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			Amber

			Amber Patterson Parrish hated visiting her husband at Camp Fed. Jackson had been living at the correctional facility for the past seven months. Fortunately for her, he didn’t expect her to stay long, just long enough to give him the maximum allowable cash, thirty dollars, and time to bitch to her about the conditions he was forced to endure—­the crap food, the flooding and ceiling leaks every time it rained, and the unending noise boomeranging off metal and concrete inside the grimy old building. Sometimes the visits went smoothly, other times the guards did something to screw with you.

			Last week, she’d been sent home. Told that her outfit was too revealing. It was bullshit. She was proud of how great her toned abs and long legs looked in her Alex Perry jumpsuit, but what did the guards know about fashion? The only thing revealing about her outfit was what it brought out in their character. One of the other inmates’ wives suggested Amber run over to Walmart and get a sweater to wear on top. Please. At least it had given her a chance to skip the visit that week. She despised sitting in the overcrowded room with the masses; unkempt, rude women who elbowed their way past her to grab seats first. The smells of cheap perfume and sweat that made her want to hold her breath. Everything about it was disgusting—­the long rows of hard plastic chairs bolted together, the cold linoleum floor and stark white walls with prison regulations posted every­where, the random pat searches that weren’t at all random. She was pretty sure Jackson hated the visits as much as she did because he couldn’t stand for Amber to witness him being vulnerable—­wearing orange instead of his normal designer attire, at the mercy of the prison guards barking orders at him. He was no longer the all-­powerful mogul, now just another inmate, no more special than anyone else. Thankfully it was only a forty-­five-­minute drive to Danbury, Connecticut, so she didn’t have to waste her entire day.

			Amber had worried at first that the scandal would make her persona non grata in Bishops Harbor, but apparently tax evasion was a crime that didn’t garner much antipathy among the one-­percenters. They were likely counting their blessings that they had avoided getting caught themselves. Besides, anyone who knew Jackson knew that he’d soon be back on top and didn’t want to risk alienating him by shunning his wife. Thus, Amber was still able to enjoy her days at the country club, her weekly tennis matches, and a board position with the Bishops Harbor Historical Society.

			Her days passed pleasantly enough, especially with no demanding husband at home to please. There were a few, the old guard, who turned up their noses at her, but then again, they’d rebuffed her from the beginning. She’d get them back when the time was right. The one fly in the ointment was that funds were running very low, and she’d had to let some of the household staff go. For the past month, she’d had to cook her own meals and drive herself every­where. Plus, she hadn’t bought a new outfit in over two months. If she didn’t get an influx of cash soon, the nanny and housekeeper would have to be let go, she would have to forgo her salon visits and even let their club membership lapse. There were no secrets in Bishops Harbor. Word at the club would spread like wildfire. She wasn’t about to let that happen.

			Amber had a plan, though. She’d sell the boat. She knew the sixty-­five-­foot Hatteras was worth at least a million and a half, maybe more, so she’d put an ad in Boat Trader and on Boats.com. She already had three interested parties. Pretty soon their bank account would be overflowing once more, and she could go back to the life she’d become accustomed to.

			Well, almost. Jackson would be home in a month, but she wasn’t afraid of him anymore—­not since she had laid the trap that gave her something to hold over his head. A few months after their marriage, when he’d found out that there was an outstanding warrant for her arrest in Missouri, he’d used that as leverage and became verbally abusive and debasing in the bedroom. She could have left him and owned up to what she’d been arrested for back home. She’d probably serve only a year or two for jury tampering, perjury, and bail jumping, but she’d sooner be dead than go back to the small-­minded town she’d grown up in. She would not eat crow. It was far easier to put up with Jackson. His first wife had silently borne all his cruelty, but Amber was no Daphne.

			She smiled, remembering the night she’d provoked him. It was the first time he hadn’t been able to sustain an erection. She’d laughed and told him he was part of the Viagra crowd now, that maybe she should hire a new pool boy. He’d been furious. Furious enough to make the mistake of pushing her down on the bed and choking her, spewing obscenities. She’d recorded it all from the camera she’d hidden on the nightstand. That was the night she found equal footing. Jackson cared much more about his reputation than he did about having the upper hand. So, he’d wisely agreed to her terms: a marriage in name only, no more sex, no more demands. He’d have the arm candy he wanted, she the lifestyle, and their lives would go on. But that didn’t mean she was looking forward to seeing him every day.

			She sat in the drab waiting room now, impatient for them to bring Jackson in so she could get the visit over with. She looked up as the door opened and he walked in. She conceded that he looked none the worse for wear. In fact, he looked very fit, like he’d been working out. But then again, federal prison wasn’t exactly Attica. He gave her a sardonic smile and when he sat down, she noticed that his thick dark hair was a little longer than he normally wore it. She had to admit that even in his prison garb, Jackson looked more like a movie star playing a role than a real inmate.

			“How’s my devoted wife today?”

			She returned a smile—­her sweetest—­and shrugged. “Missing you, of course. But only one more month, and you’ll be home.”

			“I’m sure you’re counting the days.” He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “On that note, I want you to throw a party for my release. It’s important that we get in front of this. Let everyone know I’m back and ready to start something new. I’ve met an investment broker who has some great contacts. We’re developing a new business plan.”

			Amber wondered what the banker was in for.

			“Here’s the guest list.” He slid a piece of paper across the table.

			Amber glanced at it. Was he serious?

			“Jackson, there’s only fifty thousand left in our accounts. That barely covers our monthly expenses. I told you I’ve already had to let Edgar and Margarita go. There’s not enough to throw you an elaborate party. I’m having to cut corners all over the place. I’m tired of making sacrifices.”

			His eyes blazed. “Only fifty? There was close to half a million between both accounts when I came here. Where the hell did it go?”

			“Come on. You can’t have forgotten what things cost. It’s been seven months; the money’s running out.” She leaned back and appraised him. “But I do have an idea. If we sell the boat, we can get at least a million and a half for it. Not to mention saving ten thousand a month in slip fees, electricity, maintenance, and insurance. Besides, it’s seven years old. When you’re back on top, you can buy a bigger one.” And one that was named after her, and not his ex-­wife and kids, she thought.

			Jackson’s face turned white. “Absolutely not!”

			“Why not? It’s not like anyone’s using it. What’s your attachment to a seven-­year-­old boat? We need the money.”

			He leaned in closer, giving her a piercing look. “Listen to me. Under no circumstances are you to sell the boat. Do you understand me? I promise you, there’ll be plenty of money when I get out, but I need that boat.”

			“You must be dreaming. The company’s gone; all that money went to pay back the IRS. The only assets we have are the house and that boat. Do you have a job waiting for you when you’re released?”

			“Look, I can’t get into it here.” He glanced up at the corner of the room where a camera was positioned, then back at her. “Just trust me on this. We’ll be fine once I’m out. But not if you get rid of the boat.”

			Interesting, she thought. What did the boat have to do with it? “Okay, okay. I get it. It’s your good luck charm. Fine. I won’t sell it. But I certainly hope you’re not lying to me. I’ve got my eye on the new Oscar de la Renta coming out in a few weeks.”

			He blew out a breath. “You’ll have everything your greedy little heart desires. Just hold out for one more month. Got it?”

			“If you say so. I’d better get going. Tennis at three.” She smiled. “See you next week.”

			“Hold on. You said you’d bring pictures of my son with you.”

			They’d both agreed that their toddler, Jackson Junior, was better off staying at home with the nanny during these visits. She reached in her purse and pulled out an envelope. “Here you go. Some recent pictures of our son.”

			He took them from her, and she stood, eager to end the visit.

			Once outside, she quickened her pace. She was going to see for herself what the hell he was hiding on that boat.

			Amber pulled up to Mariners Point Marina, waiting as the camera recognized the RFID sticker on her car and the gates slowly opened. She parked, grabbed her tennis shoes from the passenger seat, and put them on. Next, she sent a quick text before getting out. Hey, Jessica, she wrote. Something’s come up. I won’t be able to make our tennis game today. Apologies. I’ll call you later. Tx.

			The day was sunny and warm. Amber took a deep breath of the bracing sea air as she walked to the slips, so refreshing after the stuffy visiting room at the prison. There was no way in hell she’d ever let them put her behind bars. She turned onto the third finger pier, where Amber had a few days ago directed the boat be moved to, after its being in dry dock during Jackson’s incarceration. Walking past several power and sailboats, she approached the Bellatada, scowling at the name painted on the transom. Amber had been in such awe when she’d first stepped foot onto the sleek and elegant yacht, but she’d always hated that it was named for Jackson’s daughters, Bella and Tallulah, and his ex-­wife, Daphne. Especially as he liked to taunt Amber by reminding her that she had none of the bearing or elegance of the blond and beautiful Daphne. But today was not a time to bother herself with that.

			She boarded the boat, moved belowdecks to the salon, and went straight to the safe in the main stateroom. Knowing the combination by heart, she spun the dial with anticipation. But once it was open, she deflated. Empty. It was unlikely that anything of value would be hidden in this part of the boat, but next she went through the salon, galley, and dinette anyway, moving cushions and feeling around underneath, opening drawers and cabinets, even checking the appliances. When she finished searching the main stateroom, she checked in each of the other three, feeling under mattresses, examining carpeting for any unusual bulges, rummaging through every piece of furniture. After two hours, she’d come up with nothing.

			Amber returned to the deck and sighed as she sat on the captain’s chair, fingering the steering wheel and pondering her next move. A thought occurred to her. She jumped up and pulled a toolbox from the cabinet under the wheel. Taking a screwdriver, she began working to unscrew the cap on the steering wheel, her excitement growing. Finally taking it off, she exhaled in disappointment. Nothing hidden there. A search of the engine room and the flybridge produced no results either. The sun was beginning to set. All the frantic searching had been for naught. Amber was beyond frustrated. And furious. Something was stashed away on this boat—­she was sure of it. She’d have to come back in the morning and look further, maybe cut open the cushions and check the headliner. Brimming with vexation, she needed to take it out on something.

			Bellatada. That damn name caught the edges of Amber’s vision. She looked over at the pole with the blue flag mounted on the transom where the name was imprinted. Her hands clenched into tight fists as a storm of fury and frustration exploded inside of her. She spun around and grabbed the first thing she saw, the long metal boat hook, and wrapping her fingers around it, marched to the stern and swung the metal rod against the flagpole. It struck with violent force. She hit it again and again, all the pent-­up rage bursting out of her and onto the shaft. She grinned at the sound of wood cracking, and with all her might took one last titanic whack. Amber dropped the boat hook and with satisfaction watched the pole splinter and fall to the deck in pieces. Sweat poured down her face, stinging her eyes as she stared at the fragments. She frowned and, blinking several times, tried to focus. A long metal cylinder resembling a cigar tube, but thicker, lay among the splintered wood. She stooped down, unscrewed the cap, and pulled out a wad of silk cloth. There was still something in the tube, and turning it upside down, she carefully spilled the contents onto the deck. Hues of red and blue and yellow winked in the sun. She bent over for a closer look, a smile spreading across her face. Some kind of red and pink gems. And diamonds. Lots of them.

		

	
		
			– 2 –

			Daphne

			When I was a little girl, I couldn’t get enough of fairy tales. I especially loved the ones where the heroine escaped from the monster and went on to live happily ever after. But what I’ve come to learn is that sometimes there’s no such thing as a happy ending. Yes, there’s the blessed relief of freedom from tyranny and terror, but the scars live on. I still find myself reaching for the food journal Jackson made me keep, guilt consuming me when I eat anything not on his approved list. And then I remember, I don’t have to keep track any longer. I see him in my dreams—­or rather, my nightmares—­varied scenarios in which I’m back with him, bewildered at why and how I find myself at his mercy, a prisoner in his carefully cultivated world. With the break of every dawn, I find release and breathe deeply air no longer tainted by his presence. There are times I have trouble trying to regain some of what he stole from me: trust in the goodness of others, the ability to let my guard down with new friends, belief in the veracity of my own judgment. I’m wary now. Careful in a way I never was before. But maybe that’s a good thing.

			California has been good for my daughters and me since we moved here a little over a year ago. Our home is peaceful. No angry arguments or yelling. People are friendly but not intrusive. A wave and a smile, a few polite words, and they let you go on with your day. My mother is in seventh heaven, thrilled to be a daily part of our lives, after being banished from it for so long. Jackson led her to believe that I didn’t want her around too often, when the truth was, he delighted in keeping us apart. She takes the girls to school and all their activities and insists on cooking dinner for us every night. It feels good to be taken care of again, and so I let her. I continue my work for Julie’s Smile, the foundation to raise money for cystic fibrosis that I’d started in memory of my sister, Julie, who died of the disease when she was sixteen. I’ve established a small headquarters here in Santa Cruz and continue to raise money for CF research. We don’t do elaborate fundraisers like we used to in Bishops Harbor, but we generate support through social media and direct marketing campaigns. It’s been a wonderful vehicle of healing for my mother too and a way for the two of us to feel we’re still connected to my sister.

			I’ve joined the neighborhood book club and it’s so wonderful to make friends and be open with them. No more living in a silent hell and pretending it’s paradise. We bond over our shared parenting struggles, philosophical views, and the occasional cute single dad spotted at the monthly PTA meeting. My life is serene and calm. I relish it.

			“Since Tallulah’s away, how about we cook the fillets you picked up the other day?” I suggest to my mother. Tallulah recently announced she was a vegetarian and can’t abide even the smell of cooking meat.

			“Great idea,” she says, smiling.

			We work together in the kitchen companionably, she seasoning the meat while I chop up veggies for a salad. I glance at my watch and see it’s close to six. My friend Maggie will be dropping Bella home soon from her Girl Scout meeting.

			My phone rings and I go to the counter to pick it up. I see the name of Tallulah’s teacher on the screen and my stomach drops. She left two days ago for the eighth-­grade field trip to D.C. I swipe left.

			“Hello?”

			“Mrs. Parrish?”

			“Yes, is Tallulah okay?”

			“Yes, she’s fine. But we do have a problem.”

			My hand tightens around the phone. “What is it?”

			“I’m afraid she snuck out of the hotel this morning and took a train to Connecticut.”

			“What do you mean? Is she—­”

			“We have her. Her friend, Molly, finally told us of her plans, and we were able to intercept her at the Bridgeport Train Station. Apparently, she was trying to get to her father. You’ll need to make arrangements to have her flown back today. I’m afraid we can’t risk her doing something like this again. We’ll have her escorted to the plane, but you will have to purchase the ticket and give us the flight details.”

			My head is spinning. I can’t believe this. How did she even get the train ticket? I wonder. Then I remember the credit card I gave her for emergencies. Anger and relief vie for dominance, but in the end, relief wins.

			“Did her father know of her plans?” I ask.

			“Apparently not. She said she was planning to take an Uber and surprise him.”

			“May I speak to her, please.” I do my best to keep my voice even.

			“She doesn’t want to speak to you right now. I think it’s best if you talk to her in person.”

			I skirt her questions about Jackson and custody.

			I end the call and turn to my mother.

			“What in the world was that all about?”

			“Tallulah took a train to Connecticut,” I say, and as I fill her in on the details, her face turns white.

			“What was she thinking? She could have been kidnapped! She’s out of control, Daphne.”

			As if I don’t know that. At first, both Tallulah and Bella seemed to be thriving. They assimilated into their new school seamlessly, made new friends, threw themselves into activities. At home Tallulah’s book of the moment was never far from her, but she’d become a bit more outgoing. Bella seemed to reflect the California sun, with her bubbly personality and dazzling blond curls. In some ways she reminded me of Jackson—­the good parts, her eyes the same blue as his and her take-­charge personality rather unlike mine. Things were changing, however. They missed their father. And even though he was never violent or physically hurt them, I knew his psychological reign of terror would intensify and cripple them if he were in their lives. Bella struggled with reading, which embarrassed and infuriated him; in turn he would berate her when she stumbled over words. I can still hear him calling her stupid or ugly in those moments; I only hope her improved ability and newfound love of reading have blunted those memories. It still fills me with shame when I think of his cruel treatment. With Tallulah, he was kinder, more patient, and the two bonded over their shared love of literature. She was a daddy’s girl from the start and despite her witnessing Jackson’s darker moments, she seems to have banished them from her mind and remembers only the happy times.

			“She told me before she left that she hates me for keeping her from Jackson. She doesn’t understand that I’m only trying to protect her and Bella. I never imagined she’d do something like this,” I say.

			My mother purses her lips. “She’s thirteen. Old enough to understand. You can’t keep the truth from her forever. He tried to ruin our relationship, lying to me all those years and telling me you didn’t want me to visit. He kept you a prisoner and isolated you from everyone. He’s dangerous. The girls need to know . . .”

			I put a hand up. I can’t listen to another tirade about Jackson. Anytime one of the girls brings him up, she’s ready to boil over and speak unkindly about him until I stop her with a look. She doesn’t seem to get that her constant chatter about how awful he is only makes it harder to put the past behind me. “Not yet. If I tell Tallulah the things he did to me, how he essentially held me hostage all those years, I’ll wipe out every good memory she has of us as a family. She’s already depressed. That’s not going to help her. And Bella is only eleven. If I tell Tallulah everything, she’ll tell her sister.” When we left Connecticut, all I could think about was getting away from Jackson and starting over. Getting him to terminate his parental rights gave me the illusion that we were all free. I should have realized that no court document could sever the ties that bind him to our children.

			She throws her hands up. “Well, you’ve got to do something. Next time you might not be so lucky.”

			Last night didn’t go well. Tallulah wouldn’t even look at me when I picked her up and despite my best efforts at getting her to talk, she crossed her arms and kept her lips tightly sealed. Only when I threatened to take her phone away did she admit that Jackson had no idea of her plan. I haven’t spoken to Jackson since I left Bishops Harbor. This morning Tallulah wouldn’t go to school and told me that if I didn’t let her see her father, she’d run away and I’d never find her. I intend to verify that she’s telling the truth, but I need to speak with my therapist before I open up the can of worms that will be getting in touch with Jackson.

			I arrive at Dr. Marshall’s office ten minutes early for our session and take a seat in the waiting room. I scroll through my phone ­distractedly, then grab a People magazine from the table and flip through it. Sighing, I put it back down and stand, pacing. Finally, the door to her office opens and she calls me in.

			“How are things today, Daphne?” The petite older woman wrinkles her brow with concern as I take a seat. The three of us have been seeing her since we first moved to California.

			I shake my head. “Not good. Tallulah still isn’t speaking to me, except to refuse to go to school and to threaten to leave again. I don’t know what to do.”

			She sighs. “You know that normally I’d never suggest you regain contact with your abuser. But this is a complicated situation. This could have ended very badly. Did Jackson have any idea of her plan?”

			I shake my head. “She says no. I know I need to call him, but I dread it.”

			“This is obviously a very serious situation. You’re very lucky that nothing happened to her, but as we discussed, Tallulah’s depression is getting worse. Are you absolutely sure you’re unwilling to tell her the truth about their father? What he did?”

			My impatience surges; we’ve been over this many times before. Won’t anyone let this rest? “I tried to tell the girls, to explain why I stayed all those years. Not everything, of course. I softened things, didn’t tell them that he made me out to be crazy by having me committed. But the girls didn’t take it well. It was obvious to me they didn’t want to hear it. Despite how Jackson treated me, he was a good father to them. Most of the time, anyway.”

			I don’t tell her about the way he mercilessly pushed Bella when she struggled to read, or how he refused to consider that she had a learning disability. “I’m not sure they could bear hearing the full truth. They might not even believe it. It could damage my relationship with them. I can’t let that happen.”

			She gives me a look I can’t interpret, purses her lips, and finally speaks. “I understand, but in that case, you need to get in touch with Jackson and tell him what’s going on. Things have escalated. Tallulah has become reckless. What if she decides to hitchhike across the country? You can’t risk her running away. Maybe he can arrange to come and visit, supervised of course, and we can all meet together to try to figure out a way for him to be in their lives in a safe way.”

			Safe is not a word I would ever associate with Jackson. I don’t want him here, contaminating our lives. I can’t abide the thought of him in my house, seeing where we live, knowing the intimate details of our lives.

			“I’m not even sure if he’s been released from prison yet. Plus, I don’t know if he can leave the state.”

			“Why did Tallulah try to go see him if he’s still in prison?”

			I blow out a breath. “I never told her he was in prison.”

			“Well, what if you took the girls there?”

			My stomach tightens. There. The place I fought so hard to escape.

			“I can’t go back.”

			“Well, if Jackson can’t come here, I don’t see any other options. Are you willing to risk her running off again? Or even hurting herself?”

			“No, of course not. Do you think she’d actually . . .” I can’t complete the sentence, I’m so horrified by the thought. “There must be another way.” Alarm twists my stomach.

			She cocks her head, her face full of understanding. “I don’t see how if Jackson can’t come here.”

			I sigh and think for a moment. “Maybe we could go next month when the girls are out of school. Rent something for the summer. But I need support. Can you recommend someone for us to see in Connecticut?”

			“Yes, of course.” She gives me a sympathetic look. “I realize this is the last thing you want to do. But legally he has no right to the children, so he has to play by your rules.”

			I scoff. “Jackson doesn’t play by anyone else’s rules.” Then I shrug. “Maybe these months in prison have mellowed him.” But I don’t believe that for a minute.

			Dr. Marshall leans back in her chair, tapping her pen on a pad. “Both girls are curious about their little brother, Jackson Junior. What are your thoughts about allowing them to meet him?”

			It’s a question I’ve wrestled with since he was born. He’s innocent in all this, only two years old. I know how precious siblings are; I still miss my sister after all these years. If Tallulah and Bella have the chance to have a relationship with a brother, I don’t want to stand in the way.

			“The problem is Amber. She and I are not exactly on good terms. I absolutely don’t want her having anything to do with my girls. She’s devious and scheming, a liar who plays mind games and will stop at nothing to get her own way. I won’t have them subjected to her manipulation. But she’ll never let her son be a part of our lives unless we include her.”

			“Well, perhaps Jackson can persuade her to allow him to bring little Jackson with him.”

			“There’s no way—­”

			She puts up her hand. “You know what, one step at a time. Let me find you a therapist to work with. Give him or her all the background, and you can navigate these issues then. And of course, you can talk to me any time while you’re away. The main thing is to help Tallulah and Bella come to terms with living apart from their father.”

			I know she’s right, but a sense of dread fills me, nonetheless. “Okay. I’ll get in touch with him as soon as I can.”

			“Have you filled the prescription Dr. Parker sent to the pharmacy?”

			I shake my head. “I don’t need anything.”

			“Just fill it and take it with you. If you get too anxious, the Klonopin can help.”

			I nod. “All right, I will.”

			On the drive back home, I rehearse what I’ll say to Jackson, how to appeal to his better self on behalf of Tallulah. I would go to hell and back for my children, but with Jackson involved, there may not be a way back. He’s a master manipulator, capable of assuming whatever persona is most advantageous to him at the time. He swept into my life like a hero, making me believe he was the answer to everything I needed. After we were married, Jackson’s behavior seemed controlling at times, but I rationalized it away, thinking I was perhaps being too sensitive. It wasn’t until after Tallulah was born that he showed his true colors, knowing my love for her was my Achilles’ heel. He would go from being loving and attentive to cold and critical in the blink of an eye, and I never quite knew what provoked him. I tried my best to please him and to make it work but when he threatened the safety of our child, I took her and left. He was one step ahead of me, though, and after making me appear unstable and having me committed to a sanatorium for months, there was little I could do once I returned home, without losing my child. I shiver when I think back to the first night he became physically violent with me. Tallulah had been almost two years old. We’d gone out to dinner with clients and the waiter complimented me on my choice of an appetizer, saying it was his favorite. We must have exchanged only a few words, but Jackson barely spoke to me on the way home. I kept asking what was wrong, but he claimed nothing was. In the middle of the night, I felt like I was suffocating. I began coughing and suddenly realized he was holding a pillow over my head. I struggled against him, and he finally let go. My relief was short-­lived. He flicked the lamp on, and I saw that he held a knife in his hands, its blade gleaming close to my face. He pushed it against my neck.

			“Were you dreaming of the waiter, slut?”

			“Jackson, please. Put the knife down!”

			“You humiliated me. Flirting with him like I wasn’t even there.”

			He nicked my neck, and I felt the burn. He put his finger on the blood, then smeared it on my cheek. To this day, I still wake up in the middle of the night, breathless, worried that there will be a knife at my throat or a gun at my head, until I remember that I’m free of him. And now I have to go back.
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			Amber

			Amber had no idea if Jackson had stolen the diamonds or had obtained them legitimately. One thing was certain, however. She had to be cautious about who she showed them to, and thanks to good old Bunny, Amber knew just who to call.

			Bunny Nichols was a woman Amber had met when Amber had wormed her way onto Daphne’s charity committee a few years back. The third wife of a repugnant eighty-­five-­year-­old multimillionaire, Bunny was the embodiment of every cliché about the trophy wife. Despite her ditzy vibe, she was actually quite cunning. She had turned Amber on to Stefan Becker, a jeweler with impeccable discretion, who was not only willing to help turn gems into cash but was also a master craftsman, an artist ­really, in making flawless replicas of the jewels being sold. The ever-­resourceful Bunny had found Becker when her husband, March, slashed her budget after discovering she’d been cheating. It was ironic, ­really, since Amber was the one who’d sent March the compromising ­pictures of Bunny and her lover way back when Amber had first befriended Daphne and needed Bunny out of the way so she could take her place as cochairman on Daphne’s charity gala committee. Of course, no one found out. Amber had availed herself of Becker’s services a few months back when their bank account had begun to dwindle. She’d sold her Blue Nile tennis bracelet and the ruby and diamond ring Jackson had given her for their one-­year ­anniversary—­as if that were a milestone she wanted to celebrate—­but the money was running out. She’d worn the fake the last time she visited Jackson in prison, and he’d been none the wiser. It gave her a little thrill to fool him.

			The two thirty-­foot streetlights with their diamond motif at the crosswalk of Fifth Avenue and Forty-­seventh Street never failed to amuse Amber as she entered New York’s Diamond District—­a mere city block through which 90 percent of diamonds entering the United States passed. She walked a short distance on Forty-­seventh Street and entered the thirty-­four-­story Gem Tower.

			“ID, please,” a uniformed man at the reception counter barked.

			Amber handed him her driver’s license, placed her index finger on the automated fingerprint identification system, and then proceeded through the scanner and onto the elevator. It seemed only seconds before the elevator reached the twenty-­eighth floor and the doors silently opened. She unconsciously clutched her handbag more tightly, strode to the suite, and rang the bell. There was a buzz as the door opened and then quickly shut behind her. She now stood in a small space between two locked doors—­the so-­called mantrap. She heard another buzz and when the door in front of her opened, Amber entered a tranquil space. A striking young woman with coal black hair and skin so white that it looked almost translucent greeted her. The sleek black turtleneck dress she wore highlighted the elegance of her tall slender frame.

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. Parrish. If you’ll follow me, Mr. Becker is expecting you.” Amber’s eyes focused on the bright red lipstick as she spoke, so startling against the woman’s pale skin.

			“Thank you.”

			“Ah, Mrs. Parrish.” Stefan Becker extended his hand to Amber when they reached his office. “So nice to see you again.”

			“And you,” she replied, shaking his hand.

			“Please have a seat.” He placed a hand on one of the gray leather chairs in front of his desk. “Would you care for something to drink?”

			“No, I’m fine, thank you,” Amber said, sitting down.

			Becker went to his desk and sat, and Amber saw him give a slight nod to the young woman who then left the room and closed the door. She wondered if something was going on between them. There was no wedding ring on Becker’s tanned finger, and even though he was probably a good fifteen years older than Miss Red Lips and had streaks of silver through his hair, he was extremely attractive in a buttoned-­up sort of way.

			Becker fingered the gold cuff link on his sleeve and leaned slightly forward. “You said on the phone that you had some stones you wished to have appraised and possibly sell.”

			“Yes.” Amber withdrew a small drawstring pouch from her purse and handed it to Becker across the desk. She hadn’t brought the whole cache, only one of the diamonds and one each of the pink and red stones she couldn’t identify.

			Becker opened the bag and carefully emptied the three stones onto a velvet-­lined tray, picking up one after another with his tweezers and looking at them with his naked eyes. Then, picking up his loupe, he brought the first pink stone nearer, holding it with a diamond plunger and examining it more closely from all angles, then did the same with the red one. After a few minutes he looked up at her, frowning. “Where did you get these?”

			“Why does that matter?”

			He fixed her with an icy stare. “Do you know what this is?” he asked, holding up the red stone.

			It was safer to say nothing, she realized, and she remained silent so that he would continue.

			“This is a red diamond, one of the rarest and most valuable of all diamonds. Red diamonds come from the Argyle mine in Australia. The mine’s been closed since 2020.”

			Amber felt her pulse quicken. “How much is it worth?” she asked breathlessly.

			“A fancy red diamond can go for eighty thousand to one million dollars per carat. This stone is over one carat.”

			She moved to the edge of her seat, excitement coursing through her. “I have more stones. And what about the regular diamond? Is it valuable?”

			Becker frowned again and cocked his head. “I have to ask again how they were acquired, Mrs. Parrish.”

			She pressed her lips together and decided to wing it. “They’ve been in my husband’s family a long time. With my husband in prison, our financial situation has become precarious. He’s asked me to sell the gems.”

			“And there is proof that these gems were lawfully procured?”

			“I don’t have any paperwork if that’s what you mean, but as I said, they’ve been in the family forever.”

			Becker wrapped the stones in paper, handing them back to her and shaking his head. “I’m sorry, but without proof of their provenance, I can do nothing with these.” He picked up a pen and began to write on a notepad.

			“Wait—­”

			He put a hand up to stop her from speaking and slid a paper across the desk on which he’d written a name and phone number. “This man can help you. I’ll let him know you’ll be calling.”

			Amber grabbed the note, reading the name he’d written. She looked up from the paper, her eyes flashing. “Mr. Stones? Is this some kind of joke?”

			“I assure you he is no joke.” Becker rose from his chair and extended his hand once again. “I hope to do business with you another time.”

			Fat chance, Amber thought, ignoring the outstretched hand. She stuffed the note in her handbag and without a word marched from the room in fury.

			She stood outside the building and leaned against the wall, trying to decide what to do next as traffic growled and people hurried past.

			“Hey, lady. You buyin’ or sellin’? What are you lookin’ for?” a hawker yelled as he walked ­toward Amber.

			She shook her head and waved him away. It was ridiculous to keep standing here. She had no choice, and pulling the piece of paper from her bag, she began walking as she tapped the number into her phone.

			“Hello,” a gruff voice said, answering on the second ring.

			“Mr. Stones?”

			“Who can I say is calling?”

			Amber closed her eyes and inhaled. “Mrs. Amber Parrish.”

			“Hold on.” The flat New York accent had an impatient edge.

			She watched the traffic light change while she held, and when finally a deep voice said hello, it startled her. “Mr. Stones?”

			“Yes.”

			“This is Amber Parrish. Stefan Becker gave me your name and number. He said you might be able to help me.”

			“Mr. Becker contacted me. If you’d like to discuss the items you have, come to my office.”

			Amber hesitated. She didn’t know jack shit about this guy. “Well, what I’m wondering is if you can give me an appraisal and then sell some—­”

			“Mrs. Parrish,” he interrupted her. “Any business you wish to conduct must be done in person. Do you understand?”

			Amber was the last one to let impropriety stand in the way of what she wanted, but this seemed a little dangerous. “I understand. How soon can we meet?”

			“Right away if you’d like. My office is just two buildings from Mr. Becker’s,” he said, and gave her the address.

			The building wasn’t as grand or as new as Stefan Becker’s, and when Amber reached Mr. Stones’s suite on the sixteenth floor, her eyes swept across the room. She was struck by its cold minimalist feel, the gray walls and carpet a backdrop to geometric furnishings that looked stiff and unyielding.

			“You Amber Parrish?” an older man sitting at the desk asked.

			“Yes, I’m here to see Mr. Stones.”

			“Mrs. Parrish, welcome.” She turned ­toward the voice. He looked as if he’d been spawned from this very room, a six-­foot figure dressed in a stark three-­piece gray suit that was tailored to his exact measurements. A starched white shirt and gray silk tie, expertly knotted, completed the ensemble. His white-­blond hair was closely cropped and his eyes, an icy blue, were without warmth. A slight aroma of fresh citrus met her as she approached him.

			“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” she said, ready to shake his hand, but Stones put no hand forward, instead giving a slight nod in acknowledgment.

			“Certainly. Why don’t we go into my office where we’ll have privacy.”

			She followed him into a room that looked much the same as the outer one, and they sat opposite each other at a slim metal table.

			“Mr. Stones. Is that your real name?” Amber said.

			“The less you know about me, the better it is for both of us, Mrs. Parrish.” He looked at her and smiled. “Now let’s get down to business. I understand you have some gems you’d like me to look at.”

			Amber didn’t like this guy. He was too full of himself, so superior and acting like he was in some kind of jewel heist movie. She said nothing as she took the folded paper from the pouch and placed it on the table, watching as he unwrapped the stones and with his tweezers picked up each one to examine through his eyeglass.

			When he finished, he sat back in his chair and, rubbing his chin with an index finger, said. “The red diamond is superb. The pink too. And the white diamond is excellent quality—­perfect color and clarity. As Stefan Becker told you, they are extremely valuable. And sellable. I will have no trouble moving these for you if you wish.”

			“How valuable? How much will I get?” Amber was already counting the zeros.

			“That’s an interesting question. The value varies, depending upon where you are in the chain.”

			She was ­really getting irritated now. “What does that mean, exactly?”

			“To a buyer at full price, your one carat red diamond could easily fetch over two million dollars. The value for you would be 25 to 30 percent of its wholesale value, considerably less than two million. Somewhere between $500,000 and $600,000.”

			Amber shot up from her chair. “Excuse me? That’s ridiculous. Who’s making all that damn money? You? I’m the one with the diamonds.”

			“Quite true. But I’m the one with the connections. If you can prove where these diamonds were legitimately obtained, you are perfectly welcome to sell them directly.”

			She glared at him and sat down again, then reached into her handbag and took out her phone. “I have more. Three pink. One large blue, and several yellow and white. Here,” she said thrusting the phone ­toward him. “Here are photos of the others. Can you up my percentage since there are so many?” If Amber hadn’t been watching him carefully, she would have missed the quick flash of excitement cross his face when he looked at the first picture of the blue diamond.

			He handed the phone back to her, his face expressionless once again. “We can certainly discuss that when I examine the other stones.”

			“How soon would I get paid? Do I have to wait until you sell them?” Amber needed that money in her hands and safely tucked away before Jackson was released. Her careful planning in landing Jackson as her husband and overthrowing Daphne as the reigning queen of Bishops Harbor wasn’t going to be for nothing. All those months of pretending to be Daphne’s friend, researching cystic fibrosis, working her ass off on Daphne’s charity for her dead sister. It took a toll, having to act so sweet and obsequious, posing as a loyal friend who loved Daphne and her little brats. She thought back to all those boring evenings at Daphne’s house, pretending to understand Daphne’s grief over losing her sainted sister. The hours they spent talking about the illness that had claimed their sisters’ lives, even though Amber’s three sisters were very much alive and well—­not that it would have bothered her much if one of them had died. After a while, Amber almost believed the lie herself.

			And then her fawning over the powerful Jackson Parrish. Making him feel like he was a god. Reading the books he read, schooling herself in art and music masters so that she could hold her own with the most erudite. She’d worked her ass off at Parrish Industries, spending her off-hours learning the ins and outs of the business and becoming indispensable to Jackson, until one day he also started to notice how good her legs looked in short skirts. She’d stroked his ego and made herself into the perfect younger replacement for his wife. He’d fallen hard for Amber and given her everything she thought she wanted. But now she no longer held Jackson in her thrall, and she wasn’t about to let him move back in and control the purse strings again. Amber was finally rich, the kind of rich she’d envied and coveted from the sidelines, but only as long as she was with Jackson, because all the money belonged to him. Amber had come from nothing, had clawed her way to the top, and now a golden opportunity had been dropped in her lap like a gift from the gods. Finally, the money would be all hers and hers alone. No way was she ever going back.

			“No. As soon as I take possession, you will be paid. A wire transfer will be sent to your bank immediately. If you would like, I can take these three stones and wire the money to your account while you’re here. Did you by any chance bring your bank information with you?”

			She had opened an account in a Barbados bank, one recommended to her by a lawyer referred by her friend Remi Whitlock. He’d advised Amber to open the account in her son’s name, and Amber, as his mother, would be custodian with power of attorney. The lawyer took care of providing the bank with certified copies of Jackson Junior’s birth certificate and the other required documents. For all intents and purposes, the money would be at her complete disposal, but there was less likelihood of too much scrutiny or too many questions asked if it looked as though it was just a mother putting money away for her son. The key, Amber was told, was that first step of opening the account and getting the money into the banking system. Once in, she could transfer money from there to anywhere in the world and to as many banks as she wished without any questions being asked.

			She thought a moment. “I have the bank information for you, but I’d also like some of the money in cash. Can you do that today?”

			“I can, but that would cost you a bit more.”

			She appraised him coolly, remembering the look of hunger in his eyes when he saw the photos of what was to come. Amber understood greed well. “I can understand how that might apply if I were selling one diamond, but let’s be honest, Mr. Stones. You stand to make an extremely handsome profit once you’ve sold all I have. And since you take a larger share for those without provenance, in a way, my lack of proof of their origin works to your advantage. I believe you can well afford to give me cash for the three I’ve brought without any sort of markdown, don’t you agree?” Amber’s eyes locked with his.

			He seemed to consider her for a second. “I think I’m able to give you some accommodation, Mrs. Parrish.”

			“Wonderful. In the meantime, I’ll leave these with you and take the cash for them now.”

			“I’ll calculate your earnings and have my assistant get your money ready.” He put his hand out to Amber and they shook. “By the way,” he said with a slight smile as they rose from their seats, “an interesting fact you might enjoy . . . a briefcase of two million dollars in $100 bills weighs twenty-­two pounds. Fill it with euros in denominations of 500 and you can fit 8 million in that same briefcase. Unfortunately, the U.S. mint stopped issuing $500 bills in 1969.”

			Twenty minutes later, Amber left with a dark brown leather briefcase weighing fourteen and a half pounds. Next stop was the safe-­deposit box she’d opened yesterday.
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			Daphne

			By the time I get home, I’ve talked myself out of it. What was I thinking? Allowing Jackson back into our lives is not the answer. There has to be another way. Maybe I’ve been wrong in keeping the truth from my daughters. They’re young, yes, but old enough to understand danger. As much as I’ve wanted to shield them from the naked truth about their father and all he’s capable of, wouldn’t it be better in the long run if they knew that I didn’t make the decision to move them away lightly? I sigh as I pull into the drive, my heart heavy. The house is quiet when I enter, my mother at the kitchen table doing a crossword and Tallulah nowhere in sight. Bella is still at school.

			“Has she come out of her room at all?” I ask as I walk into the kitchen.

			“She let me make her some pancakes for breakfast.”

			“Did she say anything?”

			“I tried to ask about it, but she got very angry and jumped up from the table. I apologized and told her I’d mind my own business. She sat down, ate her pancakes, and then went right back to her room.”

			I look over my shoulder, making sure Tallulah’s not lurking in the hallway, and lower my voice, recapping my visit with the psychologist. “Tallulah’s so angry at me for keeping her from Jackson. Dr. Marshall thinks it was too abrupt a rift.” I hesitate, knowing the impact my next words are going to have. “She wants me to take the girls to see him this summer.”

			Her eyes are wide with disbelief. “You can’t be seriously thinking of letting Jackson see them?”

			“I don’t know what else to do. What if she runs away? She could be trafficked, anything. I can’t risk it.”

			She scoffs. “I’ll tell you exactly what you do. You tell her the truth. What kind of man he ­really is. You keep that monster away from my granddaughters! Letting him back into their lives will not end well. Keeping him away is for their own good.”

			“Is it? I’m not so sure any longer. She’s clearly in a lot of pain.”

			“Well, letting Jackson near her isn’t going to make things any better.”

			“I have to do something. The therapist is very concerned and so am I.” I stand. “I’m going to check on her.”

			I knock but Tallulah doesn’t open the door. Pushing it open, I enter, and she gives me a rebellious look, one eye obscured by a lock of long brown hair. She’s got headphones on and I can hear the rock music coming from them. Her pink Chuck Taylors are strewn on the floor next to her jean jacket and she’s lying on her stomach, The Hate U Give propped on the pillow in front of her.

			“I told you to leave me alone!” She turns back to her book.

			“Please, sweetheart. I’m not mad at you. I just want to understand.” I move closer to the bed and pull her headphones off and lay them on the bed.

			“She’s such a bitch!” she spits out.

			“Who?” I ask, keeping my voice level.

			“Mrs. Banner. She yelled at me in front of all my friends. Said I was a disgrace to the school. To the student council where I’m supposed to be a leader. Why can’t she understand how hard it is? I was so close, just a few hours from our house. I couldn’t let the chance go by. You moved us clear across the country to get away from him!” She turns now, her eyes mere slits, her nostrils flaring.

			“Honey, you know that’s not the whole story.” It doesn’t escape me that she still refers to the dwelling in Bishops Harbor as “our house.” I sit down on the bed and take a deep breath, stalling for time and for inspiration. Her room is immaculate and tidy, with the exception of the jacket and shoes on the floor—­the complete opposite of her sister’s where chaos reigns. Tallulah’s room is painted a tranquil sea blue and bookcases line every wall filled to the brim with the books she’s devoured since we moved in. I think back to my room when I was her age, the posters of boys and bands taped to the wall, and marvel at how different hers is. She’s always been my little adult, and I have to remind myself that despite her precociousness, she’s still a child.

			She pushes herself back against the headboard, putting more distance between us, and glares at me. “Just because he was a jerk to you doesn’t give you the right to keep him from us. He was a good dad.”

			“When you’re older you’ll under—­”

			“Stop!” Her face is red. “Don’t hand me that bullshit. It’s just a convenient way for you to get what you want without having to explain anything. I’m not a baby. What is so terrible about him that you had to steal us away?”

			This use of profanities is something new and it jars me. I can’t tell her the terrible things he did to me. But I can tell her he’s in prison, I decide.

			“I know you think he’s a good father. And maybe he was. But he’s not a good man. He’s in prison right now.”

			She laughs. “You think I don’t know that? Wake up, Mom! It’s the twenty-­first century; there’s a thing called the internet. He’s there for tax evasion. Not exactly murder. So he hid some money from the government. Big deal. All the politicians are corrupt anyway. I want to see him.”

			Alarm pulses through me like an electric current. “How do you know that?”

			She gives me a triumphant look. “I’ve spoken to him.”

			My mouth drops open. “You what? . . . How?” I can’t imagine how she’s managed this. Prisoners can’t take incoming calls, and Jackson doesn’t have any of our phone numbers.

			“I called Amber. She conferenced us on her phone.”

			My face flushes hot. “Amber? Tallulah, ­really?”

			“You left me no choice,” she thunders. “At least she isn’t trying to separate me from my father. She promised to take me to see him.”

			I stand up, needing to leave before I say something I’ll regret. Amber is good at pretending to care, to be an ally. I think of how she made up a sister who died from cystic fibrosis in order to connect with me. All the stories she told me of the sister she had loved and lost and it was a complete and utter lie. And now she’s talking to my daughter?

			“We’ll finish this later.”

			“Whatever,” she shoots back.

			My mother looks at me expectantly when I join her at the kitchen table. “She’s spoken to Jackson,” I tell her.

			“Isn’t that in violation of his restraining order?”

			My patience snaps. “Mom, we’ve been over this before. There’s no restraining order. He gave up his parental rights, but he hasn’t broken any laws by speaking to her.”

			“How in the world did he get in touch with her?”

			I shake my head. “Amber.”

			My mother rolls her eyes. “Of course. That woman would do anything to annoy you. What are you going to do?”

			“I’m going to follow the advice of the therapist and go back.” I put a hand up before she can object. “I’ll set the ground rules, and he’ll never be alone with them. Dr. Marshall is going to set us up with a therapist in Connecticut.”

			“I think it’s a mistake.”

			She’s made that crystal clear. “Maybe it is, but I have to do what I think is best for my daughters. I’m not going to have our relationship ruined because they think I’m unfairly keeping them from Jackson. At the end of summer, we’ll be back here, and we’ll have a whole year before we need to think about seeing him again.”

			She reaches out and puts a hand on mine. “I know it hurts you to see your girls upset, but, Daphne, you know how manipulative he is, and how controlling. I’m worried.”

			“Half his power came from his influence, and that’s gone now. He’s been shamed, imprisoned, and humbled. There’s nothing he can do to me anymore, and I know he wouldn’t hurt the girls.”
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