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To Rach and Jac,


with much love









For we are always what our situations hand us.


It’s either sadness or euphoria.


—BILLY JOEL, “Summer, Highland Falls”












Prologue





It’s a strange burden, owning a secret. Even more strange when the secret belongs to someone else. Isn’t she now just as guilty? Doesn’t the secret belong to her too? It feels that way. It fills the deepest part of her stomach, pushing everything else out of the way to make room for its mass.


At one time she could fool everyone. She’d apply lip gloss and go about her day, her cheery expression belying the inner voice threatening to rise up and scream the truth. “How are you?” people would ask. “I’m fine,” she’d answer. She used to be able to fool everyone. Even herself.


The lies were difficult at first. They’d stick on her tongue, spreading redness across her cheeks. When she was a child, she was afraid to lie about even the smallest things, certain that grownups had a magic window into children’s minds. They always knew who broke the lamp or stole the quarters from the jar on the kitchen counter. When her adult lies began, they felt as unconvincing as the silly lies of her childhood. But the more lies she told, the more naturally they rolled off her tongue.


She rests her cheek against the window, and the coolness eases the dull ache in her head. Catching her reflection in the window, she imagines a character in a movie whose final scene has long been evident to everyone but her. Two hours pass, and she is stiff from sitting on the floor in the same position. It’s after midnight, and the only illumination outside comes from the streetlights in the distance beyond the long S-shaped driveway. She’s not tired, but she stands, moaning as she stretches her sore muscles, and makes her way to her bedroom.


She barely disturbs the meticulously made bed as she climbs in with her clothes on. Lying on her back, wide awake, she marvels at her calmness now that the day is here. When she daydreams about it, she’s often crying or pounding her clenched fists on the kitchen table. She’s so serene that she wonders if she’ll go through with it. But then it stirs again, the smoldering in her stomach. She reaches beside her, runs her hand along the vacant space, and she knows the answer.












Chapter One





JUNE 1996


Tessa groaned in the stillness of the dark room. “Let’s flip a coin. Best of three.”


She reached for her husband, but her hand met only the cool sheet. Tessa sat up and struggled to piece together the scene. On the nightstand, the red digital numbers on the clock blinked impatiently: 3:22 a.m. She rolled over, the remnants of a dream chased away by her baby daughter’s high-pitched cries from the next room. Frowning at the undisturbed sheets on Ken’s side, Tessa crawled out of bed.


He must have fallen asleep on the sofa again.


She crossed the bedroom into the small corridor separating their room from Veronica’s nursery. Inside, a nightlight helped her eyes adjust as she took in Ronnie’s tiny form in her crib. Tessa smiled as she gazed down at her daughter. She’d sworn not to cave to nicknames, but her siblings had instantly dubbed their new niece “Ronnie.” Ronnie’s face was scrunched up and red from crying, and her black hair stood up in feathery shocks. The maternity ward nurses had joked that they tried to slick it down with baby oil, but it seemed to have a mind of its own. Tessa wondered if it was an omen about her daughter’s personality.


“Okay, okay, my hungry little girl.” She picked up the angry infant and made her way to the changing table. Ronnie squirmed as Tessa applied a fresh diaper and snapped up her daughter’s sleeper, and together they padded to the kitchen for a bottle. The few night lights in the little house provided enough visibility to prevent Tessa having to turn on any additional lamps. Val, her father’s second wife and the only mother Tessa had ever really known, suggested Tessa keep the rooms dark and quiet for middle-of-the-night feedings. “It will help Veronica to eventually differentiate between night and day,” she told her daughter. Tessa thought this made perfect sense. Besides, what did she know about raising children? She welcomed all the advice she could get.







A month earlier, Tessa had restlessly paced the floors when her labor started at about ten o’clock on a balmy Saturday night. At first, she wasn’t even sure it was labor; she’d never had a baby before, so she didn’t know what it felt like. She had read enough books on the subject, furiously highlighting passages and folding down page corners, but they only confused her. One described contractions as a belt tightening and releasing around the stomach, while another claimed that many first-time moms couldn’t distinguish early labor from indigestion. The more she read, the more anxious she became, so eventually she stopped reading. Weeks in advance, she’d packed her overnight bag, and she checked its contents daily, as if someone might have snuck in during the night and pilfered her toothbrush.


Tessa was sure of one fact about childbirth: She wanted the drugs. She’d instructed Ken that no matter how much the nurses tried to talk her into doing this the natural way, he was to hunt down an anesthesiologist and bring him to her, dragging him by his hair if necessary. She’d given Ken notes specifying this just in case she passed out and couldn’t speak for herself. Shuffling down the brightly lit hospital corridor, she had grabbed Ken’s elbow and squeezed hard. “Easy, Tiger,” he’d whispered. “I know. Drugs.”


Hours later, as sunlight flooded the maternity ward, and several women bonded with their newborns, Tessa was still pregnant and very aware of what contractions felt like. Her dark brown shoulder-length hair, usually styled in soft waves, was matted against her sweaty forehead and neck. Pain stabbed her back, and she groaned and swore this would be her only baby and Ken better not even think of coming near her again. Ken and Val were with her, helpless as Tessa gripped the edges of the sheet, contorting her body against the searing agony of each contraction. Val whispered to her son-in-law, “Sometimes I can’t believe she’s not my biological daughter … we have the same temperament.” Ken smiled but said nothing. They tried to distract Tessa with TV shows and ice chips, but her agitation grew louder.


“WHERE ARE MY DRUGS?”


Somewhere around two in the morning, as Tessa yelled obscenities at a contestant on The Price Is Right for idiotically overshooting the price of a bottle of shampoo, an anesthesiologist arrived to administer an epidural. Tessa wanted to kiss him. The medicine spread warmth and then heavenly numbness below her waist.


Finally, it was time, and an army of nurses charged into the room, dropped the railings, and propped up Tessa’s feet. With the gusto of a cheerleading squad, they yelled, “Push!” “Bear down!” “That’s it!” The doctor coaxed, “One more!” and eventually Veronica arrived, coated in blood and vernix, her tiny red tongue fluttering as she howled. Tessa was always skeptical when she heard mothers say she’d forget the pain of childbirth, but they were right. One look at Veronica was all it took.


Now she grabbed a bottle from the fridge and ran it under hot water. Some of her friends heated bottles in the microwave, but Tessa never did for fear that it might produce hot spots in the formula that would burn Veronica’s tiny pink mouth. There was enough that could go wrong; she wasn’t taking any chances on things she could control. She and her best friend, Mariel, called each other constantly with baby safety questions. Mariel’s son, Alex, was six months older than Ronnie, and he’d survived so far with his rookie mom, so Tessa confidently followed her lead. “When did you give Alex cereal before bed?” Tessa asked her during one of their Q & A sessions. “I have one book that says four months, one that says wait until six months, and one that passive-aggressively suggests parents who give babies cereal at night are too weak and spineless to have kids. You believe that?”


“Obviously written by someone who’s had a full night’s sleep in the past year,” Mariel had scoffed. After reading the countless warnings on every baby product and food, Tessa and Mariel marveled that any kid made it to age three.


Tessa yawned and adjusted Ronnie on her arm. An oppressive heat wave had gripped the northeast, so she reveled in the coolness of the tiles beneath her feet and the hum of the air conditioner that ran all day and night. She walked lightly into the living room, careful not to wake her husband, and her eyes adjusted to the dim light.


Ken was not there.


Uneasiness washed over Tessa. This was the third time in two weeks her husband hadn’t come home all night. She took a deep breath. Remember, he’s under a lot of stress right now.


She sat down on the couch and wedged a pink bib under Ronnie’s chin. She offered the bottle, and the baby drank hungrily.


While Ken’s dental practice was new and he didn’t have many patients yet, he claimed to be swamped with paperwork that he needed to deal with after hours. But it’s 3:30 in the morning. He’s at the office doing paperwork?


She thought back to the day Ronnie was born. Tessa had been cradling Veronica, trying to remember what the baby books said about whether it was safe for parents to have a newborn in bed with them, when the door to her hospital room swung open. “How are my girls?” Ken paused in the doorway before entering. He was tall and solid and had thick dark hair that he had a habit of running his hand through from front to back. “Mmm,” he wrinkled his nose at the dried-up roast beef on Tessa’s tray. “That looks delicious.”


“Very funny,” laughed Tessa. “You don’t happen to have a piping-hot pepperoni pizza in that bag, do you?”


“Even better.” Ken fished around in a shopping bag and produced a hoagie from his father-in-law’s restaurant. “Sal said no daughter of his will eat hospital food while he has breath in his body. And I quote.”


Tessa grinned at her dad’s sentiment. “That’s a thing of beauty. Here, let’s trade.” Tessa handed Ronnie to her father and unwrapped the sandwich. “Hey, I called the house last night just after midnight, but you didn’t answer.”


Ken stilled momentarily, avoiding his wife’s gaze. “Really? Huh.” He concentrated on the ceiling as if the explanation were written there. “I was beat. I guess I fell asleep and didn’t hear the phone.”


Tessa furrowed her brow. “Oh, well, I was calling to entertain you with the fact that the nurses kept waking me up to ask if I was sleeping okay.”


Her smile turned to concern when she got a closer look at Ken. “Babe, your eyes look really weird. Do you feel okay?”


Ken carefully placed Ronnie back in her bassinet, and Tessa thought she saw his hands shake slightly as he steadied himself before attempting a casual smile. Tess listened as her husband rambled through an uncharacteristically long-winded explanation. “Yeah, I’m just tired. So much work to do at the office. The contractors are finished, but now it’s carpet installation, painting, that kind of stuff. And the chairs you helped me pick out for the waiting room? The company sent the wrong ones, so they all have to go back. Hopefully the right ones will be delivered by next week when I open. I’m sure patients will flock in when they find out they have to sit on the floor to wait for their cleaning.”


Tessa sank back against the hospital’s starched pillowcases and willed herself to believe Ken’s explanation as the source of his pallor and irritation. She knew even the most careful preparation veered off course sometimes. An office in a coveted medical building had become available three months prior, and Ken decided he had to jump on it. No one would plan to open a new dental practice the same month his first child was born, but even Tessa, who needed order and routine like she needed oxygen, believed everything would be fine.


Now she chewed her lip, the recollection bouncing off the mysteriousness of Ken’s absence tonight. Tessa looked around the living room and tried to calm herself. She and Ken built the house a few months after Ken finished dental school. It was definitely a starter home, but Tessa loved it. Only about a thousand square feet of living space, it was a two-bedroom, one-bathroom ranch. An eat-in kitchen made up most of the front of the house and was connected to the great room in the back by a vaulted ceiling. A tiny hallway led to the master bedroom, a bathroom, and a second bedroom that was now Ronnie’s nursery. Off the great room was a small den that had quickly become Ronnie’s; her baby carrier, swing, Pack-n-Play, and countless other baby accoutrement now dominated the room that had once been used as an office. At just over a month old, she had acquired almost as much as Ken and Tessa had in five years of marriage. They would probably outgrow the house in a few years, but they thought it best to start small and affordable. No sense adding more stress to their lives by living above their means as so many of their friends did.


Tessa chose soft pastel colors for the sofa and chair fabrics in the great room and complemented them with dark cherry end and coffee tables. French doors led out to the backyard, and she hung sheer window treatments at them so as not to detract from the beauty of the heavy wood doors. In the master bedroom, bright floral bedding offset the lighter oak dressers. Blue, puffy balloon shades adorned the windows. On the walls hung a combination of family photos and prints that Tessa and Ken had found on various trips.


Unlike some men, Ken was fairly fussy about their home’s décor and often weighed in on decorating decisions. Val thought this was hilarious; she joked that she could renovate her whole house and Sal would say nothing more than, “Whatever you want, hon. Just make sure there’s a comfortable napping sofa. You know I need my beauty rest!”


Tessa gently placed the baby over her left shoulder to burp her. Patting her daughter’s tiny back, she thought about her family’s sense of humor. As teenagers, her older brothers, Sal Jr. and Joey, had driven Val crazy with their gags, crank calling her from another extension in the house when she was cooking, or hiding her car keys when she was late for an appointment. At only ten years old, her youngest brother, Tony, was following in their prankster footsteps. And six-year-old Gina loved to pretend to be a sassy server during family dinners, her dark ponytail swinging as she charged her family exorbitant prices for a cheeseburger and reminded them not to forget the tip. “I’d go out of business if she worked for me!” Sal would quip when Gina handed him a plastic burger from her play kitchen. Tessa believed her large Italian family’s closeness and good humor had helped her as a young girl trying to make sense of an impossible situation.


Ken’s family, though nice enough, was not as closely knit as Tessa’s. His mother had passed away from cancer shortly after Ken and Tessa’s engagement. Sometimes Tessa tried to get him to talk about it, but Ken waved her off. He had a stepfather, two brothers, and one sister, and while they got along fine, they were far-flung, spread out all over the state, and didn’t share the day-to-day closeness that Tessa’s family enjoyed. When Ken asked Sal’s permission to give Tessa an engagement ring, the older man subjected him to a line of questioning that would have made the district attorney proud. Ken fell easily into the fold of his in-laws and felt just like one of the gang, not that he’d had much choice. After Ken passed the inquisition, Sal warned, “Marry the clown, marry the circus.”


Ronnie burped loudly and joggled Tessa out of her daydream. With the baby already falling back to sleep, Tessa stood up and walked into the kitchen. She picked up the phone and dialed the number to Ken’s office. Thirty rings. No answer. Tessa hung up.


She placed Ronnie carefully back in her crib, confident that she’d sleep soundly until morning. She couldn’t say the same for herself.












Chapter Two





1996 was a rough year for the Philadelphia Phillies.


Discouraged, Tessa switched off the TV. With September a few short weeks away, the postseason was quickly getting out of reach. Tessa and her family were lifelong Phillies fans, and her father and brothers yelled at the TV as though they were on the coaching staff. Some of Tessa’s favorite memories as a child were of Sunday afternoon jaunts to Veteran’s Stadium to see Mike Schmidt, Larry Bowa, and Steve Carlton play. Joey even named his first dog “Lefty” after Carlton. Sporting their T-shirts bearing the names of their favorite players on the back, they’d feast on hot dogs and devour ice cream in little red plastic helmets. It had been a long drought since the world championship in 1980. Sal said it was how he learned to deal with heartache.


Tessa tossed the remote control aside and checked on Ronnie, sleeping peacefully in her crib. “Poor kid,” she thought. “One day you’ll be screaming at the TV while these clowns give up a walk-off home run.”


She glanced at the clock. 10:24 p.m. Ken still wasn’t home. His practice had been open for about two months, and he said the long nights were because he was trying out a filing system he’d learned as a resident. He complained that it was complicated and he needed to work on it after hours instead of during the day when there were other fires to put out. Something didn’t add up, but Tessa vowed to be supportive. She decided to give him a call just to say hello.


Absentmindedly chewing her lip, she dialed the number to Ken’s office and listened to the house’s nighttime sounds. Is the ticking of the mantel clock always this loud? After several unanswered rings, she hung up. She tried again. Still no answer. Wide awake, she made her way out into the kitchen and looked out at the dark street. She shivered in the air conditioning.


If he’s just doing paperwork, why doesn’t he answer the phone?


Maybe Ken was on his way home. It was only a five-minute drive, so Tessa sat down at the kitchen table to wait. The salt and pepper shakers stood next to each other in the middle of the table, positioned perfectly in front of the napkin holder where Tessa placed them every night after dinner. She peeked through the blinds, but the street and driveway were deserted. Wiping her sweaty palms on her pajama bottoms, she waited fifteen minutes and dialed the office number again. No answer. She told herself there were a million reasonable explanations and went back to the bedroom.


She crawled into the empty bed and flipped through a magazine. Models with pouty lips taunted her from the shiny pages, their unmarred slender frames showing none of the postpartum signs so evident on her own body. She felt the flesh on her soft abdomen as she scrutinized a bikini-clad woman in a perfume ad, her flat belly, firm breasts, and long blonde hair blowing behind her as she kneeled on a sandy beach. I bet her husband comes home at night. Her imagination ran wild and made her head ache. Is he out with a woman whose life is more interesting than diaper changes and feeding times? Frustrated, she tossed the magazine onto the floor and eventually drifted off to a fitful sleep.


A noise in the foyer awakened Tessa at 5:45 a.m. After a minute, Ken entered the bedroom, sank onto the bed, and kicked off his shoes.


“You’re just coming in?” she murmured, startling him. She hesitated, then added, “I tried to call you a few times at the office last night, but you didn’t answer.”


He didn’t answer right away. After a moment, he sighed. “I guess I fell asleep. I was doing paperwork, and I guess I fell asleep.”


Tessa said nothing. A myriad of thoughts buzzed around her head, pounded in her ears. She wanted to scream. She wanted to shake him and ask what kind of man with a wife and new baby stays out all night. She wanted to pound his chest with her fists and accuse him of seeing another woman, one who didn’t smell like baby spit-up. But when she opened her mouth, nothing came out.


“I’m going to catch another hour of sleep before I have to shower and go back in.” Tessa listened until she heard steady breathing from the other side of the bed. She flung the sheet aside, went into the bathroom, and turned on the shower.


Under the stream of hot water, she gathered her thoughts. She could picture Ken taking a break from his work, stretching out in the waiting room for what he intended to be a few minutes, and falling into a dead sleep. A light sleeper herself, she couldn’t imagine sleeping through the ringing of a telephone, but Ken slept more soundly. Of course that was it. His exhaustion was getting the better of him. As soon as the word was out and Ken had a decent patient base, he could start working regular hours and establish a more sensible routine. Tessa turned off the water and reached for her towel.


She decided to enjoy the peace and quiet before Ronnie woke up. While the coffee brewed, she retrieved the newspaper from the front porch. She skimmed the front page but had difficulty concentrating. After reading an article three times without comprehending it, she gave up. The coffee maker coughed and sputtered the end of its brew cycle. Sighing, she poured a steaming mug and walked into the living room. She turned on a local morning news show where the anchor announced that today was going to be another scorcher. Great.


Spending so much time in the house was starting to make Tessa edgy. She felt like a caged animal. She’d offer to work at the restaurant this weekend. And she’d call Mariel and arrange to meet for lunch. Maybe she’d take Ronnie out for more walks, in the mornings when it was cool.


She was in the living room feeding Veronica when Ken emerged from the bedroom. He looked rough; his eyes were bloodshot and he seemed disoriented. He poked his head into the living room and mumbled that he was going to shower before heading back to the office.


“Okay,” responded Tessa with a cheerfulness she didn’t feel. “I made coffee.” She watched him disappear into the bathroom and silently promised to be more understanding about Ken’s erratic hours. After all, his dental career allowed her to stop working outside the home for as long as she chose. The least she could do was support him as he built his practice. If only she could fight the nagging feeling in her gut.








When Tessa first met Ken, she was home from college for the weekend and out at a local club where the bouncer apparently thought numbers were arbitrary when he checked IDs. Tessa was with Amy, a high school friend also home visiting family. Amy spotted a guy at the bar she thought was cute. She knew he went to Penn State with her and had seen him around campus, but Amy had never met him. He was with another guy whom neither of the girls had ever seen before. Amy gushed on and on about how she would like Cute Guy to ask her out. “Actually,” opined Tess, “I’d go for his friend; he’s much better looking.” Amy ignored Tessa and went on trying to make eye contact with Cute Guy. Finally, Tessa had enough. With courage that came from a few cosmos, she marched over to the two guys as Amy tried to make herself invisible. Wow, Cute Guy’s friend is really good-looking. He had dark hair and a warm smile. The guys looked expectantly at Tessa from beneath raised eyebrows.


“Hi,” she said to Cute Guy. “You see that girl over there pretending she doesn’t know me? I believe you two go to Penn State together. Well, she thinks you’re hot and would love for you to ask her out. I’m sick of hearing about it, so I thought I’d come over here and speed things along.” Cute Guy seemed amused. Tess was aware of how close she stood to his friend and willed herself to push on. Smiling sweetly at his blue eyes, she again summoned the God of Cosmo Courage and asked, “While we’re at it, why don’t we make it a double date?”


That broke the ice. Amy’s face returned to its natural color, and she joined Tessa and the two guys, whose names turned out to be Don and Ken. The four spent the rest of the night drinking and dancing together. They went on a double date a few weeks later. They all had a great time, but Ken and Tessa really hit it off and continued dating. Forever after, Amy credited herself with introducing Tess and Ken and made sure to announce it at the wedding. She was so proud of herself.





By the time Ken showered and dressed, Ronnie was cooing away in her swing. Tessa was pouring a bowl of cereal when he entered the kitchen. She nearly gasped out loud when she saw his face. The shower did nothing to improve his appearance; he was ghostly white and his pupils were dilated. His gaze was distracted and unfocused. Don’t start … he had hardly any sleep. She collected herself before she spoke. “Um … would you like something to eat?”


“No, thanks. I think I’ll stop at your dad’s for a quick omelet.”


He kissed Ronnie on the top of her head and said, “I’d better get going. Busy day today. See you later.” He gave Tessa a peck on the cheek and was gone.


Frowning, Tessa watched out the window as Ken drove away. She sat for a long moment listening to the whir of the air conditioner. The phone rang and interrupted her thoughts.


“Hello?”


“Hi, hon. How’d she do last night?” Val’s familiar voice settled Tessa’s nerves. Val called every morning for the update on how many consecutive hours Ronnie slept each night.


“Oh, hi, Mom. Um, she only got up once. I think she’s getting the hang of it.” Tessa leaned against the wall and pinched the bridge of her nose.


“What’s wrong?” asked Val.


Wow, am I that transparent? “Nothing. I’m trying to decide what to do today. I wish this heat wave would break. I’m going a little stir-crazy in this house. Hey, does Dad need any help this weekend?”


“You must be psychic. The new girl called off already, so Dad asked if you could pinch hit.”


Tessa laughed. “You know you’re restless when running around a diner pouring steaming coffee and sweating your ass off during a heat wave sounds appealing.”


“True,” Val agreed. “It’s not fit for man or beast out there. Let Ronnie sleep here tomorrow night. You and Ken go out for dinner, and then you don’t have to worry about waking the baby early Saturday morning before you go into work. Does that sound good?”


“Better than good. Thanks, Mom.” Tessa hung up and chastised herself. Even her mom could tell something was bothering her.


Surely, hormones caused all new moms to feel conflicting emotions. Last week in a card store she saw a sympathy card that read As You Mourn the Loss of Your Cat on the front. There was a picture of a family sitting next to a large tree in a meadow. The family cat was nowhere to be seen, presumably, Tessa thought, because it had been killed by a speeding car or had succumbed to some horrific cat disease. She’d stood in the card store and wept openly—and she didn’t even like cats.


I’m fine. I just need to get used to this new routine. She busied herself with household chores and put Ronnie down for her morning nap. Mariel wasn’t available to get together, but they chatted on the phone while the babies napped, and it helped Tessa’s mood. Secretly, she was almost glad she didn’t have to face her friend today. Mariel was Tessa’s college roommate and knew her well. Tessa wasn’t sure she’d be able to hide her concerns about Ken, and she wasn’t ready to voice them. She imagined telling Mariel that Ken sometimes stayed out all night, nonchalantly waving it off, sure it was nothing to worry about. She could picture Mariel’s blank look, wanting to believe Tessa’s stoic assurance but furrowing her brow. No, don’t say anything.


Instead, Mariel had entertained Tessa on the phone with a story about a music therapy class she and Alex attended last week. A dad Mariel had never seen before brought his fifteen-month-old and was the only man in the class. He’d been laid off and was giving his wife “a break.” Tessa laughed as she visualized Mariel making air quotes as she said it. “I’m not sure what he was laid off from,” Mariel said, “but judging from his long greasy hair, stained T-shirt, and beard stubble—and I mean ‘laying on the sofa eating Doritos for a week’ stubble not ‘sexy, rugged star of a cologne commercial’ stubble—I don’t think he’s going to a lot of interviews. He came in high-fiving the moms and saying, ‘Okay, let’s do the good parent thing! Is this what you girls do all day? Cool!’ His wife was probably at home trying to figure out how to mix antifreeze into his coffee and make his death look like an accident.” Mariel ended the hilarious story by saying that they were both lucky in the husband department, despite Ken and Rob’s minor faults. Tessa was grateful that Mariel couldn’t see her reaction.


Lucky. Tessa heard that all the time. You’re lucky, your husband changes diapers. You’re so lucky you can take time off from work. You’re so lucky you have a successful husband.


Later, Tessa ventured out in the heat for a Wal-Mart excursion where Ronnie was cranky the entire time. She screamed down every aisle, scrunching up her face like a mean old man and batting away the bottle Tessa offered her as if it was an annoying mosquito. The other shoppers put on their best Oh, someone’s having a bad day faces when what they really meant was Shut that damn kid up.


Back at home and a bit cranky herself, Tessa prepared dinner. She wondered idly whether Ken would make it home for dinner or if she would have to eat alone. Just as she removed the flounder from under the broiler, she heard Ken’s key in the front door.


He was in a much better mood. “How are my girls?” he asked, kissing first Tess and then Ronnie.


“We’re good,” Tessa answered. “Dinner’s almost ready.”


Ken scooped up Ronnie and walked into the living room. “Saw some pretty nasty choppers today, kiddo. You’re lucky your old man is a dentist.” Ronnie flashed her gummy smile, and Ken laughed. “Not that you need to worry about that yet!”


As Tessa mixed the salad dressing, relief flooded her body. Ken’s appearance this morning was the result of long hours and hard work. After all, didn’t she wake up bleary-eyed and unfocused when the baby didn’t sleep well?


Ken gently put Ronnie into her infant chair. He poured a glass of water for Tessa and himself. “Smells delicious, doll. I’m starving.”


As they ate, Ken apprised Tessa of the day’s events. He was getting busier by the day. Word of mouth seemed to be his greatest asset. Their families and friends were his first patients, and they quickly spread the word of Ken’s new practice. Ken entertained Tessa with comical anecdotes. She always looked forward to this part of the day, his vivid descriptions allowing her to visualize the patients. “Remember the Oswalds? They said you graduated with their daughter. They came in today. Nice people.”


Tessa thought as she cut her fish. “Yes. Mr. Oswald is a painter, right? He’s been in business for years.”


“Yeah, that’s him. I’m glad he has a successful business. He needs some work on his teeth.” Ken expounded on the declining state of poor Mr. Oswald’s incisors until Tessa put up her hands.


“Stop! I’m trying to eat here!” she laughed.


“Sorry. I guess funky mouths are becoming commonplace to me. I’m not sure if that’s good or bad! Anyway, stop in the office with Ronnie soon,” said Ken. “I want to show off my beautiful girls to the staff.”


Tessa stood to clear the table and gazed at Ronnie. “You mean beautiful girl. Singular.”


“Ah, you’re nuts, Tess. Where do you think Ronnie gets her good looks?” Ken winked at his wife. Tessa laughed out loud at this. At eight weeks old, Ronnie already showed a striking resemblance to her father.


“Oh, I almost forgot,” Tessa said. “I’m helping my dad at the diner Saturday morning.”


“Good idea. I can tell you have a bad case of cabin fever.”


“I really do. It’ll be good for me. Oh, and Ronnie is going to sleep at my parents’ house tomorrow night, so you and I can go out to dinner.”


“Great,” Ken replied, thinking. “Where do you want to go?”


“I don’t know, but I’m going to wear something with no spit-up stains on it for a change.” Tessa laughed as Ronnie protested being confined to her seat. “Why don’t you hold her while I clean up? Maybe after she goes to bed, you and I can watch a movie and have a glass of wine.”


“I’ll hold her while you clean up, but then I need to go back to the office.” Tessa’s shoulders stiffened, and her expression soured. “Come on, babe,” Ken reassured her. “It won’t be like this much longer.”


“I know. I just get lonely here every night. It’s just, I’m starting to wonder …”


Ken’s eyes darkened. “Don’t overreact. It’s not every night. You have no idea what goes into starting a dental practice.” Irritated, Ken carried Ronnie into the nursery. Tessa washed and dried the dishes. She hated when Ken played the “you don’t know what it’s like” card. She’d made numerous sacrifices along their journey. She postponed pursuing a post-graduate degree and worked seven days a week to support them while Ken was in dental school. She thought she had a pretty good idea “what it’s like.”


When Ken emerged from the nursery, Tessa was more conciliatory. “Why don’t you get going? Maybe if you go back now, you won’t have to stay so late.”


“Okay.” He put an arm around his wife and played with a lock of her hair. His breath was cool on her cheek. “Listen, Tess, I know you feel lonely right now, but you know I’m doing all this for you and Ronnie.”


Tessa looked at her husband. She opened her mouth to ask why he never answered the phone at the office late at night, but decided against it. She didn’t want to put Ken on the defensive before he left.


Ken kissed his wife and daughter and headed out the front door. Tessa bounced the baby in her arms as she listened to her husband’s car back out of the driveway.


“Well, kid, looks like you and me again. What should we do tonight? Take a bath? Have a bottle? That’s something different!” Tessa nuzzled her nose in Ronnie’s neck. Oh hell. I’ll put her to bed and have that glass of wine myself. Lord knows I’ll need it if the Phillies are on.












Chapter Three





How is a person supposed to eat pancakes as big as the plate? There is no room for error. One wrong move and the melted butter and gooey syrup cascade off the stack and onto the table. This quandary was the source of endless debate among customers at the Sunrise Diner.


“Simple. Just dig a hole in the middle and pour the syrup in there like you’re filling a swimming pool,” offered Sam, a mechanic and old friend of Sal’s. He’d been a regular customer for over twenty-five years. He carefully carved out an opening precisely in the center of the giant fluffy creation.


“I disagree.” Randy shook his head. “No good. See, then you can’t control the syrup distribution. The sections near the hole get too soggy. It’s better to cut the stack in half, pile one on top of the other, and drizzle syrup over the whole top surface. That gives you room on the plate for runoff.” Randy’s analytical mind no doubt worked to his advantage when he managed people’s financial portfolios, but did not impress Sam when it came to managing Sal’s three-cake stack.


“Nah.” Sam waved his hand in exasperation. “Then the stack is too tall. You don’t want it to topple over onto that fancy suit of yours, do you? How do you expect people to invest their hard-earned dough on your mutual funds when you’re sitting there with a sticky glob of syrup on your Pierre Cardin tie?” He grabbed the syrup from the counter and began filling the pool. “Hey, Sal,” he asked before taking a large bite. “Why don’t you just make these beauties a little smaller?”


Sal wiped his hands on his apron. “What, and miss listening to you two chuckleheads? Not a chance.” He laughed and turned back to his next order. At the Sunrise Diner, the cooking space was in plain view of the customers, not hidden in the kitchen like most diners. This allowed Sal to banter with the customers, and people loved it. It was one reason many of them sat at the counter instead of at one of the ten yellow booths, which did not have such easy access to Sal. He did all the cooking, but his jovial personality attracted as many, if not more, customers than the food.


Randy and Sam were just a sampling of Sal’s customers. Doctors, lawyers, local politicians, mechanics, plumbers, store clerks, students … Sal could hold a conversation with anyone on any topic. Kids and adults alike loved him and considered him both a member of their families and a local celebrity.


“Poor Tess. She came in today to get some adult interaction. Honey, you’d get more intellect out of Veronica.” Sal grinned and shook his short dark hair. His hairline had begun to recede, which showed off more of the glint in his eyes. He perfectly flipped a pair of over-medium eggs in a small pan and slid them onto a plate. Then he used an aluminum spatula to add a heaping serving of golden-brown home fries and carefully arranged three slices of crispy bacon on top. “Here you go, Tess. This is for Mrs. White in booth five. Toast her rye twice; she likes it dark.”


Tessa was glad for the distraction of the busy diner. Life with Ken was becoming an exhausting balancing act of trying to talk rationally about his troubling behavior when he was in a good mood and fighting with him about it when he was not. She’d broached the subject at dinner the night before, but he quickly shut her down. She’d almost persisted since she had his undivided attention, but they rarely went out for dinner, and she didn’t want to ruin it. If there was something besides work keeping Ken out all night, Tessa wanted to approach the subject calmly. Most likely the pressure of having a baby and opening a dental practice at the same time was getting to him. She fought her mind’s occasional wandering into the dark cavern of infidelity. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to drive him further away.


She carried the plate in one hand and a pot of steaming coffee in the other. She set the plate down in front of Mrs. White. “Your toast will be right up. More coffee?”


“Yes, thanks, Tessa. It’s good to see you again. How is the baby?”


“She’s great! She looks different to me every day. She’s starting to have a personality.” Tessa left the table momentarily and returned with the dark toast. She remembered that Mrs. White preferred strawberry jelly and put a packet next to the toast.


“Oh good. The new girl isn’t doing very well. Last week she gave me mixed fruit jelly. Can you imagine?”


Tessa saw her dad shoot the lady a look and tried to hide her amusement. Val often said Sal spoiled fussy customers too much. “Well, Mrs. White, she’s only been here a week. Maybe we can cut her some slack? It takes some time to learn every customer’s preferences,” Tessa offered gently.


“I guess. But mixed fruit! Of all things! Anyway, what did you name the baby?” She opened the strawberry jelly packet and stuck in her knife. Tessa chuckled inwardly. It was notoriously tough for a teacher to choose a baby’s name. During the last half of Tessa’s pregnancy, Ken lobbed names at her daily, only to have his wife reject them. Every name he suggested reminded Tessa of a student who picked her nose or threw up before a unit test.


“We named her Veronica, but we call her Ronnie. Somehow she just looks like a Ronnie.”


“She’s a cutie. Her proud Pop Pop has been showing us her pictures. He claims she gets her beauty from him.” The elderly lady smiled and dunked a slice of toast into her eggs.


Tessa laughed. “Well, luckily she doesn’t have his moustache.” She moved from table to table, filling coffee cups and clearing empty plates.


Sal had overheard this exchange. “Not yet, anyway. But she’s young. There’s time!” He turned back to Randy at the counter. “Going into the office on a Saturday, huh? That’s unusual, isn’t it? Lots of people with money to throw at the stock market?” He moved some potatoes around on the grill so they wouldn’t stick and stirred a large stainless-steel pot of creamed chipped beef in the steam table.


“No, unfortunately I’m dressed up for a funeral today. Karen’s aunt on her mother’s side. The rest of the family is getting ready, so I thought I’d pop in for some pancakes and sausage. It’s going to be a long day. A lot of family coming in from out of town.” Randy reached into his wallet and took out a ten-dollar bill. He drained his coffee mug and wiped his mouth on his napkin. “Here you go, Tess. Keep the change.”


Sal’s look softened. “Sorry to hear that. Give your wife our regards. Tess, pack up a few pastries for Randy to take home. On the house.” Tessa grabbed a white cardboard box from a shelf and filled it with half a dozen donuts, bear claws, and sticky buns. She closed the lid, taped the top of the box, and handed it to Randy.


Sam also stood up. He shrugged into his jacket, which read Sam’s Auto Repair on the back. “Well, I have to get to work, gentlemen, so I don’t have any more time today to debate the giant pancake dilemma. Sal, I still think you should cut down the size. Think about it; you could keep the price the same and make a few more dollars’ profit.”


“I have an idea.” Sal ladled more buttery batter onto the sizzling grill. “You don’t tell me how to cook, and I won’t tell you how to fix a transmission.” He put down the bowl of pancake batter and looked up at the order slips dangling from the metal strip above the electric burners. He whistled softly as he cracked two eggs into a bowl and scrambled them with a fork.


Sam laughed. “Fair enough. See ya, buddy. Bye, Tess.” Tessa cleared Sam and Randy’s coffee cups, empty creamers, and napkins. As she walked away, Tessa heard Sam add in a low voice, “Geez, Sal, Tess looks just like her, doesn’t she?” Sal nodded, and the look in his eyes spanned decades.


“Yeah, and more so as Tess has gotten older.”


“Does she ever mention her? I know she took it harder than the boys.”


“Not anymore. She used to ask questions here and there, but she hasn’t in years.” Sal returned to the present and turned back to the grill to roll a few sausage links around with a pair of metal tongs. “Just as well. Good riddance.”


Tessa rang up Randy’s bill and put the change in her apron pocket. Then she leaned over the counter, wiped the area with a wet cloth, and put the condiments and napkin holders back in their place. She cleared another area further down the counter and handed the tip to Linda, the other waitress.


“Here, you waited on that guy. Your order is up for booth four, so go ahead and deliver the food and I’ll clean this up.” She nodded toward her father. “You know what a bear he can be if we let hot food sit for longer than twenty seconds.” Tess got along well with Sal’s employees, but she suspected the other employees thought she received special treatment because she was the boss’s daughter. Actually, Tessa thought it was just the opposite. Sal was much more likely to point out her mistakes because he didn’t have to worry about her quitting. She joked that she had lifelong job security, whether she wanted it or not.


Linda nodded knowingly. “Thanks, Tess. Don’t you miss this?” She chuckled and stashed the bills in her apron pocket before heading to pick up her order.


Tessa took the dirty dishes back to the kitchen and dumped them into a big gray tub. The weekend dishwasher, a high school senior, plucked them out and rinsed them under a sprayer in a square metal sink before loading them into an industrial dishwashing machine. Tessa returned out front and turned to Sal. “Thanks for giving me the nod today, Dad. I needed to get out.” She blew a wisp of hair that had escaped her ponytail out of her eyes and wiped her brow with the back of her arm. “It is hot, though. I wish this heat wave would break.”


“Tell me about it. Standing over this grill all morning is no picnic. Is that what’s on your mind, hon? Cabin fever and the heat wave? You don’t seem like yourself.” He put his arm around his oldest daughter and drew her close to him. “You’re not your cheery self.”


Tessa fought the urge to cry. Her dad’s concern brought on a tidal wave of emotion, and she felt like when she was a little girl and didn’t get a solo in the school concert. Sal always made her feel better, and she almost blurted out what was really bothering her.


Just then, she heard a commotion. “Tess, Olivia spilled her orange juice! Can you bring some paper towels?” The family in booth seven frantically mopped up the puddle spreading across the table. The offender, four-year-old Olivia, held her plate above her head to save her cinnamon toast from drowning in the sea of orange. Tessa rushed over to the table with paper towels. Some of the juice flowed off the table, so Linda brought out a mop from the kitchen. Tessa stifled a laugh at the Why don’t people watch their kids better? look on her face as she swirled the mop around on the tile floor.


“I’m sorry.” Olivia hung her head.


“Oh, don’t worry about it, sweetie. Just an accident.” Tess cleaned up the mess and resituated the family’s plates and cups on the table. Then she brought them dry napkins and silverware. “I’ve got to get used to cleaning up messes now that I have a little one at home. She’ll be destroying the house in no time!”


Sal walked over to the table with a fresh glass of orange juice. Near tears, Olivia hugged her stuffed rabbit. “I’m sorry, Mr. Sal.”


He ruffled her hair. “That juice was no good anyway. This one is better. I poured it myself.” Olivia’s face brightened, and Sal winked at her parents.


The door chimed, and a couple Tessa did not know entered. After a minute, Linda approached them with silverware and empty coffee mugs. “Would you like coffee while you decide? The special today is two eggs, home fries, corned beef hash, toast, and coffee for $4.95.


“Uh, sure,” they answered, looking around. “Can we see a menu?” Linda tried to hide her annoyance while the regulars all stopped talking for a moment and raised their eyebrows at each other. The small diner suddenly sounded like a record album whose needle had skidded across the surface and come to an unexpected halt. It was a longstanding joke with the regulars that the worst faux pas a first-time customer could commit at Sunrise was to ask for a menu.


“The menus are posted on the walls. All you have to do is look around. But, honestly, whatever you want, Sal will make.” Linda filled their cups, put the pot down on the table, and took out her order pad. “What are you hungry for today? The Belgian waffles are to die for.”


“Oh, that sounds like heaven. But are they a million calories?” the young woman asked.


“Two million.” Linda licked her thumb and flipped through the pages of the pad. “And worth every one.”


“Does he know how to make omelets?”


Tom, a regular now seated at the end of the counter near Sal, leaned in and whispered to him, “They must’ve just gotten out of prison.” He speared a sausage link with his fork. Tom and Sal chuckled as Linda approached and hung up their order.


She shook her head at them but couldn’t help grinning. “Knock it off, you two.”


Two hours later, Tessa waited on the Andersons, a couple who’d known her parents for years. As she poured their coffee, she noticed Mr. Anderson rubbing red indentations on the sides of his nose. “Ooh, that looks sore. What happened?”


“It’s my new glasses,” Mr. Anderson said. “They’re too tight on the bridge of my nose. I need to get them adjusted, but my eye doctor is on vacation this week. I’m only wearing them when I have to because they make these sore indentations on my nose.” He poured some sugar on his spoon and dumped it in his coffee.


“Hmm.” Tessa stared at him a moment longer. A memory flashed through her mind but was gone in an instant. Why is this bothering me?


Mrs. Anderson chimed in. “I told you that you should have just kept your contact lenses. You never listen to me. And that’s enough sugar!”


Mr. Anderson saluted his wife. “Yes, ma’am.” He turned to Tessa. “You see what I go through? I hope you don’t badger that nice husband of yours like this!” Mrs. Anderson stopped stirring her tea and threw her napkin at him.


“You’re lucky you have me to look out for you. You’d be lost without me.”


“True enough, old girl. True enough.” They were expressing their concern to a township supervisor at the next booth about an empty store lot that attracted teenagers after dark when Tessa returned to the table with their breakfast.


“Okay, one tomato-and-cheese omelet with home fries and dry toast, and one order of French toast with bacon. Enjoy.” She set the plates on the table. Mr. Anderson tried to snatch a piece of bacon from his wife’s plate, but she playfully slapped his hand.


He looked up in the air like a thought just occurred to him. “Hey, Tessa,” he said. “You should tell Ken to have his glasses adjusted also. I was in his office the week before last for a cleaning, and he had marks on the sides of his nose too. He must have the same problem.” Mr. Anderson sprinkled salt and pepper onto his home fries. Tessa stopped and turned to face him. He pointed to the sides of his nose. “It’s really bothersome when I wear my glasses all day. I’m sure he knows what I mean.”


“Right.” Tessa felt inexplicably dizzy. “I’ll tell him.”


Uneasiness seized her stomach like a tight belt.


“Linda, I’m going to the restroom. All my people have their food.” She pulled off her apron as she hurried to the restroom.


Inside, Tessa leaned against the door with her eyes closed.


He had marks on the sides of his nose too.


But Ken didn’t wear glasses.


He must have the same problem.


Ken had twenty-twenty vision.


A knock on the door jolted her. Her face and hands were clammy. She quickly splashed cold water on her face and opened the door. “All yours.”


She went back to the floor of the diner and glanced at the clock. Sixty minutes until they stopped serving breakfast. Tessa inhaled deeply. She picked up the coffee pot and a handful of creamers. As she refilled mugs, she made small talk and picked up empty plates. When she got to the Andersons’ table, she tried to act casual. “Everything okay? More coffee? Um, Mr. Anderson, what day did you say you were in Ken’s office?”


“Well, let’s see now. It had to be Tuesday a week ago because that’s the day I meet the guys for lunch over in Shelbourne Square. The second Tuesday of every month. I left Ken’s office and went straight to lunch. I remember because I was ten minutes late and the boys didn’t let me hear the end of it. Those old coots! They have nowhere to go and all day to get there and you’d think …”


Tessa was no longer listening to him. She was thinking about the Tuesday Mr. Anderson was describing. She was sure she had the right day.


Ken never came home for dinner that night. She’d called his office repeatedly, but he didn’t answer. Finally, after she’d put the baby to bed, she’d eaten her cold dinner alone staring into the dark kitchen, the light over the stove the only illumination in the room. She’d pushed her pasta around on her plate before giving up and scraping it into the garbage disposal. She’d fixed a plate for Ken, knowing it wouldn’t get eaten. As she’d stretched plastic wrap over the food, bitterness spread through her stomach, up into her rib cage.


She was sure it was last Tuesday.


She was sure because that was the night she decided she would confront Ken.


That was the night she was going to demand answers.


She’d somehow fallen asleep sometime after midnight and awoken at 4 a.m. to hear Ken vomiting in the bathroom. She’d sat straight up in bed. Hearing more vomiting, she had jumped up, run to the bathroom, and flicked on the light. Ken still had his dress shirt and tie on. He was leaning over the toilet.


“Ken.” Tessa had touched his shoulder, but he batted her hand away.


“Leave me alone. I’m sick.” His voice had been dull, lifeless.


“I can see that. Can I help …”


“No! Turn off the light. Go back to bed.” He hadn’t sounded like the husband she knew. He’d sounded angry, almost vicious.


She’d backed away slowly and turned off the light, but not before she saw that his face was swollen and his pupils were eerily dilated.


And he’d had red indentations on the sides of his nose.


He must have the same problem.


She’d forgotten that detail until Mr. Anderson mentioned it now. Ken had stayed in bed until almost noon the next day. Tessa had felt sorry for him. She’d told his receptionist to cancel Ken’s patients all day because he had the flu. When he eventually woke up, the marks on his nose must have faded, because Tessa didn’t recall seeing them.


Until now.


“Tessa? Are you all right?” Mrs. Anderson interrupted her thoughts.


No, she thought. “Yes,” she said.


“Can we get our check? We have to babysit the grandchildren, so we better get going.”


“Um, yes, okay,” Tessa stammered as she fished in her apron pocket for the Andersons’ check. They handed her some money, and she headed toward the cash register. Her head was spinning with unanswered questions. Ken did not wear glasses, so what could cause red indentations on the sides of his nose? She felt like she’d just snapped a few key pieces into a jigsaw puzzle but had no idea what the finished picture was supposed to look like.


He must have the same problem.


As she counted out the Andersons’ change, she overheard a mother and her young son at the counter debating how to pour syrup on their pancakes without having it run off the plate. For a long moment, she studied them with envy. She wished that were her biggest problem.












Chapter Four





Ken hated himself.


He was lying to everyone he knew.


He could live with lying to his staff. They didn’t need to know everything about him. His receptionist, Tracy, was no problem; this was her first job in a dental office, so she wasn’t sure what was standard operating procedure and what wasn’t. Brenda, the hygienist, was a different story. She came to Ken with ten years of experience. She knew the ropes. He’d have to watch her.
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