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            All human beings have three lives: public, private, and secret.

            — Gabriel García Márquez
Gabriel García Márquez: A Life

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         She would make them late. Greg paced between moving boxes, fighting the urge to call Jade a second time and remind her of Friday traffic into the city. He didn’t want to nag his new fiancée about the importance of their presence at a cocktail hour, in which she couldn’t partake, for an event that neither of them wished to attend. They both knew what awaited them at the building’s unveiling, the critical assessments they’d face from his colleagues and, worse, their spouses. Over the years, several of the wives had become friends with his ex. And even those with whom Leah had never ingratiated herself were unlikely to welcome a two-decades-younger replacement.

         Late midlife crisis. That’s what they’d all hiss after seeing his beautiful thirty-two-year-old betrothed with her lineless brown skin and cascade of thick black curls. Greg didn’t want to consider what they might whisper about Jade herself.

         The time on Greg’s cell added another minute. His Pac-Man imitation in the narrow living room wasn’t making her arrive any faster. He perched on the couch’s arm and peered over a stack of boxes partially blocking the front windows. Jade’s SUV wasn’t parking outside.

         She had to be on her way though. He’d explained that social events were obligations at his level. If he didn’t show, Marcel would make it seem like a deliberate snub, evidence that Greg was still bitter about losing the Hudson Yards project to an up-and-comer, despite the firm tapping Greg for the Brooklyn building, for which Marcel had also campaigned. Greg needed to ooh and aah with the rest of the architects, if only to pretend no hard feelings.

         Sitting wasn’t calming his anxiety. Greg walked to the staircase, leaned on the banister, and tried to distract himself by picking at the rental’s poor design. The builder had failed to install a front door with windows or place any in the above hallway. As a result, no natural light fell on the landing. The second floor appeared as a black hole, swallowing everything beyond the last step.

         Greg had corrected such mistakes in his current project. The renovated house would be a new beginning for him, just as he’d hoped when he’d purchased the fixer-upper a few towns over from the shingle-style he’d called home for eighteen years. Leah had gotten that creation. After twenty-five years of marriage and raising two children inside it, he figured she’d earned it.

         His future home would have fifteen windows in the front alone. He’d considered more but had, ultimately, restrained himself. Destroying the original Tudor exterior wouldn’t have made him many friends in a neighborhood defined by old-world facades.

         The sound of a car barreling up the driveway snapped Greg’s attention to the front door. He opened it, a gentlemanly gesture that would also emphasize to Jade that he’d been waiting. She seemed to catch the hint, changing her stroll up the walk into a sprint.

         “Fastest shower ever. Promise.”

         Before she entered the house, he might have said something snippy like I should hope so. But the sight of her brown eyes, red-tinged like an iron-rich soil, smothered his annoyance. Suddenly, all he wanted was to gaze into those dark irises and slip his hands around the slight swell of her belly.

         He grabbed Jade’s left palm, restraining her from racing up the stairs. The five-carat diamond fit between his interlaced knuckles, advertising his claim. He was glad that she wore it around town and not simply for special occasions.

         “How are you feeling?”

         Jade’s full lips pinched into a not-impressed smirk. “Belchy. Bloated. But the books say it should be getting better.” She smiled. “Honeymoon trimester.”

         Greg planted a kiss on the corner of her uncertain mouth. If she actually felt sick, she didn’t show it. He suspected that Jade complained about the pregnancy as a way of reminding him that a baby hid beneath her near-flat stomach. Either that or she was giving him an excuse to skip the event altogether. He supposed he could blame the baby for their absence. Jade wasn’t feeling well. She’s barely entered the second trimester. People would believe him. Though his colleagues would also mutter about the ridiculousness of a fifty-two-year-old man having a newborn. A thirty-something struggling to raise young kids while keeping up with the office’s relentless pace was entitled to sympathy and leeway. He was supposed to be past such concessions.

         Blaming anything on an unborn baby was bad luck anyway. He released her hand. “We should get out of here soon.”

         Jade started upstairs. “I need to make myself pretty.”

         “You’re the prettiest woman in any room.”

         She turned and draped an arm over her head, striking a pose on the staircase before sniffing toward her exposed armpit. Her nose scrunched, transforming her striking appearance into something cute and cartoonish. “Well, I don’t want a reputation as the ripest.”

         She hurried to the second floor, swearing to break speed records with her beauty routine. Greg settled on a step, knowing that she wouldn’t simply wash and throw on a dress as she had pledged. Jade was her own biggest critic. She believed her bronze skin was tarnished above her cheekbones, even though he couldn’t see any so-called dark circles, and she had a habit, particularly around his peers, of smoothing down invisible flyaway strands. It was all so silly. Jade didn’t need to be self-conscious.

         He checked the time on his phone: 5:20. Marcel had planned the cocktail hour for six to ensure that the whole firm could appreciate the brightening of Jersey City’s gap-toothed skyline from the new building’s omnipresent windows. If they were more than forty-five minutes late, they’d miss the show.

         “Jade,” he shouted up the stairs. “Twenty minutes tops. Okay, babe? It could take an hour to get into the city.”

         He listened for a response. Water ran through the wall pipes. Greg also heard footsteps. Heavy, yet fast. They approached the house, stomping up to the front door.

         He rose from the stairs, continuing to listen. Jade had begun shopping for the baby online. Several times a week, packages landed on the stoop. What dubious necessity had the mommy blogs demanded she buy this time, he wondered. A bottle warmer? (A cup of hot water worked fine.) Teething rings painted with edible, organic vegetable dyes that, somehow, didn’t break down from saliva? He waited for the familiar thud of a box landing on the outside doormat.

         “You sure this is the address?” The muffled voice was gruff. Male. A new deliveryman in training. Greg braced himself for the squawk of some radio dispatcher, reaffirming coordinates.

         “Yeah…what…said,” answered a second voice, higher and more jittery than the first, the speech broken and even less intelligible. Two new guys, Greg decided, with a package either for him or for a neighbor that he’d end up delivering himself if they dropped it at his door.

         Carting something heavy enough to require two deliverymen did not appeal to him. Greg flicked back the top lock and turned the knob. “You can leave it if—”

         Wood struck his left cheekbone. Instinct drove him from the source of the blow, forcing him toward the wall when he should have thrown his entire body weight behind the opening door. Two men stormed into the foyer. Ski masks hid all but slivers of pale skin around their eyes. Their hands were covered in black leather gloves.

         Greg assessed their sizes. One was skinny. He could tell by the folds in the man’s bulky black sweatshirt. A drug addict, perhaps, seeking cash for his next fix. The other man was larger, nearly Greg’s height and significantly broader.

         Greg rushed the bigger guy, not allowing himself time to consider the stranger’s hulking physique. He thought only of Jade upstairs. Her subtle smile. Her delicate frame. The baby nestled inside her belly.

         He rammed the man into the wall, recoiled his right arm, and brought it as hard as he could into the guy’s stomach. The intruder absorbed the hit like a body of water, barely shuddering as Greg’s fist connected with the soft flesh beneath his shirt. The ski mask muted an epithet. Greg bent his elbow, aiming again at the man’s torso.

         Footsteps on the stairs distracted him. The thin man was headed toward Jade.

         Greg turned to give chase. Before his foot hit the second step, the larger intruder rammed a fist into Greg’s kidney. Lights exploded in his head. He struggled to catch his breath.

         “What do you want?” he panted. “Money? I can get money.”

         The larger man reached into his back pocket. Gun, Greg thought. I’m going to die. A silver cylinder flashed in the air. The masked man held the weapon above his head. Greg thought the stance wrong for a gun. For a fraction of a second, he wondered whether real people held firearms one-handed. He’d never shot one.

         As the weapon swung down, he realized his mistake. Not a gun, a crowbar. The thought resounded as the tool connected with the top of his head. He heard the amplified crack of a breaking eggshell. Jade. Her name reared in Greg’s mind, a sound wave cresting and crashing in his brain. Jade. Jade. Jade. It deafened him before he plunged into darkness.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         “Pride goeth before destruction.” The proverb was one of Abigay Thompson’s favorites. Growing up, Jade had heard her mother mutter it many a time after hearing that misfortune had befallen a seemingly upstanding individual. To her mom’s credit, Abigay never uttered it with the smug satisfaction of some of the other churchwomen, as though she’d personally warned the poor soul that his luck would change if he didn’t show God more gratitude.

         She tended to say it in the same tenor as an apology. Abigay regretted that heaven’s standards were so impossible, but it wasn’t for men to judge the laws of the Lord. The Savior didn’t punish without reason. If tragedy struck a decent family, then, in Abigay’s mind, Jesus must have determined them insufficiently thankful for their blessings.

         Jade had little use for Proverbs 16:18, or any other biblical victim-blaming. As far as she was concerned, the universe meted out vengeance with the precision of an atomic bomb. Storms leveled cities. Men and women were murdered. Raped. Babies died in utero. There were myriad reasons, and chief among them was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But prayer, or the lack thereof, wasn’t one. She’d learned that lesson at age seven when she’d still been a true believer, and she was certain that what had happened a week earlier had nothing to do with the divine or justice.

         There’d be no convincing Abigay of that though. Jade could feel her mother’s disapproving gaze boring into her back as she draped a bright orange cloth over the kitchen table. In her peripheral vision, she could see Abigay’s pursed lips above the newspaper held roughly in her hands. Part of Jade wanted to tell her mother that she had no right to judge at the moment. Abigay was not the one with a fiancé in the hospital. Abigay had not been attacked. But Jade had long learned that fighting with a woman who believed in preordination was pointless.

         Jade slipped into the neighboring kitchen. She grabbed a white plate from the cupboard and brought it beside the still-sizzling cast-iron skillet. The air was saturated with the smells of frying oil and fish, reminding her of Lenten Fridays as a child. She grabbed a spatula from a basket beside the stove, slipped it under the small snapper, and transferred the fish to her plate.

         Scales shone pink around the snapper’s gelatinous eye and glowering mouth. Jade’s stomach twisted with sudden revulsion. She pulled back the fridge door and dipped her head inside, sucking in the cold air to settle her stomach. Ever since the attack, the weirdest things set off waves of nausea.

         Jade pressed the heel of her hand into her flat stomach until the feeling subsided. She then yanked the pickling jar from the fridge’s top shelf and shut the door. Twisting off the metal lid released the trapped fumes of fermenting Scotch bonnet peppers. Jade’s eyes watered as she grabbed a spoon from a drawer beside the stove and scooped out several slices of carrots, bell peppers, and gingerroot, spreading them like jam across the top of the fish.

         Even with her blurred vision, she could tell the plate would look pretty on the orange backdrop. She carried her culinary painting to the table and placed it in the center of the fabric, taking a moment to admire how the cloth’s color highlighted the carrots atop the fish. She returned to the kitchen for a fork and a knife, a deep purple napkin, and the flowers that she intended to take to the hospital later: a lavish arrangement with two bird-of-paradise blooms emerging from a nest of violet orchids.

         As she staged the area around the plate, Jade could feel her mother’s anger intensifying, heating the air between them like a blast from an opened oven. She tried to ignore it, focusing only on the still life framed in her iPhone screen and the sumptuousness of the food at the photo’s center. The pictures looked appetizing, although a tad too brassy thanks to the afternoon light streaming through her mother’s west-facing window. The right filter would tone down the color.

         Jade grabbed the fork and carefully peeled a morsel off the fish’s side. She stabbed it along with a bright yellow pepper and then brought the lot up to her coral-painted mouth, smiling as if unaware of the cell phone camera clicking in her extended left hand.

         Her mother jostled the newspaper. “Sweetheart, for shame.”

         Jade placed the bite back on the plate. “It’s been nearly a week. If I don’t put up a post soon, I’ll lose followers.”

         “Lose them then.” The paper smacked against the table. “Your husband-to-be is in a coma.”

         Abigay leaned forward in her seat, thick biceps bulging over her folded hands, an arm wrestler waiting for a challenger. Her hair was pulled off her face in a low ponytail. The style, coupled with the fact that Abigay lacked a single wrinkle on her walnut skin, made her appear to be Jade’s older peer rather than her parent.

         Jade placed her phone on the table. “You don’t think I know where he is?”

         Abigay stiffened. Jade reminded herself of the respect due the woman who had birthed and raised her alone—regardless of how absurdly judgmental she might be acting. She lowered her voice. “I’ve been there plenty since it happened. Greg doesn’t know that though. He’s not responsive, and he may never become so. You want me to hold a round-the-clock vigil until the doctors say it’s time to make a decision?”

         Jade’s eyes watered more, a drizzle threatening a true shower. She pushed the pepper-covered fish farther from her face. “I can’t lose my livelihood too.”

         Her speech did little to soften her mother’s expression. Abigay gestured toward the plate. “So, you’re gonna what? Share a picture of you smiling beside an escovitch fish?”

         Her mother’s accent, muted from four decades in Brooklyn, became more prominent when she was annoyed. Abigay would have slipped into a Jamaican Patois, Jade bet, had the recent home invasion not demanded some extra show of sympathy for her child.

         Abigay Thompson would never see the blog as anything other than her daughter’s indulgence. As a nurse, her mom believed that the value one provided others should be physically measurable, obvious in the reduced fever of the infected patient or the stitched arm of the fall victim. Jade provided enjoyment calculated by an amorphous formula involving clicks and time spent on pages.

         Clicks could add up to real money though. The blog brought in six thousand dollars a month in advertising, enough to support her as she continued to work out how a BFA in design could yield steady contract work. In her mother’s defense, Jade supposed that she’d downplayed the site’s importance in the beginning, dismissing it as a “hobby.” In truth, Jade had always hoped to build an audience. When she’d installed the advertising widget on her site, she’d silently planned to gain enough of a following to pay off her student loans—a sum that had remained undented by bartending and sporadic modeling gigs.

         Jade suspected that her mother secretly thought the whole enterprise sinful, albeit in a venial fashion. In her mother’s eyes, LifeinColor profited off of bragging and frivolity. It probably encouraged idolatry by diverting attention from God to home decor and other vain pursuits.

         “You honestly think telling the world about your lunch is a good use of your time when your fiancé’s eating from a tube?”

         The words stung. Fresh tears welled in Jade’s eyes along with a recent image of Greg. His head bandaged and his neck braced, a plastic tube ran into his open mouth beneath thick white tape, hiding his thin lips. His skin, always pale, had the powdery appearance of albinism.

         Jade glanced at the graying fish on the plate. Whatever morsel of hunger she’d felt disintegrated. “Why don’t you have it? I can’t eat.”

         She started toward the front door. Abigay was wrong to criticize her. Even the Bible didn’t contain a playbook for how she was supposed to respond to her situation. Her fiancé wasn’t dead; he was comatose. Donning a black dress and wailing would be putting the hearse before the horse. And why should she do that? Because her mother came from a tradition that urged public displays of grief rather than stiff upper lips?

         “Jade, wait.”

         She wanted to head through the door and slam it behind her, let the building shake with her fury. But she’d been raised to come when her mother called or face the consequences. She froze in the hallway beyond the kitchen, preserving a little dignity by refusing to retreat.

         “Your phone is ringing. It may be the hospital.”

         Jade could just hear the staccato chords of a reggae song, her ringtone for anyone she didn’t know. Her stomach lurched into her throat. It seemed she’d been riding a carnival swing that twirled people in the air and the centripetal motion had suddenly stopped. Her urge to fall was almost as strong as her desire to vomit. She did neither, however. Instead, she walked, shaking, toward the table where she’d abandoned her cell.

         Her legs vibrated as she accepted the call, shutting off the shrill music. Would they tell her Greg had died? Did hospitals deliver that kind of information over the phone?

         “Hello?”

         “Ms. Hamlin?”

         Her response caught in her throat. Ms. Hamlin was, technically, Greg’s ex. “Jade Thompson. I’m his fiancée.” Nerves lifted her voice at the end, turning her title into a question.

         “Mr. Hamlin is awake.”

         Emotions, too powerful to be identified, crashed over her. She clutched the phone like a lifeline and held her breath before finally speaking. “He is?”

         “He’s asking for you.” The words barely registered beneath the rush of her own heartbeat.

         “What are they saying?” Abigay had stood from the dining chair. She held her arms out, prepared for some burden to drop into them.

         “Thank you. Please, tell him I’ll be right there.” Jade didn’t know how she’d managed to form the response. Some subconscious part of her was taking over, leading her to deliver the proper polite statements that she’d been conditioned to make since childhood.

         She hung up and slipped the phone into her back pocket. Abigay stood in front of her wearing an unrecognizable expression—worry, perhaps, but mixed with another feeling that flared her nostrils.

         “Greg is conscious.”

         Abigay clapped her hands together like she was calling for lightning. “Oh praise Jesus. Oh dear God, thank you. Thank you.” The clapping took on the rhythm of a church hymn. “Oh dear God in heaven, thank you. Jesus, thank you. We thank you.”

         The gratitude chorus followed Jade around the apartment as she grabbed her purse and car keys. It grew louder, covering for the congregant failing to join in. Jade’s own voice shriveled in her throat. She’d read stories about people who woke from comas. Some couldn’t walk or had to relearn to talk. Some came back fundamentally different, the spark of their intelligence permanently snuffed by the blow that had failed to kill them, their thought patterns and personality irrevocably altered. Would Greg be the same man? Would he be injured but capable of getting better? Or would he be reduced to some childlike state, needing her help to tie his shoes and wash himself?

         When she’d said yes to Greg’s proposal, Jade had imagined herself swearing before a priest and God to love and honor him for the rest of his life, come what may. But she’d also fervently believed in probability. Six days earlier, her betrothed had been a handsome, fit man barely in his fifties who ran triathlons and had enough income to afford top-of-the-line health care. The smart money had been on Greg’s not becoming an invalid anytime soon. It was why he’d been able to obtain such a large life insurance policy.

         Jade mumbled something to her mother about calling later and hurried out the door. Her fiancé was alive. But she didn’t know whose prayers had been answered.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Part of his head was missing. Greg gathered that much from the suited man at his bedside who gestured to a model skull with million-dollar words. Dr. Hsu was tall, at least from Greg’s reclined vantage point, with a perfect noggin. Seen head-on, the neurosurgeon’s forehead rose to a Moorish arch, framed by architectural haunches of buzzed black and gray hair. Greg had never paid much attention to the design of the human head before. As Hsu rotated the plaster cranium in his left hand, however, Greg found himself fixated on the shape.

         “The crowbar hit here.” Hsu indicated a spot about four inches back from the top of the skull’s forehead, on the left side. “It broke through the bone, injuring a portion of the parietal lobe and requiring the removal of a two-inch section to relieve the swelling.”

         As he spoke, Hsu’s pointer finger traced circles and triangles atop the replica. Greg could almost see the imaginary lines, as though the camera working his eye had been set at a slower shutter speed to trap taillight trails on a dark highway. He hoped the effect was a consequence of the pain medication and not a permanent issue.

         “The good news is that removing the section of skull was successful in reducing the pressure on the brain and preventing additional damage. Very little tissue was impacted by the actual blow. Your scans have looked good, and the reflex, vision, and motor tests I performed when you woke didn’t show any significant impairments.” Hsu’s hooded eyes pressed into tight crescents from the force of his smile. “You’re very fortunate, Mr. Hamlin.”

         Greg felt the opposite of fortunate. His last memory before waking was of two masked men rushing into his home. After that, everything was gone. Not a blur, but completely missing, as though a yard of negatives had been excised from the film of his life, and his inner projectionist had fused together the remaining reel. The crushing blow to his skull and the subsequent days he’d spent comatose weren’t experiences that he’d consciously endured. As a result, he couldn’t feel real gratitude for the life he’d nearly lost. Instead, he felt frustrated with his current circumstances: trapped beneath blankets in a hospital bed, head weighed down with bandages, in the dark about how he’d ended up in the hospital or the location of his soon-to-be wife.

         “Excuse me, Dr. Hsu, but Jade— The other doctor said that she was on her way?”

         The man’s lips folded in, as though there was some fact he didn’t want to escape. “Um. She’s been called. I believe so, yes.”

         “And you said she’s okay.”

         Hsu’s eyes darted to the side before resuming focus on Greg’s face.

         “You said she wasn’t hurt,” Greg repeated. “What happened?”

         “I know that she was seen and discharged,” Hsu said. “The same day of your attack.”

         The answer was more nuanced than the blanket “she’s fine” that he’d been given earlier. Asking for Jade had been his first act upon waking. In his coma, he’d dreamed about her—or, at least, his effort to find her. He recalled something about walking through a desert canyon, the sun blaring down on his chest, a fiery comet on a slow trajectory to the rock bed that Greg had combed for his fiancée. He remembered calling Jade’s name over and over, searing his parched throat with the sound of its single syllable. The sensation had felt so real. In some way, Greg realized, it had been. The feeding tube had inflamed his larynx.

         “I believe she was here yesterday,” Hsu added. “We can ch—”

         “And the baby? Is the baby okay?”

         Doctor Hsu took a breath. Greg pressed his hands into the sides of the mattress and pushed himself more upright against the frame, bracing for a blow. “Your wife will be here soon, Mr. Hamlin. In the meantime, I need to make sure you understand what happened to you and what we must watch out for.”

         The surgeon’s buck-up grin was gone. Greg guessed brain surgeons weren’t accustomed to being interrupted. Either that or he’d saved the worst news for last.

         Hsu tapped the area of the model skull that he’d traced moments before. “The parietal lobe is a key processor in the brain’s mainframe. It sorts sensory information required for balance, impulse control, and other things we don’t even know about yet. Any injury to the area risks complications with those functions, and I’m afraid only time will tell if there are lingering issues to work through. As I’m sure you would imagine, we’ll need to follow up pretty regularly as you continue to heal over the coming months and year.”

         The surgeon held the replica head a little higher. Hamlet lamenting Yorick, Greg thought. He had a flash of watching the play with Leah and Violet in Central Park years earlier. Leah had believed seeing Shakespeare would help Violet understand her tenth-grade AP English curriculum. His daughter had, of course, rolled her eyes through the whole performance. Surfacing the decade-old memory made Greg feel better about his brain function, even though forgetting Violet’s teenage years might have had mental health benefits. Perhaps, he thought, he’d remembered the play only because Violet’s raging adolescence had been so trying.

         “You’ll need additional surgery in about six weeks,” Hsu continued, “a cranioplasty to restore the shape of your skull and your brain’s protective covering. Fortunately, the piece of bone that we removed was sufficiently small that you won’t need any extenders to grow more tissue. Believe me, that’s a good thing.”

         Hsu’s tight smile returned. Greg guessed that, like all people, his surgeon enjoyed focusing on problems that he could fix. “We’ll slip a porous plate composed of 3-D-printed titanium mesh and polyaryletherketone, a kind of biocompatible thermoplastic that…”

         The big words blended together as Greg again tested his memory of the attack and what had happened after. He’d opened the door. Two men—one skinny, one much larger—had charged him. He’d wanted to keep them from the second floor. Jade had been up there getting ready for Marcel’s event.

         She’d been showering.

         That last detail was a new one for Greg. His heart raced at the realization that his pregnant girlfriend had been in the bathroom, likely naked, when the men had knocked him out. They’d nearly killed him. What had they done to her?

         Hsu stopped talking to frown at the monitors. “Perhaps this is too much to take in at the moment.”

         Before Greg could respond, a woman knocked on the open door. The white coat partially concealing her green scrubs indicated that she, too, was a doctor. Her hair had been braided into dozens of blondish-brown ropes and tied into a knot at the top of her head—her perfectly shaped round head. Nearly everyone had one, Greg realized, except, apparently, him.

         “Excuse me, Dr. Hsu. Mr. Hamlin’s wife is here to see him.”

         Hsu’s face relaxed. “Right. Good. He’s been anxiously awaiting her.” The surgeon forced his umpteenth terse smile. Greg wondered if the expression was a form of treatment, a visible sign of the positive outlook that Greg should adopt in order to heal and the gratitude he should feel at having a second chance courtesy of modern medicine.

         “We’ll talk again soon.” Hsu headed toward the door, taking his model head with him. His stride seemed extra long, as though he’d remembered being late for a meeting.

         It wasn’t until the surgeon disappeared into the hallway that Greg realized he should have asked him to wait before ushering in Jade. He hadn’t seen his reflection in nearly a week. At best, he looked haggard. At worst, monstrous. His skull, apparently, had a large dent in the left side. He had no idea whether his nose was broken or if his eyes were black. He didn’t want Jade’s first thought upon seeing him to be I’m not, really, going to spend my life taking care of that beaten, old man.

         Heels clapped toward the door. By the sound of it, more than one pair. Whispers hissed in the entryway. Greg braced himself for his soon-to-be new wife, likely with her mother in tow. No doubt he’d look older and more infirm than Abigay. She was just three years his senior.

         “Oh, Greg!”

         His name rang out, part anguished wail, part epithet. Only two people had ever called out to him that way. One of them, his mother, had died three years earlier. The other strode into the room, golden tendrils coiling at her breasts. “Look at you.”

         A pitying smile tightened the bow of Leah’s mouth. Greg hated how she conveyed kindness by infantilizing him. Toward the end of their marriage, he’d often had the sense that she was indulging his whims like an exhausted parent with a tantrum-prone child. Let’s go to Colombia, he’d said once, marveling at a magazine spread celebrating the juxtaposition of postmodern architecture with wild jungle and sparkling beaches. We should do that, she’d answered, flipping back a page from whatever book she’d been reading. We’ll have to check the calendar. Her lack of eye contact had made clear that she’d had no intention of looking into it.

         She looked down at him now from the other side of the bed’s metal guardrails, her wide-set eyes narrowed with a pain greater than sympathy.

         “That bad, huh?”

         A flush pinked Leah’s cheeks. “No. Not that bad.” She forced a smile. “It wouldn’t make the Christmas card.”

         In spite of himself, Greg’s mouth curled. When they’d been married, Leah had created elaborate Christmas cards with a variety of photos culled from various trips and events throughout the year. Though he’d always griped about posing for the pictures, the cards had made beautiful keepsakes, and he’d been proud to mail them out to friends, family members, and colleagues. He’d felt a twinge of regret the prior December when he’d received the card without him in any of the photos.

         “Here, I’ll show you.” Leah yanked a leather tote around her shoulder to the front of her torso and began digging through it. After a couple of seconds, she pulled a rose-gold box from her purse. It snapped open, revealing a mirror, which she passed toward him. “See? It’s really only the bandages.”

         Greg held the mirror at arm’s length, trying to capture his whole reflection in the small square. From the center of his forehead down, he didn’t appear to belong in a hospital, let alone an ICU. His aquiline nose was straight and free of tubes. His face had been shaved. The bruises he’d expected to see were not apparent. He looked pasty, perhaps, though not sickly. Most importantly, his eyes appeared alert and intense, as though the same soul sparked behind them.

         The reason for the coma wasn’t evident until Greg’s hairline. Bandages wrapped from the peak of his right ear around the top of his forehead until they covered his cranium. So much gauze encircled his head that he couldn’t see the depression in his skull that Hsu had warned about.

         Greg passed the mirror back to his ex. He didn’t want to look too closely. He’d have to confront his injury soon enough.

         “All things considered, you look quite handsome, really. More like a soap opera actor playing a man awakened from a coma than the real deal.” Leah reached for his hand. Right before she grasped it, she seemed to reconsider and let her fingertips rest atop his knuckles. “I was worried. I’m…” She paused and glanced at the ceiling. “We’re all happy to have you back.”

         Guilt squeezed Greg’s insides. Leah had always loved him—he had to give her that (even if he didn’t wish to give her the many other things she was asking for in their divorce). And she had been a good wife by any fair accounting: dedicated; loyal; extremely focused on the kids, but then they had been her primary responsibility. Seeing her at his bedside with tears in her ocean-blue eyes, Greg had to admit that she’d never lost her looks either. Age had sharpened the angles of her face and added faint outlines around her mouth and eyes, but that hardly mattered. Leah had a classic beauty, the kind possessed by starlets of black-and-white films. Men and women of all ages had always found her alluring and intimidating. Even Leah’s photos made Jade nervous.

         Jade. Again Greg’s thoughts returned to the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Where was she? Why was it taking her so long to arrive? What were the doctors not telling him?

         He had a sudden thought that perhaps Jade was sitting outside, patiently waiting for his ex to finish her business. It wasn’t inconceivable that Leah had demanded to see him first. I need to know what to tell our children, Jade. They are worried about their father. You can see him all you want afterward.

         “Is Jade out there?”

         Leah’s hand retreated from his knuckles to her side. “No. But the kids are.” She sniffed. “I’ll get them.”

         Before he could answer, she was waving his son and daughter through the doorway. Greg felt a sudden dampness on his cheeks. He didn’t know whether the tears were due to his ex’s tenderness, his gratitude at seeing his kids, or the fact that Jade was nowhere to be found.

         Violet and Paul approached his bed, each looking very young and yet somehow older than he remembered. Violet had turned twenty-three in December. Tall and blond, she was her mother’s mini-me but with a ferocity to her style that Leah never would have adopted. Unlike his ex, who wore minimal makeup and her hair in loose waves, Violet’s mane was chopped in an unfortunate, jagged bob. Her bangs grazed her brows, emphasizing the large blue eyes that Leah had gifted. Violet had lined them in black for the occasion and coated on mascara, making them even more overwhelming on her delicate face. Clearly, she didn’t plan on crying.

         In contrast to his daughter, Greg’s son was his spitting image. Paul had straw-blond hair, as Greg had possessed before he’d gone gray, and clear blue eyes like his pop. His boy had also inherited his tapered jaw, a feature that would forever doom his face toward pretty and boyish rather than ruggedly handsome. The similarities weren’t only skin-deep either. Paul—also unlike Violet—had inherited his own relentless drive. It was the trait Greg had most wanted to pass on.

         “Dad. Thank goodness.” Tears clouded Paul’s eyes as he squeezed Greg’s hand. His grip was stronger than seemed possible for a man so slender. Paul’s cheeks had the sunken look of someone who had not been eating well. Nearly losing his father had apparently sapped Paul’s appetite.

         “It was touch and go there for a bit.” Violet blinked at the ceiling. “We were afraid you’d lose your head. Literally.”

         Paul glared at his sister. “Really? Dad comes out of a coma and you’re going straight to the bad jokes?”

         Violet bit her lip. “I figured you’d be sappy enough for both of us.”

         Paul returned his attention to Greg with an irritated groan. “Are you in any pain?”

         “Can we get you anything?” Leah asked. “Are you hungry?”

         Greg tried to shake his head. The slight movement blackened the edges of his vision. “No. I’m okay. I’m happy that you’re all here.” He clapped his hand on top of his son’s. “You came down from Boston.”

         “Of course, Dad. You were in a coma. Where else would I be?”

         Violet looked to her right and then to her left, as though searching for an answer to that question. “Where’s Jade?”

         Greg’s throat tightened. Jade’s absence worried him, but Violet’s noticing almost bothered him more. His daughter was nine and a half years younger than his fiancée—old enough, as Violet had pointed out on numerous occasions, to be Jade’s little sister. When he’d announced plans to marry his pregnant girlfriend, Violet had called him up to rail about the impossibility of a thirty-something woman actually being in love with him. Unless she’s all sorts of messed up from some serious daddy issues, a woman that age should have no interest in you. Sorry, not sorry, Dad. Someone has to tell you the truth. That woman’s either crazy or has ulterior motives.

         “Jade’s on her way,” Greg said.

         “Oh? From where? She wasn’t here this morning.” Violet kept her voice light and nonthreatening, as though she were merely commenting on a peculiar choice of color for a window shade. “Now we’re back from lunch, you’re awake, and she still hasn’t arrived.”

         This was how shouting matches always started with Violet. In conversation, she practiced a form of kyusho-jitsu, finding her opponent’s weak points and pressing, while at the same time easily parrying whatever angry comments slipped between her verbal assaults. Greg didn’t know where she’d learned it. Leah was not like that.

         Greg recalled a particularly contentious conversation with his daughter over college, specifically Violet wanting to defer her acceptance to the middling safety school where she’d been accepted. He’d predicted that any “gap year” would turn into Violet’s forgoing college completely and failing to launch. She’d refused to address his fears, though, zeroing in on his own frustrated desire to travel and her consequential determination not to end up “stuck” in the prime of her life. Ultimately, as was always the case with Violet, she’d won—despite his being right. While her brother had gone on to Greg’s alma mater, Harvard, Violet’s gap year had morphed into four years of finding herself. Whether she had, Greg didn’t know, but his savings account could attest to her effort. For a year, Violet had checked for her missing piece on seemingly every beach and tropical city on the planet. She currently lived with her mother.

         Greg cleared his throat. “She probably needed sleep.”

         Violet’s lips pressed together as though she was trying to refrain from saying something. “I guess. Funny, though, Mom and I have been in and out, and I haven’t seen Jade once.”

         The bedside monitor’s beep pierced the silence. Greg could feel his son’s and his ex-wife’s energy heighten, like people in a blast zone anxiously watching to see if the bomb squad would defuse the explosive. He had little energy to argue with his daughter. The thought alone made his temple throb. But Leah and Paul certainly weren’t going to say anything in Jade’s defense.

         “I’m sure there’s a good reason.” He knew the weak response wouldn’t be enough to stave off the argument, but it was the best he could manage.

         Violet shrugged and walked to the other side of his bed, ruffling the navy curtain cordoning off his section of the ICU. “So, are we all going to keep ignoring the elephant in the room? Or, not in the room, as the case may be.”

         Leah’s eyes darkened. “Your father just woke from a coma.”

         Violet held her open palm out toward Greg’s bandaged skull. “I can see that, Mom. I’m here. Like any loved one would be.”

         Leah raised her hand like a stop sign.

         “No.” Violet shook her head, tossing her choppy mane. “Someone tried to kill my father and I will not simply ignore the facts. Jade not being here is a fact. So is Dad knowing her less than six months before changing his life insurance policy to give her a generous amount, not to mention altering his will to divide his remaining estate among all of us and any of their future children. He did all that, what, a month ago?”

         The question was rhetorical. Violet had left a furious message on his voice mail protesting any changes to his finances or reallocating funds their family had come to consider communal.

         “I was getting things in order for the baby.” Greg rubbed the center of his forehead, trying to stave off the coming headache. “I added Jade and any of your future siblings to the life insurance policy, and I took out a policy on Jade too. That’s just sensible financial planning.”

         “Another fact,” Violet continued, the rise in her tone indicating she was through with the warm-up, “the only thing taken was Jade’s ring, which is, of course, insured. No doubt in her name.”

         The robbers stealing Jade’s ring meant the men had confronted her, Greg realized. She must have been attacked. “Just because she wasn’t hospitalized doesn’t mean she wasn’t hurt!”

         Raising his voice unleashed a string of explosions behind Greg’s eyes. He shut his lids tight. He wouldn’t cry in front of his kids, especially not after what Violet had said. She’d view it as evidence that he doubted Jade’s intentions when, really, he was furious at his family’s suspicions. He wanted to throw something. Hit something. Scream.

         “Two men tried to kill you.” Violet’s voice broke. “We have to ask ourselves hard questions. Why would that happen? What has changed? I can’t let you go back to Jade when she might have—”

         “Stop, Violet.” Paul shouted his sister’s name, shocking her into silence. He gave Greg a small smile that both apologized for yelling and declared his allegiance with his dad. “Have the doctors said anything about your recovery? There won’t be any long-term damage, right? No problems with—”

         The squeak of rubber soles interrupted the question. Greg expected to see a nurse in the doorway, ready to check his blood pressure. Instead, there was Jade.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Greg’s first family gathered around him like ivory chess pieces guarding their king. Jade recognized them from photos posted to her husband’s Facebook account. Leah stood in the queen’s position closest to Greg, stately in her creamy cashmere sweater, her blond waves framing an alabaster complexion. Beside her was Greg’s youngest, Paul, a skinny, solemn bishop, protecting his mother. Violet lorded over her father’s legs on the opposite side of the bed, the clear knight with her Joan of Arc hair and defiant expression.

         The abrupt silence as Jade moved through the room announced how the original Hamlins perceived her role. She wasn’t the family rook, nor even a pawn. In their minds, she was the opponent. The black queen perpetually trying to take their marquis piece. Jade could see their combined assessment in Violet’s narrowed eyes: Usurper. Enemy. Thief.

         She hadn’t stolen Greg’s affection from Leah though. When she’d met him at a design conference the prior October, they’d been separated. Moreover, Greg had initiated everything, asking for her business card, inviting her to dinner. He’d even decided to forgo protection—because it never happens the first time—despite her admission that she wasn’t on the pill.

         I didn’t tell ya true? Jade imagined her mother’s admonishing Patois. She envisioned Abigay hovering over Greg’s hospital bed, self-righteousness inflating her heavy chest. Your place is by your intended’s bedside, Jade. But your ears hard, and now there’s no place for you.

         “Greg, thank God.” Tears welled in Jade’s eyes, but for the wrong reasons. Instead of being fueled by gratitude at her fiancé’s return to the living, they were filled with disappointment. The shame of her lateness, coupled with the frustrating need to explain it to his hostile family, made her want to cry. “I am so sorry. I’ve been staying with my mom because the rental was a crime scene, and I hit some traffic. I should have been here sooner.”

         “It’s okay. You’re here now.” Greg lay on the hospital bed, thin lips pulled into a smile. His clear blue irises sparkled as he looked at her. The plain excitement bestowed a boyishness on his narrow face, belying the etching around his eyes. Bandages covered the creases across his forehead, making him appear younger and more vulnerable than he might have otherwise.

         Jade had the disturbing sense that she should leave Greg to heal with his “real” family. It seemed she’d lost her claim to the man on the bed. She was little more than a girlfriend now, lacking a blood tie or even the overwrought symbol that had once weighed down her left hand. She didn’t belong here among Greg’s wife (an ex in name only given that his divorce had yet to be finalized) and the two children that Leah had borne him and raised into healthy adulthood.

         Greg’s eyes fell to her torso. His smile disappeared. “Jade, honey? The baby…?”

         The question caught her off guard. She reacted to it like she’d been sucker punched, instinctively holding her belly. Hot, acidic drops tumbled down her cheeks. She hadn’t expected Greg to suspect anything simply by looking at her.

         Jade could feel the tenor of the attention on her change from threatened to concerned—or at least genuinely interested. The last thing she wanted was any pretend pity from Greg’s first family. Deep down, she knew they’d be relieved to hear she’d miscarried. Without the baby, Greg might not feel compelled to go through with the wedding.

         She glanced at Violet and then stared at her fiancé, attempting to communicate that this wasn’t the right time for that discussion. He took her cue, facing his ex and asking for “some time.”

         Leah’s posture stiffened. To her credit, though, she didn’t protest. Instead, she said, “Oh, of course,” with the kind of overdone graciousness that the haves so often bestow upon the have-nots. Violet and Paul followed her out, though at a slower pace, like they thought their father might call them back in as reinforcements.

         The kids left the door ajar as they exited. Jade knew they weren’t supposed to close it. Medical personnel were constantly running in and out of ICU rooms. Fiddling with door handles could cost valuable seconds. Still, she found it difficult not to assume some malice on their part. No doubt they preferred the door open so they could eavesdrop.

         Jade strode over to the door and shut it quietly so a nurse wouldn’t hear the click and shout for her to leave it open. Greg seemed to hold his breath as she came back. A flush crept up his neck and to his ears. It might have been her imagination, but Jade could have sworn the monitor beeps came faster.

         “I lost…” She choked on the pronoun. Whether “it” had been a he or a she, Jade couldn’t know. “I’m not pregnant. I’m sorry.”

         Jade expected Greg to tear up. Instead, his face took on a deeper shade of pink. “Those men. What did they do?”

         “One punched me in the stomach.” The words sputtered out between sobs like steam bleeding from a broken radiator. “He wanted the ring. I would have given it to him, but he came in and…” She pressed her lips together, unable to say more.

         Greg’s upper lip peeled back, as though some spring screwing it closed had been overtightened and broken. A tear slipped down his cheek. For a moment, Jade thought he was having a stroke. She feared that she’d broken the news indelicately, causing a blood vessel to burst in his battered brain.

         “Greg?” she whispered. “Greg, are you okay?”

         “They’re going to pay.” The single tear dribbled from his cheek and around the edge of his nose, coming to rest on his upper lip. He swatted at it like a fly. “They’re going to fucking pay.”

         Jade didn’t want them to pay. Or, rather, she had no desire to be involved in making them pay. What she wanted was for the clock to rewind to a week earlier. Barring that, she wanted to forget the whole thing had happened.

         Veins bulged in Greg’s neck. “They’re going to suffer. We’re going to find them, honey. We’re—”

         Sharp breaths punctuated a litany of horrible things that Greg intended to do to the men who had killed their baby. His desire to punish the people who had hurt them, despite his split skull, made Jade feel equal parts enamored and angry. Obviously, he couldn’t make the robbers atone for their crimes. But even so, his fury was admirable. He’d wanted to protect her six days ago, and he still did. She leaned over the handrail and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, bending to put her head on his chest.

         A knock interrupted the moment before Jade could register the feeling of it. She pulled upright, expecting to see Violet’s revulsion or Leah’s haughty discomfort. A familiar woman in a dark blue pantsuit stood in the open doorway. Behind her loomed a man with a military buzz cut. Detectives Stella Ricci and Michael McCrory. Jade had met them briefly after she’d been discharged from the hospital. They’d asked her what the men looked like and she’d provided a sparse description: one slender and one large. Both in ski masks.

         Detective Ricci stepped into the center of the partitioned room. She was older than Jade but not by much. Late thirties, if Jade hazarded a guess. The detective had the build of a field hockey player, lean torso attached to thighs that could snap a neck. Her brown hair was blond at the tips, the result of a balayage dye job that hadn’t been refreshed in some time.

         Her partner hovered by the door. Detective McCrory had the frame of an offensive lineman, slimmed down for the off-season. The man’s head nearly hit the top of the doorjamb. Greg seemed to shrink beside her as he took in his size.

         “We’re sorry to interrupt,” Ricci said, pausing to introduce herself and her partner for Greg’s benefit before continuing. “We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

         Greg regarded Ricci with an openmouthed grimace. “I just—”

         “We know you’re healing, Mr. Hamlin, but anything you can tell us could be important to catching your assailants.”

         The detective spoke slowly, articulating every word. Jade wondered whether Ricci had been told Greg might have trouble processing speech or, possibly, that he’d be in shock. “What do you remember about that day?”

         Greg circled his index finger and thumb over his closed eyelids, as though trying to drag pictures from his peripheral vision into full view. “Two men broke into the house. I fought with the larger guy.” His voice became more gravelly, like a car pushed onto the unpaved shoulder. His face contorted. “Nothing after that.”

         Jade had read on the internet that such memory losses were common for survivors of traumatic brain injuries. Greg had seemed so alert, however, that she’d let herself believe he’d escaped unscathed. If Greg didn’t remember the attack, what else might he have forgotten? What other symptoms might he have?

         “There were no signs of forced entry.”

         The male detective trailed off after making the point, inviting Greg, or perhaps Jade, to clarify. Jade had already told him that she didn’t know why there wouldn’t have been signs of a break-in.
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