reid saw life in absolutes. She baked sweets, she would say. She rented a commercial kitchen and employed ten people. Like the rosary beads always on her person, these were physical things.

      So was a teapot.

      Dipping my fingers in water, I formed a cylinder. The clay was cool under my hands, but pliable. I widened my cylinder as the wheel spun it smooth, then reached in and bowed the inside. Dipping again, I sped the wheel a tad and narrowed the top on a whim, loving the eloquent irony of a whistle-hole crown on a round little belly. Of course, no infuser would fit through what I’d made. Wetting my fingers again, I widened back the collar, then, using my forefingers, shaped the rim. The lid would sit here, larger or smaller. I couldn’t decide which. First, I made it too wide, and it looked positively stocky at the top of the pot. Then it was too narrow, too spindly. In the process of adjusting it, though, something happened that I liked. My thumbs had nicked notches that undulated around the top of the pot.

      Letting the wheel slow to a stop, I smiled and sat back. I often carved designs into the bellies of my pots, sometimes combing through the wet slip with my fingers, sometimes with tools. I wasn’t one for precise symmetry, far preferring an irregularity that made each piece one-of-a-kind, but what intrigued me most was texture. Using any number of techniques, I could add clay or shave it off, shape it, carve it, or glaze it to create a texture with which the user identified. Teapots could be whimsical, joyful, solemn, serious, businesslike, or practical.

      It was rather like decorating a cake. At least, to me, it was. My mother had first built her business decorating cakes. I liked to think we were connected this way.

      Covering the body with plastic to keep it moist, I fashioned a spout, positioned it, and, after boring a dozen holes in the proper spot, scored it and slurried it to the body. The lid came next. I had just enough time to put a little bee knob on the top – pure whimsy, with honey scones – before setting the pot to dry and cleaning up.

      I took extra care with my hands. I would wash them again once I reached the Spa, but clay there would clog the pipes. Here we had two sinks, one to catch clay from the first wash, and a second for actual cleaning. I didn’t skimp on either. Once dry, even a trace of clay would be gritty against the human face, and I had three makeup sessions booked for today.

      Hands clean, parka zipped, I stopped only to give Kevin McKay a hug. Kevin owned the studio and, being soft-spoken, understanding, and gay, was as close to a boyfriend as I allowed. Turning away from the student he was helping, he held his clay-wet hands off for an arms-only squeeze. “Another teapot?” he whispered and let his raised brows ask the follow-up.

      Kevin knew me well. “Honey scones,” I whispered back and, drawing away to leave that thought here with my teapot, I made for the door.

      The stairwell leading to the street was cold, the March sun still too weak to chase off winter’s chill. I pulled on wool gloves and, once outside, climbed up into my truck without looking at the muck that spattered its side. Going through the car wash during mud season – like scrubbing the soles of my boots every night – was futile. I had learned not to make the effort. Besides, mud held a certain cachet. It gave me a sense of belonging. Every other local car looked like mine. Not that there were many right now. I saw several more New York plates and one each from Washington, DC, and Connecticut. Given the nature of Devon, this was normal.

      I drove slowly past stores that were chicly appointed, their goods in artful window displays, their names etched in gold across handsome headers of Vermont granite. They were open now, entertaining early weekend visitors. Bookstore, coffee shop, boutiques – all were doing a comfortable business, to judge from the movement beyond those window displays. Same with two art galleries and a silversmith’s shop. And the studio store? Some of the craftspeople who sold there relied on their earnings to live, and although I did not, the artist in me had enough of an ego left to like checking it out.

      But I was heading north. The studio store was on Cedar, which came in from the east as I had earlier. Since I had a booking at noon, I had to go straight now to the Inn. That meant continuing for another mile on the Blue Highway, a two-lane road named after the river it followed.

      First, though, came the small roundabout at the spot where South Main and Cedar met the Blue. At its heart was a war memorial initially built for the Green Mountain Boys who died in the Revolutionary War. It was an obelisk whose stone was updated too often for comfort, most recently to mark the death of a local Marine in Afghanistan. I hadn’t known him; he left town before I arrived. That made it easier for me to focus on the river birch, which was finally – exciting! – looking more alive at the obelisk’s shoulder. Maybe it was my imagination, born of a need for spring, but the curl of its bark was looser, the tiny buds on its branches fuller, and while it would be a while yet before leaves appeared, these signs said they would. There were times in the dead of winter when that was in doubt.

      Ah, and there was Officer Gill, parked as always in his black-and-white SUV at the spot where the three roads met. When I first came to town, I was convinced my probation officer had sent him to monitor me. In time, I realized he was watching everyone. Well, not always watching. He was usually playing Solitaire on his phone, but he didn’t need his eyes to know who was out and about. For Officer Gill, it was all about sound. Keeping a window cracked, he listened. He could recognize the locals by ear. Once he had come to know the sound of my truck, he raised a hand in greeting without bothering to look.

      In hindsight, perhaps he should have. Perhaps he should have wondered about those people in parkas and jeans who were wandering a little too casually around town with neither partners nor kids. Officer Gill knew that someone was hacking into school computers. The whole department did. But they had no clue how far the problem had spread until an hour before the Feds went public with it – though, in fairness, those agents walking our streets made no sounds that Officer Gill would hear.

      Should I have noticed them? For all my usual vigilance, either I was too focused that morning on transitioning from clay to makeup, or I had grown complacent, in which case I was as guilty as Officer Gill. Not that either of us could have done anything had we known. When it came to the media, we were powerless.

      I rolled to a stop at the crosswalk, mirrored his wave, and drove on. Once the stores fell behind, houses were increasingly spread out. They were large homes, a mix of Colonials and Federals owned by people who had either lived here forever or more recently moved up from the city with money to spare. These houses didn’t go cheap. They were set deeply back on large front lawns whose landscaping ranged from a few aged trees to the designs of a high-end landscaper. All was tasteful, even understated. And while those of us in town knew who owned what, tourists wouldn’t recognize names even if they had been printed on mailboxes, which they were not. Celebrities didn’t live on the main drag. Actors, financiers, retired politicians, bestselling authors – we had our share, but those with big names avoided the spotlight. Drawn to Devon for its promise of anonymity, they lived for the most part in smaller homes on the country roads that undulated through forest tracts.

      There. Ahhhhh. I could smell the Spa. It was in my mind, of course; I was still a quarter mile from the entrance, but thoughts of lemon verbena were triggered simply by the road sign announcing the turnoff ahead. It was a calming scent. From my first visit, my first interview, I knew I had to work here. The smell wrapped me in the kind of comfort I desperately needed.

      The road curved, and broad stone pillars appeared on the right. Beside them, elegant in its simplicity, was THE DEVON INN AND SPA, carved into Vermont granite and edged in the same gold as the signs in town had been. This sign was larger and had a quiet dignity to it. This one had come first.

      Turning in, I had barely passed under the covered bridge that crossed the river when the Inn took shape through the trees. Clad in stone, it sprawled over the hillside, defying the river much as it had when built in the late 1800s by a New York financier. It had been a grand summer home then, and while later owners tweaked its size and shape, the original stone structure had been the cornerstone for its final conversion into an inn.

      Final conversion? I had to smile at that. Was there ever a final anything when it came to The Devon Inn and Spa? It was forever being resized, rebuilt, redecorated, rewired, relit – all to keep it as stylishly decorated and technologically sound as the highest of high-end resorts. Edward and I had visited a few of those, so I knew what I was saying. I couldn’t begin to imagine the ongoing cost here. Apparently, neither had three previous owners. A fourth was about to take over, a group actually, but we didn’t expect anything drastic by way of change. Savvy investors knew not to upend a successful formula.

      Approaching now, I passed the gracious entry, with its stone pillars and well-groomed doormen. In its first transition from home to hotel, the main floor had been enlarged to allow for restaurants, meeting rooms, a ballroom, and a gift shop, all of which had been enlarged and improved upon in subsequent years. Second and third floors rose wherever the escarpment allowed. These upper levels were shingled and designed with a riot of windows. Prudent pruning of encroaching trees maximized the effect. Whether reflecting sun from without or lights from within, the glass shimmered.

      The Spa trailed off the southernmost end of the Inn, where it could be reached by even the weak winter sun. It had skylights and a year-round, open-air hot tub that needed no piped-in music, with the bubble of the river so close. Tasteful landscaping offered privacy to those in the tub, but, as I passed by on this chilly day, security was enhanced by a wall of steam that rose into the trees.

      I parked head-in near remnants of a dirty ridge of snow, crossed the employees’ lot, and went inside. There was no imagining now. Thanks to candles, sachets, and scented oils, the smell here was pure. Add the flow of hushed music – yesterday a piano, today a bamboo flute, tomorrow perhaps a bouquet of strings – and the face of the Spa manager, which lit when she saw me, and had there been even a drop of honey-scone nostalgia left in me, it was forgotten.

      Joyce Mann had been one of the first people to befriend me when I arrived. Nearing sixty, she and her dove-gray bob were as calming as the rest of the Spa. The ultimate diplomat, she handled even the most difficult clients with ease, and though I was never difficult, I had arrived in Devon feeling lost. Sensing that, she had invited me to her home and introduced me not only to the most beautiful spinning wheel I’d ever seen, but to fresh produce at the Farm at Lime Creek, the no-kill shelter from which I subsequently adopted my pets, and the best Spanish tapas restaurant in the whole of central Vermont.

      Okay. Casa Bruno was the only place for tapas in central Vermont. But the food was good enough to warrant the exaggeration.

      Since Joyce was in the process of registering a pair of clients, I simply raised my brows in response to her smile as I passed. Minutes later, fresh navy scrubs on a nearby bench, I was in the shower with my hair wrapped in a towel and my face avoiding the spray. I had already done my makeup; I never left home barefaced. I would touch it up along with my hair, which I wound in a knot while I worked, but I knew from experience that my concealer would hold.

      The shower would add a dewy element. Dewy was good. Dewy was fresh.

      Dewy was also healthy, which was the goal of my noon client. Having been through months of physical mayhem, she needed to see a face in the mirror that spoke of hope.

      Hope is the future lined in gold, my mother used to say. I’m not sure who she was quoting, or whether she meant it in ecclesiastical terms, but I didn’t agree. Hope wasn’t the future. It was only a vehicle to get there.

      This client needed that vehicle. She was a cancer survivor. Having just finished a double-whammy of chemo and radiation, she was at the Inn with two friends for a celebratory escape. One look at her, and I saw vulnerability. She was feeling frightened, tired, and not terribly attractive. After a morning of manicure, pedicure, and massage, she wanted her makeup done while her friends did their hair. Her own hair wasn’t an issue; she wore a wig. It was a good one. I raved about it. But she did need help with her skin.

      After settling her into a chair, I pulled up a stool. Her check-in profile gave me the basics, but I was always curious for more. When had her chemo ended? I asked, and when she was fine talking about that, I asked how sick she had been, how she felt now, and how the morning’s spa treatments had gone. She relaxed as we talked, telling me her plans for lunch here at the Inn, an afternoon of shopping, and dinner at the steak place in town – all of which meant she needed makeup that would last more than an hour. Since she generally only used blusher and lipstick, I sensed she would feel gauche in anything heavy.

      Not that heavy is my style. I prefer a natural look. Like the deceptive simplicity of a teapot, it was actually more challenging. Anyone can pile on makeup for a dramatic effect, but applying it with finesse, particularly when there are blemishes to cover, takes skill.

      I learned that the hard way.

      I had never worn much makeup. Artists didn’t, and Edward had always loved that about me. But a naked face didn’t work at a black-tie event. So for those, I had gone to the woman who did makeup for my friends. I didn’t use her after the accident, couldn’t bear the thought of her telling the others I’d been in, which would have invited talk. Besides, Edward and I had stopped going out.

      But I needed coverage. I couldn’t bear looking at the naked me, and felt that the world was staring at me wherever I went. So I found a woman at Bloomingdale’s. Her counter was in a far corner of the cosmetics department, an afterthought to the Lancômes, Elizabeth Ardens, and Chanels. She was younger than I, but she had flair. I watched closely, and not only to learn how to apply makeup. Her face, her eyes, her way of assessing and refining fascinated me. She was an artist. I connected with what she did.

      The timing was right. I hadn’t been able to touch clay since the accident – too many memories, too many dreams suddenly lacking meaning, too many speculative looks from proprietors of galleries where my work was displayed. But I needed to touch something. Being tactile was in my DNA. So I immersed myself in makeup artistry. I enrolled in cosmetology school, took an accelerated course schedule, and finished in a record nine months. Once I completed the required number of training hours, I became licensed, and after that, did dual internships with representatives of two of the most prestigious makeup houses.

      Edward had called me obsessed, and I suppose I was. As a mother, I had been constantly busy; suddenly I was not. Add in all the other bad stuff, and I needed a distraction. Being a makeup artist was perfect. Not only was creativity involved in analyzing skin and applying makeup, but I could focus on other people, not myself.

      And now this client. I asked which features of hers she liked best and least, and showed her pictures of looks I thought she would like. To the tune of soothing spa sounds, we found a comfortable back-and-forth, and all the while, with my LEDs low, I studied her skin.

      Dryness was her major problem, possibly as much from winter as chemo, so everything I used had to be moist. I started with a gentle cleanser. Its purpose was as much to cool and soothe as to clean, and, though I would have normally used a scented one to blend with the smell of the Spa, I knew from other cancer patients that sensitive stomachs couldn’t deal with anything strong. I applied a light emollient, and when her skin absorbed that well, followed with a richer one. Had it been my own skin, I’d have used my fingers. Not only did fingers warm lotions and emulsify balms, but they neatly reached creases at the edge of the nostril and corners of the eye. New clients often had hygiene concerns, though, and while I washed my hands often during applications, sponges were safer.

      Using a small wedge, I dabbed color corrector into the shadows under her eyes and pressed the tiniest bit of powder there to set it. The moisturizer alone had done wonders for the redness on her cheeks, so I chose a stick foundation to even the color, then layered it with a liquid foundation and blended the whole with another sponge. Since her skin was naturally pale and her foundation color light, blusher had to be subtle. I applied a pale pink cream, set it with a dash of powdered blush, and stood back to assess. It was too much. I sponged off a bit, then a bit more, until the blush worked.

      She was a pleasure to work with, holding steady while I created eyebrows, closing her eyes when I brushed ivory cream on her lids, looking up when I drew the faintest, softest line along her lower lashes, not blinking through a round of mascara.

      That was it. I told her what I was doing and why, making sure she was comfortable with each step. If my challenge was to make her feel healthy, confidence was as important as anything I put on her skin. She had been following the progress in my mirrored wall, but given the way she sat straighter and smiled when I gave her a hand mirror at the end; the way she insisted on writing down the various steps; the way, at my suggestion, she spread moisturizer on her hands and patted it on the driest parts of her face for a final glow; I knew I’d succeeded. She liked her new face. It had taken her from recovering to recovered.

      My one o’clock wasn’t as pleasant. She was a bride-to-be who had come to the Inn with her fiancé for a tasting and now wanted a trial makeup session in advance of the wedding. In my experience, brides fell into one of two groups. Either they wanted to work with me for the best result, or they came knowing it all. This one knew it all. I felt it the minute I greeted her in the lounge. By the time we returned to the makeup studio, she had shown me a picture of her dress, which verged on being gaudy, and was telling me exactly what she wanted by way of makeup. Subtlety wasn’t it. She was the star of the day and wanted to stand out. To her credit, she had thick hair and okay features. But cat eyes with glitter lids to match the blue hydrangea in her bouquet? Hollows in her cheeks where none belonged? Angelina-red lips? My gut said to tone things down. Weddings at the Inn might be lavish, but they were tasteful.

      Right now, I said in a gentle attempt to sway her, makeup is heading in a less-is-more direction. You can be in the forefront of that. Your skin is naturally beautiful. If we put the accent on your eyes, we don’t want your cheeks and lips to compete. Soft is definitely the way to go with those.

      She didn’t want to hear that.

      What to do? When it came to weddings, my job was to make the bride feel beautiful, even if my concept of beauty didn’t jibe with hers. And then there was the commercial aspect. If the bride liked this tryout, she would hire me to do the entire wedding party, which would please the resort.

      That said, my professional reputation was at stake. I cared about that.

      High-definition makeup was a no-brainer. She had already told me who her photographer and her videographer were. I knew both. Both used high-def cameras. The difference in makeup, I explained, was the ingredients. HD makeup contained things like mica and quartz, which sat on the surface of the skin to scatter the light and give the illusion of an even finish.

      She liked that. Still, I began slowly, feeling my way along with the basics before proceeding to bronzer and brows. When she asked for more color on each, I complied, but with more brushing motion than actual deposit, and once I had done her eyes – yes, cat liner but modified, with pale-blue lids, a smattering of filler lashes, and navy mascara – she was so taken with them that she didn’t complain about the rest.

      She wasn’t about to say that I was right, but I didn’t need her to. It was enough that she booked me for the wedding.

      We took pictures of the finished product, using both her iPhone and my Nikon, so that we would have a guide to follow for her big day, and she left the Spa excited, which truly defined my goal when it came to handling brides.

      Nina Evans, my three thirty, was no bride, but rather a local who was here in her capacity as Devon’s Town Manager. Like so many of us, she had a past. Originally from New York, she had risen meteorically into top management of a company whose president hired her, bedded her, and praised her to the hilt until the quarterly reports disappointed investors, at which point she became his scapegoat and was fired. Armed with a comfortable severance package, she had taken refuge in Devon, licking her wounds until boredom nearly did her in. When the position of Town Manager opened up, she leapt at it, and Devon was lucky to get her. Six years into her stewardship, the town prospered.

      Nina was in her fifties. She had never told me exactly where, but neither age nor sophistication could erase the jitters she felt in advance of every major meeting. Her humiliation in New York had been public, and oh, I could identify with that. The key, here, was giving her confidence. She returned to me time and again because I did that – and I wasn’t just blowing hot air. Everyone had one feature or another that was strong. Nina actually had two. I just love your hair, I said truthfully as I wove the long waves into a cluster of knots at her nape. And here, her eyes, which were an unusually dark green, the tiniest line of amethyst at the corners will make them pop.

      Totally aside from the aesthetics of heavy makeup, we both knew the danger of overdoing it; what worked in New York didn’t work in Devon. But Nina had lived in the city too long to go without. My job was to find the balance between a professional look and one that said, here is Devon at its competent best.

      Her meeting an hour from now was about budgeting for renovations to the elementary school. With the annual March Town Meeting – cap T, cap M, open to the public and sure to fill the church nave – coming up fast, the Planning Board had to reach an agreement on what should be done, how and when, and at what cost, prior to presenting the plan to the public. This group consisted of a dozen local business leaders, all of whom had lived in town longer than Nina had, so she had to look like one of them, but not. A business suit wouldn’t do, since not even men here wore suits. Instead, she came to me wearing tailored wool slacks, a silk sweater, and a nubby scarf clearly recognizable as the work of a local knitter. She was armed with a briefcase of printouts to bolster her proposal and now simply needed a confident face.

      There was nothing complex about Nina’s makeup. She might have done it herself if she had a girlfriend for the confidence piece. But she didn’t know how to do girlfriends. Working in New York, she had never had time. Social activities had to be productive. Even here, in Devon, with me, she was marginally brusque. When I did her makeup, it was like a work lunch, woman to woman, without the food.

      I knew the drill. She wanted concealer to cover mild rosacea, liquid foundation to even her skin tone, blusher blended lightly into her cheekbones, eyeliner so thin that it didn’t look like liner at all, those gentle amethyst corners, and a breath of mascara. Through it all we talked – about raising electric fees to pay for work on the school, about the recent sale of the Inn to a mysterious group, about the messy divorce that threatened ownership of the town’s leading realty company. Our tone was low and intimate, consistent with the reverent atmosphere in the Spa and its whisper-soft instrumentals. From time to time, a vibration came from Nina’s briefcase, but she ignored it until I finished. She had pulled out her phone and was frowning at it when my door abruptly opened.
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      Grace Emory was a massage therapist, one of the Spa’s most requested for her knowledge of muscles, the strength of her hands, and her quick smile. She was also a little zany, if only in ways a close friend would see. She painted her living room red on a whim, alternated beef gorging with juice cleanses, and, in the four years I’d known her, had surgically-tweaked her face twice.

      We were visibly different. She stood five-four to my five-six, weighed one-ten to my one-twenty-five, and spoke in a higher voice. She had also lived in Devon for twelve years to my four. Since neither of us had been born here, though, we shared the bond that came from being other. Grace was chatty, getting me going when I might have been still. But we never discussed the past. It was an unspoken agreement between us. Our friendship was about the here and now.

      She was caring; when I was feeling down, she seemed to sense it and would pop into the makeup suite with fresh-brewed apricot tea. She was impulsive; if neither of us had bookings on a slow day, she dragged me to a movie, a restaurant, or a mall. She was shameless; when I needed a new roof, she called a one-time lover, who just happened to be the best roofer in town, and talked him down several thousand in price.

      I was the more practical, certainly the more cautious of us – the one who turned off lights when we left a room, who double-checked our afternoon schedules before we left for lunch, who drew her past the pickup from which a wolf whistle had come. I drove her home from the hospital when she had plastic surgery and stayed overnight bringing ice and drinks, and making sure Chris got off to school on time. I had also done her makeup so that she could return to work sooner.

      Grace Emory was a woman in search of herself. I knew about women like that firsthand. Searching for self implied either not liking who you are or wanting to escape who you’d been. I didn’t ask Grace which she was. I didn’t want her asking me – didn’t want to have to explain why, when given a choice, I made her drive, or why I wasn’t interested in dating, or why I vanished every year on the third of October and returned emotionally depleted.

      Grace accepted me for me, asking questions no more threatening than, Think I should cut my hair? The Spa had dedicated stylists. But she knew I liked to play and was forever asking for help, whether it involved a straight cut, layers, curls, or an up-do. Likewise, color. Currently a brunette with auburn highlights, she was making noise about ditching the highlights and going dark. This day, her head was a riot of the long ringlets I had shown her how to create with pin curls. She looked stunning, if I didn’t say so myself.

      At least, her hair did. The fact that she hadn’t knocked might have warned me, if I hadn’t instantly seen that her face was ashen. Saying nothing, she pressed a hand to her chest. Her eyes – brown today, although occasionally green, copper, or gold – held mine with an odd nonfocus as I approached.

      Startled, I touched her arm.

      “Chris just called,” she whispered. Chris was her fifteen-year-old son. When I tightened my grip, she said, “He’s been arrested.” Her voice shook. “They say he’s the hacker.”

      I drew back my chin. “Excuse me?”

      She didn’t repeat herself. The fear in her eyes said that I hadn’t heard wrong.

      Too often in the last few months for it to be coincidence, local high school teachers had reported incorrect student grades showing up on their computers, hence the birth of hacker talk. But Chris Emory? I knew Chris. He didn’t have a mean bone in his body.

      “That has to be wrong,” I said. “He’s only fifteen. He couldn’t – and even if he could, why would he? He’s a good student. He doesn’t need help with his grades.”

      “There’s more,” Grace raced on, mildly hysterical now. “They’re saying he hacked into Twitter accounts of other people – people from outside Devon – like our clients.”

      I gaped at that. If the accusation was true, there was reason for hysteria. Our client list included some of the biggest names in New York. They came to Devon trusting that the world wouldn’t learn that the lead in a Broadway hit had very little hair of her own on her head, or that a tight end for the New York Jets liked having his toenails buffed. Their privacy was sacrosanct.

      “Spa clients?” I asked, to be sure. Any kid could fiddle with school accounts and call it a prank. Fiddling with Spa accounts was a whole other thing.

      Nina joined us. She was wearing her business face and used a low, firm voice to match. “That was Jason Gill. They picked up Chris at school.”

      “Who’s they?” I asked in alarm.

      “The FBI.”

      “Federal agents?” The stakes rose. Federal agents added an element of horror. My own experience was limited to state agents, who were bad enough when you were in their crosshairs. Federal agents were even more dogged.

      “They have warrants —”

      “Why Federal?”

      “Internet crime is a Federal offense,” Nina said and told Grace, “They’re on their way over here. They want your electronics.”

      She jolted back. “Mine? Why? What can they get from mine? Am I a suspect?”

      “Of course not. They just want anything Chris may have used.”

      “But if they take my things, his name will come out.”

      “He’s a minor. He’ll be shielded.”

      “I won’t be,” she cried and, visibly trembling, hugged her middle. “Everyone in town knows he’s my son. Once they hear my name, they’ll have his name – and don’t talk about innocent until proven guilty. That’s bull. If they take my things, Chris won’t be protected. I won’t be protected. Everyone will be looking at us. Our names will be all over the place.”

      I rubbed her arm. She was getting ahead of herself, but I understood her panic. As unorthodox as Grace could be, she was no exhibitionist. I might be her closest friend, but I had no idea who was listed in her phone contacts, who starred in her nightmares, or what she kept in a box under her bed. Her private life was private. She trusted Devon for the same reason our clients did. Everyone had secrets. No one wanted them exposed.

      Nina simply said, “They have warrants for your devices.”

      Grace’s voice was high and tight. “Fine. They can have the computers. They’re at home.”

      “Computers, phone, tablets.”

      “No. N. O. Not my phone.”

      “Grace,” I said, knowing that cooperation was wise.

      Her eyes flew to mine. “Clients text me. It’s part of my work.”

      “I know, and you’ll have the phone back.”

      “They’ll need the computer here at the Spa, too,” Nina said.

      It was only one more computer, but its implication reverberated, sending a tremor from Grace’s arm to my gut and back. If Spa clients had been victimized, some part of the investigation would, of course, have to be here. But involving the Spa meant involving the Inn, which did not include scandal on its list of amenities. Management would not be pleased.

      Grace had to be thinking this, too. What she said was a high-pitched, “Why in the world do they need the Spa computer? Chris doesn’t use it. He’s never touched it. He has no access to it at all.”

      “That’s the point of hacking,” Nina said. “Hackers take access where none is given.”

      “My son isn’t a hacker,” Grace cried and swung to me, eyes wild, voice reedy. Her hand was back on her chest, as if holding her heart in place. “They have him at the police station. I was his phone call, Maggie. What do I do?”

      Run, I thought. Get as far from this place as you can, or so the terrified voice in my nightmare always cried. I sucked in a breath, wanting to sound like I was considering her options, rather than trying to calm myself. In those few seconds, I refocused. This was about Grace, whose big, brown eyes were imploring me now. For her, I had to be a voice of reason.

      “First, a lawyer,” I said and glanced at Nina. “Jay Harrington?”

      “No!” Grace cried.

      “He’s the best,” Nina said.

      “Not Jay! Jay does leases.”

      “He did criminal work before he moved here,” I told her, as my lawyer in Boston had told me. True, Jay did real estate work in Devon. After burning out in the city, he had taken refuge in a place where criminals were few and far between. He had handled the closing on my cabin, but he knew nothing of my past. Lawyer-client privilege kept that information in Boston. In the event that I ever needed him on that score, I had a letter of introduction from my Boston attorney, along with copies of pertinent papers. They were in the green velvet box that had been my grandmother’s, stashed now under my bed along with other mementos of my life before this one.

      “He’s been here long enough to know the town,” Nina was saying to Grace, “and he knows you.”

      “We had a thing once. It didn’t end well.”

      I did know that. Grace liked men but never stayed with one for long. Jay wasn’t alone in having a “thing” with her that hadn’t ended well. My roofer was another, and still she had called him when she needed him. At this moment, she needed Jay Harrington.

      “And anyway,” Grace argued with a feeble glance behind, “I can’t leave now. I’m working.”

      She wasn’t thinking straight, I knew. But I also knew something else. She loved her son more than life itself. “Chris is waiting,” I said. “I’ll stay here and reschedule —”

      “No – come with me, Maggie – please? I can’t go alone!”

      My stomach twisted. Being involved with anything law-related was risky for me. I had spent my time in Devon avoiding the spotlight. I didn’t want to be anywhere near it – which was surely a selfish thought. This wasn’t about me, I told myself.

      Taking a steadying breath, I corralled my scattered composure and one-handedly pulled up the Spa appointment screen. “Okay,” I said. “Joyce can reschedule your appointments. Layla was doing a stone massage at three. She’ll be done soon, so she can cover for you at four and five, and I’m done for the day.” I turned to Nina, who was putting on her coat. “Okay?”

      She nodded. “You have my AmEx on file.” As she moved to the door, she told Grace, “The Planning Board may have already heard rumblings of this. If I want to give them something more than gossip, I need to go to the police station first. See you there?”

       

      The police station was the last place I wanted to be. Jay Harrington’s office came in a close second. But if I didn’t take Grace there, who would? Like me, she had no family nearby.

      Actually, I didn’t know whether she had any family at all. Family was one of the things we didn’t discuss.

      But, orphaned or not, she was my friend. I couldn’t let her go alone.

      Nor could I let her drive. She was shaky and distracted, and distracted wasn’t safe.

      So I drove. The safety issue would keep me focused, even though I was probably as shaky as she was. I hated lawyers’ offices. They dredged up memories I worked hard to forget. When Jay had helped me with my closing, we always met at the realtor’s place.

      Once at Jay’s place, though, I couldn’t just drop Grace off cold. She had spent the drive down from the Spa making the same bewildered arguments, and though I repeatedly agreed, repeatedly cautioned her against imagining the worst, she was stuck in that rut. Until Jay took over, someone had to direct her. So I pulled into a diagonal slot, parked, and, gripping her arm, led her inside.

      The setup here was nothing like the office in Boston where I had spent so many dark hours. That one had been a sea of gleaming chrome, sleek furniture, and shelves of leather-bound books that were never opened, thanks to whatever technology stood nearby. Add law partners, associates, paralegals, and clients, and the firm was a hive of activity. Granted, Jay Harrington’s office had no crowd, no chrome, no glitz, and he practiced alone. But a lawyer’s office was a lawyer’s office. No amount of expensive décor or technological innovation could entirely obliterate the Old-World smell that seemed to come with a law degree.

      Jay’s suite consisted of a small, sparsely furnished waiting room, no receptionist, and three doors. Two were open when we arrived. The third opened seconds later, and if I hadn’t been determined not to freak out, I’d have lost it then. The man emerging with Jay was my ex-husband.

      For several beats, I couldn’t breathe. I told myself I was wrong. Edward Cooper had no reason to be in town. We were divorced. We held no joint property. He had nothing at all to do with my legal status.

      Besides, this guy wore jeans and muddy boots, not imported sweaters and slacks. His hair was longer than Edward’s, and he had a close-cropped beard. Tall? Lots of men were tall. Lots of men held their shoulders straight. Lots of men had cheekbones so strong that facial hair showcased rather than softened.

      In my life, though, I had only known two people with eyes quite that pale, silvery blue. His widened on mine just long enough for me to realize that he hadn’t expected to see me either. Then he passed by with a nod and left.

      A nod. That was it. Not that I had spoken either. I could barely breathe, much less speak, and in front of two other people, neither of whom knew where I had come from and who I had been.

      If Jay wondered at my look of shock, all he said was, “New owner of the Inn.”

      New owner? I swallowed and nodded, like that explained it perfectly. New owner? Not. Possible.

      So not possible, in fact, that I blotted it out. Narrowing my thoughts to Grace’s crisis, I let the icy hold she had on my hand channel my words.

      “We need your help,” I told Jay.

      “So I heard.”

      Grace blurted, “How did you hear, if this just happened? No one bothered to call me until five minutes ago, and I didn’t call anyone else.” Her high voice went higher. “This is my son they’re saying did awful things – things which, by the way, he couldn’t have done – but anyway, he’s under age, so how did his name get out and where are the laws to protect him? Whoever called you is violating my son’s rights, violating my rights. I’m always hearing crap about privacy. Who’s protecting ours?”

      “Grace,” Jay said.

      “I mean it.” Her eyes were blazing as I had never seen them blaze before. I might have reminded her that this was Devon, where people did respect privacy, and that whoever had talked with Jay might have done it to help her – had she not been the mama bear just then. I didn’t cross mama bears in the best of times, and this, right now, for me, despite my very, very best efforts to stay calm, was not.

      Edward? Here?

      “My son did nothing,” Grace told Jay. “He’s a good boy who’s done a damn good job growing up without a father. These charges are bogus. The cops are going after him because they look like morons with no leads, so they’re grabbing the first smart kid around. Chris wouldn’t hack into anything. He couldn’t hack into anything.”

      “The FBI thinks he did,” Jay said.

      “Well, they’re wrong.”

      “They wouldn’t be charging him if they didn’t have evidence.”

      “What evidence?” she charged back. “How could they have evidence? Who did they talk to? And when? There haven’t been any Federal agents around here.”

      “Not that we can see.”

      That stopped her. Closing a hand on her scarf, she said in a voice that was only marginally conciliatory, “You mean, they’ve been snooping around in people’s computers – hacking into our accounts – doing the same thing they’re saying Chris did? Isn’t that illegal without a warrant or something?”

      “Cybersecurity still has lots of holes. Clearly, they were following a trail and saw something that led them to Chris.”

      Grace pulled herself up straight. “And clearly you agree, which means you’re not the lawyer for me. Come on, Maggie, let’s go.” She had started to turn when Jay caught her arm.

      “I do not agree,” he said. He went on slowly, firmly. “I don’t know what evidence they have, but I know how to discredit evidence. That’s what I do, sweetie. You need me.” They stood staring at each other, Grace smaller but no less ardent, with Jay, thin of hair and round of face, the blander of the two. Oh, he was pleasant enough to look at, but sexy enough for Grace to have slept with? I couldn’t see it.

      Not that I was any judge. I was immune to sexy. I hadn’t been with anyone since Edward – hadn’t been attracted to anyone since Edward – and the Edward who had just walked out of here was older, more tired, and clearly no more pleased to see me than I was to see him – which raised the question of why he was here. I didn’t buy into the new owner of the Inn thing. Edward was a venture capitalist, not a resort owner. There had to be a better explanation.

      Sounding defiant, Grace said, “There are other lawyers in the state.”

      Jay sighed, seeming to weary of the fight. “Yeah, well, since you and I have already played the ultimate game, now we can get down to business. Do you want someone to get your son out of jail today or not?”

      She gasped. “He’s in a cell?”

      “Not yet, but if we don’t get down there pretty soon, he will be. Are we going?”

      “Yes, you’re going,” I said, seeing my out. “Indulge her, Jay. She’s frightened for her son. Grace, I’m going home.”

      But the eyes that flew to mine held sheer terror. “No, no, Maggie, stay with me, just a little longer?”

      Jay took his parka from a hook by the door. “Tell you what.” He shrugged it on. “Maggie will drive you to the station. I’ll follow in my car. Keep her calm, Maggie. Make sure she understands that when we get there, she has to keep her big mouth shut.”

       

      I didn’t know whether Grace was heeding his warning or simply too upset to speak. But after climbing into my truck, she huddled against the door with her legs tucked tight and her arms pressed to her sides. Her mouth was a thin seam just above her scarf. Her eyes focused on the windshield and didn’t budge.

      Mine did the same, if for different reasons. Forget Edward. Right here, right now, Grace was my responsibility. I negotiated the roundabout with care, waited for an opening, then fell into single file among the cars on South Main. There were more cars than usual for a Thursday afternoon – for any afternoon – in Devon. I told myself that it was rush hour. But rush hour in Devon? That was a laugh.

      With traffic holding the speed to a stop-and-go crawl, I darted a look at Grace. She didn’t see me in her periphery, didn’t blink, didn’t speak, any of which was so out of character that I worried she had gone to some far and irretrievable place. Needing her back, I said, “I’m sure there’s an explanation, Gracie. Jay will iron it out.”

      She said nothing.

      “Does Chris have his own computer?”

      “You’ve been to the house,” was her solemn response. “You’ve seen it.”

      “I’ve seen yours, not his.”

      “The one on the kitchen table is his. Mine’s in my bedroom.”

      I considered that as we crept along. “If his is in the kitchen, you must see what he does.”

      “Like I understand it?” she said so quickly she might have been asking herself the very same thing.

      “Homework, you mean.”

      “Any of it.”

      “Even social media? Games?”

      She lifted a hand only enough for a noncommittal wave.

      Computers were part of my life. I used them at the Spa for recordkeeping, and used my home laptop for research on new products, cyber-shopping, and keeping up with my mother. I used a tablet for reading, sometimes in the middle of the night, when I woke fighting to breathe and needed a diversion. My phone was linked with my other devices, and I had done the linking myself. I could troubleshoot any one of them. But hacking? I had no clue how that worked.

      “Does he belong to a club at school?” I asked. “A programming club or something?”

      “It’s a class.”

      “A class, with lots of kids? Then maybe they’ve mixed him up with someone else? Maybe with another student? Who’s to say one of them didn’t hack into his computer.”

      She looked at me then. “And go after our clients? Why would one of his friends do that? They have no connection to the Spa.”

      “But they know you work there,” I said. “Maybe one of them has a crush on you. Chris emails you, right?”

      “Texts. Kids don’t email.”

      “He’s never done it?”

      “Maybe once or twice.”

      “So your email address is on his computer, and your email connects to the Spa. It’d be easy enough for his friends to get it. He must be online with them every night.” I made it into a question, but wasn’t sure Grace knew the answer. Her work schedule was demanding. Between her loyal following and the fact that she was one of the few massage therapists willing to work evenings, she was heavily booked, which meant Chris was often alone. I had asked her about it once; she said she had taught him how to cook, how to text her, how to call 911.

      She didn’t reply now, simply stared at the windshield. At the next standstill, I studied her. Jay had warned her against speaking, but I was remembering what my own lawyer had taught me prior to my first court hearing. Dress simply, Mackenzie. Modest clothes, low heels, light makeup. Court people are plain people, so you need to downplay style. Having been at work, where scrubs were required, Grace conformed in every regard but her hair. As beautiful as those curls were, they caught the eye, which wasn’t a good thing right now. Had I been in her shoes, I’d have put an elastic around them.

      Grace did the opposite, finger-combing them fuller and forward to hide her face, and I totally understood. The closer we got to the police station, the more the congestion and the longer the standstills. Cars were pulling over and parking on both sides of the street. Likewise, media vans with satellite dishes. Some had the call letters of Vermont stations, but a few spoke of national brands – national brands. It made no sense. But I saw the logos. Their presence made the situation even more alarming.

      Hide, my instinct for self-preservation cried, and it was all I could do not to pull my own hair free of pins and use it as a shield.

      But Grace couldn’t hide. Her son was on the other side of the press. “How can they be here so soon?” she cried.

      I didn’t know. But if I had been uneasy before, I was beside myself now. There were three things I religiously avoided in life – law offices, police stations, and the press – and here they all were.

      I gripped the steering wheel tightly, thinking only about dropping Grace off and getting the hell away. She might be hidden under all those curls, but I felt way too visible. Edward had known me. I was the one he had nodded to, not Grace. If he had so easily seen through the makeup and bangs, the press would, too. Oh sure, I had nothing to run from. My case was over and done – well, done except for these last few months of probation. My fear was irrational. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t real.

      The police station was a mile from where the three roads met in the center of Devon. It consisted of a low set of buildings strung along the southernmost blocks of South Main, and was built of square stones the color of unbleached linen, with wide stone steps leading to a black double door. The Town Hall was directly across the street, built of the same local stone but with ivory pillars, black shutters, and nine front steps to the police station’s three.

      Desperate to be done with it, I drove through the parking lot and right up to the station’s entrance. As onrushers merged on the steps, their numbers seemed to swell. I heard Grace breathe, Oh God, though the thought might have been mine. Frantic, I checked in my rearview mirror and saw Jay rubbernecking for a place to park. Finally, he just pulled up beside me.

      I rolled down my window and spoke before he could. Call me a coward, but there was nothing more I could do for Grace.

      “I shouldn’t be here,” I told him straight off. “Grace is going to get in your car now. You’ll take her inside.” I turned to Grace. “Jay can help you. I’ll only be in the way.”

      I don’t know what I’d have said had she argued. Mercifully, she simply swallowed, pulled up her fur-edged hood, opened the door and rushed around the front of my truck to Jay’s car. If the vultures saw her, they didn’t yet know who she was.

      They had certainly known me once. The Massachusetts Attorney General made sure of it. My crime, while unintentional and tragic, was personal for her. Her father had been crippled several years earlier when his car was hit by a person who was texting, and while the state legislature subsequently made texting-while-driving illegal, the penalty was a fine so small as to be no deterrent at all. The AG was incensed – and she was right. I’m the first to say that. A slap on the wrist accomplishes nothing. So she continued to make noise, louder each time a new car came on the market that offered enhanced access to technology.

      Then I showed up, lost in a densely wooded area and – stupid, stupid, stupid – taking my eyes from the road to look at my navigation screen and missing a STOP sign just as a van sped through. That driver and my daughter were killed. It didn’t matter that he hit us or that forensics showed him going faster than the limit. I was the only survivor.

      Seizing on the case, the AG strong-armed a bill through the state legislature banning interactive technology from functioning in a moving car. Granted, auto manufacturers sought injunctions and have since won years to implement changes, but the legal maneuvers took the case viral. The Massachusetts AG had called it the Mackenzie Cooper Law, and the name stuck. As if the horror of losing my only child wasn’t enough, I became the poster child for distracted driving.

      And the press? Ate. It. Up. For weeks, the media was parked outside our door, crowding in every time I left home, intruding on our misery with telephoto lenses, even at our daughter’s funeral.

      I deserved it. I deserved every bit of the punishment. Still, here, now, the memory threatened to close up my throat.

      “Text me,” I managed to call, but to Grace or Jay? I was too desperate to escape to care which. Shifting gears, I paused only to make sure that none of those converging on the police station were anywhere near the front of my truck, before leaving the horror behind.
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