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This book is for my children. 


May the world become a place that is worthy of you.










How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife?


—Corinthians 7:16










He struggles to breathe. There’s blood trickling into one of his eyes. His glasses are gone. He can hear the ocean rising to meet him. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.


“Jezebel,” he says through broken teeth, through the wheezing battle for air, through the anger that has cracked open inside him. He crawls across the rocky surface, struggles with his aching hands to find purchase. “Come here, you Jezebel.” A wave hits him in the mouth. But he reaches the stone staircase, finally, and drags himself upward. He’ll find her. And when he does, she’ll be sorry.










CELEBRITYSCOOP.com


CELEBRITY MARRIAGE COUNSELOR MILES MARKELL MISSING, PRESUMED DEAD, AFTER HURRICANE CHRISTINE PUMMELS MAYAN RIVIERA—and foul play suspected!


Hurricane Christine charged ashore late Sunday night, delivering a surprise direct hit to coastal communities in Mexico’s Mayan Riviera—but as the local authorities sift through the debris, mostly concentrated around Zihua, they’re also focusing on finding clues pertaining to the whereabouts of Dr. Miles Markell, who was already embroiled in a controversy (click here for details on the current accusations against Markell; two more were added today).


Miles, 52, and his wife, Grace, 35, were running one of their famed two-week intensive couples’ therapy retreats at the luxurious Harmony Resort, La Hacienda, near Zihua—basically a tropical summer camp for rich, unhappy people—when the storm hit. Little information is available, but it has been confirmed that while damage to the property was extensive, Miles is the only one not accounted for and there have been no injuries—likely because the guests barricaded themselves in the immense main villa of the resort, which has survived decades of hurricanes and tropical storms and could have sheltered hundreds of the local people unable to evacuate the area.


It gets worse. News broke this morning that an anonymous Texas-based group—who will only say that they are “friends” of the celebrity therapist and some are suggesting are members of a local cult—have offered up a 500,000 USD reward for his recovery. This may be leading local divers to execute dangerous dives in an ocean still in turmoil from the storm. And social media has erupted, with many asking why that money couldn’t be donated to rescue efforts directed at assisting Zihua residents (the ones the Markells didn’t bother to help), whose homes have been destroyed and who are still searching for missing family members, instead.


Here’s one thing we know for sure. The #MilesMarkell hashtag is a very strange place right now. Stay tuned for updates.











	Her: 
	Did you ever hear of that clinical study about secrets?





	Him: 
	It sounds familiar.





	Her: 
	I read about it in a psychology journal. We talked about it at the resort, in a strategy meeting once. Because it wasn’t always like that—like everyone says, now. There were some good, calm times. There were moments I was sure we were making a difference. Moments I thought my life was perfect. [Extended pause.]





	Him: 
	Do you need a tissue?





	Her: 
	
I’m not crying. I just need a minute. I miss it a lot, you know. I loved what I did. And I loved that place. Then they came. Those women, and their husbands—I just need a minute.






	Him. 
	Take all the time you need.





	Her: 
	You sound impatient.





	Him: 
	I just said, “take all the time you need.”





	Her: 
	Yes, but this has been going on for a while. We’ve been meeting in this same room for how long now?





	Him: 
	Just about a year.





	Her: 
	You must be getting bored.





	Him: 
	Not at all. On the contrary. You’re a former psychologist and we share that. It deepens our conversations. And you’re my patient. I’m here to help you, not—





	Her: 
	Not extract my secrets, right? But we both know that’s not true. We both know it’s all about the secrets. Except I haven’t really told you anything. I haven’t told you what really happened.





	Him: 
	[A shuffling sound.] You mean about Miles? Who killed him? You want to talk about that today?





	Her: 
	[Long pause.] That study I mentioned, it concluded that the average person has thirteen secrets that they live with—five of which they’ve never told a soul. That was our focus, at the resort: secrets. Pulling secrets into the light. Helping people unearth them. But thirteen? I still think about that.





	Him: 
	Yes, that is the point of therapy. We’ve talked about this before, the idea of digging deep and finding the issue the patient is avoiding, the thing that they’re hoping will escape notice. It’s often hiding in plain sight. And yet—





	Her: 
	Thirteen secrets. Only five that we’ve never told another soul. Does that seem like a lot to you?





	Him: 
	Thirteen secrets, or the idea that five remain buried?





	Her: 
	Both.





	Him: 
	I’d have to give it some thought.





	Her: 
	I’ve given it a lot of thought. I’ve had the time. And I think that number seems high. I think about them, about the people at the resort during those final weeks. I’ve used them as my test subjects—and while, yes, Doctor, I can admit this is an informal and unreliable mode of study and testing, I still think that study is wrong. All those people, they only had one secret. One secret each. Me, too. I only had the one. But it was a big one. And I have to tell it. It’s time. I can’t live with it anymore. Miles Markell was not what he seemed. But neither was I.











Day One










From: Miles and Grace Markell


To: Undisclosed recipients


CC:


Subject: Welcome email!


Welcome, friends! Barring any unforeseen circumstances, you should all have arrived by 4:00 p.m. and we’ll meet on the Oceanside Terrace shortly afterward for Opening Night. We understand you may be tired from a day of travel, but the inaugural exercise isn’t optional (in fact, none of the scheduled activities are). Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of time to relax and settle in tomorrow. But please do use some of the time in your “settle in” day to catch up on your reading. The books you’ll need are on your bedside tables.


After Opening Night, you are invited to retire to your luxury bungalow, where a personalized multicourse room service meal will be delivered. Our staff is at your service with just the press of a button; use them when and as needed. You won’t need an orientation. Everything about Harmony at La Hacienda is intuitive. We promise.


We can’t wait to meet you!


In solidarity,


Drs. Miles and Grace Markell


PS: No cell phones/laptops/devices! The lockboxes are in the lobby. Ruth Abrams, our clinician, will help you schedule approved check-ins with your families. From now on, all communication will happen on resort property only. There is also a strict no-alcohol policy, so ditch the duty-free. See you soon!










The plane circled the coast of an ocean the color of a bowl of blueberries or the heart of a turquoise ring, depending on where you looked. For a moment, the frothy white waves shone with an otherworldly aura and everything she looked at rose to meet her. She thought the plane was crashing. But it wasn’t. It was just her.


Once they landed, the passengers were funneled into a van, where everyone avoided eye contact. Johanna’s head felt heavy against the headrest. The vehicle glided smoothly out of the airport parking lot, but when it hit a pitted highway she raised a hand to her temple. She tried to focus on a flock of birds diving and swooping in unison, tried not to picture her finger as a drill that could relieve pressure. “How do they do that, do you think?” she asked.


“How does who do what?”


“The birds. Fly together like that. How do they know?”


Her husband’s phone pinged. Ignoring her, he reached into his pocket and looked at it. He chuckled and held it up to her. “Look at this,” he said, but she didn’t want to look at it. She wanted to talk to someone about how birds communicate with one another using a method older than radio frequency. She squinted at the screen of his phone and saw the words in solidarity and a lot of bold underlines. She looked away from the amplified glare.


The van was slowing down and moving through a town that crowded against the side of the road. Shop fronts painted teal, yellow, pink and blue; taco stands; thatch-roofed stores; colorful dresses and hats hanging on poles; dogs and goats and people. Johanna locked eyes with a girl in a magenta top waiting at a bus stop and wondered who the girl was and where she lived and if she was happy or sad. She wouldn’t find out. Once, she and Ben had agreed that it was wrong to hide away from a country on a resort that had sanitized the truth out of the land it stood on, the way they were about to for the next two weeks. But the things they had once agreed upon were as foreign now as Johanna’s own face must have been to that girl, appearing in the bus window to stare, mute, at a village she would never know.


Her ears popped as the van ascended a cliff-side road. Wheels dipped into a pothole. The van rattled out and Ben reached over and squeezed her hand as if they’d narrowly escaped something—and maybe they had. The drop to the ocean was dizzying. His hand was cool and dry, but there was a nervous pulse beneath his skin, an unbalanced cadence to his breathing, like an orchestra out of synch. Her own hand was sweaty. “The bold and the underlines are a bit much,” she said. He laughed.


“It’s going to be intense.” He squeezed her hand again as she clenched her body against a wave of nausea. “But we can do this.” She looked left, breaching the unspoken code of conduct in the vehicle. The woman on the other side of the aisle who looked away, fast, had a curtain of seal-brown hair as shiny as glass. How did you get such gleaming hair? Was it something you were born with or something you paid for? The husband had silver hair that glinted, too. He was tapping the screen of a smartphone. “Next time,” Ben said, “we’ll do something you like. That bike trip in Vietnam? Something different. I promise. Not like this.”


It wasn’t long before a structure came into view: a garnet at the top of a hill lit by a sun that had without warning begun to descend and deepen above the ocean, orange-highlighted paper gliding down.


“There it is,” said Ben, and for a moment she thought he meant the sun.


Johanna saw the high windows of the villa lit up. It was as if the structure, which scalloped down a cliffside and was ringed at midlevel by steaming mineral pools, was a giant sundial now signaling the end of the day or the lack of time they had, to be themselves, to remain unobserved. The driveway wove in and out of trees so that the villa, cliffs and beach popped in out of view, tantalizing, disappearing, teasing, gone. One moment, Johanna could see it all: whitewashed walls, waves pounding rock faces, white sand nestled against boulders, jagged mineral jutting into ocean; the next, she couldn’t see anything except trees and vines and playful birds.


“Wow,” Ben said.


“Yeah, I know. Gorgeous.”


But he wasn’t looking out the window. He was inclining his head sideways, toward the woman with the burnished hair and her husband with his premature silvers. “The entire ride.”


Johanna pressed her fingertips against her eyelids. “What are you talking about?”


“He’s on his phone. We’re supposed to put them away.”


Johanna heard the man say something about a safety check. “We’re responsible for these people,” he said in an urgent voice. “Shortcuts aren’t an option here. Redo it. Yes, the entire thing. I’ll wait.”


“Well, we’re not inside the resort yet,” Johanna said. “You had yours out.”


“Workaholic,” Ben whispered. She understood. He needed to feel they were somehow ahead of the class. To believe that, in comparison to all the others, their marital problems were minor. “We always knew he was going to work in law,” his mother liked to say. “He knows the rules to everything.” He also liked to argue—but that was another matter.


The van was at the edge of a circular driveway beside the sprawling white jewel of a building. The engine shut off. Towers, turrets, balconies, white railings, a steep terra-cotta roof and the individual villas scattered like diamonds leading to the beach. There were so many villas. More than necessary, it seemed, for only twelve couples. “Recharge your marriage in a stunning and intimate fairy-tale setting,” said the pamphlets Ben had brought home the morning he had gone to church with his parents and come back with a desperate plea in his eyes. Please, let’s do this. Don’t leave. Let’s fix us. The place really was like a fairy tale—but Johanna was remembering the dusty collection of stories she had discovered as a child on her grandmother’s shelf, tales she had read in childish horror—a horror that is always tempered by delight at finding something not really meant for impressionable minds—about pecked-out eyes and a dead beast, or a love-struck mermaid turning herself into sea foam to save her lover. True love, Johanna had learned at a very young age, had consequences. Happy endings always cost you something.


“Come on, let’s go,” Ben said.


Outside the van, workers in white linen were unloading the luggage. She smelled sea salt on the breeze, sunbaked kelp, the sizzle-scent of garlic and chilies from some distant kitchen. Someone put a champagne flute of mango juice in her hand. She pressed the cool of it against her forehead and thought of their wedding reception at the MacArthur, only two years before. The bubbles in the champagne that day went straight to her head. Johanna had walked in on her mother-in-law crying into a friend’s shoulder in the bathroom. “I’m just so happy,” she lied when she saw Johanna. “She could have chosen a dress that covered those tattoos,” the friend whispered as Johanna left. Johanna had her first migraine that night. Not a great start to their honeymoon.


She sipped the juice. She could hear the ocean far away and lounge music closer up, flowing from speakers set into the rocks. Ben walked ahead, glass in hand, and Johanna hurried to catch up. A woman was stepping forward to greet him, a woman Johanna knew—though it was disconcerting to know someone you’d never met. This was the woman pictured on the books Ben had brought home, the woman from the TED Talks he had played for her on his laptop, the voice from the podcasts they had listened to while cooking dinner. This was the gleaming smile she had seen on the clips from Dr. Oz and The View.


“You must be Johanna,” Grace Markell said.


Johanna forgot about her headache as Grace reached for her hand. Grace didn’t shake it, though. She held it in hers. She held it long enough for the connection to have meaning but not so long that it felt awkward. She looked into Johanna’s eyes as she did this. Her eyes were gray, like storm clouds. “Welcome to Harmony,” she said. “Thank you for coming.”


“Thank you for having us,” Johanna murmured as Grace released her hand. A younger, shorter woman with ash-blond hair swept into a tight bun and heavy makeup on her face was standing beside Grace. She looked as if she were about to go on television.


“I’m Ruth,” she said, pumping Johanna’s hand up and down. It was endless.


“Nice to meet you,” Johanna said, letting her hand go limp.


“Ruth is our assistant.” Grace checked her clipboard. “I don’t think you’re on her roster—” She shook her head. “No, you’re on mine and Ben is on Miles’s. But you’ll see Ruth around. She runs a few of the group sessions.”


Ruth smiled brightly. There was fuchsia lipstick on her tooth. Then she held up a clipboard bearing a white piece of paper covered in black type. “You both need to sign this, please,” she said. “It’s the couples’ contract.” Johanna signed without looking at it; Ben gave it a cursory glance, then scribbled his name.


“The porters are taking care of your luggage,” Grace said. “You’ll find a table upstairs on the terrace with your names, your check-in package and everything else you need. We’re gathering there now.”


“Our bags . . . are where?” Johanna’s nervous elation turned to sudden panic. She’d put her carry-on bag on top of her luggage, and now it had vanished. She needed that bag: her pills were in there.


“In your villas by now,” said Grace with a final smile, one that was likely meant to be reassuring.


“I just need to go to our villa and—” Johanna began.


But Grace was gone, moving along to greet another couple with Ruth slightly behind her, a gosling following a goose. Johanna felt bereft as Grace reached for someone else’s hand.


Ben pulled her along. “Come on. Let’s go.”


Ruth had tucked their contracts into an envelope and was now looking back at Johanna, wide-eyed, too interested.


I am not a subject, Johanna wanted to shout. I am a person. But she didn’t. She let her husband guide her; she let him lead.










As Shell followed the small crowd through the lobby, she found herself behind a young couple who were holding hands. Through a veil of irritation at being stuck, unmoving, behind them, she read the woman’s tattoos:


“You are not your thoughts” written in barely decipherable script on her left shoulder blade and another on her forearm: “And meanwhile the world goes on.”


Or it doesn’t, she could say to this very young woman. You don’t know, she could hiss. No wonder her husband despised her so much he looked past her instead of looking at her. No wonder he was still in the van. He was married to a bitter crone. Shell stayed silent.


But still, she imagined a parallel universe where instead of ironing her clothes until they had sharp creases, she wore tank tops with no bra and was as sexy as a pinup girl, and her husband was holding her hand instead of back in the van obsessing over safety checks for the northern Ontario gold mine that was his new lover, his new best friend, his new family, his new everything to replace all they had lost. Vacations had done this, once: stirred up fantasy.


The woman with the tattoos smelled liked neroli and musk. Her hair curled at the ends and reminded Shell of her young daughter’s, when it dried while she was sleeping.


These thoughts, they were dangerous ones.


But her thoughts were interrupted by a voice behind her. “Hello, there.” Shell turned and found herself looking up at Miles Markell. He was larger than he appeared on TV. Most people were smaller. “Is everything all right?”


“No,” she found herself saying in the horrible woman’s voice she could never quite believe was now her own. “I wouldn’t be here if everything was all right, would I?”


His teeth were white against the tan of his skin. He smiled, then laughed, then took off his glasses and rubbed at his eyes before looking at her for a long, thoughtful moment. “Excellent,” he said as he replaced the dark-rimmed spectacles. “A woman after my own heart. A woman who tells the truth.” He had deep smile lines on either side of his mouth. His eyes danced, like he was suppressing some secret joke that he wanted to share. She felt like they were alone when he looked at her, and this embarrassed her. “Shell Williams, right?”


“Yes, how did you—”


“I like to guess at the identity of our couples,” he said. “Grace and I keep score, actually.” He winked. “But you’re not supposed to be here alone. Where’s your other half?” His mild Texas drawl was like butter melting, nothing like the voices she heard back home this time of year, when everyone’s teeth involuntarily gritted against the winter’s cold.


“Work call,” she said. “Still in the van.” Miles looked toward the driveway. “Ah. I see he’s taking advantage of our unwritten rule—you’re allowed to have phones until you set foot on resort grounds. Does he have a flask of whiskey with him, too?”


“No,” Shell said, and now she didn’t smile. She supposed there was such a thing as too much truth.


Miles lifted a manicured hand, snapped a finger and called out, “Ruth!” The young woman Shell had seen in the background of some of the Markells’ online videos, their assistant, appeared. Her voice was firm, her manner capable. Her foundation was caked in her eyebrows.


“What can I do?” she asked.


“Could you please help Mr. Williams out of the van?”


“Got it,” she said, and trotted off. Shell stood behind Miles and wondered what, if anything, she should say. But before long, Ruth reappeared with Colin at her side.


“Got him,” she said, triumphant.


“Mr. Williams. You’ve arrived.” Miles shook hands with Colin.


“I’ll just put this in the lockbox,” Ruth said, holding up the phone like a prize. But Shell knew Colin had another phone in his luggage. She could tell on him—but at her own peril. So she said nothing.


“All right, get going,” Miles said. “Everyone else is already upstairs.” He placed his hand on the small of her back and urged her toward a set of stairs at the far end of the lobby.


“I should see to our luggage,” Colin said, frowning.


“I need to check in at home,” Shell said at the same time and Colin looked at her sidelong, but just for a second.


“We have valets for your luggage,” Miles said. “Do you see your bags anywhere? And there’s no time to go to your villa now—but trust me, you’ll feel refreshed after the ceremony.” He put his hand on Colin’s shoulder now and pulled him forward. “Come on, let’s go.”


Shell hung back. “I really do need to call home,” she said to Ruth, although this wasn’t true. “My daughter . . .” It was like a knife in her heart.


“We try to keep all contact with home minimal. Who’s taking care of your children?”


“My mother,” Shell found herself saying, and marveled at the fact that her heart was still beating, that she could still breathe.


“Would email be sufficient?”


“Oh. Ah . . .” No. Not at fucking all.


“Do you think that contact with your mother and daughter every other day would be enough?”


She had no choice but to fake a smile. It was either that or grab Ruth by the shoulders and shake her until her hair came loose from her bun—and then ruin her young life by telling her absolutely everything. God, she needed a drink. “Perfect,” she said. “You’re so helpful.”


Ruth consulted her clipboard. “Every other morning, then, just after breakfast, in the twenty-minute window you have between the meal and your first appointment. All right?”


“Thank you,” Shell said, and felt relief as she moved away from Ruth, but not the right kind of relief.


“Fuck,” Colin said when she reached his side at the base of the staircase. “I really need to get back on that call.”


“Of course you do,” she said. “What could be more important than the people who work at the mine?”


He either didn’t feel the bite in her words or he ignored it, and he headed up the stairs. The rooftop terrace was terra-cotta, like the one in the lobby. There were small, white-clothed tables dotting it, each with two teak chairs turned to face a small podium. White gossamer fabric twisted in the gentle breeze. The fabric was tied to pillars, crisscrossed above. There were little centerpieces on all the tables: caper berry and dust-colored air plants inside glass orbs. An infinity pool began where the tiles ended, ringing the terrace and dropping off into nothing. All the tables were occupied but one, close to the front. As she walked toward it, she saw a place card that said Mr. and Mrs. Colin Williams. It seemed so old-fashioned, to write their names out that way. And so strange, to look down and see herself entwined with her husband. She felt something like a remembering, something like a softening. But then Miles’s amplified voice invaded her thoughts and she found herself wondering how he had gotten up there so fast.


“Spectacular, isn’t it? The village you see at the base of the mountain is Zihua. Right now, to the villagers, because of the design of the building and the way the sun illuminates the windows, we look like we’re engulfed in flames. Ironic, no? Since you’ve all come here in an attempt to save your marriages from hell.” He laughed and there were a few guffaws in return. “Puerto Morelos is farther along the coast there, then Akumal. But we might as well be in another world.” Was that a self-satisfied smirk? For a moment, she wondered if he saw himself as above all the little fishing villages, both literally and figuratively. Then the smirk was gone and maybe she’d imagined it. “Now, have we all found our tables? Please do not turn on your microphones until it’s your turn to speak or we’ll have an issue with feedback.”


Miles moved between the tables now, holding a clipboard and a microphone, juggling both as he stopped at each table, nodding his head, writing on the paper.


“Forgive me,” he said into the microphone. “I’m terrible at multitasking.” Shell wondered where Ruth, the capable assistant, had gotten off to. She didn’t see her anywhere on the terrace.


“Let me help you.” Grace approached her husband and took the clipboard from his hand.


“Thank you, darling,” Miles said. For a moment, it was just the two of them standing there in the center of the terrace, smiling, adoring, oblivious to the crowd in front of them. Miles covered the microphone and said something to Grace, then pointed to the clipboard. She examined it for a moment before walking the perimeter of the terrace, making marks on it as she walked. Eventually, she made her way to the front, where she sat on a stool and crossed her legs. Her shoes slid off and landed on the floor.


“All right,” Miles said like an excited boy. “Are you ready for our icebreaker exercise?” No one moved. The few couples who had been talking stopped abruptly. “We want to know what you know about your partners. We want to know what you don’t know. We want to know where we’re starting.”


Grace had her own microphone now. “Why don’t you just explain to them what you need them to do, honey?” she said. “Look how scared they all are.”


“Why don’t you?” Miles said, rolling his eyes in mock annoyance. “You’re so much nicer than I am. People always like things better when you say them.”


“Okay,” Grace said. “So, we’re partnering y’all up. Everyone in the first row must move one row back and join the couple directly behind them. Those in the back row move one row up, and join the couple directly in front of you. Let’s start there.”


There was a flurry of movement. Shell and Colin were joined by the woman with the tattoos whom Shell had seen earlier in the lobby and her husband. He reminded Shell of a handsome puppy, all floppy hair and easy smile.


“Now, here’s how it goes,” Grace continued. Her Texan drawl was present, but not as strong as Miles’s. They both sounded self-assured and velvety. “You’re going to introduce yourselves to each other—and then, when time’s up, you’re going to introduce each other to the group. Very simple.”


“Well, actually, it’s not that simple,” Miles said. “This exercise requires careful listening. If you don’t listen, if all you do is sit there worrying about what you’re going to say—and let’s face it, we’re all guilty of that, a lot of the time—you’ll be in trouble. Seems like a lot of pressure, right? And that’s the point.” A grin spread across his face, and Shell began to recognize it as his trademark. “We have only two weeks, and in therapy terms, that’s not long. In any terms, that’s not long. The odds are stacked against us all, but we will succeed.” A bit of nervous chatter. He waited a moment while the couples at the tables settled. Then a hand shot up close to the front: a woman with a lank blond bob and a T-shirt that slid down her small, bony shoulders.


“Do we have to do this introduction thing? My husband isn’t great with public speaking . . .”


“Then you keep on doing the talking,” Miles volleyed back. “This isn’t optional, so put aside your stage fright and your fears and your excuses. You’ll be washing dishes at Treehouse for the rest of the week if you don’t do this. You think I’m kidding, but I’m not. You know the saying—Texans don’t lie.”


“That’s not a saying, honey,” Grace said.


“Well, it is here.”


There was a server by their table now with a tray of rolled-up towels in his hand. He handed them out with a pair of golden tongs. They were silky and cool to the touch. Shell watched as the auburn-haired woman now seated across from her unfolded her towel and pressed it against her forehead, closing her eyes.


Next, a female server put a jug filled with cucumber and lime water on their table with four long-stemmed glasses. The floppy-haired husband lifted the jug and poured a glass for everyone at the table. Shell couldn’t define why this irritated her so much.


“Our water, by the way, is the best in the world,” Miles was saying. “Triple filtered, remineralized and alkaline. Y’all are going to feel better than you ever have by the end of this week.”


“All right, we should get on with things,” Grace said. “Any other questions?”


Another hand rose at the table beside them, that of a small man with short dark hair going gray in a line at the roots. Shell pictured him in his bathroom, using Grecian Formula. He had glasses and a goatee and was wearing a V-neck sweater that looked too hot for the weather. “How long do we have to speak?” he said.


“Two or three minutes, but we don’t formally time you,” Grace said. She had patience, Shell thought, to deal with these people, their questions and needs, day after day, week after week.


“Well, sometimes Ruth does use a timer,” Miles interjected, and Shell saw that Ruth was back on the terrace off to the side, her cheeks turning pink in the high beam of Miles’s grin.


“Put the stopwatch away,” Grace said, and now Ruth was frowning. “This really isn’t a big deal. Just a fun way for all of us to get to know one another. It’ll be fun. And learning how to better react to the mistakes we and others make is part of what you’ll learn here over the next two weeks, so don’t sweat any of it.” This sounded familiar. Shell was sure she’d heard it on a podcast.


A brown-haired woman sitting closer to the middle raised her hand and Grace nodded at her, but Miles shook his head. “No more questions,” he said. “You have twenty minutes to chat, starting now.” He tapped his Rolex.


Grace padded back to her stool, but he stayed where he was, a sentry among them. Birdsong and silence, until voices began to rise. “Hi, I’m . . .”


“We’re from . . .”


“It’s nice to meet you . . .”


“We were in the van together, right?” the husband across from Shell said. “I’m Ben.” He turned to Colin. “Heard you on your phone. Tough to leave the office behind, I guess?”


Colin just stared at him. “Yes,” he finally said.


“What sort of work do you do?”


“I’m in the mining industry.”


Dead air. Ben said, “Come on, that’s all? We’re meant to be getting to know each other here.” He smiled, but it was a fake smile, too big, belying irritation. That’s my department, Shell thought. I’m the one who hates all of you.


She turned to the wife. “I’m Shell,” she said.


“Johanna,” the woman said faintly.


Forget all of this, Shell longed to say. Let’s run off and find a beach bar. Let’s get a cocktail. These two were young; they’d probably have interesting things to say, outside of the confines of this painful exercise. She sighed. “My husband is the director of operations at a mining company.”


“What kind of mine?”


“A gold mine.”


“Fascinating.”


“Is it?” Shell said, and she saw the hurt look on Colin’s face. For once, she wasn’t angry at him, though. Her anger was rooted in the fact that she hadn’t been able to think of a single interesting thing to say about herself by way of introduction. I was working, too. We were working together. But then I had a child, and I took some time off. And now—


Johanna brought the cool cloth over her eyes.


“And what do you do?” Ben asked Shell.


“I’m a stay-at-home—”


She couldn’t finish the sentence.


“How many kids?” he asked.


Silence.


“One daughter,” Colin said, and Shell released the breath she’d been holding and thought of the word in the email they had received on the way to the resort. Solidarity. It slipped away, fast.


“You?” Shell managed to ask.


“No, we don’t have kids,” Ben said. “Not yet. But we hope to.”


The voices at the other tables were growing louder. Shell heard laughter, heard a man shout, “No way, I went to college there, too! Bobcats forever!” She gripped her water glass and thought about the crystal tumbler she had thrown at her husband several weeks before, the nasty bruise on his forehead, his bitter words: You could have killed me! Was that what you were trying to do? Look at yourself! There was still glass on the floor when she came to in the morning to find Colin gone. Later, he’d told her he’d left because he felt unsafe and she laughed at him, cruel and harsh.


“How did you two meet?” Shell asked, chasing away the ugly memories with words.


Ben smiled and visibly relaxed. Shell realized he was one of those people most comfortable when talking about himself. “I’m a district attorney and Jo is a social worker. We met in court. She was there with one of her clients, and I was trying to put her client in jail for driving the getaway car during her boyfriend’s burglary attempt. For a second time.” He turned to his wife, as if hoping she would pick up the thread of the story, but Johanna didn’t speak. He continued. “Jo got up and spoke about this woman with such passion and faith, when I hadn’t been able to see her as anything but a screwup. She believed in her so fully that it reminded me of why people do the kind of jobs we do—because we believe in something. In people. Plus, I thought she was totally gorgeous. I mean, look at my beautiful wife, right?”


Johanna lowered the cloth from her eyes and smiled weakly. Shell felt sorry for her and disliked her at the same time.


“Four minutes left,” Miles’s voice boomed over the microphone.


“Anyway,” Ben said. “I ended up asking for community service for her client, but a lot of it. Afterward, Johanna came up to me on the courthouse stairs and she was mad.” He turned to his wife again. “What was it you said to me? Come on, honey.”


Johanna closed her eyes again. “I believe I said, ‘You’re an asshole.’ ” Now she opened her eyes and put her hand on her husband’s arm. “You gave my client so much community service she lost her job, remember?” She ducked her head to murmur in his ear. “Ben, it’s getting really bad. I think I need to—”


“Not now, Johanna,” Ben said in a low voice. “We have to do this, you know it’s required.” Then he smiled at Shell and Colin. “Sorry. She’s, ah, a bit tired from the trip. So, yeah, she called me an asshole. It was the first thing she ever said to me. How could I not fall in love with her, right? We went to lunch, dinner, then a drive along the Pacific Coast Highway. We stayed in a hotel room for the rest of the weekend. They left food at the door. We didn’t come out.” He grinned. Their story was done, Shell realized. Perhaps she and Colin were meant to imagine the rest, imagine these two nubile young strangers ripping each other’s clothes off in some hotel room in Santa Monica. Shell kept a smile pasted on her face.


“Lovely,” she said.


“How did you meet?” Ben asked.


Shell was silent. “We met at school,” Colin said. “We were both studying geology, in British Columbia. Shell was—she was known for her opinions. Voted most likely to succeed.”


“There were never any votes,” Shell said, embarrassed.


“And I remember thinking, now, that is a strong woman. A capable woman. A woman who knows what she wants.” He stopped talking. Shell thought he was just pausing. But no, he was done. She looked down at the table and blinked several times. It had felt like the most natural thing in the world, for the two of them to pair up. Similar backgrounds, equal in the looks department, same height, same major, both from Toronto. And they had fallen in love—only now she found it impossible to remember exactly what that had felt like.


“It’s been twenty years,” she said, as if that made things clear.


“Wow. That’s a lifetime. Jo and I have only known each other for three.”


Shell kept her eyes downcast. She thought about what Ben had just said about his wife: that it had been love at first sight. A modern fairy tale in a motel room by the sea. But did it make sense for these two people who barely knew one another to be in counseling? Three years? Three years was nothing.


“Shell?” Ben was saying.


“I’m sorry, pardon me?”


“Did you have anything to add?”


“Um. No. It was a long time ago, that’s all.”


The golden-orange sun was hanging just above the horizon like God had it on the end of a fishing line. And then, just like that, it sank below the surface and was gone. Johanna’s eyes met Shell’s.


“Time’s up,” Miles called out, and Johanna’s expression changed. She stood, suddenly, and said, “I really can’t do this. Ben, it hurts too much. I have to go.” And she lurched away without saying anything more.


“I’m so sorry.” Ben’s expression, which had been momentarily smug—beautiful wife, meet-cute story clearly superior to theirs—was mortified. “She—she gets migraines. I should go after her. It was nice to meet you. Guess we’ll be washing dishes this week.” He shrugged but Shell knew he wasn’t as philosophical as he was trying to appear. What would happen in their bungalow behind closed doors that night? What would happen behind all these closed doors?


“Unbelievable,” Shell said, when they were both gone. There was still a clamor of voices around them, and at first she wasn’t sure what Colin was saying. But then he stood, too.


“Come on,” he said. “Before they get started.”


“What?”


“I hung up on a safety board meeting when that Ruth woman dragged me off the bus.”


“So?”


“So, I need to find out what’s happening. It’s really important.”


“No way. We can’t just walk out.”


“It’s pointless. This is a pointless exercise. If you keep your voice down, we can get out of here unnoticed.”


“I’m not going!”


“Damn it, Shell. We’re adults. This isn’t summer camp. They don’t get to dictate our every move.”


“Do you know what dictates your every move? Your job.” She was shouting now. All the other voices lowered and people stared. “It was your idea to come here!”


“You promised you would come here and try.” He lowered his voice. “It was either this or—”


“How is leaving—”


“Come on. We can talk in our counseling sessions. Not here.” The terrace was silent. Shell considered her options: stand and follow her husband meekly off the terrace or hold her ground. Who exactly did she want to be?


“I’m not leaving,” she said.


He did. Shell lifted her chin and stared straight ahead. People were going to have to stop looking at her, eventually—weren’t they? Miles and Grace approached her table. “I’m sorry,” she said, her bravado dissolving and her cheeks tingling with shame.


“Don’t be,” Miles said. “Some couples are in therapy for months, even years, before they have a breakthrough—if they ever have a breakthrough at all. Most just give up, eventually, and go back to their lives of quiet desperation, or they separate, they end things, they tear their lives apart.” He was speaking into his mic, but to her, only. Then he turned to his audience. “What Shell has so adeptly made us realize in just our first moments here is that layers must be peeled away quickly. And that’s going to hurt. There’s going to be conflict. But that’s what we’re after, especially at first. You did great, Shell. You were honest, raw and real. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


“Look around you, Shell,” Grace said. “You’re among friends. We’re all going to feel vulnerable this week, we’re all going to feel exposed. But the important thing to understand is that we’re all in this together.”


Silence. Miles sat down at her table, taking the spot her husband had vacated. “I’ll introduce you,” he said. “I know who you are.”










Day Two










Many of the couples we see in our practice have simply stopped talking to one another about anything except the bare necessities (“Who is picking the kids up from school?” “Is there any milk left in the fridge?” Sound familiar?). They’ve grown used to this lack of communication; it feels normal to them. But it’s not! You must begin your journey with a commitment to the process of relearning communication with your partner. You must make talking to one another the norm.


But tread carefully.


After so much has been left unsaid, the truth can bubble to the surface, causing arguments that are counterproductive to your renewed commitment. Lay groundwork first. What is your husband’s favorite meal? When Grace has something important she wants to discuss with Miles, she often has the chef at Treehouse prepare his favorite dish (chicken mole, in case you’re wondering). Does your wife like flowers? Order some! (Grace has a soft spot for orchids, which, blessedly, are plentiful in Mexico.)


Marriage is not simply about taking. You must give to your partner before you can expect to receive. And you must do so when you are least inspired.


—from the New York Times bestseller Revering Your Marriage and Renewing Your Love by Drs. Miles and Grace Markell











	Her: 
	But where do I start? Do I focus on Miles, on how he was trying to push me away, and how I wasn’t about to let him? It upset me at first, yes, but I got stronger. Or, do I focus on Johanna and Ben, her fragility, her headaches—how beautiful she was, how infatuated he was and how hopeless the entire thing was, what was really going on beneath the surface? Or on Shell Williams and the bottles of vodka and strong sleeping pills I found in her luggage—and confiscated, of course. Or her husband, who had not one but two spare phones hidden away? But Miles decided to let him keep those.
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