














Advance Praise for Center Ring


“Timely and compelling, Waggoner’s debut delivers a deft look at women and contemporary life, examining the choices we make and the decisions that define us.”


—Laura McNeil, author of Center of Gravity and Sister Dear


“Nicole Waggoner is a fabulous writer, and the women of Center Ring are fully realized and completely captivating. Highly recommended.”


—Richard Fifield, author of The Flood Girls


“Center Ring is a beautifully written, highly relatable novel about the balancing act that is modern womanhood. Waggoner treats her richly drawn, relatable characters with compassion and understanding.”


—Kristy Woodson Harvey, author of Dear Carolina
and Lies and Other Acts of Love


“No matter what successes are achieved in life, missteps and self-doubt can make it nearly impossible to find balance. Nicole Waggoner’s debut novel is an exemplary example of how five women, so different from one another, struggle with love, life, and identity. It is so much more than a story of friendship. It is a tale of endurance, hope, and determination. I want to jump into this book and become friends with all of these women. I am definitely looking forward to reading more from this author.”


—Whitney Dineen, award-winning author of
The Reinvention of Mimi Finnegan


“Authentic, funny, and concerned with the things in life that matter most—friendship, motherhood, love, and, of course, flings with gorgeous Hollywood movie stars—Center Ring brings five unique women to life and tells their stories with compassion and charm.”


—Kamy Wicoff, author of Wishful Thinking
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To Sister-Friends Everywhere

“No man can be happy without a friend, nor be sure of his
friend until he is unhappy.” —Thomas Fuller




Eleanor “Norah” Meritt, 36, M.D.,


Partner, Legacy Women’s Health; Fellow, Doctors Without Borders


Norah


Maybe she should have told her husband first. Then again, she knew emotional numbness was key in difficult conversations. A lashing from her girlfriends would help her field Matt objectively and possibly emerge from this fiasco with some shred of a support system.


Realizing the steering wheel was digging impressions into her uncharacteristically shaky fingers, Norah loosened her grip and attempted to script her confession.


“I need to tell you something, and I’d rather tell anyone but you.”


“I hope you know how important you are to me.”


Wistful for a traffic standstill, she eased into the trendy restaurant district and ignored the valet in hopes that parking blocks away would give her more time to think, or rather dwell, on her way to St. Peter’s table.


“Reservation for Leila. Party of five, please.”




Camille “Cami” Clark, 34,


Photojournalist; Creative Director, InFocus Productions


Cami


Fired? How? The conversation seemed to be on a constant loop in her mind, paired with equal parts embarrassment, self-loathing, and disbelief. Cami was as indignant about her stunned reaction to the words leaving her new boss’s perfectly lined lips as she was about the ridiculous accusations themselves. This was why she’d always preferred working with men. Say what you will about workplace equality, but to Cami, the rules were simple: the more estrogen in the room, the more likely she was to be misunderstood. She’d caught more than one of her collaborators crying in the ladies’ room after being asked a simple question such as “When will you be finished editing? Do you realize you’ve exceeded the hours you budgeted for this project? I assume you have a plan to make up these hours.” Sure, most of the women she worked with thought she was a bitch. She’d made attempts over the years to soften her directness, but even when she could do it with a straight face, her tone always seemed condescending. Perhaps she could blame having grown up as the only girl among three rambunctious brothers, or the late physical development that had sent her running to sports fields, versus shopping malls. Whatever it was, she was tired of being a target of office gossip. Let them fail without her. No one dared deny that she had helped to make this company what it was.


A rogue tear ran down her cheek as she realized eleven and a half years of her life were now reduced to three cardboard boxes and two computers in her trunk. Cami slammed the door and tossed her keys to the valet at Cru.




Leila Oliver, 33, Ph.D.,


Professor of Humanities; Current Position: Stay-at-Home


Mother of Two


Leila


Leila admired the soothing ambience of the restaurant feeling mutually grateful and guilty for the night out. Her days of taking uninterrupted adult conversation and eating a meal with two hands for granted had ended abruptly when her first child was born. She loved her daughters more than anything and felt blessed to be able to stay home with them, but tonight’s break was just what she needed to recharge, wear real clothes, and feel like herself. Part of her yearned to return to the era of professional attire when her blow-dryer and flatiron left the drawer daily, instead of once every few weeks, and her racks of pumps didn’t collect dust. She prided herself on making an effort to avoid the mom-jean stereotypes that dotted the punch lines of late-night-television hosts, but she was more than tired of her Casual Corner look. In her most honest moments with herself, she knew this inflated objection to her flats and leggings was misplaced resentment about the lack of balance in her life. Or, maybe that was the fatigue talking. Her oldest hadn’t been sleeping well, and her youngest was going through an exhausting case of the twos. Wine and some laughs with the women she considered sister-friends would champion her into tomorrow. Didn’t it always?




Ellison “Ellie” Lindsay, 36,


CEO, Ellison Paige Public Relations


Ellie


“Matchmaker is such an archaic term, Ms. Lindsay. I prefer connections coordinator.”


“Of course,” Ellie said, stealing a glance at her watch.


“Moving on to the next question in my profile generator, I always like to know why my clients feel their last serious relationship ended—or, more directly, what traits their partners found difficult.”


“I didn’t like his girlfriend,” Ellie quipped with a smile, fighting the urge to tap her foot. If there was one thing she could thank this sadistic industry for, it was teaching her grace under fire. Hiding her nervous “tells,” as she referred to them, had become second nature after years of coaching clients to conceal signs of insecurity and deceit.


The “matchmaker is an archaic term” matchmaker smirked amusedly, and Ellie decided to cut to the chase. After all, if he expected her to pay his small fortune of a fee, she might as well be honest. “I agree compatibility is key to a successful relationship. That said, and in the interest of efficiency”—she gestured to his list of questions—“I’d like to give you a brief synopsis of what I’m looking for. And then we can fill in any leftover blanks in your”—she affected her best collaborative tone and sipped her sauvignon blanc—“inventory.”


“I’m all ears,” he said, not bothering to hide the condescension from his voice, and scribbled a note about her on his iPad.


Smooth, Ellie thought. She knew this game. After all, hadn’t she used the same tactic just that morning with an arrogant journalist? She allowed him to direct the negotiation initially and then blatantly interrupted him to record a cryptic memo to her assistant about another offer concerning the client he was interested in. She’d wanted to remind him that she held the access to the information he needed, and thus the power, without giving him a tangible reason to lash out at her or her client. Some women danced backward in high heels; Ellie spun. She spun conversations and situations; she spun successes and failures; and, all too often in these days of camera phones and gossip rags, she spun scandals. She’d built her PR empire around dually boosting and salvaging clients’ careers, regardless of their box-office bombs and personal missteps.


“I’m looking for someone who can handle the demands of my career,” she said, with a grin bordering on smugness. “I have no interest in being someone’s meal ticket, mind you, but I need to be with someone who understands what maintaining this level of success requires. It’s not that I can’t commit to a steady dating life or a vacation, but when I need to work, I need carte blanche to do so. I’ve been told many doctors work fewer hours. Also, children are a non-negotiable for me. I am not opposed to entering into a relationship with someone who has them, but I won’t be having any of my own.”


“Is that all?” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “And what would you say to those who characterize you as a workaholic? That you’re selfish for not seeing children as a part of your life’s plan?”


It was not lost on Ellie that he would benefit professionally by adding her to his repertoire of successful childless women. She knew this dance as well.


“I’d say that motherhood was once a dream of mine, but sometimes life interferes and you realize it’s time to find a new dream.” Ellie steadied her expression as she stifled a fidget. “My career will always be one of the great loves of my life. I’m asking if you can possibly find someone compatible with us.”


“You can trust that I’ll try,” he said, fumbling to open his MacBook, and Ellie gave herself a tally mark in the win column that her poise and composure intimidated him. “Allow me to introduce you to a few profiles, and please be assured that you are even more impressive in person than on paper.”


Ellie ignored his flattery, more certain than ever that there wasn’t a man left in this town who didn’t play games.




Kate, 34,


Exhausted New Mommy


Kate


Kate smiled as she heard the calendar notification ding. Tonight was her night. Most of the free world wouldn’t consider an evening with friends anything to write home about, but a return to her weekly dinner with the girls was absolutely symbolic to her. She yawned as she unlatched two-month-old Liam from her nipple and transferred him gingerly into the co-sleeper, thinking sleep deprivation was a torture tactic regardless of what the Guantánamo headlines protested. She considered climbing into the bed next to her sweet boy, then shook her head and grinned at the prospect of being a free woman for the night. Was it wrong that she was excited to step out of her door sans an arsenal of baby gear? Of course it was. Maybe she just wasn’t cut out for the mommy gig. It was so much harder than she’d ever imagined it could be.


Kate closed her heavy eyes, thinking Liam was, without contest, the best thing she had ever done and wishing he could tell her what she was doing wrong. Then he would know that she would do anything for him, that she was a better mommy when she wasn’t running on fumes, and a better mommy when she laughed. She would know he knew how much she loved him.


As all new moms do, Kate reassured herself with the lie that things would get easier as he grew. How does Leila manage to get out? she thought, as she walked into the adjoining bathroom to apply makeup for the first time since Cami took the newborn photos. She has two under five. What am I missing?


Liam’s trademark “I am about to projectile-vomit” cough sent Kate running back to their bed. She scooped him up onto her shoulder in a whirl of panic that he would choke on his reflux. Breathe; just breathe, she told herself. All babies spit up. Her phone chirped again.


New Text Msg: Ken Cell


I’m sorry, but I can’t be home by 6:00. What is the latest we can leave for dinner?


We? Kate patted soft circles between Liam’s shoulders. As if on cue, he sputtered and emptied the contents of his feeding into her hair and down her back. She shuddered, more at the realization that her only fashionable blouse was now unwearable than at the sour liquid oozing through the fabric. Four bars of Train’s “Marry Me,” Ken’s ringtone, filled the room. That was never good news at this hour. A silent tear rolled down her cheek as she cleaned her baby and herself.


Thirty minutes later, Kate stood in her closest, still stinging from how cold she had been to Ken on the phone as she’d reminded him of how important tonight was to her, that it was the last thing they’d discussed when he left that morning, that she knew the entry had been on his calendar for weeks because she’d added it herself. He’d sworn he’d mistyped the text, but she knew better. He was fishing for permission to work late. Per usual.


The bra she’d bought mid-pregnancy hung snapped, albeit unflatteringly so, from her waist. Kate clenched her fists at the maze of clothes in front if her. She had exhausted all of her choices. This shirt fit but didn’t work with that bra. That shirt nearly fit if she sat up straight, but it didn’t cover the side fat that hung from her only choice of maternity jeans. She should just cancel. Cancel and climb into bed and pray for thirty minutes of sleep. If it weren’t for her intense desire to see the girls, especially Leila, she would. Leila was the unwavering cheerleader of everyone she loved, and Kate knew she would encourage her and make her feel better. She pulled the best-worst-dressed candidate off of the closet floor and told herself tonight wasn’t about how she looked. It was about seeing the women she considered sisters and proving to herself that she could find her center and still be her, despite being a stranger in this strange land of new parenthood.





Leila


Leila smiled as she remembered Kate’s scheming glance as they entered tonight’s date on their phones weeks earlier.


“That’s almost eight weeks after Liam arrives! We should be in a routine by then!” Kate gushed, and Leila forced a smile in return, hoping she looked convincing. At this point, Leila couldn’t even write a card for a baby shower without feeling facetious. She wanted to say that the days were long and the years were short, but she had no idea where to start without sounding cynical. If more women could be honest with each other about how hard parenting was, instead of passing mommier-than-thou judgment as they jockeyed for the title of supermom, maybe she could. Leila sometimes thought the how-does-she-do-it-all supermom image was her generation’s version of June Cleaver and Carol Brady and wished women everywhere could agree that all three, the supermom included, were fictional.


Leila hoped this restaurant would be as good as its hype. She knew one of their local GNO standbys would have been fine but felt insecure planning the same predictable dinner time after time as the others chatted about meetings, dates, and happy hours at new “it” places that had sprung up since her exit from the nightlife into the nightlight life. She knew it wasn’t necessary, but she felt a misplaced need to stay relevant, despite the fact that she read far more Curious George than the New Yorker these days.


Pulling out her Kindle, Leila downloaded the latest novels from Pam Jenoff and Celine Keating she’d been dying to devour, then smirked at the thought of how much bathroom and elliptical reading she did. Thank God Kindle saved her place, or she’d never finish a book.


Just then, she heard Cami’s unmistakable bark at the hostess stand. Her heart sank a small beat. She had really been hoping Norah or Ellie would arrive first. Don’t be passive-aggressive, she admonished herself. You’ve been friends for years. It’s not her fault she communicates differently than you do. In fact, you should be more assertive and less fearful of confrontation. If you’d taken a page out of her book, you might have made a more effective case for the part-time position you proposed to the department before Clara was born. Cami would never have smiled graciously through a goodbye party, accepting colleagues’ compliments, just days after they’d told her she was one of their best but they couldn’t create a place for her.


“Cami! I’m so glad you could come!” Leila rose to greet her and then thanked the hostess. She could tell immediately that something was off. Cami seemed as if she’d been punched. “Here, sit. How was your day? Did the Faces of Poverty campaign just love the portfolio? I thought it was simply beautiful,” Leila said, and then chastened herself for her compulsion to fill the silence. You are relevant to her, despite the lack of face-to-face time and telephone conversations. Don’t ramble; trust your actions to show your investment in her life. “I’m sorry,” she went on. “I didn’t mean to bombard you with questions right as you sat down. I’m just so happy to have a night to myself, you know?”


“Can I get a vodka soda with two limes?” Cami said, as she motioned to a bustling waitress. “I understand. I’ve been working twelve-hour days and crashing at nine o’clock every night. I missed a hair appointment and two personal-training sessions this week alone. But it’s Friday and there is an eye mask in my future for tonight and tomorrow morning. How are the kids?”


“They’re great. Listen, is everything okay? You seem distant, for lack of a better word.”


Cami’s jaw clenched, making Leila wish she had chattered about teething, tantrums, or anything else that would have given Cami a second to decompress from the stresses of her day until the others arrived.


“I’m not trying to be pushy, I just want you to know I care about you and that you’re important to me. I also understand if you’d rather not talk about whatever it is,” Leila stammered, and wished she could start the conversation over.





Norah


“Actually, I see my party.” Norah attempted to politely dismiss the hostess. “I’m going to visit the ladies’ room, and then I’ll join them. Thank you.” Her guilt intensified as she made a beeline for the bathroom. Maybe she wouldn’t tell them. Why not leave her overly scheduled life up to chance, for once? If there was an opening, she would go for it. If not, she would remain in the isolation of her own creation. Norah had hoped Cami or Ellie would beat Leila to the restaurant so they could have a private moment. She loved Leila unconditionally, but she needed blatant honesty at the moment. Leila was too much of a nurturer to provide that. Ellie knew how to minimize damages and script a conversation. Cami wasn’t distracted by emotion and could weigh in objectively. Plus, Leila was hard to disappoint. She had this uncanny knack for connecting with people and genuinely loving them for who they were, not who they should be or—as Norah feared she was about to learn at great personal cost—who she wanted them to be.





Kate


Where was Ken? She had hoped to slip out while Liam was sleeping. Instead, she was downing lactation tea to the tune of a Baby Einstein track while Liam stretched happily in his bouncer. As of now, she would be at least thirty minutes late. Why couldn’t Leila have picked something closer? What was wrong with Zapata’s? Close, reliable service, great salads, half-priced bottles of wine on Wednesdays. She was far too sleep deprived to navigate the expressway.


At last, she heard Ken’s key in the lock and grabbed her purse.


“Hi, babe. Listen, I’m sorry I’m late. Jack came into my office at five forty, literally yelling about billings Accounts swears they never received. Just let me go to the bathroom, and the rest of the night is yours.”


“Until I have to play milk cow, you mean,” Kate’s gaze was steel.


“Like I said, I didn’t mean to be late. I’m sorry. Just let me go to the bathroom, and I’ll take him for the rest of the night.” Ken looked defeated as he shuffled down the hall into the bathroom. Was he seriously asking for a private moment after he’d shown up this late?


Kate fumed as she made her way down the hall. “I can’t even begin to tell you how angry I am right now!” she shouted at the closed bathroom door, surprised by the intensity of her reaction. “Did you eat a complete meal today? Did you take a crap in private, or was someone screaming for you in the next room? Did you have three seconds to catch up on the news? Did you manage to go about your entire day without someone else’s pee, poop, or puke somewhere on your body? Did you finish even one thing you started? And now you’re asking me to wait while you go to the restroom in peace? Try breastfeeding and wiping your ass at the same time!” Kate turned on her heel and headed for the front door. “By the time I get there, it will be time to come home to feed Liam. I asked for three measly hours of downtime!”


Liam began to wail from his seat. In a fury of sensation, Kate felt overwhelmed by guilt, regret, fatigue, and the unmistakable tingle of milk letting down.





Norah


What in the world had they been talking about? Cami looked stressed to kill, and Leila was clearly wearing her poker face. Norah forced her best bedside calm as she headed toward their table.


“Norah!” Leila’s easy smile and happy greeting seemed to twist the vise on her head more tightly. She returned her friend’s embrace, perhaps sinking into it a bit too long.


“Cami.” She nodded and smiled as a passing waiter paused to pull out her chair.


“Thank you. May I have a carafe of mineral water with lemons?” Thankful to be seated after ten hours in the office, she took a moment to enjoy the resounding tingle in her feet. Leila’s eyes grew huge with excitement as she shot Cami a glance full of hope. Jeez. She should have known better. This was why she’d hoped Ellie or Cami would be first. They would simply assume she was on call or had an early surgery looming. Leila, on the other hand, knew her schedule better and was infinitely hopeful her battle with infertility would end any month now—despite five years sans the big announcement. Refusal of alcohol before a rare weekend off would only fuel her fervor.


“It looks like you’re both set for drinks. I think I’ll wait to see the wine list until Ellie gets here.” Norah forced a smile as Leila looked away politely.





Ellie


“If there’s anything else I need to know, anything at all, it’s best you tell me now. Trust me. Embarrassment aside, you need to decide if you want me to handle it or the press. Something to think about. For the record, I’m sorry. You’re definitely one of the most congenial, most humble clients I’ve ever worked with. We will bounce back from this. Let me make some calls, and we’ve found somewhere for you to lie low in the meantime. Do not tell anyone where you are. We want the media bored with this story before they have enough feed for a blurb, much less a segment. I’ve already put my team on high alert. Jess will be in touch with car information, et cetera, and I’ll call later this evening once you’re settled to update you on our progress. I’ll be available by cell if you need me between now and then.”


Ellie listened to the relief in the British lilt of her client’s worried voice, reiterated that he would survive this, said goodbye, and walked into her dinner engagement forty minutes late.


As the hostess led her to the table, she wondered what she’d missed. Her friends’ body language spoke volumes to someone in her profession. Leila sat straight, like a Stepford wife, while Cami brooded at the empty chairs. Norah surprised her most of all. She was usually calm personified, no doubt thanks in part to her surgical training, but tonight she seemed to be sitting on hot coals, even though her pager was noticeably absent from the table.


“Hello! Sorry I’m so late. I’ve been fighting fires from the car.”


“No worries. Anything juicy?” Leila asked, grinning.


“Let’s just say camera phones are a blessing and a curse for a certain heartthrob who took a recording artist who’s not publicly separated from her husband on an Alpine holiday over the weekend. Another skier snapped a blurry pic of them kissing on the slopes, and it may or may not go viral if he manages to sell it to a gossip rag,” Ellie exhaled for what felt like the first time in hours as she studied Norah out of the corner of her eye. “Nothing too terrible.”


“Not for your client, anyway,” Cami remarked.


“True, but considering the other camp is trading on a Cinderella marriage starring a virginal ingénue and looking for a scapegoat to save her brand, the odds aren’t exactly stacked in my client’s favor. Let’s hope he can ride his five minutes of tween and cougar–induced adoration for a bit longer.”


“I’ll bet you’re representing both of them by the end of it. That’s happened before.” Leila smiled as she passed Ellie the wine list. “Norah was waiting for you.”


“Oh, I think tonight is a bottle-of-Hendrick’s-and-a-straw kind of night, but thanks.” Ellie wondered if Norah would take the bait. What in the world was she hiding? She thought things had been better with Matt lately.


“I’ll split a bottle of cab with you, if you’d like,” Leila offered. Ellie knew her intention was to be courteous, but if she’d waited two more seconds, Norah would have broken. Her lip twitch said as much.


“Twist my arm, then.” Norah forced a smile. Hardball, Ellie thought, as the waiter returned with Cami’s next drink and scurried away to fetch the bottle. The exasperated look on his face told her they’d better be prepared to leave a big tip.





Kate


Tears streamed down Kate’s face as she looked up at Ken from the rocking chair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so angry. . . .” Her voice trailed off as she stifled a sob. “It’s just, I miss my friends. I feel so incredibly lost right now. Liam is the best thing that’s ever happened to me, to both of us, and I feel selfish beyond words for wanting a break, but I also feel like I’m drowning. I don’t even know who I am anymore.”


Ken wiped a tear from her cheek and kissed her head. “I know. I feel the same way. We’ll get through this and look back on these days as a blur of joy and sorrow,” he said, sounding more confident than she knew he actually was as he stroked her hair.


“Spoken like someone who’s been to the real world and back today.” She sniffed and smiled as her phone chirped. “I never finished my text! That’s probably Leila!”


1 New Msg: Leila Cell


Where are u? Is everything ok? Let me know.





Norah


“She could have had the courtesy to call, or at least text. Totally inconsiderate. I had a shit day myself, but I’m here. Life doesn’t stop for everyone else just because you have a baby,” Cami said, as she grimaced and signaled the waiter.


“Actually, it kind of does. Life gets away from you for a while. I remember that feeling. You’re so overwhelmed by the magnitude of everything changing. She doesn’t mean to be hurtful.” Leila shifted self-consciously at the thought of a confrontation with Cami.


Norah pressed her palm to the cool of her water glass and added, “I’m sure she didn’t realize we were waiting to order. I’ll stop by tomorrow. This is why I counsel my patients about PPD. Normal adjustment and stress can spiral quickly if no one is watching for the signs.” Norah’s voice was clinical, but her heart ached for Kate. She’d seen this all too often. Women felt so compelled to live a postpartum life worthy of a Hallmark card that they didn’t pause to acknowledge or grieve for the unimaginable sacrifices motherhood required. Denial led to guilt, and guilt led to varying degrees of depression. She hated the stigma postpartum women felt when they admitted to feeling less than euphoric. She also knew that far too many in her profession rushed through the mandatory six-week postpartum exams, leaving their nurses to counsel patients about PPD after they finished the internal exam.


Norah’s phone vibrated, ending her soapbox reverie.


Group Txt Msg (4 Recipients)


From: Kate Cell


I’m sorry. I typed this and never managed to send it.


Please forgive me, but I can’t make it. I really did try.


“She could at least be honest about it,” Cami said. “Admitting she forgot a dinner we mentioned weeks ago is more realistic than saying she tried to make it but failed. If she’s not ready to leave Liam or she’s just too tired, we would completely understand. I’d rather have honesty any day than a lie or an excuse.”


Cami’s indignation clearly came from a place of disappointment and missing Kate, but her words resonated with Norah. Pull yourself together. This is why you came.


“I have something to say.” Norah’s abrupt tone brought her to the center of her friends’ rapt attention. She continued hurriedly before she lost her nerve. “Believe me, I’d rather tell anyone but you, but I don’t feel deceit honors our friendship or all we’ve been through together. I’d like to preface this by saying that I don’t expect your support or your forgiveness, immediate or otherwise.” She took a sip of courage as Leila discreetly waved off the approaching waiter. “I’ve been having a relationship with someone from my past. It started two months ago, and it is either an epic mistake or a bridge to my future.”


Norah’s chest constricted with a mixture of guilt and anxiety as she looked at the astonished faces surrounding her. The tears moistening the brink of Leila’s lashes were her breaking point. Taking the napkin from her lap, Norah blotted her own welling eyes and forbade herself to cry. If you can take a woman’s life in your hands, you can handle this. Get out of your head and analyze.


“With who?” Cami asked bluntly. “And for God’s sake, when?”


“Your schedule is unforgiving at best.” Ellie said, stalling to her point. “Does Matt know?”


“I’m so sorry you’re going through this.” Leila tried but failed to stop the tear that trailed down her cheek as she reached for Norah’s hand. “You must be a wreck inside. I’ll—we’ll—be there for you, regardless of the who, what, where.”


“I appreciate that.” Norah squeezed Leila’s hand, reeling from the commotion in her head. She had been battling her conscience for weeks, but saying the words aloud brought every betrayal, every touch, and every second she had spent with him into a different realm of reality. She felt as if she could sleep for months.


“Well, you’ve gone public now,” Ellie added, with a forced laugh. “That said, the real question is, where do you go from here? Better yet, where do you want to go from here?”


“I have no idea. I haven’t told Matt yet. Honestly, I just keep expecting to wake up. I want to will everything away, press rewind, go back eight weeks and remind myself this is a bad idea. I want to survive this without hurting anyone, but I feel like I’m on some sort of precipice—damned if I do, damned if I don’t.” Norah said, somewhat relieved from sharing the weight of her secret.


“You still haven’t told us who he is,” Cami said in an oddly quiet voice.


 “It started at the WHO conference.” Norah sighed. “Matt was supposed to come, but we had a fight. Things haven’t been good for quite a while—you know that—but we reached a new low. Between our hellish schedules, his disappointment at not making partner in the firm, and the fertility saga, things just dominoed into an ugly confrontation. We both said things we didn’t mean—at least, I hope we didn’t mean—and I flew to San Fran alone.” Norah took another sip of wine. They might as well know it all. In for a penny, in for a pound. “I reconnected with a man named Enrique from my time ten years ago in Mumbai. He was the keynote speaker. My heart stopped when I saw his name in the program. I know it sounds crazy, but I felt younger just reading it. It was as if all the stress of the last seven years melted away. I don’t know if it was the nostalgia or the fight or the fatigue, but I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt”—she searched for the right word—“fearless, somehow. After his speech, I contrived an introduction during the physicians’ reception. I know this sounds equally crazy, but his face lit up when he saw me. He looked years younger instantaneously.”


Norah paused to survey her audience. Their faces were a tapestry of skepticism, heartache, concern, and shock. “We spent the rest of the reception reminiscing about our days at the fistula clinic. Lives saved. Communities educated. Days of purpose before the realities of drug reps and insurance premiums took hold. We relived an entire year of important work and liquor infused nights of dancing and passion. He invited me to dinner to discuss my India initiative, and we ended up flirting and laughing like teenagers until the restaurant closed. Somewhere between the champagne and the dessert, he reached for my hand, and it was electric. I was so consumed by the chemistry. He made me feel beautiful—desired. He made me laugh. I told myself it was just banter between old friends, but I knew it was more.” Norah shook her head and added sarcastically, “Hell, he probably could have had me right there on the table if he’d asked. The connection was that intense. I had perma-grin leaving the restaurant. We went back to the hotel bar and”—she paused to gather her nerve—“and I asked him up to my room.”


“Does he know you’re married?” Ellie asked cautiously.


“Yes. We both are.” Norah closed her eyes as the weight of her words hung heavily in the air.


“Are there children involved?”


“Yes. Three young girls.” Leila looked wide-eyed and horrified as she withdrew her hand from Norah. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I don’t know if I’m in lust or in love or in some hybrid of the two. It’s something we want to pursue before we make any big decisions.” Norah felt as if she’d swallowed a white-hot poker.


“Is there anything else?” Ellie’s voice was deceptively calm.


“He lives here, in Pasadena. We took a suite at the Hilton for the next month. I’ve been with him almost every day since the conference, and it’s been the best two months I’ve had in over a year. In the meantime, things are improving with Matt. I don’t know if it’s because I’ve been happier or trying harder, but they’re better than they have been in a long time.” Norah dropped her head into her hands as the jury of her peers cast their judgment.





Leila


In the glow of the refrigerator light, Leila downed her fourth glass of water. She could already feel the dull headache coming on. The girls would be up in a few short hours, and she’d not yet been to bed. After the dinner, she’d gone to Kate’s studio. She needed to talk to another mother, and she needed to check on her friend.





Kate


Kate scrambled egg whites absentmindedly, still reeling from Leila’s retelling of the bombshell Norah had dropped at dinner and thinking she had certainly picked the wrong night to miss. Kate wanted to be there for her friend, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the two families involved. Matt definitely wasn’t her favorite of her friends’ husbands, but he didn’t deserve this. No one did. She wondered about Enrique as well. Was his wife standing in a kitchen somewhere, making breakfast for his children, while he and Norah made love in a hotel suite? Would she wonder if the physical changes three babies inevitably caused had driven him away? Norah was so toned and polished. Maybe it had to do with her confidence, but she was gorgeous even clean-faced, wearing scrubs. Maybe that was Kate projecting her own body issues onto a woman she’d never met. Maybe not. But she was absolutely certain of one thing: two families were on a collision course, and children would be hurt.





Ellie


As the car service pulled into the firm’s parking garage, Ellie thought about how close she had come to being “the other woman” over the years. She was always attracted to the salt-and-pepper set, but they were rarely unattached. She’d seen too many lives damaged by adultery in this self-centered industry ever to consent to being someone’s mistress.


She smoothed her charcoal pencil skirt and crisp white oxford. At thirty-six, she was proud of her trim figure and classic style. Spinning was, ironically, her exercise of choice. She attended a predawn cycle class four mornings a week and was fiercely competitive with the other regulars. Her last serious relationship had been with Marcus, Cami’s, and her, personal trainer. Eventually, she had rehired him as a trainer. She enjoyed the idea of being molded to physical perfection by someone who would never have her again. It was slow revenge for the embarrassment she had suffered at his hands.


Just then, Ellie’s phone vibrated in an onslaught of incoming texts and red-flag e-mails. That only ever meant one thing. She dialed her first assistant.


“What are we in for, Jess? I’m on my way up from the garage.”


“They found Patrick Grayson. We’ve gotten him into a car, but we don’t have a destination.”


“Send the driver here. Have the attendants move every available car to the street, and tell them to block the garage to badge only. No exceptions. Send Pat’s car to the service alley, and have a driver waiting in front and a car ready to close the gap between.”


Ellie meant what she had said to Pat just before she walked into Cru. There was an honesty about him that was rare among most of the leading men she’d dealt with. At once ethereal and attainable, he had a boyish charm and a smooth London accent that had stolen the hearts of millions of women as he portrayed Lucas Lucien, a misunderstood fallen angel with a good heart, in a young adult trilogy turned blockbuster movie franchise called Destiny. The role might have skyrocketed him to the top of Hollywood’s young heartthrobs, but Ellie knew he was desperate to prove himself as a serious actor.


14 New Text Msgs


Ellie climbed into the elevator and began doing what she did best. At moments like these, she wished she could see her own life with the same clarity she saw her clients’ messes and successes.





Norah


Norah sank into the chair behind her desk. It had been a whirlwind of a morning, and she hadn’t slept in almost twenty-four hours. After she’d left Cru, she had met Enrique at their room. Matt was traveling, and she wanted to test a theory. She’d wanted to see if she still found him irresistible now that she’d shared her secret, or if the anonymity of the affair was to thank for the intoxication she felt near him.


Her mind wandered to their first night together. They lingered over jazz in the hotel bar, stealing touches, as flirtation evolved into intention. Enrique placed his hand on her thigh, sending waves of desire and a novel ache though her groin. Her breath hitched as she casually eased his hand higher, to the hem of her skirt, leaned in, and invited him to her bed.


Her knees quaked as they entered the elevator. Once they were alone, he pulled her close. It felt surreal to inhale the scent of another man after so many years of monogamy. She breathed deeply, wanting to remember the smell of his cologne. His nose was in her hair. Was he doing the same?


Tilting her chin up so she was forced to meet his eyes, he whispered, “It’s important to me that you know I’ve never done this before.” Nor had she, she assured him, as their lips met. Burying his hands in her hair, he kissed her feverishly, his need for her resonating through her body.


They moved quickly, shedding clothes and mirroring each other’s intensity. She hovered above him, caressing his beautiful face, at once surrendering to the choice and languishing in the distraction from her internal monologue of responsibilities and constant worry. Every rise and fall of her hips reminded her what sex had once been like, before ovulation schedules and fertility treatments became ever present, ever expectant, guests in her bedroom. Forcing all thoughts from her mind, she sank more deeply onto him, focusing only on the rhythm of building sensation, then leaned back, pulling him up to her chest, so their bodies moved as one. In a frenzy of exquisite release and satisfaction, they climaxed within moments of each other.


Afterward, they stayed forehead to forehead for what seemed like an eternity. “Ladies first,” he joked when they finally relaxed, still entwined in the crisp white sheets.


“Always the gentleman,” she teased. “I’m guessing the condom was a happy coincidence?”


“I believe you’re referring to the prophylactic of exponentially expensive proportions.” He propped himself up on his elbow and smiled down at her mischievously. “While you were in the restroom, I told the bartender I’d pay him fifty dollars for every condom he could round up.”


She threw her head back laughing—a release just as sweet as any other she’d experienced that night.


“Too bad he could only find the one.” Enrique’s eyes darted impishly as he traced her silhouette with his finger. Every nerve ending seemed to pulsate under his touch. Her brow furrowed in disappointment as she ached to have him again.


“We could call—”


“Or seven.” He interrupted her, nibbling her ear before deftly shifting her to her belly and trailing kisses down her back.


“That should get us through the night.” Her face lit up with giddy excitement as she clutched the pillow in anticipation.


“Dr. Meritt.” The nurse-practitioner’s voice brought Norah back to reality. “Room four is ready for you now.”


“Thank you, Jillan.” Norah smiled warmly at her trusted colleague while grimacing internally at the news she was about to deliver. Parts of this job would never get easier.





Ellie


“Ellison, here.” She rubbed her temples as she listened to the words she’d suspected were coming. The Scarlett James camp was out for Patrick Grayson’s blood and set to saturate the media in less than three hours. She, her team, and ultimately her client were their pawns.


Resigned to pragmatism, she attempted to assimilate the information she needed to construct a game plan to control damages. She could already picture the media hook—the blurry cell phone pic, refined and edited pixel by pixel, presented as a tell-all, and paired with a sixty-second sound bite while red-carpet pics, paparazzi shots, and past headlines peppered the screen. Images were the ultimate potter’s clay in this age of twenty-four-hour media coverage. A simple digital collage, and Pat would be spun as the typical celebrity playboy. Ellie smirked at the irony of the same images inevitably being used when his career was on the upswing. She knew their camp was using her client to buy time as they readied for the imminent storm of Scarlett’s contested divorce, no doubt preparing to present their client as the desperate ingénue, pushed to the breaking point and seduced into the solace of another man’s arms. She only wondered what they had on Mrs. Platinum’s producer husband. They must be under a gag order, or he would be the present target and her client would be sketched as the ultimate good guy, a perfect weekend fantasy for a woman on the mend.


Ellie knew better than to waste her team’s energy delving into what had clearly been blocked by court order. “Thank you for letting me know. I won’t forget this favor.” She took a moment to collect herself, then buzzed her first assistant. Jess smiled nonchalantly behind her as she closed the door. Ellie had taught her well. Give nothing away.


“I’ve just spoken to Mr. Grayson’s team. He’s extremely anxious.” Jess took a seat and prepared to take notes.


“Where do we sit getting Pat—Mr. Grayson, rather—out of the public eye?” Ellie fought the urge to glance away or fidget at her unprofessional slip. “As I’m sure you’ve realized, we’re essentially chum in the water.”


“I understand. I’ve contacted all of our go-to hideaways, but the press is already staked out. I have several flight options, but there’s word that foreign paparazzi is hovering as well.”


“Where do we sit regarding the garage?”


“Fourteen to twenty-four photographers are waiting between the second and third levels of the Shank’s parking garage across the street. As usual, the building manager has no interest in working with us.”


“Call Tim. Tell him Mr. Grayson will speak in forty-five minutes. He’ll leak it to the networks, and the leeches will follow the microphones. Have maintenance take a podium to the north lawn. While they’re scrambling for position, I want Mr. Grayson taken down the service elevator to my car. You’re to drive him to my house. Have Stacie notify the beach guard and Malibu PD. I don’t want them surprised if you’re followed. Stacie should contact the gatekeeper as well. I want the code changed every half hour for the next twenty-four hours. I’ll be in touch about where we go from there.” Ellie fumbled through her desk for an antacid as Jess rose to leave. “Also, make sure he’s wearing a hat. He doesn’t always think of that.”


Ellie tapped her fingers nervously as her phone emitted four bars of the Friends theme song she’d programmed for her inner circle.


New Text: Leila Cell


I saw the Pat Grayson/Scarlett James pic at the gym.


Good luck, Ginger!


Ellie smiled briefly at the screen and checked her reflection in the mirror as she prepared mentally for the lion’s den that awaited her. This noise could not have happened at a less opportune time for him career-wise. He was set to start a national media tour for his latest film, Life of Us, in five days. The role was edgy—an intentional deviation designed to shake his typecasting. In the film, he portrayed a thirty-two-year-old man who, having been diagnosed with ALS, dedicated the remaining years of his life to leaving video diaries for his husband and children. Critics were hailing it as Oscar worthy and it had taken the Jury Prize at Cannes; however, Ellie knew the press tour would now revolve around his Alpine tryst with Scarlett, instead of increasing demand for an independent film in limited release. She would require rote questions about the role but knew those would be delegated either to the final minute of each interview or to the cutting-room floor.





Cami


Cami blinked suddenly as she awoke from her Ambien- and vodka–induced hiatus. The last two days had been her first sans employment in over twenty years. She scrolled through her phone to see what she’d missed. She was surprised by the mass of e-mails from her coworkers. Now former coworkers. What did they expect from her? High fives and butt slaps on her way out the door? She opened her CareerConnect app and changed her status to “looking.” She’d been headhunted in the past; surely a decade of loyalty to InFocus hadn’t made her unmarketable. Her so-called “generous” $20K severance barely covered an eighth of the business she’d brought in during this quarter alone. Generous, my ass, she thought, as she made her way to her closet. Several minutes passed while she stared blankly into her rows of slacks and suits. What did she wear on Monday now? An immense feeling of emptiness engulfed her and turned her throat to lava. Gym clothes. That was the answer. She’d see if Marcus was available for a session. A little eye candy and a workout always lifted her spirits.





Leila


Leila smiled as she unloaded the week’s groceries into the pantry, thankful her children would never know real hunger. She would never forget what it was like to truly starve. How it felt to choke down a spoonful of Crisco while her mother slept on the sofa. She would coat it in the pastel rainbow of sugar, Equal, and Sweet & Low packets she pocketed from school and call it ice cream for the younger ones. A wave of gratitude washed over her as she remembered how far she’d come and recommitted to not taking her blessings for granted. Escaping that life and its cycles had been equal parts miracle, determination, and luck. Where would she be without the teachers and mentors who’d convinced her she had control over her destiny? Without the crossing guard who passed down socks and underwear to her from a—as Leila later learned—fictitious niece? Without the librarian who always packed too much lunch for one person?


She now believed that cycles could be broken to her very core. She must make time to take the girls to visit Mrs. Lenore later this week. Of all her benefactors, Leila felt she owed the most to sweet Mrs. Lenore. A veritable Mother Teresa, Mrs. Lenore had headed an urban outreach effort from the Methodist church. She drove a van that stopped at trailer parks and HUD developments to bring hot meals, clothing donations, and Scholastic books to the children. She’d taken a particular interest in Leila after seeing her divide her biscuit into four portions, eat one, and save the rest to give to her siblings the next time the cabinets were bare. After that, Mrs. Lenore drove miles out of her way every Sunday to bring the family canned goods and homemade bread. Eventually, Leila began to accompany her to church after the delivery. There, she learned that being poor wasn’t a sin, and that there was a greater power who loved the little children. She learned that love could be unconditional, that struggles could lead to greatness, that there was often darkness before the dawn, and that kindness itself was an admirable goal.


Mrs. Lenore was also the reason Leila developed the confidence to believe education was her ticket away from the cycles of poverty and neglect she lived every day. It was Mrs. Lenore who first suspected her dyslexia and worked with the school to help her get the literacy support she needed. Leila would never forget the moment letters turned into words on a page. She became an avid reader—learning about the world vicariously, devouring the escape from her hardships. She spent almost every lunch and recess period in the library. Initially, she preferred to spend her breaks there because she could rinse her siblings’ underwear in the hot water of the relatively quiet bathroom, and also because she didn’t own a coat. But, as her skill set grew, she began to crave the knowledge offered between its walls. She loved the predictability of the card catalog and the unending answers to her questions. She studied everything from how to end the life cycle of the head lice that tormented her, to oceanography, to the realities of animal testing and cruelty. When they called her name at sixth-grade graduation, she’d climbed from the bottom of her class to the top. She might have been the only student who didn’t have family in the audience, but she was also the student who beamed the brightest when she saw Mrs. Lenore and her beloved librarian in the front row. Later, they gave her a bouquet of white daisies—still her favorite flowers—and a wrapped copy of The Giving Tree. It was dog-eared from years of use in the school’s library, but Leila had never loved anything more. That night, she stood it upright on the cardboard box she used as a dresser and smiled giddily at the sheer joy of owning a book. Her very own book. Leigh Anne now owned a book. She just might be on her way.





Ellie


Ellie took a deep breath, allowing herself one smoothing of her skirt, before ascending the stairs and preparing for the blinding flashes.


“Good afternoon. Thank you for coming. I will take questions post-statements.” She paused for the predictable roar of discontent as they realized the man of the hour would not be making his own statement. When the volume dropped to a low grumble, she continued, “I will be speaking on behalf of Patrick Grayson this afternoon. He asks for your respect of his privacy during this difficult time. He also wishes to thank his fans for their outcry of love and support. Mr. Grayson knows he is not the first”—she paused for effect, then smiled conspiratorially—“nor will he be the last to be deceived by half truths and mis-intentions.” She kept her gaze steady as she scanned the crowd for her preferred reporters. “To the best of Mr. Grayson’s knowledge, Mrs. James is separated from her husband and in the process of finalizing their divorce. I’ll take questions now.” A garble of voices filled the air as she signaled to a well-positioned mic. “Tim, from Huffington.”


“Where is Pat Grayson, and why is he hiding if he’s done nothing to be ashamed of? Are they still together?”


“Ignorance is bliss, as they say.” She smiled again. “But Mr. Grayson takes marital vows seriously and has ended the relationship. He feels responsible for any disrespect shown to the families involved, regardless of Scarlett James’s deceit. He is taking time to gather himself in preparation for the premiere of his latest work, Life of Us, a role he hopes will be inspirational to husbands and fathers.” The crowd erupted in a blinding series of shouts and flashbulbs. “That will be all for today.” Ellie descended the stairs to a cascade of homophobic expletives and disgust. Vultures with a sudden onset of moral convictions. Masochistic, but fitting.





Kate


Who knew navigating a trip to pick up the dry cleaning, refill prescriptions, and replenish the diaper-wine-produce supply at Costco would ever feel like an epic accomplishment? Kate was proud she’d finished three of her four errands. Who needed a sexy trainer like Ellie’s Marcus? She would have killer arms in no time from lifting the twenty-plus-pound combo of Liam and his car seat–stroller. Kate smiled as she remembered her BC—before childbirth—concept of full hands.





Cami


Cami felt self-conscious walking into the gym during the middle of the workday. Was it an obvious sign that she’d been fired? Pull yourself together, she chided herself. For all they know, you’ve taken the day off. She headed directly to the free weights and began stretching. Scanning the area for familiar faces, she noticed Marcus working with a client on the mat. He was demonstrating proper lunge technique while the Oompa Loompa-colored woman gazed on. Cami loved to watch him move. Every sinew in his legs looked as if it had been carved to perfection as he coiled across the room. Hard work always paid off, she thought, as she continued stretching. While she could stare at him all day, she would never be able to fathom how Ellie saw anything serious with him. Moreover, she would never understand how Ellie had missed so many red flags during their relationship. Ellie would protest the fact to her grave, but Cami knew she was a romantic at heart. She wondered if her friend would ever really trust a man again, much less accept another ring. Then she wondered if she would.





Norah


“I’m thankful to have been a part of it.” Norah smiled as she sewed fine plastic-surgery sutures to repair the patient’s tear. Theses stitches took twice as long but healed seamlessly. “I read a study once, in a medical psych course, about a group of researchers who interviewed one hundred women the day after they gave birth. Then, they interviewed the same group of women twenty years later and compared the two accounts. The stories were almost identical, despite being told decades apart. It’s a day you will remember forever. I am so glad you had the birth you wanted, and that we were able to be a part of your story.” Norah posed for the standard photos before leaving the room to check the progress in the next room. Her heart sank as she pulled out her phone.


4 New Text Msgs (from Matt Cell)


3 Missed Calls (from Matt Cell)


(1) At the restaurant. 6:45


(2) Do you want me to get a table? 7:20


(3) I’m guessing you got a call? Haven’t seen you in 4 days. 7:45


(4) Jon is meeting clients downtown. I bowed out so WE could have dinner. I’m going to head there now. Salvage some of my time. 8:30


Shit. She’d completely forgotten about their dinner. She hastily typed a reply as her pager vibrated.


Reply


I’m sorry. I’ve been bouncing between 5 rooms, 3 of my patients and 2 of a partner who’s in emergency surgery. I’m likely here for the night.


1 New Text (from Matt Cell)


Last time I checked, nurses knew how to text. I’ll see you tomorrow. Maybe I should make an appointment.


Reply


It’s out of my control now. I’m sorry. Cafeteria coffee date?


1 New Text (Matt Cell)


Happy anniversary.


He might as well have slapped her in the face. You pick tonight to suddenly care about anniversaries? How convenient, Norah fumed, as she made her way to the nurses’ station. How easily you forget the times I’ve eaten alone on “date night” when you were tied up in court preps or with clients. I was a doctor when you married me. Remember? Or is that fact only convenient when I’m paying your law school loans?





Cami


“Diaphragm in. Engage your core to stabilize. Good. Give me two more, and we’ll hit the showers.” Marcus grinned as she pushed through her last set.


“Is that an invitation?” Cami grunted as she released the weights.


“Standing.” He grinned again as he rubbed her shoulders with a towel. “Pun intended.”


“You’re ridiculous.” Cami said stretching her neck. “One of these days, I’m going to put that bravado to the test.”


“Mine or yours?”


“Cute.” Cami flashed her most sarcastic smile. Being the only girl among three athletic brothers definitely served her well when it came to dealing with cocky men like Marcus—in the office or otherwise. Too bad she couldn’t say the same for her dealings with other women. She would never be the communicator Kate was or the empathetic confidant Leila was. She was, however, fiercely protective of her “sister-friends,” as Ellie called their group. It was she who’d been the rock during the ups and downs of the last decade. She’d packed and cleared Ellie’s boxes after the Marcus fiasco, even negotiated the property settlement. She’d played liaison between Leila and her mom at their lowest and taken Kate to meetings when no one else knew she needed them. There was little she wouldn’t do for these special women—the only women who saw her true colors. Year by year, she learned from them. Their strengths no doubt completed her, yet she couldn’t bring herself to share her embarrassing termination. She didn’t have the resolve to listen to Ellie spin it as an opportunity or to hear Leila’s rendition of her marketability. Aside from that, Norah and Kate needed to take center ring now.





Norah


1 New Text—(from Ken Cell)


Just FYI—I’m getting worried. How quickly should a nursing mother lose pregnancy weight? Kate swears she’s eating.


Reply


At this point, no more than 1–2 pounds every 2 weeks.


Does her sponsor know?


1 New Text—(Ken Cell)


No. She’s even more defensive about it than usual.


Reply


Let’s get her in for a blood draw. We’ll be discreet.


Norah had suspected this might happen. Kate had gained steadily during her pregnancy—dutifully, even. They all should have been watching her more closely postpartum. The hormones and sleep deprivation were likely wreaking havoc on her psyche. She’d come so far in the last five years. Norah didn’t want to see that progress collapse now.


The next text she sent was to her partner, Kate’s doctor, explaining her suspicions and asking that Kate be scheduled for additional postpartum labs. She hated herself for having been too self-involved to notice Kate’s spiral. She owed her sweet friend better than that.





Ellie


“Jess and crew will be out shortly. Thank you.” Ellie subtly checked her reflection in a mirror app before she got out of the car, hoping she didn’t look as frazzled as she felt. This wasn’t the first time she’d hidden a client at her home, but it was definitely the first time she’d returned there while doing so. If she were followed, her property was guaranteed to be teeming with cameras every time one of the firm’s high-interest clients made the news. To Ellie, her Malibu condo was as indicative of her success as it was symbolic of her dedication to the ups and downs in the unforgiving profession she happened to love. It was definitely not the grandest home in the development, but it was her perfect fit, her soft place to land. After the split with Marcus, she had needed a new vibe. Her motto was “New home. New start. New dream.” She had fallen in love with the property immediately. Its Tuscan-inspired stucco and red tile roof reminded her of Cinque Terre, her favorite place in the world. It had two living areas, the upstairs of which was floor-to-ceiling beveled glass with panoramic ocean views of the development’s private beach. Ellie had hired Kate as her designer and given her carte blanche to make the place a home. Kate, in turn, had paired Ellie’s love of clean lines and functional pieces with well-mingled color palettes to create densely detailed rooms worthy of a magazine spread.


Of all the beauty Kate had brought to her home, Ellie’s favorite was the miracle she’d worked on the lower balcony. Kate had completely redesigned the space to bring the “indoors out,” as she called it, metamorphosing what had once been a blasé collection of waterlogged decking, faded lounge chairs, and a broken hot tub into an oasis enviable of the finer resorts Ellie had visited over the years. She had meticulously overseen every aspect of the transformation, replacing the worn originals with beautiful eco-planks and flagstone, and had scoured the city for vintage furniture finds she could upcycle with weatherproof fabrics and pops of coral and turquoise. Her pièces de résistance were the lighted pergola and recessed positioning of the hot tub.


Ellie could not believe her eyes the first time she saw the finished project. Kate had taken her vision of a waterfront paradise and multiplied it by ten. Ellie would never forget exploring the deck on her first night in her new home, trying desperately not to imagine how romantic the moment could have been if Marcus hadn’t betrayed her. Just as a pang of sadness at building a home for one versus a home with someone had pierced her throat, she’d spotted an iridescent glow in the center of a potted palm. It was a pearlescent picture frame enclosing a note in Kate’s elegant script: New home. New dream. Same beautiful you. Love, Kate.


Ellie made a mental note to call Kate in the morning and schedule a lunch, or at least a happy hour. Taking a moment to realize what this home meant to her, and hoping it could remain so, she punched the security code on her side door, thought better of not covering the pad, then changed the code from the other side. Ellie entered her mudroom to a wave of uneasiness in her gut. She hated feeling as if she were being watched. This was a risk. She should have known better.
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