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Advance Praise for You Were Always Mine

“Equal parts tearjerker and page-turner . . . Entwines the heartbreak of a mother’s struggle with the urgency of a mystery that won’t let her (or you) go. Compelling, heartfelt, and satisfying to the breathless finish.”

—Jessica Strawser, author of Not That I Could Tell

“Baart brilliantly weaves mystery into family drama . . . The clues are left in plain sight, leaving the reader on edge trying to solve the puzzle before it’s too late. The conclusion is both sinister and shocking. This is domestic suspense at its best.”

—Sandra Block, author of What Happened That Night

Praise for Little Broken Things

“If you liked Big Little Lies, you’ll want to crack open this new novel by Nicole Baart.”

—Southern Living

“Steeped in menace, Baart’s latest is a race-to-the-finish family drama.”

—People

“Sweet, scary, and sometimes sordid, Little Broken Things is filled with determined women tenacious in their love for a girl whose childhood has been anything but easy.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Mesmerizing . . . An accomplished exploration of the fragile bonds of a family as they attempt to overcome obstacles they never saw coming.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Ventures into the territory of Paula Hawkins, Mary Kubica, and Kimberly Belle . . . Full of twists and turns, this is a great addition to the recent surge in suspenseful domestic fiction.”

—Booklist

“Part psychological thriller, part women’s fiction . . . wholly compelling. Told from the perspectives of three complex women (a mother and her two adult daughters) over the course of four emotional days . . . Questions abound and, in true thriller fashion, answers are doled out on a need-to-know basis, keeping the tension high from beginning to end . . . The intricacies of family relationships, love, and friendship are all skillfully explored, layered in all the right places, and captivating in its entirety.”

—Romantic Times

“Richly atmospheric and featuring a compelling cast of sharply drawn female characters . . . both a page-turner and a thoughtful examination of what it means to mother and be mothered, in all its most real and varied forms.”

—Kimberly McCreight, New York Times bestselling author

“Beautifully layered . . . gives readers everything they could possibly want in a novel—vivid, engaging characters, a town filled with dark secrets, a mind-twisting mystery, and the ferocious power of a mother’s love . . . a stunner that will linger with you long after the final page is turned.”

—Heather Gudenkauf, New York Times bestselling author

Praise for The Beautiful Daughters

“Oh, the dark secrets that can be hidden in the openness of the Iowa landscape. Nicole Baart has given us such fully drawn characters and compelling relationships that only the hardest of hearts wouldn’t be won over by The Beautiful Daughters.”

—William Kent Krueger, New York Times bestselling author

Praise for Sleeping in Eden

“Baart expertly unravels the backstory of her intriguing characters, capturing the nuances of both life-tested relationships and the intense passion of first love. Ripe with complex emotion and vivid prose, this story sticks around long after the last page is turned.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A taut story of unspoken secrets and the raw, complex passions of innocence lost.”

—Midwest Connections Pick, May 2013

Praise for Far from Here

“A rare journey to a place that left me healed and renewed . . . my heart ached while I read Far from Here, but it ached more when I was done and there were no more pages to turn.”

—Nicolle Wallace, New York Times bestselling author

“Gorgeously composed . . . a candid and uncompromising meditation on the marriage of a young pilot and his flight-fearing wife, their personal failings, and finding the grace to move beyond unthinkable tragedy. . . . Pulsing with passion and saturated with lush language . . . will leave an indelible mark.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
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This one is for my boys.


“You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view . . . Until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.”

Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird



BEFORE

HE WAS IN over his head.

Coming here was a terrible mistake, and he regretted it so much he could feel remorse curdling like sour milk in his stomach. It made him nauseous, unsettled, and all at once he knew that he would vomit.

His palms slipped on the steering wheel as he veered off the highway and pulled onto a gravel road. Rocks hissed and popped beneath his tires, spraying a cloud of dust into the spiderweb of branches that arched overhead. He was going way too fast, and only realized it when he felt the give of the soft shoulder. It dragged the car toward the ditch, catching the tires and tugging so hard he could feel himself losing control.

Brakes, an unholy screech of rubber and metal and earth, and then, the back of his vehicle whipped toward a leaning oak tree and hit it square. The sound of the crash was dull and elemental, flesh on flesh instead of shattering glass or terrified screams. He barely uttered a sigh, but the impact made him bite his tongue clean through, and when he finally freed himself from the seat belt and wrenched open the door, he leaned over and threw up blood and bile and not much else.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. He couldn’t remember why he had thought this was a good idea or what he’d hoped to gain from digging deeper. Oh, God. Now he was so far down he feared he’d never be able to climb his way up and out.

What had he done?

He passed the back of his hand over his mouth and reached around for the box of tissues that he kept in the armrest. But this wasn’t his Grand Cherokee. It was a trade-in, or rather, a car that he had bought on the side of the road from some guy outside of Mankato. He wasn’t even a dealer, just a farmer with a few vehicles parked at the end of his drive. The farmer gave him a rusting LeSabre and two thousand dollars in crumpled cash. Mostly fifties and twenties, the wad was so thick he had to split it into two stacks—one for each pocket. Even so, it was less than the Jeep was worth, but neither of them were in the mood to haggle.

It seemed like a fair enough trade at the time, but suddenly the car felt dirty and foreign, as unfamiliar as a stranger’s bed. The odor of stale cigarettes lingered in the upholstery, and he realized he might vomit again.

He threw himself from the car, leaving the lights on and the engine running, and trying to avoid the mess he had already made in the pale dirt. The air was cold and sharp. Instantly sobering. He gulped a few ragged breaths, his chest heaving against the dress shirt he had picked up at a secondhand store. It was too tight, the frayed tie even more so, and he lifted a shaking hand to loosen the knot, undo a button.

The crisp autumn breeze, the way it slid cool fingers against his neck, began to steady him. A warm trickle made him raise his hand to his forehead and his palm came away hot and sticky. He realized with a start that he was bleeding. Had he hit his head on the steering wheel? The windshield? It didn’t matter. The wound wasn’t serious. He wasn’t about to die from a head injury.

What now? The question was insistent, ever present, the dependable drum of his heartbeat in his ears. What now? What now? What now? It was the question he had been asking himself for months, and answering it had brought him here.

And he had no idea where he was.

A gravel road. A beat-up car. He had intentionally left everything of value in the safe at the run-down motel where he had rented a room on the second floor. There was nothing in his pockets save a single scrap of paper. And that was hollow comfort at best.

When he finally climbed back into the car and tried to put it in reverse, the transmission sputtered and clunked and refused to shift. He didn’t know much about cars, but it didn’t take a genius to guess that the axle was cracked. Spitting a curse, he thought of his cell phone tucked carefully away back in the room. There was nothing for him to do but turn off the car and walk for help.

A farmhouse? A nearby town? He could hit the highway and hitchhike, but now that the vehicle was quiet and the gravel road dark, the October night pressed in heavy and assured him that nothing could be done without drawing attention. He was bloodied, reeking of vomit, strange. He felt it coming off him like an odor, the sense that he was not who he was supposed to be. That everything about this night was wrong.

But as he was about to strike off in the direction of the nearest farm, headlights swung down the gravel road. Because the terrain was so wooded and the night so still, he hadn’t paid attention to the faraway traffic of the blacktop less than a mile away. It streaked past at a distance, a blur of light and motion that seemed more like shooting stars in a distant galaxy than vehicles filled with people. Laughing, listening to the radio, dozing. They were as disconnected from him as the silver crescent moon that hung askance above the trees.

Still, he straightened his tie. Smiled. When the headlights touched his face, he was sheepish and apologetic, his mouth quirked charmingly and arms outstretched.

“Hey,” he said as the car slowed down and the passenger-side window made its steady descent. He couldn’t see the driver, so he took a careful, measured step and bent to peer inside. “I was in a bit of an accident and—”

He couldn’t stop himself from recoiling, from shuddering as if the person in the driver’s seat was an apparition, so freakish and grotesque he had no choice but to flinch in shock. But that was ridiculous. Flesh and blood. Nothing more. He took a breath, forced a smile. “What are you doing here?”

The moment the words were out of his mouth, he knew the answer.

In some ways, he had known all along.
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CHAPTER 1

THE KITCHEN WAS cold, the air flat and vacant. Lonely. Jessica shivered as she clung to the doorframe with one hand and bent to slide on her shoes, kitten heels in a leopard print that struck a dissonant chord in the stillness of the hollow room. Coffee. That’s what was missing. Jess puffed a frustrated breath through her nose. Of course she had forgotten to make coffee.

Jess straightened up and crossed the kitchen at a determined clip, her shoes clicking a confident rhythm that left little room for remorse. But it was there.

Sometimes she missed him so much it ached.

For the fifteen years of their marriage, Evan had made the coffee. Every night, while Jess was smoothing night cream on her face and brushing her teeth with the baking soda toothpaste she preferred, he was grinding beans. Such a simple thing to do, and the little measuring scoop made the recipe foolproof, but nobody could brew a pot of coffee like Evan could. He set the timer for seven o’clock so that when Jessica walked downstairs in the slanting, early light, the house was fragrant and welcoming.

“Get a grip,” Jessica whispered, flicking on the fixture above the sink and lifting the tin of Folgers from the cupboard. She didn’t have time these days for grinding whole, gourmet beans, but the hit of caffeine was nonnegotiable.

While she measured the grinds and filled the carafe with water, Jess reminded herself again of all the reasons she had kicked him out. It was a daily ritual. Sometimes hourly.

Evan Chamberlain was a workaholic. Before he moved out, he had become an absent husband and father who was more committed to his caseload than his wife and boys. He was distracted and selfish, obsessed with the lives of his patients. Addicted to his phone. Evan stayed at work late and forgot her birthday and had become a roommate instead of a lover and friend. When he was home, he slept. And snored. Loudly.

In the end, Jess didn’t have a choice. But in moments like these, when the house raised goose bumps along her arms, she missed him so much she felt scraped out, hollow.

“Are there any muffins left?”

Jess pivoted to find her thirteen-year-old son framed in the double-wide archway that opened onto the dining room. Beyond the harvest table she could see the welcoming arrangement of her creamy linen couches, the sweeping open staircase, the oversized front door hung with a rustic olive wreath. But Jessica wasn’t admiring the view or the artful rearranging the interior designers had recently overcharged her for. She only had eyes for Max. He was rumpled and bleary-eyed, his mop of blond hair sticking up in every direction. She almost told him he was overdue for a haircut, but she bit back the comment and smiled instead. It didn’t take much to set Max off these days. “Good morning, handsome.”

He grunted.

“Breakfast before shower?” Jess asked, her tone wafer light. No response. Her smile crumbled away. “The muffins are gone, but there might be a blueberry scone in the breadbasket. Would you like me to scramble some eggs for you?”

“Nah.”

“You love scrambled eggs. With cheese?”

“I want scrambled eggs.” A voice from the hallway preceded the entrance of Jessica’s baby—though he was hardly a baby anymore. Gabe padded into the kitchen in bare feet and football pajama pants that Jess realized were at least a size too small—the hems barely grazed his ankles. Gabe yawned noisily, shuffling across the linoleum floor with his eyes squinted almost shut. He reached for Jess and wrapped his arms around her, burying his face in her stomach. “Eggs with lots of cheese,” he murmured against her. “That’s my favorite.”

Jess tried not to visibly melt at his touch. Max had accused her for years of playing favorites, but it was hard not to bask in Gabe’s generous spirit. He was a lover, an encourager who was liberal with his affection and his laughter. These days, if Jess wanted to hug her firstborn, she had to steal it while he was sleeping. And even then she risked waking him up and making him furious at the weight of her hand on his forehead.

“Good morning, honey.” Jess squeezed her youngest close. He had recently hit a growth spurt, and his head fit snugly against the curve below her rib cage, just above the soft spot that would have been his home for nine months had he grown in her womb instead of in her heart. Though that wasn’t quite true. Gabe didn’t exactly “grow in her heart” like the poem on the front cover of his baby album proclaimed. He appeared there overnight, an explosion of unexpected emotion that overtook her in the moment that Evan sat her down and said, “So, there’s this boy . . .”

Gabe was a mushroom cloud, a force of nature, a big bang that defied every theory she had once thought to be true. He was a complete stranger and wholly her son.

“Eggs it is,” Jess said, raking her fingers through his dark hair. He was, in so many ways, the opposite of his brother. “You too, Max? There’s plenty of time.”

“I’m good.” He pushed back from the counter where he had been leaning and palmed an apple as he headed out of the room.

“That’s it? You have to eat more than just an apple.”

“I’ll eat at school.”

“Doughnuts,” Jess muttered, remembering that she still hadn’t written an email to the superintendent suggesting that maybe it wasn’t the best idea to let the cheerleaders sell doughnuts before school.

“Why aren’t there doughnuts at my school?” Gabe wondered, rubbing his face against her stomach and crumpling the sheer fabric of her blouse. It would be wrinkled for the rest of the day. Jess extracted herself carefully and kissed the top of his head. He smelled of coconut shampoo and shea butter and sleep, her favorite combination.

“Because doughnuts aren’t good for you.”

“Are eggs?”

“Yes.” Jess grabbed the frying pan from the cupboard while Gabe went to riffle through the refrigerator for the egg carton. “On the bottom shelf,” she told him. “Behind the yogurt. Be careful.”

He brought the eggs to her attentively, eyes fixed and serious as he balanced the cardboard in small hands that still bore the chubbiness of his toddler years. In some ways, Jess wished that he would never change, that he could remain as innocent and sweet as the little boy who still believed that someday he could marry his mommy. But beneath that fragile yearning was the hope that life would get better with time. That Gabe would grow out of all the things his doctors and therapists rather cavalierly chalked up to minor developmental delays. Some days, Jess would give almost anything to fast-forward to a time when Gabe’s differences would be relegated to the past, a mere footnote in his personal history that she could smile tenderly about in retrospect. Remember when . . . ?

“Thank you,” Jess said, giving him a genuine smile. “Why don’t you put the orange juice on the table, too?” And then she was turning on the burner and cracking eggs and breaking the sunny yolks with the side of a spatula. She was so lost in her own thoughts she didn’t even hear the phone ring until Gabe was answering it. “Manners!” she reminded him as she spun from the stove. “Remember, we say: ‘Hello, this is the Chamberlains . . .’ ”

But Gabe was already chattering away, talking about eggs and orange juice and an upcoming kindergarten field trip to the fire station.

“Give it here.” Jess motioned for the phone, and when Gabe didn’t cough it up, she leaned over and pulled it from his hand.

“Hey!” he shouted.

“This is Jessica Chamberlain.” She pressed a finger to her lips for Gabe’s benefit, and shouldered the headset as she ran the spatula beneath the bubbling eggs.

“Is this 555-440-3686?”

“I suppose you’d know.” Jess laughed, an edge sharpening her voice. What kind of telemarketer rang at seven in the morning? “You’re the one who dialed it.” She lifted a hand to the phone and would have switched it off without saying good-bye, when the man on the other end of the line stopped her with a word.

“Deputy Mullen, Mrs. Chamberlain. I hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.”

Jess had frozen at the title “deputy,” and the scent of browning butter and crisping eggs thawed her enough to give the spatula a final flick. She switched off the burner and grabbed a plate, sliding Gabe’s breakfast onto it without the added benefit of melted cheese. He noticed.

“Mom! I wanted—”

She cut him off with a fluttering of fingers against his lips, but he was complaining loudly even as she hurried to the laundry room and pulled the pocket door shut behind her.

“Is this a bad time?” Deputy Mullen asked.

“No,” Jess said, holding the door shut against Gabe. He was trying to slide it open, to chastise her for forgetting the cheddar that she had promised. “We’re just getting ready for school. But, actually, Max isn’t here right now. He’s in the shower and—”

“Max?”

“Max,” she echoed, and then realized belatedly by the tone of his voice that he had absolutely no idea who Max was. Jess didn’t know whether to be relieved or alarmed. Relieved, she decided, and glided open the door to find some cheese for Gabe’s eggs. He was banging away and wouldn’t quit until he got what he wanted.

Thank God the phone call wasn’t about Max. Thank God this had nothing to do with what had happened last weekend. “I’m sorry,” she said, waving her hand as if this Deputy Mullen could see it. “We actually are a bit busy this morning.”

“I’ll only take a minute of your time. I’m with the Scott County Sheriff’s Department and I’m calling because we have a couple of questions for you.”

“Scott County?” Jess had located the shredded cheddar in the meat drawer and was sprinkling some on Gabe’s eggs.

“Near Minneapolis, ma’am. And you’re in . . . ?”

“Iowa,” Jess said slowly. She paused with one hand on her hip as Gabe finally, blessedly, dug into his eggs. He hummed contentedly. “Who did you say you were again?”

“Deputy Mike Mullen. I’m calling because it seems there has been an accident, and we’re wondering if you might be able to help us out.”

“An accident? What kind of accident?”

“We’ll get to that in a moment. May I ask you a few questions?”

“Okay.” Jess drew out the word as she sank onto the bench of the breakfast nook across from Gabe. He was happy now that there was cheese on his eggs, oblivious to the fact that his mom was growing more tense by the second.

“Is your husband around this morning?”

Jess felt her skin prickle. This Deputy Mullen had done his homework. He knew the Chamberlains were at the other end of the phone number he had dialed. He knew the number was registered to Evan and Jessica. “No. No, he’s not here.” The words stuck in her throat, but she forced herself to say them anyway. “We’re separated.”

“And where does he live?”

“Across town. I’m not sure how this is relevant.”

“Could you describe him for me, please?”

Jess sighed. “Evan’s tall, medium build. Brown hair, brown eyes.”

“Any distinguishing characteristics or birthmarks?”

All at once, the line of his questioning hit her. Jess’s heart thudded painfully in her chest and she sat up straight, her gaze wide and panicked as she watched her son forking eggs into his mouth. He was blissfully unaware. Jess got up and walked into the dining room on the balls of her feet, as if the tap of her heels might alert her baby to the fact that a cop was asking some pretty terrifying questions.

“No.” The word was barely a whisper. She tried again. “Evan has a scar from an appendectomy when he was a kid, but I suppose that’s not unusual. You need to tell me what’s going on here.”

“There’s been an accident,” Deputy Mullen said again. “A body was discovered yesterday afternoon on public hunting land—”

“A body?”

“Middle-aged man, gray hair, one hundred and sixty-eight pounds. No . . .” He paused. A shuffle of papers, a word muffled with his hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. Then: “No identification.”

Jess began shaking her head the second she heard “gray hair.” Evan was forty-one, but his hair was a dark mahogany color that she had admired from the moment she laid eyes on him nearly twenty years ago. Even after all this time it was thick and glossy, not a streak of gray in it. And he had perfect eyesight—well, almost. He wore drugstore reading glasses at night sometimes when he was in the middle of a chapter and she wanted to sleep. He had left them in the nightstand next to his side of the bed when he moved out, and she had never bothered to return them. Not because she was malicious, but because she liked the way they looked sitting cross-legged beneath the desk lamp. The slender X of the tortoiseshell stems was homey, comforting. They seemed to say: Be back soon.

But Jess didn’t say any of this. “It’s not him,” she breathed, and was surprised at the tears that had sprung to her eyes, the sudden quiver in her voice. “It’s not Evan. It can’t be. He’s six foot two and a hundred and ninety pounds. What made you think it might be him?”

“I think we’re getting a bit ahead of ourselves, Mrs. Chamberlain.”

“Oh.” She sagged a little and found herself leaning against the edge of the dining room table. It was such a relief she wondered how she had stood at all as these horrifying possibilities unfurled like ghosts in the air around her. “Why are you calling me?”

“We found your number written on a piece of paper in the victim’s pocket.”

“This number? You mean this phone number?” Jess shook her head. “But we don’t even use our landline. We only have it for emergencies—for the boys or babysitters to use. It’s not even listed.”

“We’re exploring every lead, Mrs. Chamberlain,” Deputy Mullen said. “This is just one of them. Thank you for your help.”

“I’m not sure I was very helpful.”

“Could I take down your cell phone number in case we have any follow-up questions?”

Jess rattled it off without hesitation, eager to hang up and leave such an unsettling conversation behind her. Deputy Mullen would never call again—there would be no reason to. It was ridiculous to think that the Chamberlains’ home phone number had been written on a piece of paper in a stranger’s pocket. In a dead man’s pocket. “Maybe it’s a code,” she wondered out loud. “A password or a combination or something.”

“Possibly. Thanks again for your time.”

“Of course.” Jess couldn’t keep the relief out of her voice. But when she turned off the phone, it shook in her hand.

“Who was that?” Max stood at the bottom of the stairs, his damp hair the color of sand and his blue eyes narrowed. Her landlocked surfer boy. She wanted to tuck a piece of that long hair behind his ear, but Max was looking at her as if he already didn’t trust what she was going to say. He was wearing an old shirt of his dad’s, a fading maroon T that proclaimed Gryffindor the quidditch champs. Jess had made fun of Evan for buying it, accusing him of being too old to pull it off, but it looked great on Max. Jess fought the urge to smooth it across his shoulders.

“No one you know,” she said truthfully. She was already forgetting about the call, filing it away someplace where she would never have to think about it again. What a morbid way to start the day.

Max eyed her skeptically. The set of his jaw was tough, but it was difficult for him to ask: “Was that about . . . ?”

He couldn’t finish. Didn’t have to. “No,” Jess said quickly. “Principal Vonk told me that they wouldn’t press charges if you do your part. Tomorrow morning—”

“Yeah.” Max cut her off abruptly and swung his backpack onto his shoulder. She hadn’t even realized he was carrying it.

“Are you leaving already? Gabe is finishing up breakfast. I’ll help him throw some clothes on and we can all go together.”

“No thanks.”

“Don’t you want a ride?”

Max was already swinging open the front door. “I’ll walk,” he said without turning around. “Bye.”

“Max?”

But he was already gone.



June 2012

I don’t know how to address this letter. But I know exactly what I want to say, so I’ll skip the formalities and get right to it.

I know we agreed to a closed adoption, and I need you to understand right off that I have no desire to change my mind now. And yet, I can’t walk away from this without at least setting the record straight. I’m not who you likely think I am, some tragic character who was coerced into a decision that I will forever regret. I was nineteen years old when I found out I was pregnant, happy and independent and working through a bachelor’s degree in political science. I was not (nor have I ever been) a drug addict or alcoholic; I was not raped or abused or neglected. And I knew, even as I stared at the pregnancy test in the bathroom of my college dorm room, that I would never abort my baby. I also knew that I couldn’t parent the child growing inside me.

I decided not to keep my son because I want more for him than I can provide. And I want more for me. I can’t see myself as a baby mommy, diaper bag slung over my shoulder and spit-up stains on my shirt. I want a career in law, an apartment downtown, drinks at the corner pub after a long day at the office. That’s no life for a kid. Every child deserves a family, and I want that for my boy. A home that sometimes smells of fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies and bedtime bubble baths with a yellow rubber ducky. A daddy and a backyard and Saturday morning cartoons. Siblings. I can’t provide any of that. Not now. But you can.

Love him well. Take him to a Twins game every summer and buy him a hot dog and a big bag of popcorn with extra butter. One year, be sure to wrap a brand-new bicycle and stick it crooked beneath the Christmas tree. Play board games and have a standing family movie night and always, always show him that you love him to the moon and back. And tell him that his birth mom was smart and strong and that she loved him so much she gave him the sort of life he deserved.

Thank you for telling him the truth.

LaShonna Tate

(and yes, this is my real name—just in case he’d like to find me someday)
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CHAPTER 2

“HAVE A GOOD day!” Jess twisted around as Gabe clicked off his seat belt. “Give Mommy a kiss before you go. And don’t forget that Daddy is picking you up after school tonight.”

Gabe launched himself over the back of the seat and took Jess’s face in both of his hands. He kissed her full on the lips and then pressed the tip of his nose to hers for just a second. “I want Daddy to come home.”

“You get to go swimming tonight,” Jess said, trying to distract him. “Remember? Daddy takes you swimming on Friday nights.”

“Max doesn’t want to go.”

“Well, Max can get over it.”

“Maybe Dad will take us to McDonald’s before the pool. I want a Superman Happy Meal.” Gabe slid across the backseat and wrenched open the car door, letting in a cold blast of late October air. Jess shivered, grateful for the knit stocking cap that she had crammed onto his head in the moment before they left the house. “Bye, Mom! Love you!”

“Love you too, buddy! Be good! I’ll see you Sunday!” But the slam of the door cut off her final words.

Jess watched through the window as Gabe ran across the sidewalk. The bell hadn’t rung yet, and the kids of Auburn Elementary were gathered in front of the school, talking and laughing and playing little games to stay warm. Freeze tag and a series of elaborate hand songs that involved clapping and shouting. One little girl threw her arms up in the air and almost knocked over Gabe as he wove through the crowd.

A short, friendly honk reminded Jess that she had paused in the drop-off lane for just a second longer than necessary, but she continued to stare at the clusters of kids as she let her foot off the brake and slowly eased forward. Gabe didn’t join a group. He never did. He just beetled straight for the doors and stood expectantly, fingers twisted through his backpack straps and face lifted toward the clock that would strike eight in less than two minutes and let him in.

Jess wished for the hundredth time that Max was still at the elementary campus instead of ensconced in the middle school. He could be moody, but he was protective of his little brother. Sadly, he rarely got the chance to lend Gabe the protection and exclusivity of his eighth-grade star wide receiver wings. The middle school and high school were attached, but Max’s entrance was on the other side of the block from the elementary school, and he was no doubt already leaning against his locker, eating a jelly-filled doughnut. His favorite. Maybe if Jess bought doughnuts for breakfast he’d sit in the kitchen and eat with them instead of disappearing as quickly as possible. Maybe he’d let her drop him off and spend just a couple of minutes waiting with Gabe so he didn’t have to stand surrounded by people but utterly alone.

The sprawling, combined high school and middle school building faced the elementary campus across a private road and a wide parking lot. With a population of just over ten thousand, Auburn was hardly a bustling metropolis, but the public school system was large and well funded. The elementary building was brand-new, and so was the huge parking lot where Jess took the last space marked “staff.” She was later than usual, but sat in her car a few seconds longer to check on Evan.

Instinct caused her to pull up his name in her contacts and tap the little phone icon. Deputy Mullen’s unnerving call still rippled like static against her skin and she longed to hear Evan’s voice. But his number only rang once before Jess quickly hit end. Of course he was fine. He was at work right now, his personal cell phone replaced by the clinic phones that all the staff used. And really, a phone call would send a different type of message altogether. Jess didn’t have time to consider every possible scenario—the things that Evan might read into a voice mail, her choice of words, the tone she used—so she texted instead: Don’t forget to pick up the kids after school. Gabe is looking forward to swimming. And McDonald’s. Max-code black.

Jess smiled a little in spite of herself. Max had always been a solemn boy, serious and intellectual and unimpressed by frivolity. The Chamberlains were used to it. But when Max was in a truly dark mood, they had learned it was best to give him a wide berth. He was only seven when Evan instituted the Maxwell Chamberlain alert system. Code black was the highest level warning. Steer clear.

Classes began at the high school at eight thirty sharp, but Jess’s first period was free. She used the time to grade a couple of reading responses and assign roles to her tenth-grade students for act 1, scene 5 of Romeo and Juliet. The party scene. They pretended to hate the play, but she knew they secretly loved it. And though they’d rather die than admit they enjoyed acting it out, it was by far the easiest way to help them understand exactly what was happening as the play unfolded. She had a navy cape for Romeo and a pair of ivory angel’s wings for Juliet; Mercutio wore a dark purple hat with a ratty-looking peacock feather sticking out of it and Tybalt a leather scabbard with a cardboard-and-tinfoil sword. Ridiculous, and intentionally so, for the less her students took themselves seriously, the more they fell under the spell of the play. When they watched the Baz Luhrmann movie at the end of the unit, even some of the boys would inevitably blink back tears. It happened every year.

“Are you still doing that?”

Jess looked up, Juliet’s angel wings in one hand and a piece of Scotch tape crumpling over on itself in the other. The fine, gauzy fabric had torn a bit, and since she didn’t sew, tape was the best she could do. “What do you mean?” Jess managed a crooked grin as Meredith Bailey, her best friend, walked into the classroom. It wasn’t uncommon to see Meredith at school—she washed dishes at least once a month and volunteered when the guidance counselor needed an extra hand.

“The whole Romeo and Juliet thing. My kids hated acting that out in your class.”

Jess laughed. “Did not. I distinctly remember Jayden made a very convincing Paris. ‘O, I am slain! If thou be merciful, Open the tomb, lay me with Juliet.’ ”

“Do you have the whole thing memorized?” Meredith’s nose crinkled as if she had tasted something sour.

“Almost. What are you doing here? Are you on dish duty today?”

Meredith held up an accordion file. “Jayden forgot her research notes for her senior paper. I’m being the dutiful mother.”

“Nicely done. You get an A for the day.” Jess bobbed her chin to motion Meredith over. “Can you help me with this a minute? Apparently I can’t hold the fabric together and tape it at the same time.”

Meredith huffed at the inconvenience, but she was smiling. “Are we still on for tonight?” she asked, lifting a new piece of tape from the dispenser and sealing the tiny hole.

“Of course. Wine, chick flick, yoga pants. No kids.” Jess tried to make their girls’ night in sound exciting, but the words felt lifeless on her tongue. She knew that Meredith was trying to be a good friend, that she wanted to be supportive of the new reality that Jess found herself living, but they were both fumbling along. Jess was hardly a swinging single, and neither of them knew how to act like their lives weren’t completely dictated by their spouses and children. Never mind that Meredith’s kids were older. Amanda had graduated last year and was attending Iowa State, and Jayden was a senior at Auburn, but weekend nights were still family time. Auburn football games just for the fun of it, or, at the very least, some time alone with Meredith’s husband, Todd. But Jess was too desolate to let her conscience suggest they call off their plans. When the bell finally rang on Friday afternoons, there was only one word that described the emotion that raked bony fingers across her broken heart: forsaken.

Never mind that Jess was the one who had suggested she and Evan take a break.

“A classic?” Meredith asked. “Or do you want to try something new?”

“I don’t care. I have a bottle of sauvignon blanc chilling and I’ll make some guacamole.”

“Don’t.” Meredith ran her hands down her sides, smoothing her curves with a wry twist on her full lips. “I’m on a preholiday diet.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“Don’t be mean. I eat my emotions; you starve yours.”

It was true. Jess had lost interest in food when Evan finally packed his bags and rented a town house on the other side of Auburn. Actually, she had lost her appetite long before that. But her thinness wasn’t lovely. It was angular, sharp. Her cheekbones were high and keen in her face, her skin too pale. Even her bra size had withered to a barely B-cup. Jess would have loved an extra ten pounds. But she didn’t say that to Meredith.

“How’s it going?”

“I think we’ve got it,” Jess said, holding up the wings so she could see them better.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know.” Jess slipped the elastic loop that held the wings together over a hook beside her whiteboard. She sighed. “I’m fine, Meredith.”

But her friend wasn’t buying it. “When’s the last time you talked?”

“We text a lot. But I haven’t seen him for . . .” Jess had to think about it. “Two weeks?”

“Two weeks!” Meredith’s eyes widened behind her trendy cat’s-eye glasses. They were oversized and robin’s-egg blue, a look that would have been ridiculous on Jessica but that seemed tailor-made for Meredith. “I thought you were working on things. What happened to counseling?”

“We’ve been busy.” Jess glanced at her watch, flustered by the turn that the conversation had taken and aware that she would have students pouring through her door in minutes. It had been closer to three weeks since she had seen Evan last. They had fought when he dropped off the boys on a Sunday night nearly a month ago, and he’d been tactfully avoiding a front-door meet and greet ever since. Evan picked the boys up from school on Friday and brought them home after supper on Sunday. Jess wasn’t sure if she liked the arrangement or hated it. But she wasn’t about to admit that to Meredith. “It’s not a big deal. We’re working it out.”

“Hard to work things out if you don’t see each other.” Meredith sounded hurt, as if the slow dissolution of Jess and Evan’s marriage was personally wounding. And it probably was. Meredith had been the Chamberlains’ social worker when they adopted Gabe, and she loved him with a passion usually reserved for family. Both Max and Gabe called Meredith auntie. Of course, it was probably against some code of ethics that Meredith became personally involved with the Chamberlains, but their friendship was inevitable. Jessica knew it the moment Meredith rang their doorbell with her elbow and spilled the contents of a fat file folder all over their front porch. She had laughed at herself as Jess scrambled to collect the papers, a cell phone in one hand and a mug of cold coffee in the other. The mug was stamped: CLASSY, SASSY, & A BIT SMART ASSY. Meredith was all that and then some. She smelled just like she looked: bright and citrusy, with an undercurrent of spice. Black pepper.

“It’s complicated.” Jess fussed unnecessarily with the tattered costumes, her back to Meredith.

“And I’m worried.”

Jess sighed and turned to give Meredith her full attention for a minute. They had been mistaken for sisters before, though it seemed obvious to Jess that their similarities were superficial. Both she and Meredith had shoulder-length blond hair and blue eyes, but that was about all they had in common. Jess was petite and forgettable, while Meredith wouldn’t have been seen without a wild splash of color or something that sparkled cheerfully. Even now, with her gaze sad and the corners of her mouth turned down in disappointment, Meredith shimmered. “I’m doing the best that I can,” Jess said, and she meant it in more ways than one.

“I know you are.” Meredith pulled her into a hug, the accordion file squished between them.

The bell rang and Meredith pulled away. “I’ve got to get this to Jayden,” she said, waving the file. “And you’ve got class. See you tonight, okay?”

Jess nodded and gave the hem of her cardigan a steadying tug. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too.” Meredith shot her one last meaningful look and let herself out of the room, high-fiving everyone she passed as the first of Jess’s English 10 students began to file in. Jess took a deep breath and donned her upbeat teacher persona as surely as if she were putting on a costume herself. Her students couldn’t see it, but she had her own special armor and it fit her very well. Jess even managed a genuine grin as the kids groaned when they saw who she had assigned certain roles.

“You’ll make the perfect Juliet for our scene today,” Jess assured the shyest girl in her class when she realized her name was written on the board beside the initials JC. Leaning over to whisper in the girl’s ear, she added: “If you smile, they’ll never guess you’re scared.”

It was something she told herself every single day.



There was no reason for Jessica to hurry home after school. Nobody was waiting for her, eager for a snack and a listening ear. The Chamberlains didn’t even have a pet, and Jess found herself wishing for one on the long weekends when the abandoned rooms were filled with echoes and silence. Even a fish would make the empty house feel more like a home. Maybe she would run past the pet store tomorrow and grab a goldfish or two. Gabe would be ecstatic when Evan dropped the boys off on Sunday night. She suspected even Max would be pleased.

Jess’s arrangement with Evan wasn’t legal or anything, and they had existed amicably for almost six months of separation without the situation devolving into something ugly or final. They were merely treading water, going to counseling when it worked, and existing with minimal drama when it didn’t. Jess knew that Evan was waiting for her to do something—to say something or issue an ultimatum that would force them to confront the issue at hand—but she couldn’t bring herself to give him the satisfaction. She wanted an apology, plain and simple. An admittance of wrongdoing. A lightning bolt of understanding that would help him grasp that it was all the things that he didn’t say that were making her heart break.

Once, before she asked him to move out, Jess kept track of how long Evan could go without touching her. He hugged the boys, ruffled their hair, or put a hand on Max’s shoulder when he was helping him with homework. But Evan orbited Jess. He cared about her, Jess knew that, but somehow they had fallen out of love and into something that felt a lot like a business partnership. They checked things off their to-do lists, co-parented, worked hard at their respective jobs. Nothing more. There was a red pen in the organizer beside the family calendar, and one day Jess grabbed it and put a tiny dot in the corner of the square that marked the date. Ten squares bore a microscopic dot before Jess couldn’t stand it anymore. She caught Evan in the kitchen one morning, hugged him from behind, and pressed her cheek against his back as she held him tight. It was all she could do not to sob when he patted her hands and asked, “Now, what’s this all about?” I love you, she wanted to say. And I’m afraid you’ve forgotten to love me back.

Maybe it would have been easier to just keep going on as if everything were fine. They could be roommates and partners, parent their children together, nothing more, nothing less. But Jess wanted more than that. Did that make her selfish? Greedy? She felt herself melt a little, her heart turning liquid with lament, but she steeled herself before she could fall to pieces. No. She deserved passion, devotion, love. Everybody did.

Jess was putting a stack of papers for weekend grading into her messenger bag when the phone on her desk rang. It was unusual for anyone to still be in the school building so late on a Friday afternoon, and Jess reached for the handset with a snag of irritation. “Hello, you’ve reached Mrs. Chamberlain’s room.”

“Hey, Jessica. Carol from the elementary school here. The secondary office rang me through.”

“Hi, Carol.” Jess buckled her bag shut and slipped the strap over her shoulder, then absently busied herself by straightening the things on her desk. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, I’ve got Max and Gabe here with me. We can’t seem to get ahold of Mr. Chamberlain. Max says he was supposed to pick them up in front of school this afternoon?”

“That was the plan,” Jess said, fishing in the front pocket of her bag for her cell phone. It was dark, and when she opened the lock screen with her thumbprint, there were no missed texts or calls. “I’ll try him,” Jess said. “Tell the boys to stay put.”

“Of course. We can’t let them go without a parent or guardian.”

“Tell them I’m on my way. I’ll wait with them or I can bring them over to Evan’s, if need be.”

“Will do, Jessica. We’ll see you soon.”

A burr of frustration lodged itself in her chest as Jess hung up the phone and hurried out of her room. It wasn’t like Evan to forget something as important as picking up his boys after school. In fact, he had gone through the trouble of rearranging his schedule at the medical clinic so that he could take off early on Friday afternoons and spend extra time with them. But maybe this was the beginning of the end. Maybe Evan was tiring of the limbo that they were caught in and he was ready for something to happen—even if it was something as irrevocable as divorce.

Jess keyed in his number as she walked to her car, holding the neck of her sweater closed against a cold breeze that had blown down from the north. She had forgotten her coat in the classroom, but she didn’t feel like running back for it. There was snow in the forecast, and with the frosty edge in the air, Jess could believe it. She swung into the driver’s seat and groped for her keys, her breath making lacy patterns in the still car.

Evan’s phone rang four times and then went straight to voice mail. She didn’t leave a message.

Auburn Family Medicine was still in her contacts, and Jess hit the call icon with more than a little trepidation. She and Evan were more or less on cordial terms, but she couldn’t say the same about her relationship with his nurse, Caitlyn Wilson. In fact, Cate was one of the biggest reasons she had kicked Evan out of the house all those months ago. He swore that nothing had ever or would ever happen between him and the pretty redhead who worked long hours with him, but he had come home smelling of perfume on more than one occasion. Their counselor said Jess had to make a conscious, intentional choice to trust Evan, to believe that he was telling the truth, but there was a tiny part of her that just couldn’t quite do it.

“Hello, Auburn Family Medicine. How may I help you?”

It wasn’t Caitlyn on the other end of the line, but that wasn’t surprising. The nurses only answered the phone if the secretary was busy and they had a free hand. More often than not it rang through to an automated answering system. Jess held the phone a little tighter and angled the heater vent so that the paltry warmth would blow directly on her as she trembled in the chilly air. “It’s Jessica Chamberlain. Dr. Chamberlain’s wife?” She didn’t mean to make it sound like a question, but the tacit understanding that their relationship was complicated only made her feel more flustered. “Is Evan with a patient right now? I need to speak with him.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Chamberlain, but Dr. C. isn’t here. He hasn’t been in since Wednesday.”

“Excuse me?” Jess’s head spun. “What about Cate? Can I speak to Cate, please?”

“She’s not here either. Should I take a message?”

Jessica hung up.

She sat in the car, hands choking the steering wheel as she stared out the windshield at the long shadows of the late afternoon. Evan was gone. Caitlyn was gone.

It could only mean one thing.

Jess felt a surge of adrenaline. It burned like lava in her chest and all the way to her fingertips, which she realized were trembling where they clutched the wheel. She forced herself to release her death grip and shook out her hands until they were hot with blood flow.

Of course, she thought to herself. Of course.

“It’s not what you think,” she said, trying to convince herself that she was being paranoid. But deep in her heart she believed it was true. If Evan and Caitlyn were both gone, it only made sense that they were gone together.



June 2013

Dear LaShonna,

It’s crazy to think that it has been a year since you wrote your letter and over a year since Gabe was born. In case you don’t already know, that’s what we named him: Gabriel Allen. Maybe if we would have known that your surname was Tate, we would have worked that into his name, but he’s our Gabe now and we would never want to change that.

I called our caseworker and was told that we get to set the rules about how this plays out. When we signed on for a closed adoption, we knew that we would be in the dark about how you received information (if you received any at all), but I didn’t really expect you to write. I can’t tell you what it meant to me to read your note and learn just a bit about who you are. I would like to stay in contact if you are open to the idea.

Gabe is an incredible little boy. I’m enclosing a picture of him in the baby swing in our backyard. At thirteen months he crawls all over the house and keeps us hopping. He isn’t walking yet, but he pulls up on everything, and he babbles nonstop. He has a big brother who he adores, and a stuffed blue elephant that he must have within arms’ reach at all times. We could not possibly love him more. And yes, I give him bubble baths with rubber duckies (we have four) and my wife bakes the most delicious chocolate chip cookies I’ve ever tasted. Gabe agrees.

Jessica took some time off work to stay home with Gabriel, and her twelve-week maternity leave turned into a year. Gabe is a wonder, and Jess is happy being a full-time mom right now, so I’m not sure if she’ll go back to teaching or not. And of course you know that I am a family practitioner. I suppose you could say that Gabe is in good hands. Max, our other son, is in first grade and loves all things football and Harry Potter. I’ve read him the first book but will wait until he’s older to read more.

I guess that’s it for now. I realize you chose our family, so you know some things about us, but since you were so forthcoming with your name, I want you to know that we are the Chamberlains. However, please don’t try to contact us directly or reach out thinking that we want to change the status of our adoption. We don’t. I’m sure you can understand that my wife is happy with the way things are right now, and we wouldn’t want to upset the balance of our home or life. Maybe someday. For now, thank you.

Evan Chamberlain


Elena M.

22, Latina, HS diploma

Long dreads, brown eyes, tall, broad shouldered. Nonverbal, recovering addict.

Family uninvolved.

UPF, 43m, 21w

CHAPTER 3

MAX WAS SULLEN as they pulled into line at the McDonald’s drive-through. He sat in the front seat with his arms crossed over his chest and his face angled toward the passenger window, away from Jessica. She could see him scowling in the inky reflection.

“You want a Big Mac?” Jess asked for the second time. He hadn’t answered the first.

“I want a Happy Meal with nuggets!” Gabe called from his booster seat in the back.

“I know that, honey. I need to know what Max wants.”

“Fine.” The word was barely audible, but Jess didn’t have time to demand manners. It was her turn to shout their order into the microphone.

When she had passed out the food and Gabe was contentedly flying a plastic Superman around the backseat while ignoring his chicken nuggets, Jess tried again. “I know you wanted Dad to pick you up tonight.” She handed Max the straw that had dropped into her lap when the paper bags were passed through the window.

He grunted noncommittally. But Jess could tell that he was hurt, cut to the bone that Evan had so carelessly abandoned his sons. Granted, it was one afternoon. One slip in the almost twenty-five weeks that he had been a weekend father. All the same, she felt a surge of anger, a groundswell that carried with it all the pain and confusion and rejection that she had been harboring through the long months of their separation. She seemed to have been saving it for such a time as this.

“I don’t know where he is,” Jess said between gritted teeth, “but when I get ahold of him, I’m going to—”

“Mom.” The sharp bite of that one word pulled her up short. Max was looking at her, finally, and the shock in his eyes wasn’t the reaction she was hoping for. Was he condemning her?

“I’m mad, okay? I’m allowed to be mad.”

“This is all your fault,” Max muttered, turning his back toward her yet again. “If you hadn’t kicked him out—”

“My fault? My fault?” Jess could hardly believe her ears. “What in the world makes you think that this is my fault? I didn’t call up your father and tell him to forget to pick you up today. I didn’t abandon my family and stop showing up for my own life and—” She broke off, suddenly struck by the fact that this was the last thing her thirteen-year-old son needed to hear. What could be more emotionally scarring than enduring a bitter tirade from his dejected mother? No matter how entitled she was to be livid. She had been strong and stable since the moment she sat down across from Evan and said the words: “I think we need a break.” But Jess was human. She was allowed to be broken, too. She just wasn’t allowed to flaunt that brokenness in front of her kids.

“I’m sorry,” Jess whispered. “I shouldn’t have said those things.”

Max ripped the paper off his straw and stuck it into his drink.

“We’ll get to the bottom of this,” she went on. “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”

But when Jess drove past Evan’s town house, the windows were dark, heavy with drapes that had been pulled across the glass as if it were the dead of winter. Evan was not at work, not at home. And he wasn’t answering her texts or phone calls.

Mexico. The thought came unbidden as she pulled into the driveway of their renovated bungalow. They had bought it together only six weeks before Max was born, and Jess had painted his nursery on the second floor a cool, pistachio green even as she ignored the contractions that were coming more and more frequently. It was no-VOC, low-odor paint that the cashier at Home Depot assured her was safe for use during pregnancy. But Jess breathed shallowly anyway and powered through, leaning with her hands on her knees when the tightening around her abdomen threatened to snap her back in two. She was determined to finish the task before she let Evan take her to the hospital.

Jess did, and with plenty of time to spare, because the contractions turned out to be prodromal labor and she didn’t end up delivering Maxwell Thomas until ten days later. By that time she was a wreck in every possible way. There was a rib out of place and she hadn’t slept in days, but she had managed to also paint the dining room a deep, whale blue and apply fresh grout to the heirloom subway tile backsplash in the kitchen.

“When he’s old enough to stay with your parents, I’m taking you to Mexico,” Evan had said, crawling carefully onto the hospital bed beside her. She didn’t tell him that the movement hurt, that everything hurt, because she was so grateful to just be held.

“Cabo San Lucas. We’ll go scuba diving.”

“I don’t think I want to go scuba diving.”

“We’ll lie on the beach and drink margaritas.”

“Perfect.”

They had never gone on a honeymoon because medical school bills were already piling up, but though they regularly promised each other that they would right that particular wrong, they never did make it to Mexico. Instead, life got in the way. Not that Jessica minded. She loved their charming home with the black spindle rocking chairs on the front porch. She loved watching her boys toss a football in the front yard or ride their scooters up and down the sidewalk of their tree-lined neighborhood. But Evan brought up Mexico from time to time. Just the two of them, away, bright skies and turquoise waters and sun-kissed skin. He had wanted it more than she did, and so it never happened.

He had taken her there. Jess was sure of it. Evan had whisked Caitlyn Wilson to Cabo San Lucas. They were probably snorkeling together right now.

“Take your garbage out of the car,” Jess snapped as she turned off the car and stepped out.

“My nuggets fell on the floor,” Gabe told her matter-of-factly. He was already skipping past her toward the house, Superman held high overhead.

Jess would have called after him, but it was easier to just pick up the mess herself. Her throat felt tight, choked as she knelt on the concrete garage floor and leaned into the backseat so that she could scrape soggy french fries and fake-looking chicken nuggets into the Happy Meal box that Gabe had abandoned. It was nearly impossible to breathe around the disappointment that was welling up inside, threatening to drown her.

“Don’t forget your garbage, Max!” Jess croaked from the cavern that was the backseat, but the only response she heard was the slam of the door to the house. She was alone in the freezing garage with the remnants of a pathetic supper strewn in the car around her. And yes, a quick peek over the seat told her that Max’s bag, cup of Powerade, and Big Mac wrapper were still littering the floor where he had sat.

She could have cried. She could have sunk to the ground, put her head in her hands and wept. Jessica Chamberlain wasn’t much of a crier, unless you counted the way that she teared up at every life insurance and telephone company commercial. When it came to the real stuff, the big life events that would render most people a sobbing puddle, Jess held it together. Someone had to do it. Someone had to be brave. It wasn’t so much a conscious choice for her as it was a part of who she was. But now her son was mad at her, that precocious little boy who used to talk with a lisp and crawl into her bed in the middle of the night because he wanted to feel his mama’s arms tucked tight around him. Max was so angry he could barely look at her. Gabe was struggling in school and Jessica wasn’t sure who she was anymore, and Evan had defied her hopes and expectations and she was on the verge of a divorce.

Why wouldn’t he fight for her?

He was in Mexico with another woman.

Jessica squeezed her eyes shut for just a moment, then she pushed herself up and dutifully threw the garbage she had collected into the bin by the door. She gathered Max’s remnants, too, and shouldered the backpack that he had left on the ground just outside the car. Apparently it was her job to pick up the pieces.

When headlights swung into the driveway, Jess paused with her hand on the door. Evan? But it was a sedan, not her estranged husband’s SUV. Jess’s stepmom drove a VW Beetle in a blinding pearl white and her father a sexy little Audi A4. Meredith wasn’t supposed to show up for a couple of hours yet. Jess had no idea who had just pulled up to her house.

She left Max’s backpack on the step by the door and walked slowly out of the garage to stand in the glare of the lights. It wasn’t truly black yet outside, but the sun was long gone and she couldn’t see past the opaque windshield to the interior beyond. The headlights flicked off as the engine went silent.

“May I help you with something?” Jess asked, watching an unfamiliar man step out of the unremarkable four-door sedan.

“Mrs. Chamberlain?”

“Yes,” she said, and felt the first drop of alarm hit her veins like a drug.

“Deputy Mullen with the Scott County Sheriff’s Department.” He held out his right arm as he walked toward her, and when she tentatively did the same, he enveloped her fingers in both of his hands. Jess was sure he was trying to be friendly, but his grip made her feel trapped, panicky. “We spoke this morning.”

“I remember. Can you please tell me what this is about?”

The corner of his mouth pulled up in a mournful half smile. “Is there somewhere we can sit down? Somewhere private?”

“My boys are in the house,” Jess said, her mouth suddenly so dry she could hardly form the words. She knew what was coming, or was beginning to guess at it, and there were warning bells going off in her head that made it difficult to focus, to breathe.

Deputy Mullen let go of her hand and ran his knuckles over the salt-and-pepper stubble that was growing on his chin. He looked like the kind of man who could shave once in the morning and again at night, but that didn’t detract from his wholesome appearance. A full head of neatly trimmed hair and a slightly rounded belly straining over the waistband of his dark-wash jeans made him look like someone’s young grandpa, the kind of person who would take his grandkids fishing and hunting and make them struggle to keep up with him. In some quiet corner of her mind Jess noted his plaid shirt and leather bomber jacket and wondered what kind of deputy dressed so casually, but he didn’t give her time to contemplate such things.

“Is there someone you could call? A family member or friend who lives nearby?”

And there it was: the truth hovering in the air between them. A specter so ominous, so immediately terrifying, Jess felt her legs buckle beneath her.

“Whoa,” Deputy Mullen said, catching her by the elbow for just a moment. “Let’s get you inside, shall we?”

“No.” Jess shook her head almost violently. “No. I told you, my boys are in there. Why are you here, Deputy Mullen?”

“Please, there has to be somewhere we can go. Someone you would like to call.”

“There isn’t.” Anger was forming like a crust over her fear, and Jess found herself welcoming each sharp, jagged edge. “You need to say whatever you came here to say, Deputy Mullen, and you need to do it now.”

He sighed heavily and put his hands on his hips, looking over his shoulder to the car he had parked in the driveway, as if help might emerge from the passenger seat. But there was no one there. It was just the two of them in the dimly lit garage.

Jess could feel herself separating from the situation, floating away from her body and the moment, distancing herself from the words that he was about to say that would surely change her life forever.

“Is it Evan? The body you found?”

The deputy looked her full in the eye, pressed the palms of his thick hands together, and quickly, compassionately said: “I’m sorry to tell you this, Mrs. Chamberlain, but we believe your husband died in a hunting accident.”

“No,” she said, the sound somewhere between a harsh laugh and a growl. Everything inside of her screamed: impossible. “No, that’s not true. It can’t be. Evan doesn’t hunt. And why would he be in Minnesota? That doesn’t make any sense.”

“We believe that—”

“You said he had gray hair,” Jess interrupted, details of their conversation coming back to her as she strained away from his hateful words. She was shaking her head, the whip of her hair lashing her cold cheeks as if in punishment. “You said that the man you found had gray hair and was a hundred and sixty-eight pounds.”
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