
[image: House on Fire: A Novel, by Bonnie Kistler.]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



For my daughters


A liar’s house is on fire, but no one believes him.

—Turkish proverb

“I prefer his lie to your truth,” said the king to the vizier. “Your truth came from a heart bent upon mischief. His lie came from a good heart, and good has come of it.”

—Sheikh Sa’Di Shirazi, The Good Lie

. . . to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

—Testimonial oath sworn by witnesses in U.S. courts
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Chapter One

A half hour before midnight the greatest day of Kip Conley’s life came to an end.

The day would have ended regardless. It was the greatest part he expected to go on forever. That afternoon he got into his top-choice school; in thirty minutes he’d be eighteen and legal to do anything he wanted in the world except drink and run for Congress; meanwhile, the beer was flowing at Atwood’s party and some excellent weed was circulating; and finally, the girl currently wriggling on his lap was glowing a steady green light at every intersection of her plush, pliable body.

“This is the greatest day of my life!” he shouted, and the girl preened, imagining herself to be the cause. The party was in full Tilt-A-Whirl swing throughout the Atwoods’ well-appointed suburban home. Music streamed into the Jambox and funneled out through the family room to blast through the entire first floor and up both staircases. In the front hall, the overflow crowd wheezed in and out of the flanking rooms like the bellows on an anesthesia machine.

The better part of St. Alban High’s senior class was there—not numerically but qualitatively, at least in the eyes of the people in attendance. They all got into someplace that week, and they were all in the mood to celebrate. They pogo-sticked to the beat, bottles to mouth and shoulder to sweaty shoulder. Taylor Swift was shaking it off on the Jambox, and the kids were shaking it off, too. Shaking off the weeks of mailbox-watching, the months of vocab drills and personal statement essays, the years of trying to shape themselves into every college’s dream candidate. Shake It Off. Shake It Off. That song was every high school’s anthem in the spring of 2015, and the same party was playing out in every affluent neighborhood across the country, everywhere there were seniors with acceptance letters and at least one set of parents out of town.

When the song ended, Ryan Atwood vaulted onto his mother’s granite-topped kitchen island and muted the Jambox. “Here’s to us!” he screamed with a bottle raised to his classmates. “And to bigger and better parties next year!”

The crowd roared its endorsement. Someone switched the music back on and the dancing resumed, but Atwood switched it off again and stopped all movement like a game of freeze tag. “But here’s what I want to know,” he yelled. “How the fuck did Conley get into Duke?”

Everyone laughed, no one louder than Kip. He leaned back, ready to revel in his roast.

“I mean, okay,” Atwood said. “Maybe he had the scores, but what else? Sports? His only contribution to the soccer team was running the betting pool. Theater? He almost got kicked out of the drama club, remember? When he ad-libbed those new lines for Hamlet so he wouldn’t be such a pussy? Community work? Volunteer activities? Zilch.

“So no good deeds but plenty of bad. There was that DUI on New Year’s Eve. He lost his driver’s license over that. But guess how he got here tonight?”

“He drove!” the chorus cheered and hooted.

“Then there was his arrest last year for retail theft.”

“Hey, that was only catch-and-release,” Kip protested. He was still laughing. There were times he could enjoy his bad-boy reputation, and this was one of them. A joint finally made it his way, and he took a hit and passed it on to the girl with a heavy-lidded grin.

“He has the thickest disciplinary file in the history of St. Alban High.”

“Only because I submitted a twenty-page rebuttal to every allegation.”

“Dude. You put a goat on the gymnasium roof.”

“Ah,” Kip said, basking. “Good times.”

His classmates remembered it that way, too, and laughed their appreciation. “Well, whatever,” Atwood said. “Here’s to you, Conley. Congrats and all that shit.”

Kip grabbed his empty off the end table and held it up in a salute, and Atwood thumbed the music back on and the dancing resumed.

The greatest thing about the greatest day of his life was that it would only get greater from here. In an hour or so, he’d pull the girl into an empty bedroom, and after she staggered downstairs and found a ride home, he’d flop over and fall asleep, and in the morning he’d wake up sober and sated, both feet firmly on the launch pad and ready for blastoff. Out of Podunk, Virginia, and off into the great wide world beyond. He’d rocket his way through college and grad school, do a couple years on Wall Street, a couple more in a think tank, then onward into politics. He felt like he’d scaled a mountain today, and from up here he could see the path ahead so clearly, a ribbon of all his bright promise unspooling before him.

But at 11:30 p.m., the best day of his life turned into his worst.

“Who’s that?” the girl said, squirming upright on his lap.

He followed her line of sight across the room to a head of penny-bright curls bobbing through the herbal haze. His fourteen-year-old stepsister was pushing her way through the crowd and scanning their faces with desperate, darting eyes. She was too young for this party and not the type to crash. There was only one explanation for her presence here. “Oh, shit.” He groaned and scrambled to his feet.

Chrissy turned her search in the other direction, and he followed, tracking the beacon of her hair through the kitchen to the front hall. She was wearing a rain slicker and barn boots over her pajamas and reflective cyclist cuffs wrapped around her calves. That gave him a particle of relief. If she rode her bike over here, it meant his father wasn’t waiting—seething—in the driveway. He reached around a pair of grinding classmates to grab her by the shoulder.

She whirled. “Kip!”

“They’re back?”

“On their way. Mom called from the road.”

“Shit.” He was supposed to have two more days of this furlough. “Why didn’t you call?”

“I did!”

“Oh.” He’d attributed the vibration in his lap to something else.

“There’s still time, though. We can beat them home.” She tugged on his sleeve. “Come on, hurry!”

He grabbed his jacket and raced her out the door.
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Peter Conley was the kind of man who couldn’t be a passenger. If he was in a vehicle, he had to be the one driving it. It took some time for Leigh to adjust to that. Her father wasn’t that way, and neither was Ted. But she’d come to view this as one of the perks of her second marriage. She learned to use the time to work, or on rainy nights like tonight, to lean back and let the rhythmic swish of the wipers lull her to sleep.

But Peter liked to listen to the news as he drove, and tonight the news was too awful to sleep through. Another school shooting here. Another terrorist attack there. This wasn’t the note she wanted to end their anniversary trip on. It was already bad enough they were leaving the resort two days early. They’d just clinked their champagne flutes in an anniversary toast—(“The best five years of my life,” he said. “Here’s to fifty more,” she said because love was greedy that way)—when the phone rang in her clutch. Parents of teenagers couldn’t ignore phone calls, especially when they’ve left them home alone for the first time. But it wasn’t the kids. It was Richard Lowry, calling from New York with the referral of a new client who could only meet Saturday morning. Could she be there?

Leigh couldn’t ignore that either, not when her billings were down and tuitions were up. But this was their big anniversary getaway, and she’d worked so hard to make it perfect. As a matrimonial lawyer, not to mention a happily remarried divorcée, she knew that the secret to marital success was to work at it. Prioritize it. Treat your marriage as Job One. Two-thirds of all second marriages ended in divorce, but she was determined to beat those odds. She hated to let her work disrupt her efforts.

But Peter didn’t mind. That afternoon Kip had called with the thrilling news about Duke, and Peter was happy to get home to celebrate. The kids would be asleep by the time they got in, but he was planning to take them out for a big diner breakfast in the morning.

The rain would end overnight, the radio told them. Sunny and high of sixty-five tomorrow. But then the broadcast looped back to the school shooting in Missouri, and Leigh couldn’t take it anymore. “Want me to drive for a while?”

Peter shook his head. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?” She trailed her fingertips along the length of his forearm. “I mean, you must be exhausted.”

He laughed and gave her hand a squeeze. His golf game had been rained out at the resort, along with Leigh’s trail ride and the mountain hike they’d planned. Instead, they had stayed in, dined on room service, and had as much sex as any couple approaching fifty could hope for. Not since their honeymoon had they been able to make love under a roof that didn’t also shelter a houseful of sharp-eared adolescents. But now the kids were old enough to be on their own for a few days, long enough for Leigh and Peter to get away and throw off all their restraints. It was thrilling, albeit a little shocking sometimes, to hear what animal noises still lurked inside each other’s skin.

“Oh!” she said as the memory struck. “We forgot to listen to the kids’ mixtape.”

“Mixtape?” Peter teased. “What year is this? 1985?”

“Hey, keep up, Grandpa. That’s what the digital version is called, too. All the cool kids say it.”

“Says the lady who still uses an iPod.”

She laughed as she rooted in her bag. Chrissy had tucked Leigh’s old iPod in there on their way out the door Wednesday night. We downloaded some road songs for your road trip, she said while Kip pretended to hide a smirk behind her.

Peter ceded the radio, and the first song began. After a few bars, Leigh recognized the intro to “Highway to Hell.” “Ha-ha. Very funny,” she said. But it wasn’t the AC/DC original, and when the vocals came in, she realized it wasn’t even a cover. “It’s the kids!” she hooted and turned up the volume. She could make out all five voices on the track: the twins’ booming basses, Kip veering from a theatrical tenor into a beatboxing rap, and there was Chrissy’s strong clear soprano rising above the fray with Mia’s whispery little voice piping in below. Leigh and Peter looked at each other and burst out laughing. The kids must have borrowed a karaoke machine, last month when Zack and Dylan were home on spring break, during a weekend when Peter had Mia so all five kids were together. A dozen songs followed—“King of the Road,” “Life in the Fast Lane,” “Get Outta My Dreams, Get Into My Car”—and Leigh laughed till she cried. “I can’t believe they did this!”

Peter shook his head fondly. “What a goofball that kid is.”

Leigh smiled. She could also see Kip’s mad genius behind this stunt, but she knew it would have taken Chrissy’s special powers to get everyone on board. Chrissy was the glue who held this family together. She loved everyone and everyone loved her, so almost by default they had to love one another.

The final song on the mix wasn’t karaoke. It was just the kids singing, a cappella, “We Are Family,” and that was when Leigh cried for real. Six years ago she felt like a dried husk—forty years old and suddenly single and financially strapped with three children to raise on her own. And now here she was, married to this good man, mother and stepmother to this amazing bunch of kids. Theirs was the most successfully blended family she’d ever encountered, in life or in work. Remarriage was the triumph of hope over experience, so the cynical saying went, but theirs really was a triumph, of luck and love and looking forward instead of back. Blessed wasn’t exactly a word in her vocabulary, but there was no denying that some kind of fortune had smiled upon them and the new life they’d built together.

Her phone rang in her bag as the mixtape ended. It was after midnight, she couldn’t imagine who— She shot Peter a questioning look as she pulled out her phone, and at the same moment, his rang, too. He answered it through the radio speaker as she pressed the answer button on hers.

“Mom!” Chrissy cried in her ear as Kip’s “Um—Dad?” came out of the dashboard speaker.

Peter braked and pulled off to the shoulder of the highway, and they stared at each other as they received the same news in their separate calls. It seemed the kids weren’t safe at home after all. They were at the police station.



Chapter Two

Peter was an easygoing man. He didn’t fly off the handle or punch walls or smash furniture. Even when things went very wrong in his business—subcontractor no-shows, delivery delays, interest rate spikes—his anger was more of the slow burn variety. But slow burns could get pretty hot, and Peter’s was searing by the time they reached the St. Alban police station. “How can somebody so smart be so goddam stupid?” he yelled.

Leigh knew how. Kip had been working so hard these last months, years really, perfecting his GPA, racking up his AP scores, acing the SATs—hours and hours cracking the books every day and somehow still expected to present the profile of a well-rounded, athletic, community-engaged young man. And he did it, he got into his dream school, and he must have felt like the top of his head was going to come off if he didn’t do something stupid tonight. But she held her tongue. She’d learned to defer to Peter where his son was concerned. He needed to be in the driver’s seat there, too.

St. Alban was a small town, barely more than a village, and most of its government functions were handled at the county level in Arwen. But it had its own small police department, headquartered on a tree-lined road in an old brick house that had been repurposed into the town administration building. The parking lot was nearly empty. Two police cruisers were out front, three cars in employee parking, and no one at all in Visitor Parking until they pulled in.

Chrissy was right inside the front door, hunched on a hard-slat bench in the corridor, her skin white as ash under the fluorescent ceiling panels. She jumped up and flew into her mother’s arms. “Sweetie, are you all right?” Leigh held her back and ran her eyes up and down her slight frame. She was nearly as tall as Leigh but still pipe cleaner–thin. “Did you get hurt anywhere?”

“I’m fine. Mom, don’t be mad at Kip!”

“I’m not—”

“Don’t let Pete be mad, please!”

Peter was already ahead of them down the corridor, speaking in a low, tight voice to a uniformed officer. Another uniformed officer was at a desk in the bullpen behind them, peering at a screen and pecking with two fingers on the keyboard. Somewhere a printer whined, and a faint rumble of voices came from behind a closed door. Otherwise the building appeared to be deserted.

“Maybe you can help us out here,” the man was saying to Peter when Leigh caught up. “Your son’s not cooperating.”

The officer was middle-aged, paunchy, with a broad, genial face. He looked like one of the dads Peter used to coach softball with, or one of his more reliable subcontractors, somebody he would have liked under different circumstances. But he was bristling at him now. “What do you mean, not cooperating?”

“He won’t tell us where he got the alcohol.”

“He was drunk?”

Leigh winced. Kip hadn’t mentioned that in his phone call.

The cop shrugged. “He measured point-oh-five-five on the blood alcohol. But remember, it’s zero tolerance under twenty-one, and he failed the field sobriety besides.”

Peter’s jaw clenched.

“Here’s the thing,” the cop said. “If there’s an underage beer party in progress in our town tonight, we need to know where it is.” He glanced at Chrissy, where she clung to Leigh’s side. “We haven’t questioned the young lady yet. We were waiting for a parent to arrive, since she’s a minor.” He rapped on a door and turned the knob, and the voice inside stopped rumbling.

“Wait.” Peter’s tone was sharp. “You questioned my son without a parent present?”

Inside the room Kip sat staring a hole into the battered laminate surface of a small conference table. Across from him was another uniformed officer, this one a young woman with a stern mouth and her hair pulled back in a tight bun like a ballerina. She looked up peevishly at the interruption.

Kip didn’t look up. He was a handsome boy, Leigh thought—of course he was; he looked like his dad—but where Peter’s looks were a little rough around the edges, Kip’s were buffed to a fine polish. If GQ put out a high school edition, he could have been its cover boy. He didn’t look very polished now, though. His dark hair was usually gelled to perfection, but now it hung limp in a damp tangle over his narrow, flushed face. He wasn’t as tall as Peter or as beefy as the twins, and he looked even smaller now as he slouched low in his chair.

“Mr. and Mrs. Conley are here, Officer Mateo,” the softball-coach cop said. “Why don’t you take the young lady and her mother across the hall, and I’ll continue here with the boy and his father.”

Ballerina Bun nodded and pushed back from the table.

“No, wait.” Peter’s voice swelled too loud in the tiny room. “What’s the idea here? You had no right to question my son before I got here. And you drew his blood, too?”

“Okay, calm down, Mr. Conley—”

“Dad—” Kip began.

“Peter—”

“He’s a minor, for God’s sake! What kind of operation are you running here?”

“Dad—”

“Okay, Mr. Conley, I’m asking you to lower your voice.”

“Our lawyer’s on the way. Let’s see what she has to say about your tactics.”

“Dad!”

“What?!” Peter roared, wheeling on him.

Kip ducked his head. “I’m not,” he mumbled.

“Not what?”

“A minor. It’s tomorrow, Dad. I’m eighteen.”

Leigh put her hand over her mouth. In all the excitement about Duke, they’d forgotten there was also Kip’s birthday to celebrate. Despite the gift-wrapped set of golf clubs hidden in the attic, despite their Sunday night dinner reservations complete with cake and a kazoo band—despite all that, they’d forgotten that Saturday was his actual birthday. He was officially eighteen now, and the police had every right to question him on his own.

“Listen, come on,” Softball Coach said. “Mr. Conley, have a seat and we’ll talk this over. Diane, why don’t you take the ladies—?” He pointed to the door, and Ballerina held out one stiff arm to herd Leigh and Chrissy into the corridor.

Another woman was swinging through the front door of the building. She was an imposing figure, tall and black, wearing stilettos and a thigh-high spangled dress under a chinchilla shrug. She spotted Leigh and headed her way in long-legged strides.

“Shelby!” Leigh reached up to embrace her. “Thank you so much for coming.”

The taller woman turned to the ballerina cop. “Shelby Randolph, counsel for Christopher Conley.” Her voice was refined, but her tone was a rough, demanding bark. “Where is my client? In here?” She brushed past the female officer. “Hi there, doll face,” she whispered to Chrissy as she opened the door to the interview room.

“Hi, Aunt Shelby,” Chrissy whispered back.

“End of interview,” Shelby announced to the room. “Step outside, Sergeant.” She looked back over her shoulder at Leigh. “I assume you’re acting as counsel for your daughter?”

“Uh, yes.” The formality of your daughter put Leigh on alert. “Yes, that’s right.”

“I suggest you advise her not to answer any questions at this time.”

“Yes, right, of course.”

Softball Coach came out of the interview room with his eyebrows raised at his colleague, who threw up her hands and walked away.

Leigh put her arm around her daughter and drew her back to the slatted bench in the corridor. Chrissy sat down beside her with her hands folded. She’d painted each of her nails a different color of polish. It looked like she’d emptied a bag of Skittles in her lap. Feel the rainbow, her fingertips said, but her face said something else.

“You sure you’re all right, honey? Maybe we should go to the hospital and get you checked out.”

“We barely hit that tree. Really, I’m fine.”

She laid her cheek against Leigh’s shoulder, and Leigh gave her a squeeze. She cherished each of her children, and she adored her stepchildren, too, but Chrissy always shined a special light. Her little fairy child, she used to call her. There was something magical about her from the moment she burst into the world with her startling cap of red ringlets. The color had faded a bit since then and she’d probably be a pale strawberry blonde by the time she was grown. But the magic would always be there, in her lively eyes and her quick smile and her heart as big as a house. And a good solid head on her shoulders, too. Even though Kip was nominally in charge this week, it was Chrissy they counted on to be the responsible one. Kip’s lack of responsibility was in full evidence tonight.

“Aunt Shelby is so awesome,” Chrissy said.

“She sure is.”

“Was she like this in law school, too?”

“Always.”

“I think she must have been at a party tonight.”

“Hmm. I think so.” Leigh looked closely at her daughter. “And I think Kip was, too?”

Chrissy looked up with a flood of tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t want him to get into trouble.”

“Where was it?”

“Ryan Atwood’s house.”

“He drove there, and you—what?—rode your bike over there to warn him?”

Chrissy nodded.

“In your pajamas. Five miles in the rain.”

“I know, I’m sorry! I just thought—”

“Oh, honey.” Leigh kissed the top of her curls. “You can’t rescue people from their own bad decisions. This is Kip’s problem, not yours.”

“But, Mom, it really wasn’t his fault! I mean, that dog ran out right in front of us. There was nothing we could do!”

“Honey.” Leigh put a finger under Chrissy’s chin and tilted up her pale face. “He went to a party we didn’t know about. He drove the truck without permission and on a suspended license. And if all that wasn’t bad enough, he drove after drinking. It is his fault, and Peter has every right to be angry. And you should have stayed out of it.”

Tears swam in Chrissy’s eyes. She hated there to be any kind of discord in their household. Leigh’s divorce from Ted was louder and messier than it should have been, and ever since, all Chrissy wanted in the world was for everyone to please get along. “But we’re a family, right?” she pleaded. “We look out for each other.”

Leigh gazed at her fairy child. At home they had a pair of barn cats she’d dubbed Goodness and Mercy for the way they seemed to follow her all the days of her life. The same words came to her now. Goodness and mercy. “Yes, we do,” she said finally. “But this is between Kip and his dad, okay? We have to stay out of it.”
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Working the room, Shelby called it, whether she was trying a jury case or negotiating a plea bargain or holding a press conference on the courthouse steps. Three rooms were in play tonight, and over the next hour, she worked all of them, stalking on her stilettos between the interview room where Peter and Kip remained sequestered, the bullpen where the officers huddled over their Styrofoam coffee cups, and the lobby where she gently shook Chrissy awake to ask her two questions. The first one Chrissy answered without hesitation. The party was at Ryan Atwood’s, and she recited the address, too. Her loyalty was to Kip, not his friends, and if this was the cooperation the police were looking for, she was happy to supply it. But she couldn’t answer Shelby’s second question. She had no idea what time it was when they swerved off the road.

“If it was before midnight?” Leigh said. “Would that help? If he was still a juvenile?”

Shelby gave a noncommittal shrug and returned to the interview room. Soon after the third officer rose out of the bullpen, squared his hat on his head, and left the building, stopping only to confirm the Atwoods’ address with Leigh.

Another thirty minutes passed before Shelby emerged again, but this time she had Peter and Kip in tow. Leigh caught Kip as he passed and pulled him into a hug. He was stiff in her arms, but he dropped his head briefly to her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Leigh,” he mumbled.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “It’ll be all right.”

“Let’s talk outside, shall we?” Shelby said and strode ahead of them through the door.

The rain had stopped, and the night air smelled of wet grass and crushed forsythia blossoms. Peter clicked the Volvo open, and Kip dove into the backseat. So did Chrissy. Only one other car remained in Visitor Parking, a red Corvette with a handsome young man lounging behind the wheel. Shelby flashed a hand at him—five more minutes—before she turned to Leigh. “Here’s the deal. They got him on the BAC, so he’s going to plead to baby DUI.”

Baby DUI was the colloquial term for the zero tolerance law, the same one Kip broke last January. Adult DUI required a blood alcohol content of 0.08 percent, but for drivers under twenty-one, 0.02 percent was enough.

“But,” she continued, “he won’t be charged with reckless driving or driving impaired with a juvenile passenger or any of the other dozen add-ons they could have charged him with if he were an adult.”

Leigh let out her breath. “So it did happen before midnight.”

“Who knows? The neighbor’s nine-one-one call came in at 12:06 a.m. How long did it take him to stumble out of bed and turn on the lights and pick up the phone? Could have been five minutes, could have been ten. But it’s close enough that they’re not going to bother piling on charges only to see them end up in juvenile court. Subject to the prosecutor’s review on Monday.” Shelby smirked at Leigh. “You remember him? Commonwealth’s Attorney Boyd Harrison?”

“Oh.” Leigh remembered him only too well. He was a little martinet of a man, a stickler for rules and schedules who tried to impose the same military-style discipline on his family as he did on his office staff.

“Don’t worry,” Shelby said. “He won’t have any clue that defendant Christopher Conley and passenger Christine Porter have any connection to Attorney Leigh Huyett.”

“What’s this?” Peter’s gaze snapped between them. “Who’s Harrison to you?”

“Didn’t she ever tell you?” Shelby said. “Leigh represented his wife in their divorce. And really took him to the cleaners.”

Leigh pursed her lips. “It was a fair and equitable settlement.”

“And he’s holding a grudge?”

She shrugged. They always seemed to, no matter how fair the settlement.

“It doesn’t matter,” Shelby said. “The name Huyett doesn’t appear anywhere in the police report. Unless you think Harrison’s been keeping tabs on you all these years—”

“Of course not.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about. He’ll rubber-stamp the cop’s recommendation, and your boy’ll get another one-year suspension of his driver’s license plus a five-hundred-dollar fine.”

“As opposed to—?”

“Same suspension, bigger fine, plus up to a year in jail.”

“Oh, God,” Leigh said as Peter clenched his jaw and looked away.

“Try not to worry.” Shelby opened the passenger door of the Corvette. “Even Hardass Harrison isn’t going to throw the book at a nice white boy. But I’ll touch base on Monday and let you know for sure.” She swung her long legs into the car and leaned over to receive the young man’s kiss before she pulled the door shut.
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Peter didn’t speak for a full five minutes. No one did, and the tension was so tight inside the car it was almost a relief when he finally lit into Kip. How could he be so stupid. There goes his summer internship, and what if this gets back to Duke, he could lose his place, his scholarship for sure. And after the last time, he promised, he promised.

Chrissy sniffled through his tirade from her corner of the backseat, but when Peter yelled that Kip couldn’t ever be trusted again, her sob finally broke out. “Stop! Stop it!” she cried. “Don’t yell at him! It wasn’t his fault!”

“Shut up! You idiot!” Kip hissed.

“Hey!” Leigh snapped. Her soft spot for Kip only went so deep. She wouldn’t allow him to take this out on Chrissy.

“Sorry,” Kip muttered, and that was the last word anyone spoke as they drove on over the dark and empty roads.
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Hampshire County was technically part of the Washington metro area, but there was still a lot of open country in this part of Northern Virginia. Patches of woods lined the narrow roads, and acres of rolling pastures lay behind post-and-board fences. These were the vestiges of old plantations and gentleman farms where rich people used to dress up in nineteenth-century clothes and ride to the hounds and pretend it was a sport instead of a costume party. Some of those old estates still blanketed these hillsides; the rest had been carved up into subdivisions where more ordinary people slept between their long commutes in and out of the District. Leigh grew up in one of the earliest of those subdivisions and later became one of those commuters, willing to endure two hours in the car every day, and sometimes even more, all for the sake of a little taste of country life at either end of it.

Hollow Road was the five-mile stretch of blacktop where Peter’s truck would still be foundering in the ditch. It wasn’t a through road to anywhere: it cut in off the highway at one end and cut back in again a few miles later, so there was no reason for anyone to drive it unless they lived there, or like Peter and his crew, worked there. Or unless, like Kip, they were hoping to avoid the police patrols out on the highway. It ran along a twisting creek, and all the houses on that side of the road had a little bridge at the end of the driveway, like moat crossings to a castle. On the other side of the road sprawled some old farms and estates, including the site of Peter’s current construction project—a custom home three stories tall perched at the top of a hill. Hollow House, Leigh had dubbed it, and its empty frame loomed darkly as they drove past.

Peter drove silently through another mile of darkness until Kip mumbled from the backseat, “Up there on the left.”

As the truck took shape in the shine of the headlights, Leigh felt a rush of relief. It wasn’t overturned or smashed up or wrapped around the proverbial tree. It was upright on all four wheels in the ditch and only nosing up against the tree trunk, like a horse nuzzling for a sugar cube. Fifty feet away was a driveway that ran over one of those little moat bridges. The house was dark now, but it was probably where the neighbor lived who had called 911.

Peter parked and jabbed a finger at Kip over the seat back. “You. With me.”

Their doors swung open at the same time, and Leigh got out, too, to circle around to the driver’s side of the car. Peter caught her as they passed in the headlights. “Sorry about this,” he muttered.

She pressed her cheek against his chest. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

“You go on home and go to bed. This may take a while.”

“I should wait here. What if you get stuck?”

“Hey, if there’s anything a builder knows, it’s how to drive through mud. Go on home. Chrissy needs to get to bed. You, too. You have that meeting tomorrow.”

She nodded and stretched up to kiss him. His lips were tight against hers, and when she tilted her head back, his eyes were still grim in the glare of the headlights. “Peter. It’ll be okay. This is only a bump in the road, right?”

He chuffed a laugh and kissed her again, harder, even though the kids were watching, Chrissy from the backseat of the car, and Kip from the cab of the truck. “I love you,” he said.

She smiled. “Always and everywhere.”

They headed their separate ways, she to the car and he to the truck, she to her child and he to his.



Chapter Three

Pete Conley kept a file open and running in his head, like lines of computer text scrolling through the background screen of his thoughts. All his worries, digitized. A punch list of everything he needed to take care of and everything that would go wrong if he didn’t. Deadlines to meet, bills to pay, permits to get, inspections to pass.

Early Saturday morning he woke to some new entries lighting up the screen. How much was Leigh’s friend going to charge for her services last night? What if Duke found out about this? Did they do criminal background checks after the acceptance letters went out? For sure the state would, which probably meant Kip would lose his summer internship with the governor’s office.

Other, deeper worries scrolled on the back screen. Was this just teenaged hijinks, or did his son really have a drinking problem? This was twice now, and those were only the times he got caught. Pete’s father was an alcoholic—at least that was the term they used to explain away the years of unemployment and abuse before he finally took off. Some people thought there was a gene for that, and while Pete was never more than a beer-a-day kind of guy, it could have skipped a generation and landed on Kip.

But as tempting as it was to blame the old man for this, what if it was more nurture than nature? Because then it would be Pete’s fault.

Like most divorced fathers, he carried a lot of guilt for moving out on his kids. Not that he had much choice—Gary was practically waiting in the driveway with his suitcases to move in—but it was hard on them. Both of them, but especially a boy on the edge of puberty. The bad behavior started immediately—he was acting out at school, talking back at home, and waging enough open warfare against Gary that Karen finally gave up and let Pete have primary custody. For the next year it was only the two of them in a two-room apartment, eating pizza and watching sports and playing video games. Not a bad life for a twelve-year-old, but at the end of the year, Pete moved him again, into Leigh’s house. He had to change schools twice in two years, and this time he even had to change his name. It was too confusing to have both a Chris and a Chrissy under one roof, so his little-boy nickname was resurrected and he was Kip again.

In the space of only two years the boy went from a basic nuclear family of two parents/two kids, to bachelor life with a single dad, to this current chaotic mash-up of two stepparents and two different sets of stepsiblings, not to mention the step-grandparents and step-aunts and -uncles and -cousins. And somehow he was expected to get along with all of them. Which was kind of unfair, Pete had to admit, considering what started this whole thing was that none of the original parents could get along with each other.

Another worry glowed on his digital screen, and it was the one lying beside him with her auburn hair fanned out on the pillow. Nothing like this had ever happened to Leigh or anyone in her family. She was an Ivy League–educated lawyer, well brought up by good and loving parents who took her to church and bought her a horse and taught her to write thank-you notes. While Pete worked construction, paid room and board to his mother from the time he was sixteen, and ended six years of night school four credits shy of a degree in architecture. There was no question he was punching above his weight when he married her, even if she refused to acknowledge it. That’s what blended means, she insisted. We’re all the same now. He didn’t believe that for a minute, but at least he hoped she might raise him up. Not that he’d drag her down.

The screen was scrolling too fast for him to get back to sleep. He slipped from their bed and dressed in the dark and took the back stairs down to the kitchen. This was the remodel project that first brought him here. It was a big, heart-of-the-home room with all the trendy finishes and fixtures, but lots of cozy touches, too, like the raised hearth fireplace and the window seat tucked between the bookcases. The house was originally an old Foursquare, a tenant farmhouse to a long-gone estate, but over the decades it had been extensively expanded and remodeled. Clapboard siding was changed to fieldstone and stucco, the tin roof replaced with cedar shakes, an addition built out the back and wings tacked on either side. The result was this crazy patchwork of a house. Pete made over the front facade a few years ago so the outside looked right, but inside nothing quite lined up. The vaulted ceiling in the front hall led to a couple of boxy, low-ceilinged parlors, down two steps to a vaulted family room and up two different staircases to the bedrooms. The layout was so confusing that Kip was always making the wrong turn when they first moved in. Little Lost Boy, Zack and Dylan used to tease him until Leigh made them stop.

The most recent addition was this one, housing the new kitchen downstairs and the master suite up. The idea was Ted’s, but he took off even before the footings were poured and left Leigh to manage on her own from there, with both the financing and the design. She turned out quick rough sketches of what she wanted, and Pete did his best to build it for her. He was already falling for her by then, this beautiful brave woman getting on with her life, working hard all week and laughing and playing with her kids all weekend. He never would have guessed she was hurting if he hadn’t walked in on her crying one day. It was a mortifying moment for both of them, except it was also the moment that changed everything in their relationship.

Shepherd jumped down off the window seat and wriggled a good morning, and Pete filled his bowls and scratched behind his ears while he gobbled and slurped his breakfast. He was a border collie they got as a pup early in their marriage—an ours to go with the yours and mine. Pete started a pot of coffee and went outside, and Shep abandoned his half-devoured breakfast to trot along after him to the little two-stall barn at the back of the property. Inside were Romeo, Chrissy’s big dark bay, and Licorice, her old black pony. Licorice was supposed to be Mia’s now, but his little girl was still too scared of horses to even venture into the barn.

The horses nickered and sighed and buzzed their lips as he came in, and he gave them grain and water and turned them out into the pasture before he mucked out their stalls. These were Chrissy’s morning chores, but she’d had a late night last night and he wanted her to sleep in. Not that she wasn’t in trouble, too. She had no business riding her bike out on those dark, rainy roads. She could have gotten sideswiped in the dark, or snatched by some pervert. And no matter how good her intentions were, her rescue mission only made the situation worse. It turned out Kip was planning to spend the night at his friend’s house. If Chrissy hadn’t gone to warn him, there would have been no accident and no arrest. He’d still be in a shitload of trouble, but only with his father—not with the whole goddam Commonwealth of Virginia.

Back inside, the coffee was done, and Pete poured one to go and headed out to the truck. The front bumper was dented, and he scowled at it a minute before he wrenched his door open. Shep vaulted in around him and took his seat at shotgun as usual. Anytime a vehicle left their driveway, the dog insisted on being in it. Border collies were bred to perform a single job—keep the flock together no matter what—and Shep seemed agitated when his human flock scattered every morning. Riding along was his best hope of getting everyone back together at the end of the day.

The radio switched on with the engine. The headlines this morning were the same as last night’s: the terrorist attack in Kenya and the school shooting in Missouri. Both events were already indexed and added to Pete’s digital screen of things to worry about. You don’t have to keep watch on the whole world, Leigh liked to tease him, but he kind of felt like he did. It was his job to keep this family safe.

That lesson had been permanently tattooed on him back when he was a new father and the Beltway Sniper was on his rampage in the Washington Metro area, picking off random targets at gas stations and parking lots from a distant hilltop perch. Karen had just miscarried their second child and was even more fearful than usual, and for the three weeks of the siege she refused to exit the house, leaving Pete to do the grocery shopping and drive Kip to and from preschool every day. He remembered peering through the windshield as he drove, scanning the surrounding summits for any glint of light that might be the reflection off a gun barrel. He remembered how careful he was to shield Kip with his own body as he lifted him in and out of the car and the tremendous relief he felt after he’d safely delivered him into school. They caught the guy, finally—two guys, as it turned out—but Pete never really got over it. That sense of danger looming in on his family—it never went away, and neither did the imperative that he be alert for it and ward it off however he could. That would always be Job One for Pete.

The broadcast had more on the shooter in Missouri. A disaffected youth, they called him. Pete had his own disaffected youth to worry about today. He had no idea how to punish an eighteen-year-old. Theoretically the kid was an adult now, though what a joke that was. He had no more sense than a twelve-year-old. A good talking-to wasn’t going to do the job. They’d talked and talked after he was arrested on New Year’s, and Kip promised it would never happen again. Yet here they were. Grounding wouldn’t work either. He’d been de facto grounded ever since his license was lifted in January, and look how well that went. If there was anything else on the menu of disciplinary measures for so-called adults, Pete didn’t know what it was.

He turned onto Hollow Road, and as he drove past the scene of last night’s crime, a yellow dog came streaking down the driveway to warn him off. It yapped furiously until Pete was past the property line, then it barked a final self-satisfied woof—showed you!—and trotted back to the house. He wondered if that was the same dog that made Kip drive off the road last night. Which was another thing that made him fume. Kip knew he shouldn’t swerve to avoid anything smaller than a deer. Pete drummed that lesson into all three boys when he taught them to drive. They might feel sad if the squirrel died, he told them, but their parents would feel a hell of a lot worse if they ended up in a wheelchair. The boys all understood and accepted the rule. Chrissy was the only one who ever argued the point. There must be some way where nobody gets hurts, she insisted during their off-road lessons. It was lucky they had two more years before he had to worry about her softhearted driving on real roads. Kip, though—he said he got it, but it looked like he lied about that, too. He took a swerve on a dark, rain-slick road and ended up in that ditch, and it was a miracle neither of them got hurt.

It was five miles from home to the job site, and another two minutes brought him there. Hollow House, Leigh called it, but it wasn’t going to be hollow much longer. The roofing was nearly complete, and as soon as the place was dried in, the electrical and HVAC subs could get in there and run the wiring and ductwork. Finally. The winter weather had put them a month behind schedule, which meant the Millers’ progress payments were also a month behind. Money was always tight in this business; lately it was starting to squeeze hard.

Pete was paying the crew overtime to work on Saturdays, but they weren’t due until eight, so he was surprised to see a car in the driveway, and even more surprised when he saw it was Drew Miller’s silver Porsche. He pulled alongside. The driveway wasn’t a driveway yet, only a rough-graded road spread with a little gravel to keep the mud down. None too successfully after last night’s rain. The Porsche was mud-splattered up to its door handles.

Drew was nowhere in sight, but Yana was there, perched on the hood of the car and wearing her perpetually unfocused gaze. “Morning,” Pete called as he swung out of the truck and Shepherd jumped out after him. “What brings you here today?”

Yana shrugged her bony shoulders. She was a strange-looking woman, tall and too thin and with eyes so far apart he was reminded of a rabbit or some other creature of prey. A “swanling,” Leigh called her, because with one turn of her head, one trick of the light, Yana went from ugly duckling to beautiful swan. She was Drew Miller’s Russian bride, but not of the mail-order variety. She was a famous fashion model, which Drew never missed an opportunity to mention. My wife, she used to be a supermodel, was the way he introduced her. Or I stole her off the runway. She was twenty years younger and acquired only recently. Miller ran a hedge fund, and according to the newspapers he was having a run of incredible good fortune. Midas Miller, Leigh called him, or sometimes simply King.

“Drew inside?”

Yana lifted her narrow chin, and he followed her line of sight all the way up the three stories of the house. There was Miller, a chubby fifty-year-old balancing himself on the highest peak of the roof.

“Jesus!” Pete sprinted around to the back of the building with Shep at his heels. An extension ladder rested against the eave of the lower roof, and another reached from there to the upper roof. “Drew!” he hollered. “Come on down. It’s not safe up there.” He scrambled up the ladder with his digital screen lighting up with new alarms over liability and insurance coverage. Miller was sitting with his legs splayed over the peak and a pair of binoculars at his face. “Drew, you need to get down. The roofers wear spikes when they’re up there.” Miller was wearing a pair of slick-soled Italian loafers.

“Hold on a minute. Lemme get some focus here.”

He was aiming the binoculars at the neighboring property, a grand old estate that changed hands shortly after he bought this lot. The new owner promptly erected a ten-foot wall around the entire property and a pair of enormous steel gates at the entrance. The Hermitage was the snarky name Kip coined for the place, which Leigh found so clever that she’d adopted the term, too, and with the same pretentious pronunciation. Hermit-taaj. But Pete didn’t do snark. Nothing wrong with a man enjoying his privacy, he said.

“Who are these fuckers?” Miller snarled. “Where do they get off building that wall?”

Lately he was obsessed with trying to learn the identity of his neighbor-to-be. He paid his lawyer to dig through the property records, but all they showed was a chain of holding companies, the final one chartered in the Caymans. He stopped repeatedly at the gates, but no one ever answered the buzzer on the security panel. Pete was on-site seven days a week, but he had no better intelligence. The place was pretty well secluded even from this rooftop vantage, especially now that the trees were in leaf and formed a dense green canopy over the property.

Miller lowered the binoculars with a scowl. “Well, if I can’t see into their place, they sure as hell won’t see into mine. I want a ten-foot wall, too. Or, no, make it twelve, all the way around.”

“Can’t do it, Drew. The zoning doesn’t allow anything higher than six.”

“Then how the fuck did they get theirs?”

Pete explained that there’d been a temporary lapse in the zoning code, and the owners must have hurried in and gotten their permit before the code was reinstated.

“What, like they got a team of lawyers standing by, waiting for loopholes to open? Who the fuck are these people?”

“They like their privacy, that’s all. Which means they won’t disturb yours.”

Miller wasn’t placated. He cursed and snapped the whole time Pete was steering him down the ladders, and when he landed with a wobble at the bottom, he let out a string of obscenities. “This isn’t over,” he vowed.

One more line of text scrolled down Pete’s screen of worries: Miller might try to back out of the contract altogether. He didn’t know if he could get away with it, but one thing he knew for sure. His business would be ruined if he did.

Yana was still perched on the hood of the car, and as Drew stomped to the driver’s side and slammed his door she unfolded her flamingo legs and got into the passenger seat without a word.



Chapter Four

Leigh dressed that morning in her standard first-meeting-with-a-client ensemble—dark suit and pearls—and started down to the kitchen with her heels clicking sharply on the back stairs. But halfway down she slipped out of the heels and turned back and crept down the hall to the children’s rooms. It was silly, of course they’d be in their beds, but still she pressed an ear against Chrissy’s door until she heard the slow, steady rhythm of her sleep-breathing. Then she stole across the hall and did the same at Kip’s door. No sleep-breathing there, but she could hear the quick, steady rhythm of his fingers tapping on a keypad. Not asleep, but at least where he was supposed to be. Both of them, safe in their own rooms.

Downstairs in the kitchen she found a fresh pot of coffee and a note from Peter. Gone to the site. Obviously there would be no big breakfast celebration today. But he signed it with a string of x’s and o’s that gave her hope that his good mood would return. Maybe she could switch their dinner reservations to tonight. A noisy restaurant, a sparkly cake, a kazoo band—surely that would help ease the tension. On Monday they’d hear from Shelby that baby DUI would be the only charge and the tension would be gone for good.

She left her own note, reminding the kids of her meeting, and headed for the garage. The radio came on with the engine, still tuned to one of Peter’s news channels. She switched to a music station and backed out into the morning sunshine.

And instantly slammed on the brakes as a girl sprang up behind the car.

Leigh’s heart clutched. “Jenna!” Recognizing the girl only barely tempered her fright. She jumped out of the car. “Jenna! What are you doing? I could’ve run over you!”

The girl’s hands went defiantly to her hips. Her own car was behind her in the driveway, and like Leigh’s, the engine was running and the door flung open. She was barely dressed, wearing only a jacket over her pajamas. The jacket didn’t close and the pajama top didn’t meet up with the pajama bottom, exposing six inches of swollen belly. “You need to get me a restraining order,” she shouted. “Like, today!”

“Okay, now let’s calm down.” Leigh put an arm around her shoulders—not her standard behavior with clients, but this one was the daughter of an old friend, and she’d known her since infancy. “Take a deep breath and tell me what happened.”

“He’s stalking me, that’s what!” Jenna shook her off, wild-eyed. “I knew he would, and last night he was there, lurking right outside my window!”

“Hunter?” Such behavior wasn’t unheard of in divorcing husbands, but Leigh couldn’t quite picture the tech billionaire crawling through his in-laws’ rhododendrons.

“Him or one of his goons.”

“You didn’t see him, then.”

Jenna tossed her head, but her mouth was trembling. “I heard him! Or more like, I felt him.” Below the too-short pajama top, her navel protruded like a pop-up timer announcing the turkey was done. The baby wasn’t done yet, though. She was only five months along. “It was like this disturbance out there, you know? Like electricity buzzing through the air. He gives it off, that vibe. I used to feel it all the time whenever he was close. I used to think it was exciting, you know? But now? It’s like this evil force in the universe. It totally freaked me out! You need to get the judge to issue a restraining order. Today!”

Leigh tried again to put a soothing arm around her. Jenna wasn’t always this high-strung, and it was tempting to blame the pregnancy hormones for the transformation, but that was Hunter Beck’s excuse (We had the perfect marriage, he told the judge, until the hormones made her crazy), so Leigh was more inclined to blame Hunter. “Did you call the police?”

Jenna shook her off again. “What’s the use? They won’t believe me. Even my own parents don’t believe me!”

Her parents lived on Hollow Road, a half mile from Peter’s job site, on a farm they operated as a nonprofit retirement facility for aging horses. Jenna grew up there, a pretty girl who’d enjoyed all the conventional successes in school—cheerleader, homecoming queen, sorority president. After college she went to New York and took a low-level job in a high-tech company where she made the conventional mistake of sleeping with her boss. A rite of passage, some would say, that would have left her older, wiser, and working somewhere else—except that her boss then made the unconventional move of marrying her. Less than a year later she was here, half-dressed and hysterical in Leigh’s driveway.

“I understand,” Leigh said. “But we need to prove he was there. There has to be some actual violence or threat of violence before you can get a protective order.”

“But the judge likes me. I know he does! He took my side on every one of Hunter’s stupid motions.”

After she fled their marriage, Beck filed a bizarre, grandstanding lawsuit demanding the right to attend all of her prenatal checks, access to the obstetrical records, and regular visitation with his unborn child so it could hear his voice in utero. Leigh got the case dismissed—not because the judge liked Jenna better, but only because the law was clear that a woman’s body was her own and a father had no rights until the child was actually born.

But Hunter Beck wasn’t a typical father. He was a man unaccustomed to hearing the word no, and he would never accept defeat. He held a press conference on the courthouse steps decrying the court’s undermining of the sacred bond between father and child. His wife would return to him, he assured the reporters; their marriage would be fine. All he wanted in the meantime were the same rights that every other expectant father enjoyed. The judge’s ruling meant this precious time would be lost to him forever. He filed an appeal, too, which was even more grandstanding: by the time the upper court heard the case, the baby would be born and a whole new set of rules would apply.

“It wouldn’t necessarily be the same judge,” Leigh said. “And no matter who it is, he can’t issue a protective order unless there’s been violence or a threat of violence.”

For a moment Jenna stared blankly. Then her wild eyes squeezed shut, her lovely complexion erupted in mottled red patches, and she shrieked, “By then it’s already too late!” and burst into furious tears.

“Jenna, honey—”

A third vehicle rattled into the driveway, and Leigh was relieved to see the Dietrichs’ old farm truck. Carrie jumped down from behind the wheel, a faded blonde with a hard-muscled body clad in denim from collar to cuff. “Jenna, my God, look at you!” she said, charging up to her daughter. “Not even dressed and bothering Leigh at this hour!” She took the girl by the arm as her husband, Fred, climbed out the other side of the truck cab. “Come on now, let’s get you home before you catch cold. Out here in this damp with practically nothing on.”

Jenna flailed for a bit but there was no vigor in it, and she didn’t resist as her parents hoisted her into their truck. Carrie looked at Leigh and mouthed Sorry as Fred headed for Jenna’s car. He was a stoop-shouldered man in glasses and a gray cardigan, a gentle soul Leigh always thought, but he was scowling ferociously now. “You didn’t hear anything?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “No footprints either. With all that rain yesterday, there’d have to be some kind of tracks.” His mouth pulled tight. “That son of a bitch did some number on her. I don’t know what.”

Nobody did. Leigh had questioned Jenna about physical abuse or any other fault grounds that would have allowed her to file for divorce without waiting out the year’s separation, but Jenna refused to answer. “Try not to worry,” Leigh said to Fred. “She’ll be herself again when this is all over.”

He sank behind the wheel of Jenna’s car. “You know the worst of it? We were thrilled when they got married. It was like our girl won the lottery. Like she was crowned Miss America.” He looked up at Leigh with bleak eyes. “Some parents we turned out to be.”

“No, Fred—”

He shook off her attempt to reassure him and slammed the door and followed his broken family as they clattered down the road.
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Leigh’s meeting this morning was in an odd venue—the Saks Fifth Avenue store in Tysons Galleria—and at an odd time, since the mall wouldn’t be open for another hour. Nevertheless, a well-dressed young woman was waiting outside the main entrance to greet her as she pulled up. “Leigh Huyett?” she asked through the car window. ASHLEY GREGG, her name tag read, PERSONAL SHOPPING CONSULTANT. She placed a parking permit on the dash and pointed Leigh into a towaway zone next to the entrance. She used a security card to unlock the door and led the way through a cool array of glass-encased cosmetics and perfumes until they reached a private elevator at the back.

Upstairs Leigh followed her past racks of beautiful clothes and around headless mannequins draped in exquisite fabrics and finally into a room lined with three-way mirrors and furnished with divans upholstered in a pale mauve silk. It was the designer wear salon, a place Leigh had only ever dreamed of visiting. A silver tea service gleamed on a glass-topped table next to a plate of berry-studded biscotti. “Please help yourself,” the young woman said as she took her leave. “The sheikha should be here shortly.”

Sheikha? Leigh’s eyes opened wide in twelve different mirrors around the room. Richard Lowry hadn’t mentioned that when he called with the referral. He said only that she was the wife of a wealthy Middle Easterner. He received the referral from a solicitor in London who was relaying it from his correspondent counsel in Dubai. Richard received many such referrals—he was internationally known as the dean of U.S. matrimonial law—but divorces were intensely local affairs, which meant he usually served as a kind of switching station to refer the matter out again. When he learned of the Washington locus for this case, he thought of Leigh. He remembered a journal article she’d written a few years ago dealing with the intersection of religious law with U.S. divorce law—specifically whether the Jewish ketubah and the Islamic mahr could be viewed as enforceable prenuptial agreements. That would be the key issue in this case, he told her. That article contained the sum and substance of Leigh’s knowledge of Islamic matrimonial customs, but she was intrigued by this new case. A wealthy client combined with challenging legal issues was at the top of every lawyer’s wish list.

Her phone beeped as she opened her briefcase, and she frowned when she saw Kip’s name glowing on the screen. She knew why he was calling—to lobby for her support in this fracas with his father. He’d make her the first stop on his comeback tour. Loosen her up with his patented Kip Conley charm, and let her do all the heavy lifting with his dad. Leigh had a real soft spot for Kip—he was smart and lively and she loved how he made her laugh—but he could be manipulative. Christopher Con Man, she called him whenever she caught him running another scam. She often joked that he was either headed for two terms in the White House or one long term in the penitentiary. But this was no joke. She mustn’t let him manipulate her into taking sides against Peter. She turned the phone off and put it away.

She took out the checklist she’d developed for initial client interviews in cases like this. Matrimonial law was all she’d done for most of her career, though not by choice. She started her career as a litigator with dreams of trying the big corporate cases: IBM, Microsoft, Pennzoil versus Texaco. But when her first baby turned out to be twins, she quickly got mommy-tracked at the firm. The big cases were all-consuming, and the wise old men who ran the management committee didn’t believe she could handle them and motherhood, too. They shunted her off to the family law department, and she didn’t have the energy to fight back, which probably meant the old men were right after all. She made the best of it, though. Earned a pretty good living and built a pretty good reputation. Good enough at least to land her this referral today.

The door to the salon opened, and a Middle Eastern man in a dark suit entered and swiftly surveyed the room. He looked like a Secret Service agent except without the sunglasses and coiled wire at his ear. He stepped back with a bow, and into the room swept a figure swathed in black silk from head to foot. Nothing of her was visible but her eyes behind a gauze-veiled slit in her niqab. She murmured something to the man, and he backed out of the room and closed the door.

Leigh rose to her feet. “Good morning.”

The woman didn’t speak as she glided across the floor to the mirrors and slowly began to remove her wrappings. They came off in a spiral, a whisper of tissue-soft silk that drifted slowly to her feet. Underneath was a stylish figure wearing a St. John suit in a bright coral pink. She turned, a beautiful woman on the bright side of forty with a chic layered haircut and eyes like black coffee. “I must apologize for the cloak-and-dagger,” she said. At the word cloak, she cast a look down at her abaya where it lay puddled on the floor.

“How do you do—sheikha?” Leigh said uncertainly. “I’m Leigh Huyett.”

“Please. You must call me Devra.” The woman set what looked like a genuine Birkin bag on the floor beside the divan and sat down with an elegant cross of her legs. She nodded for Leigh to sit as well. “You come highly recommended. I’m told you specialize in divorce cases?”

“Yes. Are you contemplating divorce?”

“Every moment of every day.”

She pronounced the words like a death sentence. Leigh had represented a lot of distraught wives and a lot of angry, vindictive wives, too, but there was something peculiarly desolate in the sheikha’s tone.

“How may I help?”

The woman poured herself a cup of tea and took a delicate sip. “I wish to understand what my rights would be should I seek a divorce in your American courts. Whether it is even possible for me to seek a divorce.”

“So long as you meet the residency requirements, of course it’s possible.”

“In my home country, it is not. Under sharia law, I have no right to divorce my husband absent his consent.”

“Which you don’t believe he would grant?”

The woman let out a mirthless laugh. “Never.”

“May I ask how long you’ve been living in this country?”

“A little more than one year.”

“I would have thought much longer. Your accent is flawless.” Leigh would have guessed that most highborn Middle Easterners had English accents, but the sheikha’s was distinctly American.

“My mother was an American. Which makes me an American, too, I suppose. But I never lived here until my husband brought us over last year.”

Leigh picked up her intake form. “May I have your address?”

“No.”

Her head came up. “Excuse me?”

“I’m afraid I cannot disclose my address at this time. Or, indeed, my true name. I do apologize for the secrecy, but there are—circumstances.”

“Sheikha—Devra—you do understand our discussions here today are confidential? Even if you decide not to retain me, I can’t disclose anything you tell me.”

Devra shook her head. “In our next meeting perhaps.”

Leigh couldn’t proceed on this basis. She couldn’t advise this woman of her rights until she knew where she lived, because each jurisdiction’s laws were different, and she couldn’t represent her at all until she knew her name. Whenever she took on a new client, she had to first confirm there was no conflict of interest with any other client her firm represented, and the only way to do it was to run the full legal name through their database.

“In that case.” She slid her useless checklist back in her briefcase.

“Oh, but—”

“We’ll discuss these matters on a hypothetical basis, shall we?”

The sheikha sank back against the divan cushions. “Thank you, yes.”

“I practice in the courts of Virginia, Maryland, and the District of Columbia. May I assume you reside in one of those three jurisdictions?”

“You may.”

Leigh briefly summarized the grounds for divorce under Virginia and Maryland law: no-fault if the parties were separated for at least one year; otherwise the petitioning spouse had to prove one of the enumerated fault grounds. The District of Columbia was strictly no-fault, but the spouses had to be separated for at least six months, or separated from bed and board for at least one year.

“What does this mean? Separated from bed and board?”

“Living under the same roof but not as a married couple. Essentially, not having sexual relations.”

“I see. This is true also in Maryland and Virginia?”

“No, there you must be physically living apart for a year before seeking a no-fault divorce.”

“And if this is not possible?”

Leigh cocked her head. “You’re still living with your husband?”

Devra nodded.

“Well, if he won’t leave, then you should. If money’s the problem,” Leigh added, “we can petition for a temporary support order.”

“That is not the problem.”

“If there are children to consider—”

“There are none.”

She was at a loss. “You wish to divorce him but not to leave him?”

“Of course I wish to leave him. But he would never allow it. You must understand. In my country, in our culture, a wife cannot leave her husband, not without his consent.”

“But you’re in America now. Things are different here.”

Devra sighed. “One does not live in a country. One lives in a marriage and a household and a culture.” She folded her hands. “And so you are telling me divorce is not possible for me in my circumstances.”

“Not in the District,” Leigh said. “Not unless you can prove you’re not living as husband and wife. But it is possible to divorce in Maryland or Virginia, even in the absence of separation, if you can prove one of the enumerated fault grounds.”

“Which are?”

Leigh ticked them off. Desertion. Felony conviction. Cruelty. Adultery.

Devra leaned forward at the last point. “Defined as?”

“Sexual relations with someone other than his spouse.”

“What does spouse mean?”

“A husband or wife,” Leigh answered slowly, as if speaking to a child. Then she realized. “Oh! Are you asking about plural marriage? Only the first spouse qualifies as the spouse. Sexual relations with any subsequent partner would constitute adultery.”

“Even if the subsequent marriages were lawful in our home country?”

“Even so.”

“Even if they were sanctified by Allah?”

“In this country, divorce is a civil matter only. Religion is irrelevant.”

Devra shook her head. “I confess, I cannot comprehend such a thing. In my country, law and faith are one and the same.” She paused. “And it presents a further difficulty. If your courts will not burden me with the requirements of sharia law in seeking a divorce, then I assume I must likewise forfeit the benefits I would have received under sharia law?”

“You’re referring to the mahr?”

“Yes. Specifically, the deferred part of the mahr, the mu’akhkar. This is the sum agreed upon at the time of our marriage to be paid to me in the event of divorce. How can I hope to receive that money if sharia law is not enforced?”

This was the subject of Leigh’s article, so she could answer with some confidence. “Courts in this country have ordered payment of the mahr without treading into questions of religion, by treating it the same as any nonreligious prenuptial agreement. It simply has to meet the statutory requirements for an enforceable prenup. Namely, that the agreement be in writing and entered into voluntarily, after a full and fair disclosure of assets.”

Devra seemed stunned. “So it is actually possible your court would grant me a divorce over my husband’s objection, and at the same time compel him to pay me the mu’akhkar?”

“Certainly it’s possible.”

“Well.” She sat back with a dazed look in her deep dark eyes. “My mother told me things were different in America, but I never . . .” Her voice trailed off. She was silent for a long moment before she forced a smile at Leigh. “You’ve given me a great deal to reflect upon. May I ask that we meet again in a few weeks to discuss these matters further?”

“Yes, I’d be happy to.”

She pressed a button on the end table beside her. “Someone will contact your office with the particulars.”

A brisk knock sounded on the door, and it swung open to admit a rolling rack of clothes steered by the personal shopper.

“And now if you will excuse me,” Devra whispered with a glance at the bodyguard standing at attention outside the salon. “I must spend enough money to convince my husband I’ve been shopping this morning.” She raised her voice. “So you recommend the Versace?”

“Ye—es.” Leigh faltered only slightly. “Yes, I think that would suit you best.”

“Very well. I thank you.”

The bodyguard escorted Leigh to the elevator and glowered at her until the doors closed. On the ground floor, she hurried through the empty store, and as soon as she cleared the front door, she took out her phone and powered it up. She couldn’t wait to get home to tell the kids about this encounter. Chrissy was studying the Middle East in her World Cultures class this term and was fascinated by it. She’d be thrilled to hear about her mother’s meeting with a real live sheikha. While Kip would get on the internet and figure out in five minutes exactly who this woman was.

She slid into the car as her phone glowed to life. Six calls had piled up since she turned it off. Three from Kip, two from Peter. And the last one from the hospital.



Chapter Five

Pete swerved into the parking lot and squealed to a stop at the ER entrance and tore inside to the reception kiosk. But he was already too late, and they sent him to Admissions, but Admissions wouldn’t tell him anything except how to fill out the paperwork. When that was done they sent him to the surgical floor, but the elevator wouldn’t come no matter how hard he punched the up button, and he finally gave up and ran to the stairwell and galloped up four flights and down a couple of halls until at last he burst panting into the room.

Kip didn’t look up at Pete’s arrival. He was staring at his hands, cradling his phone like a bird with a broken wing. His mouth trembled when he spoke. “They made me turn it off. I never got through to Leigh.”

“I reached her. She’s on her way.”

“I was googling these words. Cerebral aneurysm. Subarachnoid hemorrhage. I don’t know what they mean. I’m not even sure I’m spelling them right. They made me turn off my phone before I could figure anything out.”

Pete stared, too, not at the phone but at Kip’s fingers. The tips were still smudged black with the ink residue from last night’s fingerprinting. “Where’s the doctor?”

“I don’t know. They won’t tell me anything.”

Pete went back out in the hall and did another circuit of the floor until he came to a glass-walled room with a row of doors along the back wall. He thought it might be the nurses’ station but there was no reception desk and no one inside the cube was looking outward. They were all looking at screens and talking on phones.

A phone was hooked on the wall next to Pete. He picked it up and it rang automatically. A woman answered, though no one in the glass cube looked his way.

“I’m looking for Dr. Rowan, I think it is?”

“He’s in surgery.”

“With Christine Porter?”

“What’s your name?”

“Pete Conley. I’m her stepfather.”

There was a pause. “I have a note here that the mother is en route.”

“My wife, yes.”

“Have a seat in the waiting room until she arrives.”

The phone went dead in his hand, and still he couldn’t tell which nurse he’d spoken to. He hung it back on the hook and returned to the lounge down the hall. It was decorated in prints and plaids in shades of red and yellow, homespun and cheery, the kind of room often adorned with uplifting proverbs in framed needlepoint. These walls were blank.

Kip had given up trying to stare his phone back to life. Now he was staring at the braided rag rug on the floor, elbows on his knees and his chin on his chest. Pete sat down beside him on the nubby plaid sofa. “Tell me again what happened.”

Kip told it in a halting whisper. How Chrissy shuffled into the kitchen that morning and slumped down at the table. She moaned she didn’t feel good. There was something off about her eyes. Like they didn’t match. One was the usual blue, but the other was black—the pupil was completely dilated. And then—then it was like one side of her face melted off her skull, and her mouth opened up and she vomited all over the table. Kip ran for some paper towels, and by the time he got back—seconds, it was only seconds—she was on the floor, convulsing. “I—I turned her on her side so she wouldn’t choke, you know? But I couldn’t get her to come to, even after the seizures stopped. I tried calling you, and Leigh, then I called nine-one-one.”

Pete scrubbed a hand over his face. “Did she ever wake up?”

Kip shook his head. “They took her for some kind of scan, and one of the ER doctors came out and said it showed a subarachnoid hemorrhage and asked if she’d ever been diagnosed with a cerebral aneurysm.”

“Never.” Leigh would have wrapped her in lamb’s wool for the rest of her life if she had.

“Or if she ever had a head injury.”

What child hadn’t? They’d had each of the boys to the ER one time or another with a suspected concussion, and Chrissy played sports as hard as they did. She rode horses, too, which meant she’d had her share of hard falls, not to mention crashes into stable walls every time a horse took a sudden sidestep.

“It could be congenital.” Kip’s halting whisper picked up speed, and his next words came out in a rapid-fire stutter. “Google said these things—these aneurysms, whatever—are also caused by old age or drugs or infections. But she’s not old and she doesn’t do drugs and what kind of infection do they mean? It’s gotta be something more than bronchitis, right? So it’s either congenital or a head injury.”

“She never showed any symptoms.”

“He said they go undiagnosed until they rupture and bleed. Then he said they couldn’t wait for a parent and they had to go in now and clip it. Dad—” His voice broke on the word. “—I think he meant into her brain.”

“Yeah, buddy, I think so.” Absently Pete patted him on the knee.

“They’ll have to shave her head.”

“Yeah.”

“Man, she’s gonna hate that so much.”

The elevator chimed again out in the corridor, and this time it was followed by the sound of footsteps that Pete instantly recognized as Leigh’s. It was the sharp strike of her high heels in a building full of soft soles, and the brisk rhythm of those heels on the hard floor, like the pace of a horse running at a controlled trot. Control was what he heard in her footsteps, and it was a relief to hear it in her voice, too, when she addressed someone down the hall in her clear, strong, lawyerly tone.
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