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PROLOGUE



LUCIE, 2002


My great-aunt wasn’t happy.


I’d only met her once before, this woman who’d raised my father, but as she waited on her front porch, watching me tug a beat-up suitcase behind me, she looked no more impressed than she had the first time.


I wasn’t all that happy either. I’d seen my father before, in magazines and on TV, sitting on a yacht with other famous tech guys or showing off his mansion—his model wife and kids beside him. I’d had high hopes for his aunt Ruth’s lakeside cottage, but her house was barely any better than ours. And Elliott Springs, which sounded like the name of a resort to me, had turned out to be a crappy town far to the south of San Francisco. There weren’t even stoplights.


“Didn’t even shut the engine off,” Ruth muttered as my mother drove away. “Work emergency, my ass.”


My mom doesn’t even have a job. She’s going to Disney with her boyfriend. Somehow, I held the words in. It helped that my mother had promised to take me with them next year if I kept it to myself.


My aunt sighed, grabbing my suitcase. “Well, come on, then,” she said, walking into the house and leading me up a flight of stairs, explaining things I already knew: that it would be very dull here for a six-year-old, that I’d need to stay inside.


“No one can know you’re here,” she warned. “Having a kid around is not what I need right now.”


I nodded. I was used to both things—keeping secrets and not being wanted. My father had refused to ever meet me. My mother’s boyfriends complained about me all the time, and when they weren’t complaining, my mother was. It was a bruise I’d become so used to I barely noticed when it got poked.


Ruth led me into a room that faced the neighbor’s house, but I could see the lake to the left, with a dock jutting out onto it and a bunch of boys who looked a few years older than me standing on its edge. I walked to the window, drawn to them, barely listening as Ruth told me she had to get back to work.


They were flipping into the water, one after the other, howling and yelling and so…free. They were all tan and happy and handsome, but for some reason my gaze landed on just one of them and refused to stray.


The sight of him called to me. As if he was saying, “Lucie, find me, you belong here,” though he had no clue I existed.


I decided to watch him carefully, whenever I could. If he was drowning, I’d go save him, like Ariel saved Prince Eric.


I was weirdly certain that one day he’d need me to do it.
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LUCIE


2023


There are logical things to think about when you call your husband to tell him your marriage is over, but the boy next door—a boy you haven’t even seen in thirteen years—is not among them.


I could blame it on the fact that I’m back in Elliott Springs… that I’m at the lake and standing on the same dock where Caleb once executed perfect flips and dives. But that would imply I ever stopped thinking about him in the first place, which I did not. Not entirely.


“How exactly do you think you’re going to leave me?” Jeremy asks. “Your only skill is being hot, and you’ve barely got that anymore.”


It’s telling that he hasn’t mentioned our twins—asleep in the house just past my shoulder—once during this conversation. He’s been too focused on his outrage—first that I’d dare to accuse him of cheating, then that I actually had proof and was doing something about it.


“No smart comeback?” Jeremy asks. “Oh, wait. You’d need to be smart in the first place for that.”


I look over my shoulder at Caleb’s old house looming dark and lifeless behind me. It sold years ago, so I’ll never get to see who he grew into—if he became a man who cheats on his wife and then blames her. If he tells the mother of his children that her only skill is being hot. I can’t imagine he does, but I bet he didn’t marry someone like me. Someone who stands here listening to it.


I hit the button to end the call and drop the phone in the pocket of my robe. Jeremy will make me pay for that—hanging up on him—but I feel like a different person here. The girl I used to be, with different fears and different desires.


I’d just wanted one person to want me, back then. Perhaps I latched onto the idea of Caleb simply because he was my opposite, surrounded by people who adored him…but it felt like more. I’d been a dirty secret my entire life, yet I was certain it would change—that I’d eventually be down here by his side, jumping off the dock, trying to balance on an inner tube.


And now I’m back, over two decades later, and I’ve still never jumped in the lake. In some ways, this is the first time in my life I’ve actually been free.


So jump, says a voice in my head. A crazy, illogical voice. I’m a grown woman with two children asleep inside. I don’t even have a towel. But already I’m shedding my robe.


I bend my knees and spring off the balls of my feet.


This will be my clean break, my fresh start, and—


Fuck, fuck, fuck.


I’m gasping as I reach the water’s surface, flailing in my frantic attempt to get to the ladder.


The water is so fucking cold, and if I’d hoped this would help, would prove to be transcendent, I could not have been more wrong. I’m an idiot who somehow forgot a lake in northern California would be cold in late March, and there’s nothing transcendent about that at all.


I scramble up the ladder in panties and a camisole that are soaking wet, wishing I’d at least considered bringing a towel for this fresh start of mine. I blot my eyes with my robe, but as I straighten to wrap it around myself…there’s movement.


Someone or some thing is standing behind the kitchen window inside Caleb’s abandoned house.


I could have imagined it, but no. There it is again, shifting shadows behind the glass doors. And whatever it is just watched me climbing semi-nude from the lake.


My new beginning was already off to a rough start. Now it’s the opening scene of a horror movie.
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JEREMY




Don’t know who the hell will hire you. Turning on the TV and putting chicken nuggets in the oven seem to be your only talents.





HE’S DELIVERED a near-constant stream of insults since Saturday night. You’d think he’d be too busy sleeping with our teenage babysitter to find the time, but he’s good at multitasking.


Unlike Jeremy, I don’t have the luxury of crafting pointlessly cruel texts. I had two kindergartners to get to school one town over, before hustling fifteen minutes down the highway to Technology Solutions Group, my new employer.


The massive brick building a bit north of Santa Cruz looks a lot more impersonal than it did when I came for my interview, but I doubt I looked at it all that carefully. Back then, I was more worried about Jeremy finding out I was job hunting than anything else.


Wiping damp hands on my pencil skirt, I walk to the front doors and head into the lobby, where a receptionist actively ignores me until she’s done taking pictures of her coffee.


“Hi—I’m Lucie Monroe, the new hire. I was told to ask for Mark Spencer?” She stares at me as if I’m still speaking, still boring her, and hits a button. “Mark, someone’s here to see you.” She returns to photographing her coffee without missing a beat.


I’ve been hired to improve morale—a job I convinced myself I was perfectly suited for, because if you spend your days trying to persuade young children to bathe, eat vegetables and go to bed, you’ve got more experience enhancing morale than anyone alive.


If this girl is a typical TSG employee, it may be more of an uphill battle than I anticipated.


“Lucie, welcome,” Mark says, walking toward me. “Looks like you’ve met Kayleigh already. Let’s find you an office.”


He turns down the hall opposite the one he came from, and I follow.


“I know you’ve just arrived,” he says as we walk, “but the board is excited to hear your ideas and we happen to have a meeting tomorrow. I’d love it if you could swing by and tell them where you’ll be starting.”


My nod of agreement is weak. I came in for my interview spouting research about employee programs I’d found online, but that hardly means I’m ready to present a plan to the board.


He comes to a stop in a large room full of empty, silent cubicles. “You’ve obviously got your pick of offices.” He winces as he laughs at his own joke. “With all the staff turnover, we consolidated most of the teams and put them on the next few floors.”


“Turnover?” I repeat.


He shrugs. “I think I mentioned in the interview that a number of our employees have gone to competitors. Everyone wants to work from home since the pandemic, and the CEO is avidly against it. That’s where you come in…We’re hoping you can stem the tide.”


Mark never mentioned even once that they were losing employees. He said, ‘We want to be a place where people love their jobs,’ which is pretty different, and the insanity of what I’ve done is becoming clearer by the second.


He gestures to the nearest cubicle, and I step inside. My first office. It’s three felt walls—probably an eighth the size of the offices my half-siblings have, working for my father—but it’s mine.


Mark follows, perching on the edge of the desk. “Look, this isn’t the greatest way to kick off your first day, but I feel like I need to level with you. The CEO’s been out of town and he was never a fan of creating this position in the first place. But I only became aware this morning of how strongly he was opposed to it.”


Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.


I put three grand into a new checking account before I left, but it won’t last long, and then what? Jeremy said I’d be crawling back in a week. Maybe he was right.


I sink into a chair. “So he could just…cancel this whole thing?”


Mark’s gaze flickers to mine and away. “Well, as you know… the initial contract is only for three months. I suppose if it doesn’t go well, he could conceivably decide to eliminate the position. But it won’t come to that. Why don’t we go say hi? I’m certain he’ll change his mind once you talk to him.”


I’m not certain about that at all, especially if he decides to look carefully at how much of my resume involves volunteer positions at the twins’ old preschool and realizes this is my first real job. But Mark’s already rising, already leading me back past the unfriendly receptionist and on to his boss. There was no mention of the CEO on the website, but it’s easy to imagine the sort of miserable old man who awaits us, a guy who doesn’t want to spend a dime on his employees but probably flies by private plane.


I follow Mark inside an office ten times the size of my cubicle…and stare, open-jawed, at the man sitting behind the desk.


He is, in no way, a miserable old man.


It’s Caleb, all grown up. He was in college the last time I saw him, but I’d know his face anywhere. It featured prominently in every innocent and not so innocent fantasy I had through adolescence, after all, and it’s twenty times more handsome now—all hard angles and soft mouth, a jaw in need of a shave.


I have kids to support and more shit to manage than I can possibly handle well, but something stirs to life in my chest anyway—tiny, baby butterflies whispering that perhaps this is fate. Because how else do I explain the fact that my childhood crush has reappeared in my life just as I’ve become single?


He tugs at his tie, scowling at me. “I really hope this is a joke.”
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CALEB


The girl I watched prancing around my backyard all fucking weekend is in my office, and my buddy Liam’s got to be the one behind it.


He saw her outside yesterday afternoon babysitting someone’s kids and didn’t stop talking about her rack for a minute. I’m not sure how he convinced her to walk in here in a skirt pretending she’s the new hire, but I’m not amused.


I wait for the two of them to start laughing, for Liam to pop out from around the corner to slap Mark on the back.


“Caleb—” Mark’s voice is wary, uncertain, and if he’s acting, he’s better at it than I thought. “This is Lucie Monroe, our new director of employee programs. Lucie, Caleb Lowell, our…” He looks at each of us in turn. “Do you…know each other?”


It’s not until he says Lucie that something clicks.


It can’t be.


There was a kid named Lucie who stayed next door at the lake occasionally when I was a teen. Big, gray-green eyes, talking a million miles a minute when she got the chance. It can’t possibly be the same girl, can it?


I study her more carefully. Everything about her has changed, but not those eyes, the color of a stormy sea.


“We used to be neighbors,” she whispers to Mark. Her voice is nearly mute with surprise, which makes neighbors sound like a euphemism for something much, much worse: an ex or someone she took a restraining order against.


Holy shit. It is her, and I don’t know who I want to punch more—Liam, for what he said aloud, or myself, for silently agreeing with some of it.


Mark’s mouth falls open. “Neighbors? Where?”


“It was ages ago,” she replies, biting her lip.


“We’re still neighbors,” I correct, and she winces. Maybe she’s wondering if I saw her swimming in her fucking underwear on Saturday night.


Yeah, Lucie, I definitely saw. You grew up. Jesus, did you grow up. And I need to know why I suddenly can’t seem to get away from you.


She appears to be surprised to find me here, and I guess it’s possible—I’ve had my name scrubbed off everything online—but there’s too much overlap for this to all be a coincidence.


I glance at Mark. “Can you give us a minute?”


My tone is more a demand than a request, yet Mark hesitates, shooting me a look that asks what the hell is happening before he complies.


The door shuts, and Lucie slides into the chair on the other side of the desk. Her hair is lighter than it used to be, still dark but shot through with streaks of honey and caramel, perhaps because she’s finally allowed to go outside during the summer. Robert Underwood’s illegitimate child. I guess it’s still a secret since I’ve never heard anything about it, and he’s famous enough in my field that I would have. I’d have hoped she made the bastard pay for her silence, if nothing else, but she’s working here...so probably not.


“This is a surprise,” I begin. I clear my throat. “I didn’t even realize it was you until I heard your name. It’s been, what, fifteen years?”


“Thirteen,” she says, blushing. She blushed a lot as a kid, but it hits different now. I want to punch myself in the face again. “I thought you’d sold the house.”


“I bought it back last month. I had a place down in Santa Cruz but I needed a change of pace. I guess Miss Underwood left you her cabin?”


She nods, her eyes fixed on her lap. “I haven’t really come out much, but I’m going through a divorce, so we needed a place to stay. I’ve got twins. They turned six last week.”


“Twins? You don’t even look old enough to be married.”


She laughs. “Caleb, I’m only four years younger than you. I’m definitely old enough to be married. So are you.”


“I am married,” I reply. I’m not sure why I say it. Reflex, perhaps. Or maybe I simply sense a threat here in Lucie with her curves and her big eyes and her lip-biting.


“That’s...you’re...” She fiddles with the hem of her skirt. My gaze catches on her long legs and veers away fast. “The house has been so quiet. I didn’t think there was one person in there, much less two.”


I lean back in my chair. “I’ve been traveling for a few weeks and Kate’s been away too.” Kate’s been away too. As if she’s shopping in Paris with her mom or down at Canyon Ranch getting facials.


She nods. “No kids?”


I swallow. It’s time to curtail this walk down memory lane. “Kids are the last thing I need. Anyway, about the job...I’m sorry if you were misled during the interview, but this was never intended to be a permanent position. Even if I could swing the cost of another salaried employee who isn’t bringing in dollars, I can’t swing a bunch of expensive programs to increase morale.”


She goes pale beneath her tan, and no wonder—she’s got kids to support, and I just told her the job isn’t going to last. I silently curse Mark for not being more upfront when he hired her.


“What if the programs aren’t expensive?” she asks. “If employees are leaving because they want to work from home, it must cost you thousands to hire new people and get them up to speed, right? Stopping the flow would pay for the programs right there.”


I sigh heavily. I know for a fact that pizza parties and posters that say ‘Believe in yourself’ aren’t going to keep someone here if he wants to sit on his couch playing video games and jerking off. But the board needs to see it for themselves, which is why I agreed to three months. “It’s not going to work, Lucie. But look...stay for the next few weeks. Take the salary and spend every minute you’re here sending out resumes and interviewing. When you meet the board tomorrow, rattle off some bullshit and keep looking for a job.”


She’s staring at me as if she doesn’t understand what I’m saying. “Rattle off some bullshit?”


I shrug. “Whatever. Tell them you want to host a blood drive or get everyone to wear a lapel pin or something. The lamer your ideas are, the better, as far as I’m concerned, because I need the board to realize it’s not going to work.”


Her shoulders sag. “Why are you so sure I won’t make a difference?”


“I just am. Take the next two weeks to job hunt. You can even stay three if you must.”


She appears to hear the finality in my tone and rises, smoothing her skirt. “Maybe I’ll surprise you,” she says as she turns to leave.


“I don’t want to be surprised,” I reply.


Surprises are the last thing I need.


Especially surprises who swim naked outside my window.
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LUCIE


Shit.


Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.


I march out of the office and wince once the door shuts behind me. What a complete disaster this is.


Does he really believe I can get another job that will support a family within two to three weeks? I spent months applying for jobs before I got this one. I spent months saving enough money to get us by until that first paycheck.


How long will that last us if I’m unemployed? Not all that long. I could conceivably sell my aunt’s house, but I doubt it’s worth much and I assume I’d have to split that with Jeremy. I could never buy a new place with what would be left over.


I collapse into the desk chair and bury my face in my hands. God, I’m foolish. There I was, wondering if it was fate that we met and eager to find out where his life had taken him, while he was simply trying to figure out how to get me out of his company as soon as possible.


But if he told the board he’d give me three months, he’ll have no reason not to give me three months as long as I can impress them tomorrow. I just need to create a miraculous program by the end of the day, despite having no idea what the budget is and no real-world job experience. Great. Super. No problem.


I always think of Ruth during moments like this, panicked moments when I’m not sure I have what it takes. She’d spend the day on conference calls while I sat by quietly, and between each of them she’d give me advice—all these sayings that were utterly meaningless to a little kid who just wanted to go outside: Work smarter, not harder; don’t recreate the wheel.


Those meaningless phrases of hers have helped me out of more than one situation and—because I have to pick up the twins in seven hours, and that’s not nearly enough time to come up with an idea of my own—not recreating the wheel is decent advice.


I start looking at what larger companies offer their employees, and though every idea seems like a terrible one when it has to be perfect or else—‘Perfect is the enemy of good’ Ruth says in my head—by the time I leave to get the twins, I’ve at least chosen something and started to pull together a presentation.


“Finally,” my friend Molly says, picking up on the first ring. “I texted you a million times.”


I look both ways before I take a left out of the parking lot. “I couldn’t text. I couldn’t do anything. I’m already about to get fired.”


She laughs. “That can’t be true.”


Molly is the one person who knows everything about me. She knows who my dad is, she knows about Jeremy’s cheating and overall ugliness. But she is endlessly confident and competent, at least where work is concerned—as the only Black supervisor at a research lab, and one of only three females, the nonsense she hears is endless, so she’d have to be. I’m not sure she can even imagine getting fired because she’s too damned good at what she does for anyone to want her gone.


“My boss—there’s a whole story there too—basically told me he needs me gone. He said he’s giving me a couple weeks to find another job and that’s it.”


“Shit,” she whispers. “Have you met with the divorce lawyer yet? You need child support if nothing else.”


The lawyer, who is booked out for weeks and wants five hundred for the first meeting. “It’s next month.”


“I still think we should just poison Jeremy. It would solve so many problems.”


I laugh wearily. “That’s a pretty bold plan coming from a woman who can’t even tell her boss she likes him.”


She hasn’t been on a single date during all the years I’ve known her. There was an ugly break-up in grad school, and ever since she started at her current job, it’s been Michael, Michael, Michael—the boss she lusts after from afar.


“Here’s what we do: apple seeds,” she says, ignoring my point. “They contain arsenic. We crush them up and put them into his food. Nothing ever gets traced back to us.”


“Unless they test for arsenic and someone wonders why I recently bought ten bushels of apples. I’m not ready to turn to murder yet.” I pull into the parking lot of the twins’ school and let her go, as St. Ignatius doesn’t allow cell phones to be used on the premises, and it’s the kind of place where you follow the rules, because we need them more than they need us. I’m still not sure how Jeremy got the twins in when we’re pretty much the only parents here who didn’t attend St. Ignatius ourselves and couldn’t afford to build the school a new stadium if necessary. Jeremy comes from money, at least, but me? I spent my entire childhood moving from one guy’s trailer home to another guy’s apartment, and now—broke and soon-to-be-divorced—I don’t see myself fitting in any better.


Fortunately, the halls are empty this late. I rush back to the aftercare room, where Henry is waiting for me, sitting at a table alone. My heart pinches hard at the sight. He never plays with anyone but Sophie, and I’ve been hoping it would change, but they’ve nearly got an entire year of kindergarten behind them and it hasn’t. One day, Sophie will move on—to new friends and college and a career. Who will Henry have then?


Both twins run when they see me but it’s Sophie, happily occupied at the play kitchen only a moment ago, who’s outraged. “Where were you?” she demands. Like my mother, she’s never one to let the opportunity to complain pass quietly, but in her, it’s a good thing. No one pushes my mother around, and no one will ever push Sophie an inch either.


I offer an awkward smile to the teacher as I shepherd them out. “I had to work, sweetie. I told you.”


“I-D-L-T,” she announces.


It’s a game I made up last year, to help the twins learn the sounds letters make. ILY is I love you. TFB is time for bed. I created it mostly for Henry, who doesn’t have Sophie’s ease with words nor her love of stories, but it’s Sophie who uses it, mostly to express her disapproval. Today’s is easy to figure out because I hear some version of it quite a bit.


“I didn’t like this?” I guess.


“I didn’t,” she says. “I still don’t.”


If today had gone better, I’d probably laugh. But I just don’t have the capacity for laughter at present.


I wanted to give my children everything my mother did not give me. Now I’m worried I’ll be giving them even less.
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THE PRESENTATION CONSUMED MOST of my evening and I’ve only gotten two hours of sleep when it’s time to wake the twins the next morning. I felt sorry for Caleb when I saw his truck pull up late last night—I assume, based on his stress level, he was just getting home from work—but I feel sorrier for myself. When Sophie cries about how unfair it is that we have to get up so early, I want to agree.


I get through the school drop-off then rush past scowling Kayleigh the receptionist and work frantically until it’s time to go to the conference room.


When I arrive, it’s Caleb I notice first, sitting at the end of the table like a king. A lovely king, his tie askew, jaw still in need of a shave, offering me a forced, reluctant smile.


No, not a lovely king. A married one who wants to fire me and who may be furious in a minute.


And yet, even now, I can’t shake this lingering feeling from childhood, this certainty that he’s mine. I’d better figure out how to shake it soon.


“Welcome, Lucie,” Mark says, gesturing to a guy my age and an older female. “You’ve met Caleb, of course. Debbie is the head of HR and Hunter is our VP of sales. Our board members will be watching your presentation online, so we’re ready whenever you are.”


I take a deep breath as I move to the front of the room, doing my best to ignore the random sounds coming from the video attendees I can’t see. Sweat trickles down my back as they watch me fumble, trying to get my laptop to connect. I entered every beauty pageant that offered scholarship money as a teen, so parading in front of three people should be no big deal, but my dress feels too tight, my heels too high, and I’ve only used a smart board once in my life. The odds of this going well are diminishing by the second.


“It’s not…” I mumble, flushing, clicking the connect button again and again.


Hunter walks over to help, thank God.


“Ah,” he says after a second. “Not your fault. The conference room is on a different network and this laptop they gave you is ancient. Here—”


With two clicks of the mouse, my presentation goes up on the board and I beam at him like he’s a nurse handing me my newborns for the first time. “Thanks.”


“Can we get going?” Caleb asks. “We have a whole lot to discuss today.”


I stare at him. What the hell happened to that infinitely sweet boy who was so kind to me as a kid, so patient? Because there’s no sign of him now.


“My idea is a walking challenge,” I begin, and Caleb’s eyes narrow. “Employees would divide into teams and compete to get the most miles. It’s healthy, obviously, but it would also foster some fun, friendly competition between departments.”


A disembodied voice—one of the board members, I assume—says, “What a fabulous idea.”


Caleb clearly does not agree. “I don’t understand why anyone would choose to participate in this,” he says, his eyes dark.


I forward to the next slide. If he hated the idea before, he’s about to hate it even more. “Prizes. The winning team would get a party and an extra day off, but there’d also be tiered incentives like a grand prize to the person with the most miles. A trip for two, with TSG paying the hotel and airfare.”


“Jesus,” he groans. “Do you have any idea how much that would cost?”


I’m sure if I got more sleep, I’d handle his criticism better. But I didn’t get more sleep and he’s kind of being a dick. My aunt was a brutal critic of any plan presented to her and even she wasn’t this bad. “Well, according to your corporate travel policy,” I reply tartly, “the company is keeping the miles accrued when people travel for work, so you could use those to cover both travel and hotel.”


Caleb rattles a pen against the table. “What are these other tiers?”


I flip to the next screen, fighting the mounting sense that I’ve failed miserably. “Restaurant gift cards—that kind of thing. Overall, there’s very little cost to the company for these prizes compared to the amount of goodwill they’ll generate.”


Caleb pushes away from the table. “Listen, the whole purpose of this is to retain employees, not generate goodwill—you really think you can keep everyone at their job because they have a quarter of a percent chance at winning a prize?”


I’m too irritated for diplomacy. “Everyone? No. I figure at least five people in the building have already accepted positions elsewhere and just haven’t given notice. But if you’re asking me to prove it works, all I really need to show is that fewer people have left, don’t I?”


There’s quiet laughter from the video participants, but all my attention is focused on Caleb, staring at me balefully from beneath those dark brows. Such a lovely face, wasted on such an irritating man.


His gaze shifts from me to the smart board. “There’s no way you came up with this so fast on your own.”


“BP oil did something similar.” Really, really similar. I offer him a saccharine smile. “I can be more creative, but not when I’ve only had twenty-four-hours’ notice.”


“Wonderful work, Lucie,” says a video attendee somewhere. “You’re exactly what we needed.”


“Yes, Miss Monroe,” Caleb growls. “Thanks for being so helpful.”


I stare at him. This is the man about whom I crafted elaborate fantasies for a decade of my life, fantasies in which I somehow proved my worth. I wanted to save him—like Belle saved the Beast, like Mulan saved Shang—because how else does a girl no one wants win over the boy beloved by everyone?


I should have focused more on how I’d save myself.
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CALEB


The look Mark gives me as he walks into my office is asking the same question it often does: Why?


Why did you cancel the holiday party?


Why can’t employees keep their airline miles?


Why did you close the seventh floor?


He sinks into the chair across from my desk. “Why were you so rude to her this morning?”


Because I thought she understood the assignment, and she clearly didn’t.


I slam my laptop shut with a sigh. “I asked a handful of entirely reasonable questions about a program that will cost way more than she’s indicating it will. The better question is why you hired her in the first place. She didn’t even know how to work a fucking smart board.”


“I liked her enthusiasm.”


I roll my eyes. “Yeah. I bet a lot of men like her ‘enthusiasm.’ Hunter was so smitten by her enthusiasm he could hardly function today.” Fucking MBA from Harvard and she reduced him to a lovesick teenager in a matter of seconds. If he’d seen her Saturday night—miles of bare skin, nipples pebbled tight under a soaking wet tank top—he’d have written her a blank check.


Mark runs his tongue over his teeth, struggling to remain patient. “Caleb, she did an amazing job, and you were borderline rude the entire time.”


“I don’t especially enjoy getting to know people who will soon be former employees, especially when they live next door to me. And we both know she isn’t going to last. I told you I was only keeping this person on for three months and you led her to believe it was permanent. That’s on you.”


“I hired her for a permanent position because this should be a permanent position and I assumed you’d come to your senses.” He climbs to his feet. “Based on what she just did today, you already should have.”


I can’t even argue. She knocked it out of the park, but that changes nothing. She still can’t stay.


I head to my friend’s bar a short time later. I’d prefer to skip the weekly get-together, but I’ve been out of town for weeks and it’s easier to get it over with than having my friends harass me by phone for the rest of the week.


Once I’m there and have a beer in front of me, I’m glad I came…until Harrison tells us his dad is putting their beach house on the market.


That house was a staple of our childhood, the place where we surfed from dawn to nightfall, fooling ourselves into believing we were the next Kelly Slater, the next Andy Irons. I thought we’d teach our kids to surf there, our grandkids too, but I think we’ve all avoided it since our friend Danny died during a trip in college.


“Did you ever go back, after that weekend?” I ask Harrison.


He shakes his head. “I intended to. It was just—”


We all know what he means.


“That was the weekend shit started to fall apart,” Liam says. “It’s like we were fucking cursed.”


None of us argue. We all held so much promise back then, but after Danny’s death…we withered. Maybe that’s how adulthood is for everyone, but it’s nothing I foresaw for us, back when Liam and Beck were the star athletes at Gloucester Prep and Harrison and I were vying for valedictorian.


“Maybe we should go surf there, one last time, before it sells,” Beck adds. “Break the curse.”


Liam shoots a wary look at the corner of the bar, where a group of women are gathered—and scowling at him. “I’m not sure I’ll live long enough to join you.”


Harrison reaches for the pitcher. “You wouldn’t have this problem if you’d attempt something that lasts more than two minutes.”


“Two minutes? No wonder your wife looks so unhappy,” Liam replies, which would be funnier if it wasn’t true. “I think I’m finally ready to settle down, however, now that I’ve laid eyes on Caleb’s hot new neighbor.”


I set my beer down with a thud. “She’s got kids and she’s going through a divorce, so leave her alone.”


“All I heard was ‘She’s getting divorced,’” Liam replies. “Was there something more?”


Harrison laughs under his breath as he turns to me. “What neighbor? I thought you were the only idiot who’d buy a house on the north end of the lake. Not a single place there was built after 1950.”


“I have no idea who she is.” That she’s Robert Underwood’s kid obviously isn’t public knowledge, and I’m sure as shit not about to admit she works for me. It’s a situation I plan to change, ASAP. “She moved in next door.”


Beck leans back against the far side of the bar. “Why aren’t you interested if she’s so attractive? I mean, have you slept with anyone since Kate left?”


If I tell him it’s none of his business, I’ll look like I’ve got something to hide. And I, unequivocally, do not. “Of course I haven’t. She’s been through a lot. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”


Harrison looks at the others briefly before clearing his throat. “She’s been gone for nearly a year, Caleb. You’ve waited long enough.”


I look between them and sense this was all pre-planned. Intervention for the guy who refuses to cut the cord. They see me as the victim when they look at us, but when I look in the mirror, I see a villain.


Because everything that went wrong with Kate began with what was wrong with me.
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LUCIE


My mother’s name lights up the phone mere seconds after I’ve gotten dressed in the morning. Calls from her are rare and visits even rarer. I’m okay with the infrequency: I don’t need my kids lured in by the same false promises she always made me.


“I can’t believe I had to hear about this from Jeremy,” she says. “Are you insane?”


Her reaction is not a surprise—she’s spent her entire life looking for a golden ticket, which she erroneously thought she’d found when she got knocked up by my father. The one thing I’ve ever done right, in her estimation, was marrying Jeremy, and now I’ve thrown it away.


I walk to the kitchen and get the eggs out while she continues.


“You’ve got mouths to feed, Lucie. Or did you think your pageant experience and a degree you’ve never used set you up to take over the world?”


I reach for the matches. My aunt was frugal and refused to accept help from anyone, including my father. I’m wishing, now that I’m the one who has to light the stove by hand, that she’d accepted just a little help. “I’ve got a job. I’m the director of employee programs for a software company.”


“No job you’re qualified for will bring in the kind of money Jeremy makes. You realize you can forget about the country club membership and skiing in Tahoe and your Christmases in Palm Springs, right?”


I pull open a cabinet door and the whole thing snaps off the hinges. “I never cared about any of that in the first place.” I hated the big, soulless house Jeremy chose without my input. I hated those trips he’d take us on, constantly jostling to be seen by the right people, putting on a show of his parenting only when there was an audience.


“Yeah, that’s easy to say until you realize what it’s like to live without it. And your kids might have liked those things you claim you don’t care about. Whatever. I just hope you aren’t under the impression that I’m going to help you out when it falls through.”


I give a small, bitter laugh. “Have no fear, Mom. I never thought for a minute you’d be helping us.” She doesn’t lift a finger for anyone but herself, which is, no doubt, why my aunt set up her will to keep the house in trust for me until I became an adult—so that it would remain out of my mother’s reach.


“You think you’re so smart, Lucie, but mark my words: you’re going to regret what you’re doing here.”


No shit, Mom. I’ve only been gone for five days and I’m already full of regret.


I end the call and get on with the process of getting the kids ready. Sophie cries about having to go to aftercare the entire way to school and Henry is unusually pensive, staring out the window. They barely say a word as they walk to class, and my phone is already buzzing with incoming texts from Jeremy, the ones he sends every morning, intended to ruin my day.


JEREMY




Your mom told me about your job. You couldn’t even remember to buy toilet paper, so I hope their expectations are low.





This is his specialty, finding some stupid mistake I’ve made and throwing it in my face endlessly. And it’s hard to argue when I’m about to leave my children miserable at school, am nearly out of gas, and may well lose my job today. It’s barely eight in the morning and I already want to give up.


I arrive at work on fumes and smile at Kayleigh as I walk in. She looks at me blankly, as if I’m a ghost or perhaps simply an employee she knows won’t be back tomorrow.


Turn this around, Lucie, I command as I walk to my cubicle. Yes, things look bad, and your mother has taken your cheating exhusband’s side, but…turn this day around.


I’m still saying it when I open my laptop to find an email from Caleb:


See me as soon as you get in.


There is no greeting, no signature. It’s the email you send someone who has really fucked up or is about to get fired, and every ounce of determination I had seconds before fails me. I rise slowly from my chair, forcing my feet forward. I looked at jobs online last night but was too tired to send out resumes. It appears I should have.


The phone in my hand chimes just as I reach Caleb’s door. I’m certain it’s Jeremy telling me I’m stupid or losing my looks, and whatever it is, I’ve no longer got the energy to fight. My mother, Jeremy, Caleb—I officially concede to any or all.


I enter Caleb’s office, and his gaze moves over me, head to foot, before he swallows and looks away.


Go ahead, Caleb, fire me. I give up.


“I’m approving the walking program,” he says.


What?


It’s shocking enough that I’m not in here to be fired, but did he like the idea? I straighten. “That’s—”


“Have it ready to present to the executive committee on Friday and I’ll need some results for an interview the following week.”


I freeze. Results? What he’s asking is impossible. I need Molly to create the software that will track the miles. I need to arrange the prizes, figure out how the hell to divide up teams when employees are leaving in droves, and promote it to the entire freaking company. Even with a staff at my disposal, I couldn’t have results in a week.


Yet…it doesn’t take away from the thrill of having succeeded at something, and I want him to admit it because he was kind of a jerk yesterday. “So you were impressed?”


He shifts a folder in front of him and releases a sigh. “This was the board’s decision, not mine. I thought you understood the assignment, which was not to come in with something they’d be wowed by.”


If he was a stranger, I’d be intimidated by this conversation. I might apologize. But this is the same boy who used to whoop as he raced down to the water, the same boy who used to stand on a floating inner tube and beat his chest like an ape until his friends made him capsize. The same boy who was consistently kind to me at a point in my life when no one else was. He doesn’t scare me, even if he should.


I grin. “It still sounds like you were impressed.”


He waves me away, but there’s a ghost of a smile pulling at the side of his mouth. “You’re a pain in the ass. Go create your expensive fucking program we don’t need.”


“I’m eager to do so.”


His not-really-a-smile fades. “Lucie, this doesn’t change anything. We’ve got stuff going on with the company that I can’t discuss, but...we need to be as streamlined as possible. So no matter how much the board loves your dumb little walking program, in three months, you’re going to need a new job.”


Except forty-eight hours ago, he was telling me I only had two weeks. Now I potentially have months.


Three months is enough time to change my entire life.


[image: Illustration]


I’M up late again Wednesday night, working on the web page for the walking program. As a kid it kind of stunk to sit next to Ruth all summer, completing whatever busywork she’d tasked me with—especially once I was old enough to realize how my half-siblings were spending their summers, which focused heavily on European vacations and less on ‘You have to stay inside so no one suspects you’re Robert Underwood’s illegitimate child.’ But she also spent those summers equipping me to become more than my mother was, and it was because of them that I now know HTML and how to write a grant proposal. It’s because of them that I’m even willing to hope I can pull this whole thing off.


I’m yawning on only two hours’ sleep again Thursday as Molly walks me through the software over the phone. She reminds me that sleep deprivation is negatively correlated with longevity, and that, on the whole, poisoning Jeremy would be a healthier solution. She then mentions that prisons in Norway are like spas, though I’m not sure how that’s relevant to my situation. I think she just really wants Jeremy poisoned.


I’m so tired I’m almost numb as I shepherd the twins through the grocery store after school. I barely have the energy to get down the aisles, much less stop them from pulling food off the shelves. When Henry accidentally knocks over a display of gift cards, it takes all my self-control not to burst into tears.


Feigning calm with blood rushing to my face, I kneel on the ground and start picking up the gift cards while Sophie opens a bag of chips I hadn’t planned to buy.


“Ma’am, your children can’t block the aisle,” says an employee. “And you’re going to have to pay for the chips.”


My mother wouldn’t take this shit. She’d look him dead in the eye as she dropped all the gift cards she’d gathered to the floor. She’d take that bag of chips Sophie’s opened, dump them out and say, “Oops, looks like you’ve got some cleaning to do.”


I died a million deaths as a kid watching her tell people off, but right now…I get it. Guys like this want someone they can squash easily, someone too weak to fight back, and I very much would like to show him he chose the wrong girl.


After a lifetime of trying to be different from my mother, am I about to become just like her the minute I face some adversity?


“Come on, guys,” I say, setting the gift cards on the shelf beside me and heading toward the checkout though we only made it through half the store.


The cashier rings us up while Sophie attempts to sound out the caption on a tabloid. I regret teaching her phonics. “In...cuh. In…cuh…sss. Mommy, what’s that word?”


The caption reads Incest! Shocking Details About America’s Favorite TV Dad!


“Ma’am, your credit card was declined,” says the cashier.


I blink. It’s got to be a mistake, but there’s a line of irritated shoppers behind me and it’s faster to use another card than argue.


The second card doesn’t work either, though, and a slow, certain dread begins to spin in my stomach. “I’ll just use my debit card.”


I insert it with heat climbing up my neck while the guy behind me starts groaning in frustration at how long I’m taking.


“It says you have insufficient funds,” she announces.


The three grand is gone. Somehow, Jeremy managed to empty a checking account he wasn’t even on, which means we have almost nothing—a tiny bit of cash back at the house and not a penny more until I get my first paycheck.


The only surprising thing about this entire situation is my failure to anticipate it.


My mother…she’d have anticipated it.
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