

[image: Cover: Perfectly Famous, by Emily Liebert]
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“A fun, twisty thrill ride about the dark side of female friendship.”


—PopSugar


“Revenge? Wedding industry drama? Oodles and oodles of money? What could possibly go wrong! I mean, probably literally so many things, which is why you should read this one immediately.”
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For Jax and Hugo. I love you more, times infinity.










PROLOGUE


Fame is like a flame. A small flourish of light that’s ignited with good intentions and kindled with aggressive aspirations. But as those dreams are stoked, the flame grows fiercer, often too hot to pass your finger through. Fame can spread like a blazing rash, infecting everything and everyone in its path. The flame is inexorable. It can’t be stopped. It won’t be stopped. Until it’s extinguished.


Of course, some notoriety cannot be snuffed out. The force of it is too robust. People covet that fame. They envy it.


Those people become increasingly resentful as their small spark remains just that. No one—they think—deserves to shine forever, to eclipse all the others who are just as worthy of recognition.


Because only one other outcome is possible when a flame refuses to be choked.


It will explode.
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SIX MONTHS AGO


The smooth rhythm of jazz music drifted from the radio as I gazed out the window at the cookie-cutter McMansions with their rambling green lawns, glistening blue swimming pools, and soaring oak trees in a kaleidoscope of colors. This time of year, the air is crisp but not cold. Children frolick outside until just before bedtime. Doors are left unlocked.


It’s safe here in Connecticut.


Ten minutes passed, as we traveled out of the suburban cocoon and through town, until the car pulled to a stop. I checked my reflection in the makeup compact I’d slipped into my purse at the last minute and allowed myself one final swipe of red lipstick, to match the cover of my new novel, Mysterious Stranger. Then I took a deep breath, trapped the air in my lungs for a few seconds longer than usual, and exhaled before the driver came around to open my door.


“Ready, Ms. DeFleur?” He extended his hand, and I accepted it, grateful for the support.


“Yes,” I spoke softly and stepped onto the glossy pavement, as pellets of rain struck the umbrella he was holding. One foot in front of the other, I reminded myself. I’ve done this before. Twelve times. And I’ll do it again. I hope.


“Here we go.” He hoisted me to standing, and I noticed that a bead of water had tainted my red silk flats like an inkblot in the Rorschach test. I never wear heels. When you’re five foot ten, it’s hard enough to go unnoticed. “I’ll keep you dry.”


“Thank you.” I nodded and raked my fingers through my thick, tumbling waves of auburn hair.


The line was already wrapped around the side of the building, a buzzing procession of anticipation. Instinctively, I looked behind me. As expected, the parking lot was crowded with sedans and SUVs jockeying for an open spot. To see me. Even after so many years, it’s still hard to believe.


Once we were inside, fear rose in my chest. I scanned the troop of men and women, mostly women in dark elastic jeans, stiletto boots, and flowy blouses cut to expose just enough of their assets. The landscape was dizzying. I thought about a quick pivot. I could make it back to the town car before anyone reached me. But I didn’t move.


“Hello, everyone,” I said louder than I’d expected. I sounded confident. Unlike myself. I smiled appreciatively at the light applause.


“Fabulous, you’re here.” My publicist, Gwen, swooped in, placed one hand on the small of my back, and cupped my elbow with the other. “Let’s get you settled. The signing doesn’t officially start for another twenty minutes. We can go over some important items.”


“Okay, sure.” I allowed her to cart me off.


“In here.” She thrust me into a small room with a green tweed couch and a cluttered wooden desk. “Make yourself comfortable. How are you feeling?” She motioned to the couch, dragged the metal desk chair over, and sat down on the edge of it, facing me. Her dark brown eyes were dogged. She’d rimmed them with far too much black eyeliner. And her knee was trembling. Probably from that high-octane coffee-in-a-can she drinks all day.


“Good,” I lied.


“Good?”


“Great, I mean. Definitely great,” I qualified.


“That’s better. Because tonight has to go seamlessly.” She maintained eye contact. “This is the first appearance in your fifteen-city tour.”


“I know.” Between my agent, my publisher, my editor, my editor’s assistant, Gwen, Gwen’s assistant, and all the other people at Lyons & Wilder responsible for launching my books, I’ve heard fifteen-city tour more times than my brain can metabolize.


“What I’m saying is that tonight sets the tone.” She leaned in closer and searched my face for mutual understanding. “There can’t be any…” She paused, careful to select the least offensive word. “Issues.”


“I get it.” It wasn’t hard to decipher what she meant by issues. I chose not to mention that it felt like the walls were closing in on us or that I was sweating through my blouse. “Don’t worry, it’s not my first rodeo.”


“Exactly. So here’s the plan.” Gwen lifted her chin and checked her watch. “I’m going to head out there now and make sure everything is under control and that everyone’s ready to roll. You’re going to stay here, have some water, have some fruit.” She signaled to a platter of neatly arranged slices of pineapple, mango, and cantaloupe, and a few bottles of Evian on the desk. “Then I’m going to come back and get you, and we’ll go in together. As always, there’s a table set up for you to sign at. There are plenty of Sharpies. We’re doing red for this book, as discussed. And clearly your fans are here in droves.”


“They never disappoint.” I smiled, pleased by my readers’ unwavering support.


Anxiety aside, I do realize what a gift that is. There are plenty of authors who write well-received novels, one-hit wonders that skyrocket to the top of the New York Times bestseller list and sell millions of copies. Unfortunately, their sophomore efforts frequently pale in comparison. There are other authors who write five, ten, fifteen books that all do adequately enough to turn a profit and keep their contracts coming. And then there are authors like me, whose audience has doubled, tripled, quadrupled with each new release. Thankfully, so have my advances. But above all that, I feel truly fortunate because my readers are the best readers. They communicate with me, and I communicate with them, from the very safe haven of my home office. Unseen. For that reason, among many others defined by my publishing house, I feel it’s my duty to show up for them. In this case, fifteen times over.


“And they never will disappoint,” Gwen assured me. “Just keep on being you. That’s all you have to do. They love you. Happy, authentic, engaged you.”


“Thank you.” I’ve worked with a lot of “Gwens” over the years, some grittier than others. This Gwen is a straight shooter, which I like. We both know that her little pep talk was a warning not to screw things up tonight. “I’ve got this.”


“Excellent.” I thought she was going to exhale, possibly reveal a hint of relief that her star thoroughbred was ready to race. But she’s still terrified I’ll break a leg.


She can’t be blamed for that. It has happened before, so to speak. It’s lore among the young girls who’ve passed through the halls of Lyons & Wilder. I’ve seen the way they size me up. They think I’m fragile.




Ward DeFleur sat on a wall.


Ward DeFleur had a great fall.


All the king’s horses and all the king’s men.


Couldn’t put Ward together again.





Not on Gwen’s watch, though. I guarantee she’s got an Ace bandage and a tube of Krazy Glue in her purse. She’ll repair me if it’s the last thing she ever does.


“Sit tight. I won’t be gone long.” She stood up and clipped her walkie-talkie to her belt.


“One question.” I raised my index finger.


“Shoot.” Gwen barely looked up from her cell phone. She was already sending a text, probably to my agent, Stephanie, who couldn’t be here tonight because her sister is getting married. Apparently, she asked her sister to switch the date and was horrified that she wouldn’t. In turn, I was horrified that Stephanie even asked in the first place.


“Is there security?”


“There are guards at all three doors. We’re in constant contact.”


“Just in case,” I added, so as not to seem dramatic.


“Ward,” Gwen said with intention. “You’re completely covered. Absolutely nothing will go wrong.” We locked eyes. “This is your night. Enjoy it.” She walked toward the door, turned the knob, and paused. Then she glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “Lucky number thirteen.”


“Lucky number thirteen.”
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One hour later, I’d signed at least a hundred books. I’d listened to dozens of stories of achievement and heartache. I’d offered embraces of support and encouragement, imparted words of wisdom. And I’d posed for more photos than Taylor Swift at the Grammy Awards.


There isn’t a medication in the world that anesthetizes me better than adrenaline.


“Let’s keep the line moving so we can accommodate everyone,” Gwen said, nudging me to hurry it up.


But I won’t be rushed. This is what it’s all about. This is why my readers are loyal. Because I don’t just pretend to be invested. I actually care. My readers’ problems may be their own, but fame and fortune don’t isolate me from everyday life. We all live within our own circumstances, whatever they are. Maybe their children have special needs. Or their parents are ailing. Perhaps their spouses have been cheating on them or their mortgage is overdue. As a single, working mother with responsibilities, I, too, experience happiness and endure sorrow.


Still they’re here. For me. And that’s a very real thing.


Sure, sometimes I feel violated by the attention, well-intentioned as it is. But I won’t let it get the best of me. Not tonight. As Gwen said, absolutely nothing will go wrong. Even she and her assistant have relaxed a little. They can see that I’ve hit my stride. Every signature I scribble is another dollar sign flashing on my forehead like a neon sign.


“I’ll be here until everyone is taken care of,” I reassured her.


“The store closes at nine,” she quickly reminded me.


“Jean won’t turn customers away. She never has and never will.” Gwen didn’t argue. She may be running the show, but I’ve been doing this for most of my adult life. And sometimes I know better, plain and simple.


Two more women approached. The first one smiled kindly. “Hi, I’m Maggie. I love your books,” she gushed. “Silence in the Night is my favorite. The way you didn’t know what Selena was going to do until the second to last page. I almost died!”


“Thank you. Selena was one of my most challenging characters to write.”


“That’s so fascinating.” Maggie nodded and handed me her copy of Mysterious Stranger.


“Should I make it out to you?”


“Yes. Please. Oh, and this is my friend Bree. She was the one who first told me about you.” Maggie stepped aside to reveal a striking blond woman with inviting blue eyes and bee-stung lips.


“Bree?” I reached for her book.


“Oh. Yeah, sorry.” She nodded politely. “I’m a longtime fan of your work. I’ve read all of your novels.”


“That’s so kind of you to say, thank you.”


“Can you please sign it to my daughter, Chloe? She’s fifteen.”


“So is my daughter.”


“Funny,” she said absently.


“Do you live in Wilton?”


“No, Fairfield.”


“It’s nice there,” I said, piloting the conversation and meeting silence. “Are you okay?” I asked.


I heard Gwen grumble. If she had her way, my readers would be herded like cattle.


“I’m fine,” Bree replied, as a few tears escaped down her face.


“Oh my God, Bree.” Maggie put her arm around her and started to lead her away.


“Wait a minute.” I stood up. “Come here.” Maggie walked Bree toward me, and I opened my arms to hug her. Then I whispered in her ear, “Whatever it is, it will be okay. This, too, shall pass. I promise.”


“I’m so embarrassed.” She sniffed. “I don’t cry in public.”


“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” I picked up the tissue box on the table and offered her one. “It’s happened to the best of us.”


“Thank you.” She took a tissue and blotted the corners of her eyes.


Then she hurried off with Maggie, allowing the next person to take her place—a woman with nine daughters and twenty-seven grandchildren. She told me every single one of their names, all beginning with S. After that, there were three women who’d traveled from Buffalo, New York, and a book club of ten ladies who’d driven all the way from Kansas so they could be at my first event.


Before long, I looked at the clock on the wall, and it was almost nine. The line was beginning to thin out, and Gwen had disappeared. All I could think was that I was within minutes of home, where I’d return to an empty house and take a long, hot bath.


I hailed down Jean, the owner of the store. “Have you seen Gwen?”


“She’s outside on her phone.” Jean shrugged and shook her head, as if to say Kids these days. “I went out there, but she shooed me away.”


“Would you mind asking her to come back inside, please? I think we’re wrapping up here.”


I wondered what could be more important to Gwen than my fifteen-city tour. But I pushed the thought from my mind and continued greeting the last few readers. One woman presented me with a batch of sugar cookies bearing my book cover. Another bestowed me with a good-luck charm that had been passed down through her family.


Fifteen minutes later Gwen appeared, looking disturbed and, possibly, guilty. She bent over and whispered in my ear, “Ward, we have a little issue.”


I laughed, only because she’d told me, not two hours earlier, that there couldn’t be any issues. And now she, of all people, had one.


“What’s going on?”


“We can’t find Stevie.”


“What do you mean we can’t find Stevie?”


“We can’t find her,” she repeated.


“You just said that. But I don’t understand. She’s at Lily’s house. They went to a movie and she’s sleeping over.”


Now that my daughter is a teenager, her social schedule trumps attending my events any day of the week.


“That’s the thing. She’s not there.”


I stood up quickly but tried not to raise my voice. There were still at least fifteen people waiting to have their books signed. “This makes no sense. How do you know she’s not there? Where is she? Where’s Lily? Why didn’t anyone call me?”


“They did, but I think your ringer is off?” She said it like a question, when she was the one who’d instructed me to turn my ringer off so there would be no interruptions.


I crouched down, grabbed my purse from the floor, and fished out my cell phone. The screen was flooded with text messages and missed call notifications from Lily and her mother, Tina.


“How long have you known about this?” I glared at Gwen.


“I… don’t…” she stammered.


“How long?” My voice rose an octave, as a small crowd gathered around us.


“About half an hour.” Gwen took a step back. “I’m sorry. I thought I could figure it out. I was trying to find her. I mean, I’m sure she’s fine. And you were signing, so—”


“So, what? Sales are king, right? They’re more important than the fact that my only child has gone missing?” I snapped. “I’m leaving. Now.” I slung my bag over my shoulder.


She was standing directly in front of me. “But there are still—”


“Gwen. Get out of my way.” I spoke as calmly as I could, even though panic was dancing in my chest.


“Okay.” She moved to the side. “I just…”


Before she could finish what she was saying, I made a beeline for the car. Call it a mother’s instinct, but I knew I had to find Stevie before it was too late.


What I didn’t know then was that my fifteen-city tour was officially over.
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PRESENT


I sat at my kitchen island nursing a cup of bitter coffee. I never drank coffee when I was married to Jeremy, but for the last four months—ever since the divorce—I’ve found that it’s the only real antidote to the effects of insomnia.


I took a sluggish drag of caffeine and admired the security of my surroundings. All seven thousand square feet of it belongs to me. I have signed papers that say so. The white marble countertops are mine. The open cupboards full of china and crystal are mine, too, and the set of copper pots dangling from a rack above my head is most certainly mine.


When I was growing up in a New York City apartment, I used to covet the graceful hollowness of a suburban home, picturing sunshine spilling into the uncluttered family room and flower boxes fixed to the oversized windows instead of bars over the windows and a fire escape view. And now I have it.


As strange as it may sound, it actually comforts me to know that there are two sets of measuring spoons in the drawer to the left of the stainless steel farmer’s sink, and that, next to the measuring spoons, there’s a device that will slice an apple into eight equal pieces. Not to mention the flat-screen TV that descends from the ceiling at the push of a button.


I walked over to the Sub-Zero refrigerator and pulled out the eggs and bacon, just as my sixteen-year-old daughter, Chloe, slouched down the stairs.


“Morning,” I called out while spreading three slices of bacon across a plate.


“Morning,” Chloe moaned.


“Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes.” I placed a pan on the burner, added a couple of thick chunks of butter, and cracked two eggs on top.


“I’m not hungry.”


“Well, you have to eat something before school.” I turned around. “Oh my God.”


“Oh my God, what?” Chloe rolled her eyes. She does that a lot lately.


“Oh my God, your outfit.”


“What’s wrong with it?” she asked defiantly, as she hoisted herself onto a stool at the island.


“Well, for one, the weatherman said it’s the coldest March day since 1982.”


“Weathermen are always wrong.”


“Okay.” She had a point. “Then how about the fact that your stomach is completely exposed and if you bend over everyone will see your tushie?”


“Gross.” Chloe scowled. “Can you not use that word?”


“Tushie?” I added cheese to the eggs, mixed them around with a wooden spoon, and put the bacon in the microwave for a minute and a half.


“Yes. It sounds ridiculous. I’m not two years old. You might as well ask me if I need to tinkle.”


“Okay. Well, tushie or not, you can’t go to school like that. Change into something more appropriate while I finish making breakfast.”


“Mom, come on. This is just like what all my friends wear.”


“Your old friends or your new friends?” I transferred the eggs onto a plate and stuck the pan and spoon in the sink.


Up until two months ago, Chloe was exemplary in her behavior. Jeremy and I had often marveled at just how perfect she was. Compassionate, smart, diligent, a strong athlete. We’d even given ourselves hearty pats on the back for the stellar parenting job we’d done, while bracing ourselves for what the terrible teens might bring. But, although Jeremy and I parted ways very amicably, I wonder if her personality lobotomy is a result of our divorce. We talked about it openly as a family and assured Chloe that she was our first priority, but a mother’s reflex is to blame herself first.


Still, I think there’s more to it than that. At sixteen, she’s a late bloomer, and her body has only recently caught up with her wholesome beauty. Seemingly overnight the boys at school noticed, and her phone has been ringing off the hook ever since. Chloe also got sucked into the “popular crowd,” a vile designation that only becomes absurd once you’re safely ensconced in adulthood, where cliques aren’t defined by how pretty you are or which shoes you own.


“What’s the difference?” she challenged.


“The difference is that I never saw you dress this way when you were best friends with Amanda. And there’s no way in hell that Maggie would let her leave the house looking like that.”


I chose not to use the word slut and silently applauded my restraint.


“Amanda’s a loser,” Chloe mumbled.


“We don’t talk like that.” If there’s one thing I won’t tolerate, it’s a mean girl.


Amanda’s mother, Maggie, and I met on their first day of kindergarten. We hit it off instantly, certain that we were the only mothers who hadn’t packed organic, gluten-free, dairy-free, sugar-free snacks for our daughters. And also the only mothers who’d missed the memo about appearing photo-shoot-ready at the 8:15 a.m. drop-off.


“Amanda is like family,” I added.


“Whatever.”


“Whatever is right.” The microwave beeped, and I reached inside for the bacon. I plated it next to the eggs and slid it toward her. “Here, eat this.”


“Nasty.” She regarded it with disgust. “I told you I wasn’t hungry. And anyway, Lacey grabs me a green smoothie on her way to school. They’re really detoxifying. Her mom swears by them.”


“Is that so?” I’ll have to ask Maggie which one Lacey’s mother is.


“Yes, it is.” Eye roll number two. “I’ve gotta go. Cole will be here any minute.”


“Cole who?”


“He’s a senior and the captain of, like, every team. Don’t worry, he’s had his license for over a year.”


“Over a year! Well then, by all means, put your life in his hands.”


“Mom.”


“Chloe. I’d like to at least meet him.”


“Jesus, Mom! That’s so embarrassing. There’s no way. I’d rather walk to school.”


“That’s fine. You can walk. I doubt you’ll get very far in that outfit.”


“For Christ’s sake!” Chloe flailed her arms in the air. “Fine, I’ll go put on a sweatshirt.” She stalked toward the stairs in the three-hundred-dollar boots I got her for Chanukah. They were a recent-divorce guilt purchase that I immediately regretted.


“Watch your language!” I projected after her. “And put on a pair of tights, too.”


I heard her stomping around in her room, most likely trying things on and then discarding them on the floor. I’ll have to remind her that employing a housekeeper isn’t an open invitation to be a slob. Jeremy used to call it “being accountable.”


I sat down on the stool that her tushie had been occupying moments earlier and snapped a piece of bacon with my front teeth. A few minutes later, she came soaring down the stairs. Before I could even think to stop her, she zipped past me in my gauzy cardigan sweater, no tights beneath her fabric swatch of a skirt.


She didn’t say goodbye. She just slammed the door behind her. I sprinted over to the window and watched her strut to the end of the driveway, where a shiny silver Range Rover was awaiting her. Then I saw her jump into the passenger seat and lean toward Cole, I presume, so he could kiss her on the lips. A kiss that lasted a little too long for my taste.


As they pulled away, I dumped the eggs and bacon in the trash.


I’d lost my appetite.
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“It’s like I don’t even know her anymore,” I lamented to Maggie, who was distracted by her ten-year-old son Quinn’s mad rush to catch the school bus.


“Tie your shoes. A little faster, come on… now put your jacket on… and don’t forget your hat. Okay, go. I can see the end of the street from the kitchen window. I’ll watch you. Hurry. I love you.” Finally, I heard her front door shut. “Sorry about that. He moves like molasses in the morning. What were you saying?”


“Chloe. Different person.”


“Right. I’m sure it’s just a phase.”


“Well, I hope it’s a quick one, because I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck and it’s not even eight thirty.”


“It’s very normal for teenagers to go through different stages of development.” Maggie put on her psychologist hat and reassured me. She specializes in family crises and sees patients in her home office, which is two houses down from mine.


“From what she looked like this morning, she’s already developed.”


“Not physical development. Emotional and social development. She’s figuring out who she is, who she wants to be, and how far she can push you. In other words, she’s testing her limits. So you have to figure out what your limits are and stick to them, otherwise she’ll walk all over you,” Maggie advised. “And, I hate to say it, but it’s definitely going to be harder now that you and Jeremy are separated.”


“Divorced,” I corrected.


As implausible as it still seems, I’m training myself to use that word. I’ve come to realize that, to most people, divorcée defines who you are in a way I never felt when I was married.


“You know what I mean.”


“The thing is, Chloe has never needed much discipline. She’s always been so easy. I’m not making that up, am I?”


“No, Chloe’s amazing. I’m telling you, she’s just spreading her wings, and in doing so, the two of you are clashing a little. Especially because she knows that Jeremy was the tougher one. Maybe she thinks she can get away with more when she’s living with you.”


“Maybe.” Jeremy always was the authoritarian. He was more comfortable in that position. “What’s that crunching sound?”


“I’m force-feeding myself those disgusting fiber crackers. I think they’re made of cardboard. For real.”


“Then why are you eating them?” My stomach grumbled at the suggestion of food.


I opened the refrigerator in search of something inspiring and then closed it. An expired Greek yogurt, leftover Caesar salad, a bottle of wine, and a six-pack of Diet Coke wasn’t what I wanted at the moment.


“Because my ass is the size of a hot-air balloon and I’m trying to deflate it.”


“Would you stop? You look great.” For as long as I’ve known Maggie, she’s been chasing that last ten pounds.


“From the front, my body is marginally palatable. But the rear view is a shit show. Pun intended.”


“You’re insane.” I laughed. “So what’s on your schedule today? I need to live vicariously through someone who still has a job.”


“Let’s see, after I eat a cardboard box, I have a session with a patient who has severe OCD.”


“That sucks. I’ve seen those people on TV, where they have to do everything three times.”


“Obviously I can’t go into the details, but let’s just say that’s nothing compared to this woman.”


“Ugh.”


“I know. We’ve been working together for nearly a year and, unfortunately, it’s not getting any better. I’m exhausted just thinking about everything she goes through on a daily basis. I really feel for her, ya know?”


“I hear you.” One of the many things I love and respect about Maggie is that she truly cares for and empathizes with her patients. Sometimes, when she can’t make a girls’ lunch or happy hour drinks, she threatens to quit and become a housewife, but I know she’ll never do that. She’s too invested in helping people.


“What about you?” Maggie asked, as I moved to the pantry and located a box of Wheat Thins.


“I actually have an interview at the Fairfield Chronicle.”


“That’s cool!”


“I’m not sure I’d call it cool, but it’s something to get me back in the game. Even if the game is just Go Fish. I mean, they might take one look at me and realize I’m a dinosaur.”


“Oh, shut up. For starters, I’m four years older than you are. Anyway, I bet you have more experience than anyone who works there. You’re a legitimate journalist.”


“Correction. I used to be a legitimate journalist.”


When Chloe was born, I swore to myself that I’d never leave the workforce. I had a staff position at ABC, which isn’t easy to come by. I thrived on the fast pace of producing a daily news show and considered any woman who left to become a full-time mom a sellout. Eventually, though, we moved out of the city, and after seven years the Metro-North commute became too taxing, so I switched gears and started ghostwriting for celebrities and a couple of reality-TV personalities.


“You wrote Millie Sanders’ book. Need I remind you that she’s at least B-list, and that it was a New York Times bestseller?”


“That was three years ago.” She’s right, I did gain a lot of notoriety from Millie’s tragic memoir about her life growing up with an abusive father and an uncle who repeatedly sexually assaulted her. The book held the number one spot for fifteen weeks straight. “And I haven’t done anything since. What’s worse is that I’m not even sure how that happened.”


“You were busy with your family. Jeremy’s job was unforgiving.”


“Maybe.”


“Regardless, you’re smart and talented. The Fairfield Chronicle would be lucky to have you.”


“We’ll see.” I grabbed a handful of crackers and walked up the stairs toward my bedroom to shower and get dressed. It’s been a long time since I’ve had to wear anything even remotely professional-looking. These days, I’m used to wowing people with my workout leggings and hoodies. “They already told me there’s no pay for the first few articles.”


“Okay. So you prove yourself, and then they’ll be throwing money at you. You’re not desperate for the cash, are you?”


“No.” I sat down on my bed. Since my divorce from Jeremy was so agreeable and he makes a crap load of money as a partner at a major law firm, he was very generous when it came to a financial settlement. “They did say that I get a free subscription to the paper.”


“Huzzah!”


“I know, thrilling, right?”


“You don’t sound very happy about this.”


“No, I am. I mean, at some point, how many Pilates classes can one person take? How many errands can I run? I don’t even have to pick up Jeremy’s clothing at the dry cleaner anymore. I used to bitch and moan about lugging his heavy suits. Now I’m desperate for something to fill my day.”


“I understand that.” I know in theory she does. Maggie’s had plenty of experience counseling families who’ve come undone. But I also know that she’ll never really understand. Not unless she and Nick break up, which will never happen. If any two people are meant for each other, it’s Maggie and Nick. I didn’t envy them that until recently.


“Honestly, I don’t feel like myself anymore. I need to use my brain, and I’m fucking bored. It’s not even that I miss Jeremy, but I think I might miss what he represented.” I propped myself against the stack of pillows bolstered by the gray, quilted headboard that had been my and Jeremy’s first purchase when we bought the house twelve years ago.


“Of course.” I pictured Maggie nodding. “The partnership and security are gone.”


“Yes. Like last week, the garage door was stuck, and I didn’t know who to call, and then Chloe clogged the toilet with Q-tips two days later. Those were Jeremy chores. And I just end up chastising myself because, while I know I’m a perfectly capable person, I become paralyzed by the stupidest stuff.”


“All very normal.”


“I don’t know why this is coming out now. It’s been four months. I seriously need to man up.”


“Also normal. In the beginning, you’re in the shock phase. Life just keeps moving. But now you’re looking to gain control of your life, which is a great step. I’ve been waiting for you to get here.”


“Thanks for clueing me in.”


“I couldn’t. Otherwise you would have tried to force yourself, which isn’t a natural progression.”


“You know what it is? It’s like I’ve been rendered useless. Or invisible. Or both.”


“You’re neither useless nor invisible.”


“Maybe not, but that’s the way it feels. On the nights that Chloe isn’t around, I buy myself one lonely piece of salmon and a single-serving packet of wild rice. Then I pour myself a big-ass glass of white wine and sit on the couch while I eat and watch Grey’s Anatomy.”


“That sounds blissful.”


“I think you mean pathetic.” Like Maggie, I used to savor nights to myself when I was married. If Jeremy was on a business trip and Chloe was sleeping at a friend’s house, the peace and quiet, the very solitude of it all, was intoxicating. “What if I choke on my salmon? Or slip and hit my head? No one will be here to know that it happened. I’m like the tree in the forest.”


“You know, you’re right. Salmon goes down very easily, but you are accident-prone. You should probably move in with us. I make a mean lasagna.”


“Very funny, and yes, you do. But what about the fact that I don’t have a job? It may have been fine for a few years, when I had a husband and a daughter who needed me, but without Jeremy around and with Chloe’s newfound independence, who the hell am I? What’s my contribution to this world? Chloe will be going to college in two years! Then what?”


“Listen, honey. I love you and I get it. It’s very typical for women in your situation, who suddenly feel like no one needs them anymore, to search for something to fill those holes. One-third of my clients are women in their forties who are facing the same thing. You may not want to hear this, but it takes time. You need to figure out what’s best for you in the long run without putting too much pressure on yourself. I promise you, you’re experiencing everything right on schedule.”


“Do you want to know what my biggest stress is?”


“That you’ll never meet someone else?”


“Yes!”


“That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”


“You know what, though, it’s more than that. It’s that I’m afraid I’ll never want to meet someone else. And don’t you dare suggest online dating.”


“There are worse things.”


“No, there aren’t. There’s nothing worse.”


“Free meals, just saying.”


“I’ll be fine with my lonely salmon.”


“As long as you don’t choke on it.”


“Must be fun to play therapist to your friends.”


“You know I’m always here for you. Speaking of which, my patient will be arriving any minute, so I have to run. Listen, you’re going to kill the interview. Call me when it’s over.”


“Sure.”


“Bree, you will get through this.”


“I know.”


“Okay, talk later.” She blew a kiss through the phone before hanging up.


And I walked into my closet to dig out my black suit.










5 BREE



“Hi, Bree Bennett for Danny Markman.” I smiled at the receptionist, a slovenly, middle-aged woman with frizzy black hair, ruddy skin, and a stirring straw pinched between her yellowing teeth.


“Sit down. He’ll be out in a few minutes.” Her phone rang once. Then a second time. After the fourth ring, she looked at it and then at me. “What?”


“Nothing.” I took a few steps back and turned toward the claustrophobic waiting room, which was easily filled by two plastic chairs, the kind you’d find in an elementary school classroom, only slightly larger, and a splintered wooden coffee table displaying four stained copies of the Economist.


The lighting was feeble. The beige-and-brown-striped wallpaper was shedding at the corners. And the pungent scent of curry had settled into the tan shag carpet. I was officially trapped in the 1970s when, per my research, the Fairfield Chronicle was started by Danny Markman’s father, Dean.


Reluctantly I lowered myself into one of the chairs and hugged my purse to my chest, because I wasn’t about to put it on the floor. As I processed the dismal backdrop, I considered making a run for it. Maggie had correctly pointed out that I don’t need to be here, financially speaking. Surely the receptionist wouldn’t mind if I skipped out. Danny probably wouldn’t care, either. My absence would be an uneventful blip in the haste of his day. The pitiable housewife who couldn’t even make it to the interview.


I stopped myself right there. Marinating in self-pity is not an option. Neither is crying. Although I can’t shake the thought from my head that this is who I am. The lady in the expensive suit, beneath the more expensive coat, wearing knee-length boots that cost more than a monthly payment on my Cadillac Escalade. The lady who’s too ashamed to feel sorry for herself.


It hit me like a migraine. Bile rose in my throat, and I swallowed it down. The only thing worse than weeping in public is puking in your lap.


I wonder if it’s possible to feel empowered and inadequate at the same time. Ready to take on the world, if only the world will go easy on me.


“Mrs. Bennett?” A male voice interrupted my musing.


“Ms.,” I corrected on instinct, even though I’m still using my marital last name. It’s amazing how the absence of one letter can be so meaningful. “Ms. Bennett.”


“My apologies, Ms. Bennett. It’s nice to meet you.” He extended his hand, and I shook it.


“I’m recently divorced. It’s only been four months,” I explained.


“Mm-hmm.” He nodded indifferently.


“Nice to meet you too, Mr. Markman.” I echoed his formality. “Or do you prefer Danny?”


“Daniel is best.”


“Oh, okay. Everything I read about you online said Danny.”


“It’s a predicament, isn’t it?” he asked rhetorically, then pushed his black-rimmed glasses farther up his slanted nose. “Someone gives themself permission to shorten your name, and all of a sudden everyone jumps on the bandwagon.” He shook his head. “Let’s go to my office.”


“Sure.” I nodded and followed him through a metal door, into a small alley-like space cluttered with a handful of desks occupied by people who looked to be a decade younger than I am. Maybe more. I imagined what Jeremy would say if he could see me, with three copies of my dusty résumé in a manila folder I’d poached from Chloe’s room.


“Right in here.” Daniel waited for me to go ahead of him. “It’s not much, but it does the trick.” He walked around his desk and sat down. Then he motioned for me to occupy the chair across from him. “I’d love to be like Zuck. You know, a man of the people and the cubicles, but sometimes I’ve got sensitive issues to deal with and you can’t just air your dirty laundry to the masses.” I assumed by masses he meant his baker’s dozen employees.


“Zuck?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound like an idiot.


“Mark Zuckerberg. Facebook.”


“Of course.” Shit. I knew that.


“Anyway, why don’t you tell me what brings you here today?”


“Well,” I started, when his phone rang.


“Hold that thought. It’s my printer.” He picked up the receiver and pressed it to his ear. “What’s up, Doug? Absolutely not. No. That won’t work at all. It has to run in this issue.” Daniel swiveled around in his chair toward the only, very small window in his office, which faced a brick wall.


As soon as his back was to me, I took the opportunity to inspect my surroundings. There were stacks of newspapers on every surface, including the floor. Daniel’s desk was covered in an accordion of loose papers and yellow Post-it Notes, along with three empty Starbucks cups stained with the remnants of coffee. And there was one framed photograph of a woman with two young boys around eight or nine years old, if I had to hazard a guess. The woman was petite, with shoulder-length reddish hair, serious brown eyes, and a nose that angled slightly to her left.


“That’s my family.” Daniel, finished with his call, startled me.


“Your wife is beautiful.” I smiled.


“Yes, she is,” he stated blankly. “So, Ms. Bennett…”


“Right, yes.” I cleared my throat and starched my posture. I’ve become one of those people who hunches like an old lady. “I spent more than a decade at ABC News, as you’ll see on my résumé.” I pulled a copy of it from the manila folder and handed it to him. “I’ve also ghostwritten six books.”


“Mm-hmm.” He took the piece of paper and gave it a cursory glance. “Do you have any experience writing for a newspaper?”


“Not specifically. Although I believe my experience will translate.”


“I see.” He smoothed his stiff brown hair with his palm. He waited a beat before leaning forward. “I’m going to be direct with you, Ms. Bennett.”


“Bree, please.”


“I prefer the convention. My father taught me to respect my elders.”


Elders? Was this guy for real? “Okay.”


“I suppose I’m asking myself, why would you want to write for a regional newspaper at this point in your life?” At this point in my life? “As in, are you really committed? Or is this a passing fancy? If it’s the latter, unfortunately, I don’t really have time for that. No offense.”


“No offense taken,” I said.


I suspect that Daniel is the kind of guy who was a nerd in high school, and now that he’s tasted a little bit of power, it’s gone to his head. He was probably bullied, too, because he was just arrogant enough not to keep his mouth shut. Back then, I would have been one of the girls who was way out of his league. But now, he’s the one who holds the cards. Funny how that happens.
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