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To Harley.


Because of you, Kaira is happy.









Jack and Jill went up the hill


To fetch a pail of water


Jack fell down and broke his crown


And Jill came tumbling after


Jack got up, and home did trot


As fast as he could caper


Went to bed to mend his head


With vinegar and brown paper


Jill came in


And she did grin


To see his paper plaster;


Mother, vex’d


Did whip her next


For causing Jack’s disaster









‘Jack shall have Jill; / Nought shall go ill’


—Puck, A Midsummer Night’s Dream


William Shakespeare













THEN





Tires screeched on the wet pavement and the car slid, careening to the right.


A flash of something in the headlights and then a terrible thud. Finally, the brakes held and the tires gripped the road again.


We stopped. Steam rose from the hood of the car. All around us was darkness, silence.


We both stepped out of the car and saw what we had done, illuminated in the headlights.


We had hit a person.


What were they doing on this dark, winding road?


This didn’t happen, couldn’t happen, but it did. Checked for a pulse. There was none.


We needed to go.


Pulled back onto the road. It was so late.


What could we possibly have done to help?


We needed to get home, get back to campus.


We needed to get out of there.


And we did.















PART ONE

UP A HILL
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JILL


As I step into the busy coffee shop, my shoulders shoot to my ears. There are too many happy people in here. Happiness is an emotion I find to be as elusive as a consistent almond latte. There is always too much or too little milk, in my experience. Why can’t anything be perfect? Jack and I used to be perfect, we were.


“Jill! Over here!” Michelle waves to me from a seat on the patio. I stand corrected. Michelle is perfect. She’s wearing a canary-yellow dress, her auburn hair shiny and rolling over her shoulders. She looks like a ray of sunshine. It’s good for someone like me to keep someone like Michelle as a friend; I realized that a long time ago when we were matched as freshman year roommates. It’s important to have a best friend, and she is mine.


I push away my personal cloudbank and wave back at her, making my way to her table without acknowledging anyone else in the restaurant. I know some of them may recognize me, but I don’t want to see them, or be seen by anyone except Jack. I never have.


Michelle pops up from her seat and wraps her arms around me in a hug. I do my best to imitate the gesture.


“So good to see you! I can’t believe it’s been a couple of months since we last grabbed coffee,” she says, releasing me as we sit down together. “You’ve lost weight, haven’t you? I mean, you look great, but you look thinner than usual. You must be stressed.”


I smile. “You can never be too rich or too thin, right?” The weight loss is a byproduct of my life of late, not part of my plans. Some people eat when they’re unhappy. I do the opposite.


“Tell me what’s going on.” Her face is a frown of concern. She’s so darn nice. And earnest. I thought it was an act at first. It’s not.


“You’re the best. My best,” I say. It’s a refrain for a reason.


“I ordered you an almond latte, hope that’s still your favorite?” Michelle says with a smile, pivoting.


“Perfect, you know I love those lattes.” I smile back. “It’s good to see you. I realize you’re kept busy driving those boys of yours everywhere.”


“It’s hectic. But I need to make time for friends. It’s so important.” She pats my hand.


I don’t like that she has many people in her life besides me, though Michelle doesn’t know it. She just thinks I’m an introvert and so a long time ago stopped inviting me to group outings or even mentioning her other friends too much. It’s the way I like it. Michelle and I have been friends since college, a time that seems like someone else’s life. When I look back at photos of me then, I don’t recognize myself. That Jill was so happy, and so very much in love. I mean, I still love Jack. It’s just become complicated. I wonder how Michelle sees me now, besides thin.


“So how are the kids? How’s Brad?” I ask.


Michelle’s twins are fifteen years old and in high school. I don’t envy her having two teen boys around. Can’t imagine it. But I’m sure, for Michelle, every day is a blessing. If you take her word for it, most things are just wonderful. Of course, that’s not true, but I’m certain she believes it to be.


“He worked so hard and finally it has paid off. He’s graduated to a better schedule. He has so much more flexibility now, it’s really wonderful. He gets to spend more time with the boys, and that’s really such a blessing.” Her eyes get a little misty thinking about her pilot husband, away at work in the sky. That’s so sweet.


I look down at my wedding ring and spin it around my finger.


“How about you guys?” Michelle asks. “I saw Jack in town last week. It really is remarkable how he has kept his whole college looks. I mean, I love Brad to death, but he looks like a middle-aged man. Your Jack, well, he’s still hot.”


She is right about my genetically blessed husband, and I know she means her compliment innocently enough, so I keep a smile on my face. How about us? I can’t tell her the truth. I wouldn’t want to dash her image of Jack and me as the perfect couple, of course not. Michelle has been carrying that impression around since senior year of college. It was true then, and for a long time after. Now, we’ll see. Every couple has rough patches, but there is no need to tell the world about them. Best to handle things privately. I’ll fix us. I always do.


“Jack and I are having a lot of fun empty nesting.” I grin. “There’s nobody there to bother us when the moment strikes. Maybe that’s my weight loss plan?”


“Oh my gosh. Lucky you. So you’re just having sex all the time?” Michelle’s eyes are wide trying to imagine it, along with an empty house.


“All the time,” I say. “Now that Maggie’s in college, well, it’s almost like we’re newlyweds again.”


“I guess there’s an upside for when the boys go to college. But I’m still dreading the thought of an empty nest.”


“Oh, you shouldn’t. It’s wonderful. Maggie is in her happy place, living her best life. And so are we,” I say with a smile. That I only know this from social media is a fact I keep to myself. My daughter and I, well, we struggle to connect.


“And how’s Jack? I realize he had a big disappointment with the election.”


Jack was mayor of our town for a couple of years. He did love it, but then he lost in the last election, in a rather scandalous manner, unfortunately.


“He’s fine. Just needs to figure out his next act, you know?” I answer as the waitress places my drink in front of me. “I mean, he is a little, um …” I struggle to find the right word.


Michelle reaches across the table for my hand. “Honey, what is it?”


I wait for the waitress to walk past us with a plate of eggs and sausage, and my stomach growls. I do need to remember to eat.


“The truth is, Jack’s depressed. I don’t know if it’s the election or something else. Even though he looks the same on the outside, let’s just say, he’s not the Jack I fell in love with. He tries, he does, but it seems like one of the only places we’re connecting right now is the bedroom.”


“Oh, dear, I’m so sorry. What can I do?” Michelle asks.


“Nothing. He’ll have to tackle this himself, with my help,” I answer.


“Depression is serious, Jill. The number of calls to suicide hotlines is skyrocketing.”


Yes, I know. I allow a tear to spill over onto my cheek before quickly swiping at it with my napkin. “Oh, it’s not that bad, really, he just needs to figure out what’s next and then I’m sure he’ll be fine,” I say. “I’m helping him every step of the way. Don’t worry.”


Michelle’s happy face falls with concern. She nods doubtfully. I feel bad about that, I really do.


“We’re finally going to take that road trip to Utah’s national parks,” I say. “We leave in the morning.”


“You’ve been talking about getting away for a while. A trip is the perfect solution. Get out of the rut of being at home and get outside.” Michelle nods vigorously, brightening again. “When we snuck away to Big Sur last winter, it was life-changing. You never know how much stress and worry you’re holding until you get away. My neck had been so tense and now, look, I can turn it again.” She demonstrates, her brown hair spinning across her shoulders.


“Yes, it will be lovely to get away,” I say.


“I mean, in Big Sur, we finally had sex again without teenage boys around.” She takes a sip of coffee. “I need to go back.”


I smile at my friend, and she pats my hand.


“Well, it should help lighten Jack’s mood. Sunshine, fresh air. Nothing better. I’m excited to hike and talk, to reconnect outside the bedroom.”


“I’m sure it will be just what the doctor ordered. You always have been the golden couple,” she says. “Like a fairy tale.” I love that she sees the best, the brightest, in people.


Even when she shouldn’t.


“Jack and Jill is a nursery rhyme,” I remind her. “Not a fairy tale.”


“Same same,” she says. All’s well, or will be, she’s decided, despite Jack’s election loss and subsequent bout of depression. I’m certain she’ll tell her husband about that. Jack Tingley has never before had anything to be sad about, as far as most people are concerned. That’s good gossip.


“I better get going. A lot of packing to do,” I say. “I haven’t been hiking for years, or to a national park. Neither has Jack.”


“You’ll love it,” Michelle says. “Go on, I’ll get the check. And I’ll expect to hear all about it when you get back. Have some romance for me.”


“Oh, don’t worry, we will.” I blow her a kiss and hurry out of the café, pleased with myself. Experts say you should tell someone where you’re going when you’re heading out into the wilderness in case you get lost or into trouble.


In case you need to be rescued. We’re good at getting ourselves out of trouble as long as we stick together. That’s the part I’m worried about though.


The togetherness.
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JILL


Jack and I live in what can only be described as a charming home—Cape Cod style, well landscaped, perfectly maintained—on a desirable yet non-pretentious suburban street in a gated community in our otherwise too affluent town. I pull my Audi into the garage and push the button to drop the door, surrounding myself in silence, then take a deep breath and a moment to be thankful. We own this home outright. That piece of good luck is about the only thing we’ve had going for us financially for years.


I could be envious of my neighbors, the grandness of their homes, the newness of their cars, the jet-setting nature of their social media feeds. Jack’s mayoral campaigns resulted in speaking gigs at a number of sprawling mansions and elegant hideaways in town. Some homes so unbelievably large I would have thought they were hotels had I not been invited inside as the trailing spouse. We will never be that rich, or that lucky. At this point, we barely hold onto what we have.


But I’ve learned to let all that go and appreciate what we have. And what we do have is built on stories. Mine as a freelance writer, Jack’s as a skilled communicator both with his own small law firm and as a politician. Everyone at the magazine loved hearing my stories from the campaign trail. Gossip, political gossip, is a welcome reprieve from glossy stories of new restaurant openings and black-tie events. All that changed when Jack lost the election. I don’t have much insider scoop anymore, not that the others at the magazine would care about, not really.


“Hey!” Jack knocks on my car window, and I scream.


I’m shaking all over as I open the car door. “What the hell?”


“Good morning to you too,” he says, dark eyes flashing, cheek dimple hiding. “Why are you sitting in the dark in the garage?” He pulls open my car door and extends his hand.


Some people like to think, to reflect. Some people like to be alone, to contemplate. Not Jack. I place my hand in his and welcome the familiar zing of attraction that zips through my body. While I’d like to act on that, I’m still mad he snuck up on me.


“I was meditating, ok? You should try it sometime,” I say, dropping his hand and pushing past him as I head into the house. I feel Jack following behind me.


“Look, I’m sorry I scared you.” He touches my shoulder, and another ping rushes through me.


I turn and meet his eyes. I doubt he’s sorry.


Michelle is right about my husband. Jack looks much like he did twenty years ago, with only a sprinkle of gray at his temples, dark hair, square jaw, unnerving eyes. Jack likes surprises, spontaneity, and other adrenaline-inducing things. Before, when we were newly married, his surprises would be romantic: a special date night to a hidden beach complete with a picnic, flowers for no reason, and after Maggie was born, a beautiful necklace commemorating her arrival.


Those were lovely days, happier times, times when we knew the future was a sparkling world of possibilities. A future like the one Michelle believed in and has achieved. Jack hung his shingle out and started his own law practice. His parents revealed the trust fund that eventually allowed us to buy this home, free and clear. I loved my freelance writing career, taking projects I wanted to take, not working because I had to like now.


Those were the best of days. Now, the weight of the world, and the past, has taken its toll on us.


“It’s fine, Jack, but you knew exactly what you were doing. You always have.”


“True,” he says with a grin. “And you’re still really cute when you’re angry.”


I shake my head and put my purse down on the kitchen island and pick up the packing list I printed from an article online. “Are you packed?”


I feel his arms wrap around my waist, his lips brush my neck. “I’ve been thinking, maybe we should bag the trip, stay around here. I might have a job interview come up.” He moves away before I can respond and walks toward the refrigerator so I can’t see his bullshit face. The law firm isn’t doing well, and Jack needs another job, he’s decided. His heart was never into being an attorney; he became one because it was what his parents wanted for him. Jack always was easily swayed by those he loved.


“We’re going. The lodges are booked. I’ve spent hours planning this trip,” I say. That’s true. More time than he could imagine. Not that he would.


“Well, here’s to us, just the two of us, on a vacation, I guess,” he says. “When’s the last time we tried this? I can’t even remember.”


“Our honeymoon,” I say and busy myself rummaging in my purse.


“You’re kidding.”


“I’m not.” I look up at my husband of twenty-two years.


“We went on the trip to Cabo with Michelle and Brad.”


“Yes, we did.” I really don’t want to talk about all the things we haven’t done, so I cross the kitchen to the white ceramic farm sink, a designer highlight of the space I’m quite proud of, still. After I turn on the faucet and fill a glass with water, I take a sip and watch Jack squirm.


“We went with Maggie’s class to Disney. Oh, and to Paris,” he says. “And what about that time we visited my parents before they died? That was just the two of us.”


“A trip to their second home in Palm Desert in August?”


He shrugs. “At least it was something.”


I stare at him. He knows that trip to the desert doesn’t count. And as far as reconnecting, it didn’t work. His parents were the opposite of welcoming, the epitome of judging, especially his mom. We should have at least been given the Palm Desert house when they died, but nope. Almost everything went to charity. “We’re going to Utah.”


“We’re going to Utah,” he mimics. “Whether we like it or not.”


I smile as my husband stomps out of the kitchen like a baby. He should be careful, but he doesn’t realize that yet. He’s taken to pushing me a bit too much since Maggie left for college. He’s had the freedom to be more himself, I suppose, without her watching, adoring eyes.


With the daddy’s girl safely tucked away in Santa Cruz, Daddy has turned back into Jack. I would just like to be sure he turns into the Jack I fell in love with in college, the Jack who is the love of my life. Not someone else.
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JILL


I am in my closet—blissfully we each have our own walk-in—choosing the perfect hiking attire. I’ve spent a few weeks shopping online, with boxes arriving almost every day, and I’m going to look good despite the looming credit card balance my hiking fashion has created. I’ll handle that little issue later. My goal is to dress so Jack will notice me again.


“Make sure you pack a pullover or a vest. It’s cold at night, especially in Bryce Canyon.”


Jack can hear me, even in his closet, but as I wait for the response, I also know it likely won’t come. He’s tuned me out since our little argument of sorts in the kitchen. That’s fine. It’s part of our pattern. A pattern my therapist Dr. Kline knows I’ve been trying to break. It’s tough to do it alone though. And Jack won’t agree to couples’ counseling, I recognize that. I haven’t even bothered to ask.


During my last session Dr. Kline asked me to say how happy I am in my marriage on a scale of one to ten. I told him an eight, but that’s a lie right now. Jack’s attention has drifted and that drives me crazy. When he asked me to rate how satisfied I was with our sex life, I told him it was a ten. That’s sort of true. We have a sizzling physical attraction between us, we do. We just need to act on it more. We will this weekend.


One might wonder why I choose to stay in this relationship of ours. We do seem, what’s the word … stuck, I suppose. Well, I’m comfortable here, with Jack. He is the only man I’ve ever loved, or ever will love.


When I look at him, I see us young, and happy. I see what was and that’s enough for me. I’ll never forget the first time he noticed me, smiled at me with that dimpled grin. The energy pulsing between us still is something I could never replace, and never want to. We are bonded on a molecular level. Sometimes, I know, it isn’t enough for him. We can’t all live in a world of our own making. But I can. I will make him love this world of ours again too.


That’s why we need a little trip. A reset. A spring break, so to speak. Our March road trip. A chance to set things straight, remember the rules and promises.


I finish packing and head downstairs to the kitchen. For our last supper at home, I want to prepare something special. Something hearty and comforting. I glance outside at my hydroponic garden bursting with greens. It’s a vertical tower with six plants per level, six levels high. Once a week, I add nutrients and check the pH levels. I order new seedlings for my tower once I’ve harvested as much as I can. I’ve also taken to growing my own herbs and greens from scratch. I love to add flowers to my salads. Bright yellow and orange marigolds burst from the top of my tower, while at the bottom, a winding vine with white trumpet-shaped flowers makes a pretty, social media worthy photo, not that I’m a fan of social media. I’m on there, but only to look at other’s posts. A voyeur. I’d never share my life.


I trot outside to the tower, pull a leaf of oregano, and chew it while I examine the rest of the potential harvest. I decide we’ll have a salad from the garden for dinner, with some sort of baked fish on the side. I know I have salmon in the freezer. I grab my garden scissors and snip off some dark green Toscano kale, light green romaine, a few basil leaves, some crisp bok choy, colorful tatsoi, and some marigolds, and the white trumpets. The assortment with the flowers on top looks beautiful in the bowl.


It’s always a special treat to eat something prepared with love. I’m certain Jack will appreciate the gesture.
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JILL


I’d been at USC for three years. Three long years of looking for Mr. Right. Well, correction, I had a list of potential partners, literally, taped to my dorm room wall. I started freshman year, the year the universe gave me Michelle Younkin as my roommate and best friend.


My life would be complete once I found him. I’d been working my way down the list since second half of freshman year. Despite Michelle’s teasing.


“This isn’t how you find true love, you know,” Michelle said for the hundredth time. “This is a fantasy. You don’t even know these guys.”


“But I know what I’m looking for,” I said and rolled over on my bed. “The right guy isn’t easy to find. I am looking for someone stable and fun and handsome. I don’t have anyone, Michelle, well, except you. I need a guy I can rely on. A life partner. I’m tired of being alone.”


“You’ll always have me, but I get it, I do.” She paused to think. “It’s just a weird way to go about things.”


“You’ve never had to face the world on your own. My list wouldn’t seem so strange if you had,” I told her.


I watched her eyes fill with tears, and she gave me a big hug. “You’ll find Mr. Right and I’ll make sure of it.”


“Thank you,” I said.


Michelle didn’t know it, but I had a date with Number 2 on my list that evening. I felt smug, powerful. I’d find my man and then make him fall for me.


By the beginning of senior year, I’d been on at least one date with all the top seven men on my list and had crossed them out of contention. The reasons they were cut from the list were varied, but after one date, I could tell. The guys were too boring, or too self-absorbed. One guy spent our entire date talking about who he was going out with the next night. One of them made me so angry boasting about his family and their wealth that I had to walk out before dinner was over. He made me feel so insignificant, disposable.


I was down to Jack Tingley, number eight. Of the Tingley family of Bel Air. President of his fraternity, handsome, not a care in the world because he’d go on to join the family law firm and make millions. I’d been trying to get his attention at parties on fraternity row for years, with no luck. Tonight had to be different.


Michelle and I dressed in our tightest party clothes. She ditched her boyfriend, Brad, and told him we’d see him later. She was on my mission with me. So, there we stood, as we had many times in the past, on the front porch of Jack’s fraternity, when I saw him. And he finally saw me. Michelle pushed me toward him and disappeared into the party.


“I haven’t seen you here before,” a drunk Jack whispered in my ear. I’d been to the Friday night parties his fraternity hosted every week since our freshman year. For him to see me now, years later, well, it was a bit frustrating, I’ll admit. But, finally, at least he saw me. “I’m Jack Tingley. President of this little fraternity here.”


“I’m Jill Larkin and it’s my first time coming here,” I answered with a lie and touched his shoulder. “Is it always so loud?”


“Yes. But I know a place that’s not. Come with me.” He took my hand and we walked away from the party, down the street, and to a home he shared with two other guys who were back at the party. I’d seen the house, from outside, of course. It was nothing like what I could afford, and everyone gossiped about the guys who had the privilege to live in the grand old house on fraternity row.


And now, I’d be able to say I’d been inside. I remember my heart racing with fear. Would Jack flip on bright lights and realize I wasn’t what he thought he saw? But as we stepped inside the door, he turned on an overhead chandelier and escorted me to a lovely seating area. I was alone with Jack Tingley.


“You’re beautiful,” he said, handing me a glass of wine in an actual wineglass. “I can’t believe we haven’t met. Have you been here all four years?”


“Thank you, yes, I’m a senior like you.” I blushed, trying to keep my excitement under control.


“Well, cheers, Jill, to finally meeting. Let me show you around the house. It’s special, lots of history. Then we could go grab something to eat?”


“That sounds great.” It took everything in me not to jump for joy. I could feel the attraction zipping between us. Jack Tingley liked me. He really did.


And he was everything I’d been looking for wrapped into a handsome package: polite, with a great sense of humor, and he asked questions about me and really listened. He was mature, and sure of himself, but not at all boastful. He seemed to have a big heart. I was in love with him. At first sight. Well, at first sight that he knew about. And I knew from that evening forward we were meant to be together.


Forever.


When I came home that night, glowing, Michelle was up waiting for me. “So? What happened? Did he take you out?”


I fell onto the bed, stars in my eyes. “Yes, and we talked, and laughed. He’s so nice, genuine. I’m in love.”


“I cannot believe this. You actually went on a date, and had fun, with a guy on your list. It’s about time,” Michelle said. “So, what happens next?”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“I mean, do you move on to number nine or see Jack for a bit?”


“Oh, no, I’m finished with the list. I’m marrying Jack. By the end of the year, or sooner.” I held up my left hand and imagined a large engagement ring sparkling there.


“Knowing you, you’ll make it happen.”


“I’m so happy,” I said. “And you’ll be my maid of honor, of course.”


I know she wanted to laugh because I was planning my wedding to the guy I’d just had a first date with, but Michelle is a good, kind person, so she simply smiled. She could tell from the tone of my voice I was quite serious.


“I’d be honored, Jill,” she said.


And everything was set, for the rest of my life.
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JILL


I’m lighting the white taper candles when Jack walks into the kitchen.


“Whoa, what’s the special occasion? It’s not our anniversary.” Then he adds, “Right?”


I shoot him a look.


“Jilly, I’m kidding,” he says and kisses me on the cheek.


“It’s our last dinner.”


“What? Really?”


“I mean, it’s our last dinner together at home for a while,” I say and shift the crystal candle holders to the center of the table. I’ve set the table with our wedding china and stemware, which must be the reason Jack mentioned our anniversary. “We were married in May. It’s only March. But these are from our registry. What a wonderful day that was.”


Twenty-one years ago, we’d had a huge wedding with 350 guests, hosted and paid for by Jack’s parents at their sprawling winery in Paso Robles, although his mom had always wanted to host it at their home in Bel Air. But things change. Every moment of our wedding was perfect, from the farm-to-table food to the free-flowing champagne. I still could not believe I was marrying Jack Tingley. I’d hit the jackpot, so to speak. I look at my husband now, and he does not seem to be sharing the same happy memories.


“Wasn’t the wedding wonderful, Jack?” I ask, trying to snap him out of his trance. He’s staring at the flickering candlelight. “Last year’s anniversary, well, we should have tried harder.”


“Uh huh,” Jack says, still distracted.


Last year’s anniversary was unremarkable, for sure. We’d only shared a perfunctory dinner out at a chain restaurant and exchanged a couple small gifts—it’s brass and nickel for the twenty-first, of all things. I gave him a paperweight, and he gave me a letter opener. But in our defense, Maggie was home from boarding school, and well, when Maggie is around, she is the center of our world, anniversary or not. Of course, as it should be.


“What are you thinking about?” I ask before walking back into the kitchen to finish preparing dinner.


“How much I don’t want to go on a road trip to Utah,” Jack says and then finds something fascinating to stare at on the floor. He looks up again. “I’m sorry, I just, I really don’t. It’s not you, it’s me.”


I turn around and continue tossing the salad in my homemade dressing: pepper, salt, olive oil, freshly squeezed lemon juice. I don’t like it when Jack whines like this. I don’t. And yes, I agree, it is all your fault, Jack.


I drop the salad tongs on the marble counter. Perhaps I hit them on the counter. I don’t know. Jack jumps.


“The trip is planned. You agreed to it weeks ago. We will have fun. We will reconnect. We need to reconnect.” I turn back to tossing the salad.


Jack pulls a chair from the table and sits, elbows on the table, staring at me. “What if I don’t want to reconnect?”


I shake my head. “Well, that’s just not an option, darling. We are due for some romantic hikes in the wilderness. I’m even going to write a piece for the magazine about our little adventure. You know how I like to write about us and our connection. Did you know that the skies in Utah, in some of these national parks, have the best stargazing in the world?”


I watch as Jack swallows whatever it is he’d like to say. And then he replaces those words with “No, I didn’t know that. Ok, well, it sounds like fun. Despite everything, I do like being with you.”


“See, that’s the spirit. It will be great. Dinner’s almost ready. Would you like to pick some wine? We’re having lemon and herb encrusted salmon. Doesn’t it smell wonderful?”


I hear the chair scrape against the wood floor as he pushes away from the table, but I don’t watch Jack walk to the wine fridge. I don’t need to.


He’s back on track.
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JILL


I’m plating the fish, garnishing our meals with the fresh thyme from my hydroponic tower. I enjoy the art of this, the color of the pink fish on the white plate, the sprig of thyme, the slice of lemon.


I jump as Jack wraps his arm around my waist. “You scared me.”


“You love surprises,” Jack says and nibbles on my neck. “I hope red is ok? Even though it’s fish?”


He holds the bottle out in front of both of us.


“It’s from your parents’ wine cellar, isn’t it?” I note the red dot affixed to the bottle.


His parents deployed a color-coding system in their wine collection. Green dots meant fine to drink every day, yellow a bit more expensive. The red dots were for the best bottles in their cellar. Lucky for us, the collection was housed offsite at a special company with a huge wine cellar where they rent space. Fortunately, we have the key. We can enjoy a red dot wine whenever we’d like, and we often do.


I thought we’d be left with much more than a wine collection from his wealthy parents’ estate when they died, but it didn’t turn out that way. I tamp down the anger that always appears when I think of the fortune we never received and force a smile.


“Oh, a special bottle too. It will be lovely.”


Jack releases his hold on me, and I’m reminded of his physical strength and the way he can still make my heart skip a beat. He played intermural sports in college, and he’s worked hard to keep in shape ever since.


“I’ll decant the wine,” he says, walking away. “Oh, and Jill?”


“Yes?”


“No salad for me tonight. I didn’t feel great after last night’s meal. Something in there, well, anyway, I’m sticking to iceberg lettuce from now on.” Jack pats his six-pack stomach and reaches for the decanter.


Fine. I scrape his salad onto my plate and wipe the dressing residue from his. The presentation isn’t quite the same, but it will have to do for now. I carry the plates to the table and take my seat.


“I’m sure it wasn’t my homegrown lettuce that upset your stomach,” I say, watching as he pours the red wine into my glass. “It must be something else.”


“Better safe than sorry.” Jack pours wine for himself and takes the seat across from me. “Oh, you’re wearing the necklace tonight. Looks nice.”


I touch the stone nestled at the base of my neck. A flawless emerald-cut diamond, surrounded by sapphire baguettes. A special piece. He does always seem startled to see it, and I enjoy the reaction. “Thank you. I thought I’d wear something special tonight. Remind us of all we have achieved. Together. Cheers!”


We clink wineglasses, and I think Jack’s smile is genuine, despite the fit he pitched over the necklace several years ago. I guess it has grown on him. I take a sip of the expensive wine and watch my husband.


“Why are you staring at me?” Jack asks while chewing. “The fish is good.”


“I was wondering if you’ve changed your mind. If maybe you’re excited to see the hoodoos and arches.”


“I know you’ve worked hard to plan the trip, so I have decided to try to enjoy it.” He pushes his mouth into a smile. There’s the dimple. “Is that satisfactory?”


“We can have some fun along the way.” I watch his face drop.


“No, we can’t. This is only a road trip. Nothing more.”


He hasn’t wanted to have fun in a very long time. I touch the necklace again and draw his attention. “Please. Don’t tell me you don’t get a rush from it. You still remember the first time, I know you do.”


“No, Jill,” he says. But I see the twinkle in his eye. He remembers the thrill of it, reaching his hand into his suit jacket pocket and finding the necklace there. “That little skill of yours. Did you learn it from your parents, or did it just come naturally?”


“Oh, no, not my parents. I am the original argument for nature over nurture,” I say, and that much is true. I’ve had to make my own way for a long time, my own fun, my own future. And it all centers around Jack. He’s my world.


“You’re funny, Jilly, that’s for sure.” Jack laughs and I love the sound. I see his dimple. He’s remembering how it felt, and we’ll have fun doing it again, but I won’t push it right now. I hold my tongue. He knows it really isn’t up to him.


“So, what is the promising job lead you have?” He’s been home, doing nothing but playing golf and pretending to own a law firm, for almost a year. When he was mayor, business at the firm was booming. People like to be associated with winners, and Jack was busier than ever fulfilling his mayor duties and keeping his burgeoning client base happy. Since the scandal, well, most of the new business left, along with Jack’s clients. It’s hard to trust a lawyer embroiled in such a mess, I suppose. His partner Tony’s clients are keeping the rent paid, the doors open. We’ve been relying on our savings ever since. My meager salary from the magazine barely covers a week of groceries a month. But I write because I must. Jack is in charge of keeping us in the lifestyle to which we’ve become accustomed. A very nice and very expensive lifestyle, I’ll admit.


“I’m being considered for general manager at the country club, actually.”


Well, that is a genuine surprise. “Really? How did that come about?”


“You know, just networking,” he says. He refills each of our glasses, draining the bottle. “I think I’d be good at it. It’s a big opportunity.”


“The Club has been good to us,” I agree. “It’s bursting with opportunities.”


“Glad you approve.” I watch Jack extract another red dot red bottle from our wine cooler—this one a cabernet, which will overpower the meal—and think about the possibilities at The Club. It’s one of the most exclusive and priciest in Southern California, with a waiting list fifteen years long, last I asked.


Would Jack being a manager diminish our sparkle in the eyes of all those people, those neighbors?


What would Michelle think? I don’t suppose it really matters, but it does give me pause. Jack has made a plan. Jack has been talking about his future, but with who? Not me, that’s for sure.


“So, have you actually interviewed?” I ask him as he pours the contents of the new bottle into the decanter. He is celebrating something tonight.


“It’s not really like that. I’ve spoken to the executive director. Stanley Duncan. He approached me, confidentially,” he says, filling my wineglass.


“No one knows about this except the executive director?”


“No, I haven’t told Tony or any of the guys. I guess I wanted to see your reaction, clear it with you. You do understand the potential, right?” Jack sits down and takes a sip of wine.


“I do.” I’ll admit this new development has me thinking. But my plans are set. “But we’re still going on our trip. You haven’t committed to anything, right?”


“I told Stanley I’d talk it over with you and get back to him as soon as possible.” He’s excited about the job. It’s written all over his face. It’s almost as if he’s already said yes.


“Why haven’t you told me about this? Why did you keep it a secret? We are a team, remember?” I know I might have what Jack calls my “scary” tone of voice. It’s not scary, it’s just disappointment. A disappointed voice.


“I wanted to surprise you,” he says. “Surprise!”


I take a sip of wine and watch my handsome husband. “And no one else knows about this?”


“Just Maggie. We talked this morning, and she loves the idea.”


I can’t help but shake my head. Of course he told our daughter before he told me. She is his sun and moon. She is his security blanket too, or so he thinks. “And what did Marvelous Maggie say exactly?”


Jack shrugs. “She said you would tell me not to do it because it wouldn’t look good socially. And because I want to do it. She’s just trying to look out for me.”


I roll my eyes.


“We both know you two have your issues.”
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