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For Brady and William










prologue


I couldn’t believe this was happening. I couldn’t believe I was holding a gun trained at my eight-year-old daughter’s head.


Everyone just calm down, okay? Calm down.


You don’t want to do this. If you put the gun down, we can all just walk away.


Do you even know what you’re doing with that thing?


I tried to breathe, but the air wouldn’t come. Tiny dots prickled the edge of my vision. My finger twitched.


No, I thought. No.


What would my father do? What would he think if he could see me right now?


“Mommy?”


This was it. This was my chance. I said a silent prayer.


And fired.










one month earlier










paige


Why is the whole world against me?


Paige Lancaster twisted the thick, leather-covered steering wheel on the leased BMW SUV she wasn’t 100 percent sure she could afford, sweat breaking out under her arms and above her upper lip. There were cars. Everywhere. People. Everywhere. Buses and kids and dogs and strollers. But there were no parking spots. And no one was moving from any parking spots. Everyone was just standing around, chatting. Gesturing effusively with their hands and laughing with their heads thrown back and their perfect teeth bared to the sun. Swear to God, the people in this town paid more for their orthodontia than they did back in L.A.


This couldn’t be the way school pickup was run these days. School ended at 3:05. What time had these people arrived in order to park? Twelve thirty? What had they done to kill the time? Was there a mommy lunch date followed by yoga class on someone’s front lawn, followed by a book club meeting and a freaking drum circle all so people could be here early?


Finally, finally someone up ahead pulled out. Paige accelerated, catching the scathing look of some mom with two long braids in her hair like Laura fucking Ingalls. Screw you, Half Pint, I’m late to pick up my kid on her first day at a new school. Paige stopped the car and hit her blinker. And now, she had to parallel park.


Fifteen minutes later, half the cars were gone, and Paige was finally out of her SUV. She hadn’t parallel parked anything since her driver’s test in eleventh grade. And that had been her mom’s Honda Civic, not the tank she was currently driving. No one had ever uttered truer words than Cher Horowitz in Clueless when she’d said, “What’s the point? Everywhere you go has valet.” But she’d gotten through it. And her tires were only about a foot and a half away from the curb. Score. She shoved her keys into her messenger bag and jogged for the pathway that led to the school.


Fifteen minutes late. Where would Izzy be at this point? Had they left her at the side door by herself? Was she on the playground hanging upside down on the monkey bars? (Was that even something her daughter liked to do?) Or was she sitting in the front office, crying her eyes out, cursing the day her evil mother had taken her away from her nanny, Martha, the only responsible adult she’d ever known in her eight years on the planet?


Thirty years ago, when Paige had attended this very same school, Piermont Elementary (ugh… thirty years?), pickup had been a whole different ball game. Back then the teachers just let the kids out the doors. Parents didn’t need to be there to receive them. They just went. To the playground. To the Country Five and Dime (which was now a Starbucks), to their friends’ houses. Or to the chauffeured vehicles waiting out front. (Some chauffeurs were parents. Others were actual chauffeurs.) But now the parking lot out front was off-limits and every child had to be handed over to one of the three adults on their release forms, one by one, before 3:15. This was the procedure Paige had learned just this morning from the very stern assistant to the principal. The one she’d tried so hard to make smile with bad jokes and aw-shucks new-to-the-school pandering. It had not worked. And now she was clearly on the woman’s shit list. One of the most powerful women in the school. Never underestimate the last line of defense to the person with the biggest office. It was something one of her first Hollywood showrunners had taught her.


Halfway up the path, the white brick walls of the school in sight through the autumn-hued trees, Paige’s cell phone started to ring. She knew she should ignore it, but she’d just gotten off the phone with her agent before leaving the house to come here, and if Farrin Schwartz was calling back within half an hour it could only be good news. Paige suspected that Farrin routinely forgot she existed. If Paige didn’t pick up, it was likely she wouldn’t hear from the woman again for two weeks, if not two months.


But Paige couldn’t wait two weeks. She needed a win. She needed something to write or revise or punch up or doctor. Anything to feel like her screenwriting career was not over. That maybe one day she’d be able to return to L.A. without her tail between her legs.


She paused to root around in her bag and had just about decided that her phone had disappeared to wherever it was that all of Mary Poppins’s stuff appeared from, when someone said her name.


“Paige? No way. Paige Lancaster?”


A male someone.


Paige looked up into a pair of blue eyes so familiar she could have sketched them with her own eyes closed.


John Anderson. He was older. Blonder. Tanner. Softer. Crinklier. But it was definitely John.


“Holy shit, John?”


The twelvish boy next to John—practically his doppelganger—snorted, eyes trained down at his phone, as the world around them seemed to go quiet. But not because they were having some sort of rom-com meet-cute moment. No. It was because every mom within a ten-foot radius had heard Paige utter the word “shit” in the vicinity of the pristine ears of their children and had paused in place, as if some sort of sci-fi time-freeze device had been unleashed on the sleepy hamlet of Piermont, Connecticut. John blushed. Blushed! And Paige laughed. The world started up again, albeit with a few more scathing looks thrown her way. She was really racking them up today.


“How are you?” She leaned in to hug him and was relieved when he hugged her back, not stiffly, not awkwardly, but as if no time had passed. Her bag swung around him and knocked him from behind, the keys and sundry things inside jangling.


“I’m good. I just… I can’t believe it’s you. How long has it been? What are you doing here?”


She righted her bag on her shoulder and wished she weren’t sweating. “Oh, it’s been a minute,” she said, and they both laughed. It had been twenty-four years. A quarter of a century, practically. How was that possible? “I just moved back. With my daughter, Izzy. We’re going to stay with my mom for a while.”


“That’s great!” John said with a smile. A genuine smile. One that still weakened her knees, and she suddenly found herself on the verge of a giggle. And it had been decades since she’d giggled. “Welcome back.”


“I guess that means you still live here, then.”


“Yep. Well, moved back after college and grad school and a couple years living in the city. You know.” He lifted one shoulder. “The usual. I’m so sorry about your dad. Everyone in this town loved him. I mean… you know I loved him.”


“Oh, thanks. Yeah. He loved you too. Back in the day.” She cleared her throat and cast around for a subject change. “This must be your son.”


John did a double take at the kid and laughed. “Yeah, yes. Sorry. Bradley, this is my old friend Paige. Paige, this is Bradley, my youngest. He’s in sixth grade this year.”


“Nice to meet you,” said Bradley, barely looking up from his phone.


Youngest? How many kids did he have? And when had he started, five minutes after they’d broken up?


“How old is your daughter?” John asked.


Izzy. Shit! “She’s eight. And I’m super late to pick her up, so I should go. But it was good to see you!”


He looked amazing. Was he married? Of course he was married. But his hand was in his pocket, so she couldn’t see a ring. People did get divorced. John looked past Paige and his smile fell away. With his free hand, he removed the sunglasses he had hanging from the collar of his T-shirt and slipped them on.


“Yeah. Us too. I’ll see you around.”


John steered Bradley around her, making an abrupt exit. Paige slowly turned, wondering what the threat had been. Three women stood alongside the path, dappled with sunlight, eyeing her. Sizing her up.


Paige felt instantly inferior. Pretty girls. Rich girls. Mean girls. The myth that they stopped existing after high school really needed to be debunked. She decided she would just walk past them. Pretend she hadn’t noticed them noticing her, even though she was sure they had noticed that she had noticed that they had noticed. Panicked, late, and experiencing serious sexual nostalgia was not the right frame of mind in which to be meeting the A squad. Hopefully these three could read body language.


“You must be the new mom!”


One of the women waved Paige down as she drew near.


So much for that.


“I’m Lanie Chen-Katapodis.” The woman extended a hand. She was tall, East Asian, and completely, utterly perfect. Not a hair out of place. Not a crease in her crisp, white shirt, which was tucked into a pleated, T-length skirt at her teeny, tiny waist. Her nails were gelled, her skin was flawless, and her hair was pulled back from her face in a skinny, tortoiseshell headband that would have looked ridiculous in Paige’s curly, blondish-brown mess of a mane. There were big diamond studs in her ears and an even bigger diamond engagement ring on her left hand along with a band of sapphires. She wore a gold necklace featuring four diamond stars that hung prettily over her collarbone. “I’m the membership chair of the Parent Booster Association. You’re Paige Lancaster, right? This is Dayna Goodman,” she said, gesturing to a woman whose raven hair was cut into a sleek, asymmetric bob. In linen overalls and a white crop top, which offered a peek of her perfect abs, she had that laid-back ease of a woman who’d been comfortable in her skin since birth. “And this is Bee Dolan, our finance chair.”


“Hello,” said Bee, gently running her hand over her cloud of white-blond hair. She wore the sort of flowy, silky, colorful clothes that could have been pajamas or high fashion.


“Your Izzy is in class with my Dickinson and Dayna’s daughter Devyn.” Lanie gave a tinkling laugh. “Say that three times fast.”


“Stepdaughter,” Dayna corrected. Her eyes flicked over Paige, not unkindly. “How do you know John Anderson?”


“Oh. We’re just old… friends.” Paige blushed so hard her body temperature doubled. “What do you do in the Parent… Booster… thing?”


“Me?” She laughed. “I just heckle them from the cheap seats.”


Paige laughed. Maybe a bit too loudly. But Dayna seemed pleased.


“It’s so nice to meet you,” Bee said. “It’s Bee. B-e-e. Like Honeybee, which is my actual name. But nobody other than my mother calls me that.” Bee shook Paige’s hand vigorously. She had a very firm handshake and wore many, many rings. As she leaned in, Paige noticed she wore a necklace with four diamond stars arranged each about an inch apart. It was the same necklace Lanie had on, and a quick glance at Dayna confirmed that she had one as well. “Where are you from? You have a very artistic aura about you.”


This totally unfounded compliment nevertheless pleased Paige. Like somehow this woman recognizing her aura could save her career. “L.A. But I grew up here.”


“I’m so sorry,” Dayna said.


“Sorry?”


“That you had to grow up here.”


Paige blinked. Was she being serious? “Aren’t your kids growing up here?”


“Stepkid. One.” Dayna pulled out her phone and started to text. “And to say she’s growing up is giving her far too much credit.”


“Dayna! The girl is eight!” Lanie said with a laugh. “Ignore her. She’s in a surly mood. Apparently, the heater stopped working at her hot yoga class. Literally, all Dayna does is work out.”


Paige checked out Dayna’s cut arms. She could believe it.


“Don’t apologize for me,” Dayna said. “She’s from L.A. She gets it.” She turned away, focused on the phone.


“Do you take Bikram?” Bee asked. “To be fair, the heating system is, of course, integral to the practice.”


“I… no.” To Paige, yoga looked like self-torture.


“Anyway, we just wanted to welcome you and let you know that membership to our PBA is available on our website. Piermont PBA dot org.” Lanie enunciated each word deliberately so that Paige would be sure to understand. “Once you sign up, you’ll have access to our full directory, including your child’s class list and all the parents’ contact information!” She had a tiny birthmark, Paige noticed, just above the left side of her top lip, which only served to make her more beautiful. “You can even make payments for all of our events through the website. All you need to do is create an account, enter your credit card information, and you’re good to go!”


“I’m sorry, what’s the PBA, exactly?” Time was ticking, and she had no idea where Izzy was.


“The Parent Booster Association,” Lanie said slowly. “It only costs fifty dollars a year to join, and all you have to do is go to our website to purchase your membership.”


“Our next meeting is this coming Monday,” Bee offered. “We’re going to be discussing the diversity in the arts program. And maybe you could sign up for the Thankful Dinner committee? We’re low on volunteers this year.”


Dayna snorted but covered it with a cough when Lanie shot her a wide-eyed look. The second Lanie’s back was turned, though, Dayna shot Paige a look that quite clearly read, There’s a reason they’re low on volunteers.


“Right, I just don’t really know if I’m the PTA type,” Paige said.


She knew instantly that this was the wrong thing to say. The smile wilted on Lanie’s face. What was wrong with her? Read the room, Paige-y. You don’t tell the people who clearly live and breathe the PTA that you’re not the PTA type. But could they not tell this from her acid-washed jeans and her motorcycle boots and her suede jacket? Her lack of makeup? Her being now twenty minutes late to pick up her only child who was a product of a one-night stand nine years ago? Not that they had any way of knowing that last bit.


“It’s just… We just moved here and I… I wouldn’t want to volunteer for something and then not have the time to fully commit.”


“Oh. Are you a working mom?” Bee whispered the last two words.


“It’s the PBA,” Lanie said. “We’re not affiliated with any national organization. We’re completely self-funded and we have plenty of working moms who are super involved. We run all kinds of enrichment programs for our children—”


“And provide new books and interactive materials for the library,” Bee put in.


“Because otherwise there would be nothing published after 1990,” said Dayna.


“And offer enrichment classes in art and technology,” Bee added. “Creative writing… chess… robotics…”


“And we spearhead our charitable giving and social events!”


“That all sounds amazing. But I really have to go,” Paige said, inching down the path. She needed to get away from these people before she stuck her foot any further into her mouth. And besides, Izzy was probably in the back of a van halfway to the Canadian border by now. Part of her wanted to tell these women how very much they did not want her anywhere near their precious organization. She couldn’t remember the last thing she hadn’t utterly fucked up.


“It’s really a lot of fun!” Lanie rose up on her tiptoes now and lifted her chin to better see Paige, who was making her getaway.


“I’ll check out the website!”


Paige turned and ran to the school, hoping that last promise was good enough to keep them from completely writing her off. The side door, where the stern lady had told her she was to be between 3:05 and 3:15 to pick up Izzy, was locked, so she tore around to the front of the school, where only a handful of parents and kids milled about, getting in their social hour. There were also a few luxury automobiles lined up at the crosswalk to filter out of the parking lot, so clearly some things hadn’t changed. Paige wondered what a person had to do to get parking lot access around here.


Paige walked up to the front door of Piermont Elementary and was buzzed in by security—something they did not have when she had been a student here. Inside the cozy, sunlit front office, Paige found her sweet-faced daughter in tears.


“Izzy! I’m so sorry,” she said, dropping to her knees on the hardwood floor.


Izzy threw her pudgy arms around Paige’s neck. “I thought you went back to California! I thought you forgot about me!”


Paige’s heart broke into a dozen jagged pieces. “Never. I would never forget about you. Mommy’s just really bad at parallel parking.”


She looked up at the woman hovering over her and gave a self-deprecating twist of her lips. But the woman didn’t so much as blink. She was young—much younger than Paige—and plain, with very pale skin, a round face, and straight, chin-length auburn hair. She wore small, square glasses and a shapeless black dress with a shapeless gray cardigan over it. Was she a nun? Did she teach here? Could nuns teach in public school?


Paige stood up, clasping Izzy’s hand. Her eyes finally found someone she recognized. “Principal Spiegal,” she said to the woman standing behind the front desk. At least she wore a kind, sympathetic smile. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you had to get here at the crack of dawn to get a parking spot.”


“Not the crack of dawn,” said the nun. “If you arrive on any of the side roads adjacent to the school at or before 2:55 p.m., you’ll have no trouble getting a spot.”


Paige’s face burned at the clipped, judgmental tone. She already felt like a failure at parenting. She didn’t need this chick piling on.


“It happens all the time with new parents,” the principal put in placatingly. “We must have forgotten to mention it at your intake this morning.” She smiled down at Izzy, who sniffled up at her. “But Izzy was fine. She was a brave little trouper, right, Izzy?”


Paige wanted to hit someone. A brave little trouper? It wasn’t as if Paige had left her here overnight. She noticed for the first time that there were two little kids behind the nun, pushing their faces into the windows overlooking the small front parking lot. One boy and one girl. They both had hair the exact same shade as the nun’s, but curly, so they must have been her kids.


So, not a nun.


“Well. That’s good to know,” Paige said to the principal. “Thanks for understanding.”


She started past the woman who’d chastised her about the parking, tugging Izzy along.


“Being this late to pick up a child from school can leave them with permanent fears of abandonment,” the Not-a-Nun said. “You should try harder to be on time. I have my office in town and leave work at two thirty to get here on the days I pick them up.”


“Thanks again.” Paige directed her comment to the principal. “Izzy what do you say to ice cream for an after-school snack?”


“Yay!” Izzy cried, jumping up and down.


“See? Already forgotten,” she said to the room. “Thanks for keeping an eye on her.”


She let the door slam behind her before Not-a-Nun could lecture her about too much sugar in her child’s diet.










lanie


“She didn’t even put the web address in her phone.”


Lanie stared after Paige Lancaster, blinking against the sunlight. That had been one of the strangest encounters she’d ever had with another mom. Including the time her son, Austen, had been invited to a party at Chuck E. Cheese by one of the little boys from his fencing class. Those moms had been… interesting. They had all seen fit to show up to a social event in sweatpants and flip-flops, and not a single one of them had carried their own hand sanitizer. Lanie tugged her vanilla-scented bottle out of her bag and sanitized her hands right then and there, just thinking about all those germs. Then she adjusted her wedding band and engagement ring and checked her manicure. Still perfect.


“Yeah. That was bizarre,” Dayna said with a snort, validating Lanie’s off-put feelings. “She just took off while you were still talking.” She lifted her phone to use it as a mirror, flicking her long, dark bangs away from her green eyes. Then she snapped a selfie, turning to make sure her abs made it into the frame. “Thanks for calling me surly, by the way.”


“But you are surly,” Bee pointed out, her fine, white-blond hair floating up on a breeze. “In the best possible way, of course.”


Dayna sighed and put her phone away. “I’m just saying, I get insulted enough at home. I don’t need it from you guys, too.”


Bee reached out and touched Dayna’s arm in her soothing, earth mother way, the wide neckline of her floral caftan sliding down her shoulder. “Have you called that counselor I recommended? She’s such an incredible mediator. I really think that if you and Maurice could just find a way to reconnect, things would improve immeasurably.”


Lanie tuned out for a moment, glancing around for her kids, whom she found balancing at the curb alongside the path with a handful of other munchkins. She couldn’t imagine life in a marriage like Dayna’s, which sometimes sounded more like a work contract than anything else. Dayna watched her husband’s daughter from his first marriage, shuttled her around to activities, made sure she was bathed and fed and loved, and had sex with him twice a week. In return she got to live in one of the wealthiest suburbs in the Northeast, buy whatever her heart desired, and attend as many fitness classes as she could handle. Lanie’s marriage wasn’t perfect—at least not currently—but it had been and could be again. Plus, she knew Michael loved her. Well. She knew that he loved their kids, anyway. Maurice seemed to love two things: wine and his yacht.


“It’s too bad Ainsley’s not here,” Dayna said. “You know she wouldn’t have taken no for an answer.”


Lanie felt this comment like a gut punch. She hated being compared to Ainsley, because she knew there was no way she could ever measure up. Ainsley was the president of the PBA and had been running it without a hitch for the last six years. She presided over their meetings like they were intense-but-fun Forbes 500 board meetings, and every party and fundraiser she threw was more fabulous than the last. Ainsley had the perfect marriage, the perfect house, the perfect, successful kids. Lanie didn’t exactly want to be Ainsley, but Ainsley was power in this town. So being Ainsley-adjacent had always been important.


Ainsley, though, was on her way out. In just a few short weeks she would be retiring from the presidency and handing the reins over to Lanie. It was vital that the transition be seamless and drama-free. Which it wouldn’t be if Lanie didn’t have her 100 percent membership enrollment by the night of the election. She was running uncontested, but still. The last thing she needed was people whispering about whether or not she was able to fill Ainsley’s shoes.


Because Dayna was correct. If Ainsley had been here—instead of getting her highlights done in Manhattan—Paige would already be a card-carrying member of the PBA. No one said no to President Ainsley.


“What if she doesn’t join?” Lanie asked. “We have to have a one hundred percent enrollment rate. We’ve never not had a one hundred percent enrollment rate.” Her heart was starting to do that fluttery thing it did when she was certain she was forgetting something. She fanned her face with her hand.


“Maybe she just needs some incentive,” Dayna said, sounding oddly like a mob boss from a Scorsese film. She crossed her arms over her chest in a way that made her toned biceps bulge.


“Like what?”


“I don’t know… tickets to something?” Dayna looked at Bee. “Do you have anything good in your stash?”


Bee’s white-blond eyebrows knit together as she considered. Of course, Dayna was talking about tickets. Having spent ten years as a socialite and moderately respected painter on the New York art scene before marrying and moving out to Connecticut, Bee was the most well-connected of her friends, at least when it came to the arts. She was always able to produce tickets to the ballet or some major art installation or Fashion Week or Broadway.


“Not at the moment. I just gave the last tickets to the Monet opening to Felicity for her mother’s birthday. But I’m happy to make a few calls. There’s a new ballet opening at the Met!”


“I didn’t really get a ballet vibe off her,” said Dayna.


Lanie bit down on the inside of her cheek. This was a nightmare. For the past two years she had served as membership chair of the PBA, and for the past two years she had staked her entire reputation—the school’s entire reputation—on their enrollment rate. It was on their letterhead for goodness sakes. PIERMONT PBA, it read. 100% enrollment thanks to you! She was the one who’d insisted on getting new stationery printed, a new logo designed. She couldn’t have it redesigned to read 99% enrollment rate thanks to everyone but the new mom!


Lanie turned and started to walk. She couldn’t stand still when she felt like this. Like her insides were trying to twist their way out.


“Where’s Dickinson? Have you seen her?”


“They’re all over there, busy destroying nature.” Dayna lifted a palm. A few yards away, in the woods, a pack of children was jumping up and down on a fallen tree that bounced like a trampoline due to the fact that it was still semi-attached to its stump.


“Lanie, it’s okay. Really,” Bee said. “She was clearly in a rush. I’m sure that as soon as she gets home, she’ll go on the website, read about all of the amazing programming we have, and she’ll be so impressed she’ll join right away.”


Bee touched Lanie’s wrist and Lanie instantly calmed. Bee’s touch was always cool. Like the sun’s heat didn’t even affect her. Lanie breathed in and watched her eight-year-old daughter atop the tree trunk. All the parents told their kids to stay away from it, mostly because they weren’t sure whether it was on school property or belonged to the house it had fallen behind, and no one wanted to get involved in a lawsuit. Litigation could get so unpleasant among neighbors. Of course, there were at least twenty of them crawling all over it right now, including her own trio—Dickinson and two of her siblings, ten-year-old Austen and five-year-old Haddix. Marcus, Lanie’s eldest, was twelve and a member of the Young Investors Club, which met after school today. He was the reason she and Ainsley had become acquainted in the first place—his first playdate had been with Ainsley’s son back in kindergarten. To this day, she could remember so vividly the day she’d met Ainsley. It was clear from the moment their eyes met that Ainsley was a person Lanie was going to have to get close to if she ever wanted to be somebody in this town. At the time she’d thought she was just making a strategic friendship. But really, it was a deal with the devil.


The old log was perfectly harmless, Lanie knew, but in her mind’s eye she saw the thing finally giving under the weight and snapping free to trap her kids. She saw Austen’s skull split open. Haddix’s little limbs crushed. Dickinson’s beautiful face splintered. She closed her eyes and breathed.


“Why don’t you just throw a party and invite her?” Dayna suggested. “You haven’t had one in, what, a week?”


“Dayna,” Bee scolded. “It’s been at least a month. But this makes perfect sense. If you throw a party, she can meet everyone and get a sense of the community.”


Lanie’s eyes snapped open and a smile spread across her face. “Yes! Of course!” A party! A party was always the answer. And she knew it was the answer in this particular case by the way the fluttering in her chest instantly eased. “I was thinking about doing an autumn leaves decoupage project! I’ll invite Paige and her daughter and introduce them to everyone, and then she’ll have to join.”


“Decoupage? Oh, I love that,” Bee said. “And I have a friend who can supply the glue at cost.”


Lanie and Dayna exchanged a smile behind Bee’s back. Having a friend who could supply glue at cost was so Bee.


“And there’s that new cupcake place in town you’ve been wanting to use,” Dayna pointed out. “Every time I come out of spin class, I have to physically restrain myself from going in there. It’s like a cruel joke, them opening right next to CycleBar.”


“Oh my gosh, yes! Those little pumpkin-face cupcakes in the window are darling!” Lanie was already typing notes and ideas into her phone. She had, of course, promised Michael she would stop spending so much time and effort on random, midweek parties. He claimed they stressed her out too much and it wasn’t good for her mental health, but she suspected he wasn’t thinking so much about her anxiety as he was about coming home from work to a house full of screaming children and wine-soaked parents. He’d also balked when he’d seen the bill for her back-to-school brunch.


“Did you have to invite sixty people?” he’d demanded.


“I invited eighty-five,” she’d countered. “You’re lucky those twenty-five moms had other plans.”


Of course, what those other plans were, she’d yet to suss out. Twelve of them worked full- or part-time, and at least two of them had been getting procedures done to deal with whatever effects the summer sun had left behind. But the other eleven still had some explaining to do.


Michael, if she was being honest, hadn’t been super excited about the renovations she’d made to the guest bathroom this month, either. And that had pissed her off. He never even used the guest bathroom, so who was he to criticize the Nicole Miller bamboo-pattern wallpaper she’d chosen?


Though, if she were being super honest, it did look tackier than she’d expected.


“We’ll do it a week from today,” Lanie said, shaking it all off with a swish of her keratin-treated hair. “I’ll order the invites as soon as I get home.” She tapped a reminder into her phone, just in case. Lanie almost never needed reminders, but she always felt more comfortable once they’d been set.


“Fantastic!” Dayna said. “Now that that is settled, can we please talk about the sexual tension between John Anderson and the new mom?”


“Dayna!” Bee put a hand to her chest as if scandalized.


“You caught that too?” Lanie said.


“Are you kidding? Devyn could have caught that, and she’s the least athletic kid in second grade.” Dayna loved insulting her stepchild. Though not to her face, of course. Lanie hoped, anyway.


“I wonder what the deal is. Old friends, she said?”


“Oh, it was more than that,” Dayna said conspiratorially. “The question is, how much more?”


“Dayna! Stop.” Bee was starting to get upset. She was never good at playing these games. The very idea of people being dishonest or untoward put her into existential crisis. Which was half the reason she’d had to get out of the New York City art scene to begin with. “John would never cheat.”


Lanie was with Bee. The very idea of John being anything other than the perfect husband he’d always been held up to be, made her feel hot around the collar. She couldn’t believe they were even talking about it.


Dayna clucked her tongue. “God. I was just kidding.”


“Maybe they’re colleagues?” Bee suggested, toying with the wide sleeves of her silk caftan.


“She doesn’t look like the type to work in hedge funds,” Lanie said, allowing a touch of sarcasm into her voice. Paige, in her opinion, looked more like the kind of person who would clean the hedge fund’s toilets. Not that she would ever say something like that out loud.


Bee looked back in the direction of the school, her eyes going unfocused in that way of hers. “It’s so weird, isn’t it?”


“What?” Lanie said.


“To think of our husbands out there, meeting people we’ll never meet, having inside jokes with people we’ll never know. Having lives we know nothing about.”


The fluttery thing was back. Over by the old log, someone screamed. Lanie flinched, but her kids were fine. It was an I’m-having-fun scream, not an I’m-being-crushed-by-hundreds-of-years-worth-of-petrified-wood scream.


Still. The sound of it ping-ponged around her chest, leaving gaping holes behind. Bee looked her in the eye and Lanie felt caught out. Like her friend was reading her innermost thoughts.


“I should go,” she said, forcing a smile that was convincing to no one. “I have a party to plan.”










nina


Nina Anand didn’t get people. Even now, hours after the end of the school day, she still felt irritated by that episode in the front office. How could someone simply forget to pick up their child from school? And on her first day in a new town, a new class, with a new teacher and strangers all around. It made no sense. As far as she was concerned, it all stemmed from the fact that people couldn’t be bothered to (a) figure out who they were and what they were capable of, and (b) make informed decisions about what they should do with their lives based on that assessment. Within minutes of meeting someone, Nina could tell whether they had it together enough to be a functional adult and therefore, have children. This new person, Paige Lancaster, clearly did not have it together. Anyone over the age of thirty who thought it was appropriate to wear artfully torn acid-washed jeans was not ready to be an adult. And Paige was obviously well over thirty. Probably over forty. Why she ever thought she could handle being a mother was beyond Nina.


She had also noticed that Paige was not wearing a wedding ring. Nina was not one to judge, but, well. It terrified her that a person like that didn’t even have someone supporting her at home.


As she sat with her back up against the soft, velvety bench at Coffee Room, Piermont’s favorite organic coffee shop, she breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth, trying to calm her nerves. Understanding people as she did and being able to predict their behavior was one of her great comforts in life. Take Ainsley, the PBA president, for example. Ainsley was so easily definable it was a wonder her name didn’t appear in the dictionary. She was undeniably type A. Powerful, organized, and perfect. A lot like Nina, in fact, who cared that people recognized her worth. And tonight, if she played her cards right, Ainsley would not be able to ignore her any longer.


At the tables around Nina, people sipped their chai lattes and texted on their phones, manicured fingernails clacking against glass screens. A tiny dog in a Prada carrier snored on the floor two chairs over and a toddler in the corner was being tutored in Mandarin by a stern-looking college student, his mother pacing the sidewalk outside as she barked into her phone. Just another weekday evening in Piermont, Connecticut. If her parents could see her now… Well, her father would probably try to steal her wallet and her mother would give her the finger from her grave. Nina had been born with a plastic spoon in her mouth, and every day her surroundings reminded her of how far she’d come.


The door swept open and a couple of other moms from school sauntered in, their high-end athletic gear spotted with sweat, hair artfully pulled into topknots. Nina tried not to roll her eyes. She knew none of them would notice her, let alone smile at her or greet her, which was fine with Nina. She had never been good at small talk, which was the only talk people around here knew how to make. If any of these women had ever bothered to get to know her, they would have found out that she was the sort of person one could call if they needed Styrofoam balls for a school project or got a flat tire in the rain. She had no problem lending out her favorite mixing bowls or helping someone decide on paint colors. She might not have been a gossipy person, but she was practical. And everyone needed practical people in their lives, didn’t they?


Maybe not in Piermont. They had nannies and maids and drivers for those sorts of things.


A uniformed police officer walked in and sauntered over to the counter. Nina’s fingernails dug into the tops of her thighs under the table. Now at the counter, the women from school let out a raucous round of laughter. The officer seemed amused by them. Nina stared at the door, willing Ainsley to appear. She didn’t relax until the cop had taken the coffee that had been waiting for him and slid back out the door.


Seconds later, with Nina still breathing heavily, the door opened again and there she was—President Ainsley in all her glossy, blond, crisply ironed glory. Nina sat up a bit straighter, but instead of joining her, Ainsley walked over to the other moms, her bootied feet clicking on the tile, and kissed each of them coolly on the cheek. Nina’s face grew hot, waiting for Ainsley to notice her. Did the woman not even remember why she’d come here? Should Nina get up and go over there? Or would that seem too aggressive?


After another five minutes of extreme discomfort, Ainsley glanced over and spotted Nina in such a false way that it was obvious she’d known exactly where Nina was all along. She said something to her cohorts, who shot Nina looks that could only be defined as startled, then went to the counter and ordered a coffee. Then finally, finally, she sashayed over and pulled out the chair across from Nina’s.


“Hello! So sorry I’m late,” Ainsley said, placing her small straw bag on the table. “I had an appointment that went long.”


“It’s fine. I had some work to finish up,” Nina lied, gesturing at her bag. She never left work without finishing what she’d intended to do for the day.


Ainsley sat and crossed her legs at the knee, regarding Nina as if she were about to interview her for an assistant’s position. No squeals and air-kisses for her. Not that Nina cared. “So. What was so important that it couldn’t wait for the next PBA meeting?”


“Well, as you may know, I run an accounting firm here in town.”


Ainsley looked at her blankly. Nina cleared her throat.


“Anand and Associates? It’s one of the largest privately owned firms in the state, and last year I was named one of the top five businesswomen under thirty-five in Connecticut Monthly.”


Ainsley’s eyebrows rose. She was impressed. This gave Nina a hit of adrenaline.


“Proceed.”


“Well, we recently had a private security firm run a check of all our systems, and something that the gentleman said in the meeting caught my ear. He said that they’ve just recently discovered a major hole in the encryption algorithm for a very popular accounting software.”


“And?” Ainsley said impatiently.


“The accounting software is QuiFi 2020. The exact accounting software Bee Dolan uses to keep the books for the PBA.”


Nina laid down a paper copy of the article the security officer had pointed her to, feeling triumphant. A little voice in her head sang ta-da!


“So what you’re saying is…?”


It was all Nina could do to keep from rolling her eyes. Ainsley wasn’t an idiot. Everyone knew she used to work at the very same hedge fund her husband now ran. And the PBA was a well-oiled moneymaking (and donating) machine, thanks to her.


“Our money is completely vulnerable. Tens of thousands of dollars, and it’s very easily hackable.”


At least, Nina assumed it was tens of thousands of dollars based on her estimations of the amount of cash the PBA had taken in at fundraisers last year and the amount it had expended on its various programs. She did not have access to the actual account. Although anyone could have the account number if the PBA had ever issued them a check, only Ainsley and Bee had the passwords.


Ainsley scanned the article and was silent for a long moment. Nina knew this was something Ainsley would take seriously. And now she would have to take Nina seriously. They would work the problem together. Come up with a solution. Present it at the PBA meeting. Then everyone would see what Nina had known all along—that the flighty, crunchy, oddly self-important Bee Dolan was not qualified to be the PBA treasurer. That simply being BFF and wearing matching necklaces with Ainsley and her squad didn’t make one qualified. That occasionally, people had to look beyond their inner circle if they wanted things to be done correctly.


“Have you told Bee about this?” Ainsley asked finally.


Her coffee was delivered to the table by a handsome young barista with a spray of acne across one cheek. They smiled at each other, and Ainsley thanked him by name. Nina didn’t even know they offered table service here.


“No. Not yet. I thought you would want to know first.” In fact, she thought Bee Dolan was an incompetent idiot who was too oblivious to even understand what Nina was talking about.


“Good.” Ainsley took a sip of her coffee. “You were right about that. But I’m not sure why you dragged me all the way down here on a Wednesday evening. You could have just texted me.”


Nina felt stung. Reprimanded.


“I thought we could talk about solutions,” she said gamely. “The PBA could switch over to the system we’re now using at my office.” She started digging through her bag for the folder she needed, but found her hands were shaking. “Or I did some research and there are a few other well-reviewed, but less-expensive programs that are just as—”


“Great. Email those to me, would you?”


Ainsley gathered her things, picked up her coffee and stood.


“You’re leaving?”


“I have a lot to do, Dina,” Ainsley said.


“But I made a spreadsheet.” Had she just called her Dina? Surely not.


“Of course you did.” Ainsley smirked. “Just send me the information and I’ll talk to Bee about it.”


“Ainsley, I’m not sure you understand the severity of the problem,” Nina said. “Even the most inexperienced hacker could easily access those accounts.”


“Like I said, I’ll have Bee look into it. It is, after all, her job. It’s almost as if you think our exec board is incompetent. Is that what you think?”


“I… no. Of course not.” Had she really just said that? She did think the board was incompetent. At least, one member of it. She opened her mouth to correct herself, but Ainsley efficiently cut her off.


“Good. That’s good to hear. Because I wouldn’t want you to feel you had to leave the PBA based on our inadequacies.”


Nina’s face burned. She didn’t understand how this had gone so sideways. She had been certain that Ainsley would be appalled by the lack of security on the account. That she would be impressed by the research Nina had done. That they would pore over the spreadsheet together and leave this meeting with a list of action items. And she certainly didn’t think she was going to get tossed out of the PBA.


“I would never quit the PBA,” she said. “That’s not—”


“Good. Because you know how proud we all are of our one-hundred-percent enrollment rate.” Ainsley glanced sideways in the direction of the Lulu Lemons, who were clearly straining to listen in, and then she turned a beaming smile at Nina. “Thank you so much for meeting with me, Dina. It’s always good to hear from our members.”


Then she adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, waved to the peanut gallery, and strode out of the shop without so much as a cursory glance back.


Nina could hear the women behind her twittering and giggling, and knew it was all about her. About Dina. She placed her hands on her thighs and pinched the flesh through her tights as hard as she possibly could, gritting her teeth against the pain until tears stung her eyes. Only then did she release her grip and breathe.


It was fine. It would all be fine. Except that it wouldn’t. Because, as it turned out, type-A Ainsley wasn’t quite as predictable as Nina had thought.










paige


Paige leaned back from the table at Aldo’s that night, reached up under her baggy sweater and undid the top button on her jeans. Her stomach expanded over her waistband, the jagged line it had cut in her skin throbbing. She’d only been away from L.A. for a couple of weeks, and it was possible she’d already gained five pounds. But she really hadn’t realized how much she’d missed East Coast Italian food. And bagels. And having a Dunkin’ on every other corner.


It was possible she was eating her pain.


“I told you this place had the best Italian in the area,” her mother said, smiling over the top of her wineglass. Elizabeth Lancaster’s blue eyes twinkled in the dim lighting that seemed to be calibrated to erase her lines and sunspots. She looked much younger than her sixty-seven years inside this cozy neighborhood haunt, which Paige might have thought was her real reason for loving the joint, if not for the fact that the food was, in fact, divine. She had ordered the veal saltimbocca, while her mother had gotten scallops with vermicelli in a delicate wine sauce, and they’d tasted from each other’s plates, moaning and groaning over the flavors. They’d also devoured an entire order of cheesy garlic bread and a bottle of very crisp, very muscle-relaxing white wine. Izzy was still chin-deep in a plate of spaghetti and meatballs, and that girl was the pickiest eater on the planet. Paige had come here expecting the sort of fights they’d had over every meal that wasn’t sugar-based and was pleasantly surprised when Izzy hadn’t shut down the second the plate was placed in front of her. All things considered, Paige was feeling mighty fine.


“Thanks, Mom,” she said. “And thanks for not rubbing it in that I didn’t make dinner. Again.”


Her mother placed the wineglass down. “You’re still getting settled. Our deal can kick in next week.”


Their deal had been struck when Paige’s mother had agreed to let her and Izzy move in for an unspecified period of time, and involved Paige not only cooking dinner every other night but doing the bulk of the yard work (most of which she currently had no idea how to do), and running any errands that necessitated going out in the dark, because Elizabeth’s eyesight was getting bad and she didn’t love driving at night. Paige would have done all of this for her mom even if she hadn’t been giving her and Izzy a roof over their heads.


Paige’s mother had basically been her best friend her entire life. She was an only child, and her mom had treated her like an equal for as long as she could remember, allowing her to choose her own clothes even in kindergarten, and consulting her whenever they leased a new family car. It was because of this policy that she hadn’t been stuck driving a Ford Taurus around town as a sixteen-year-old, but a much cooler Jeep Wrangler. (Her father would have preferred to put her in a tank.) Paige had never been the type of girl to have a big posse of girlfriends, and the girls she did hang out with sort of came and went throughout middle school and high school. She’d had a much easier time making friends with boys and had hung out mainly with John and his crew back in the day. So whenever she needed a little girl talk, her mom had been her go-to. Over the last few years, since her dad had died four years earlier, she and her mom had talked on a daily basis, sometimes twice daily. When Izzy was born, her mother had even come to stay with her for six months and helped her interview a long line of totally unqualified nannies until they finally found Martha, who had been a godsend up until the day Paige and Izzy had moved out of the bungalow in the hills and started the long drive back East. Paige was still unsure that she would have survived those first months of motherhood otherwise. Newborn baby Izzy had been her least favorite version of her daughter so far.


“Marie! Oh, Marie, I’m so glad you’re here. You have to meet my daughter, Paige.”


Paige looked up to find a pretty, curly-haired, very Italian-looking woman about her age approaching the table with a big, toothy smile. Right. There was one thing she didn’t love about her mother. The woman was an extrovert and was always trying to convert Paige into the same.


“Hey! Right!” Marie said, reaching across the small table to shake Paige’s hand. “You’re the mom who was late to pick up her kid today.”


She said this with such an affable smile that Paige had a hard time not liking her for it.


“Ummmmm, guilty?”


“God, I’m not surprised. Pickup is a fucking minefield,” Marie said. “Oh shit, sorry.” She blushed and looked at Izzy, who was oblivious to the fact that any of them were there, let alone that they were cursing. “Crap, I did it again.”


“It’s okay,” Paige said with a laugh. “She’s heard worse.”


Her mother raised her eyebrows, which Paige chose to ignore. But please. The kid could pick up more colorful language than that on one ten-minute drive down La Cienega.


“Anyway, it’s half the reason I’ve got my kids in aftercare. So I don’t have to deal with that madhouse.”


“Thank you!” Paige said, vindicated. Maybe her mother was right to call this woman over. “They acted as if I’d stolen the Ten Commandments or something.”


“Sounds about right,” Marie said. “You’ll get the hang of it. But listen, since you had a rough day, tonight, dessert is on the house. Chocolate torte all around?” she said, looking to Paige’s mom for confirmation.


“Oh, you have to try the chocolate torte,” Elizabeth gushed. “And a cappuccino!”


Paige’s brow wrinkled. “You work here?”


“Well, if you two would have let me introduce you,” Elizabeth said. “Marie Mancuso, this is my daughter, Paige Lancaster. Paige, Marie owns this place and is the head chef. She also has two kids in grade school.”


“Wow. Go you,” Paige said. “Your food is incredible.”


“Thank you.” Marie gave a little bow of her head. “Come in any time. Any friend of Elizabeth and Frank is a friend of mine.”


“You knew my dad?” Paige asked, feeling the pang she always felt when she so much as thought the word dad, let alone said it.


“He was one of my favorite people,” Marie said, and reached over to clear a few of the empty plates. “And listen, don’t pay any attention to the other moms. They’re ninety-percent well-meaning, only ten-percent asshole.” She whispered the last word, eyeing Izzy again.


“Thanks.” It wasn’t until Marie had walked away again that she thought to wonder how she’d heard about the late pickup. Was it Not-a-Nun who’d blabbed? Or had it been the PBA Three, which was how she’d started to refer to those women who’d accosted her on the pathway? Maybe John? Would he really have gossiped behind her back about what a crappy mother she was? She couldn’t imagine it. How fast was the gossip mill around here, anyway? And why did anyone care? Izzy was fine. It was none of their business.
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