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To Jeff, who makes it possible


There have been two great accidents in my life. One was the trolley, and the other was Diego. Diego was by far the worst.

—FRIDA KAHLO



Before




JULY




Chapter 1

Maddy

Maddy ran her tongue over her teeth, imagining the bitter taste of a crumbling tablet of Xanax. After a gut-wrenching day at the hospital nothing tempted her more than a chemical vacation. Nothing appealed to her less than cooking supper. Churning stomach acid—courtesy of work—coupled with anxiety that Ben might come home as frenzied as he’d left made a formidable appetite killer.

She could bottle it and make a fortune.

Each morning she spun the wheel on the Ben chart, hoping the arrow would hit happy husband, or at least neutral guy. Today his arrow landed on total bastard, holding her personally responsible for Caleb’s tantrum, which—oh, horror!—had cost Ben twenty minutes of work.

She considered taking a pill, but the rites of family happiness demanded her attention. Gracie and Caleb sprawled on the rug, recovering from their day at camp: seven-year-old Caleb, half asleep, rubbing his cheek with his thumb; nine-year-old Gracie’s glazed eyes fixed on the television. Emma, her oldest, a day camp counselor at fourteen, would be home soon.

Sluggish inertia kept Maddy stapled to the couch despite her long list of waiting tasks. Chop vegetables, pay the mortgage, and catch up on laundry before the kids ran out of socks. Find a stamp somewhere in the mess she called her desk so she could mail the electric bill. Give her children feelings of self-worth. Plus, since she and Ben had fought that morning, he’d need soothing. Fellatio came to mind.

Indestructible fabric, the sort bought by parents with children prone to transferring their sticky snacks to the upholstery, prickled against her bare arms. She lusted for air-conditioning as she’d once longed for peace, justice, and her husband. Each suffocating Boston summer in their badly wired Victorian became more hateful and Ben’s warnings about global warming swayed her less. According to Ben, her environmental ethics turned situational with each drop of perspiration.

Pressing the small of her back didn’t ease the permanent knot lodged deep and low, nor did shoving a small hard pillow against it. Her stomach growled despite her lack of desire for food.

Fish sticks would be easy, but she couldn’t bear turning on the oven.

The back door slammed. Emma banged her backpack on the table. Her daughter’s way of saying I’m home.

“Emma?”

“What?”

Maddy struggled up from the couch and headed toward the kitchen. “Just making sure it’s you.”

“Were you expecting someone else?” she asked.

“It could have been Daddy.”

“Right.” What an all-purpose word right had become in their family, their polite way of saying, I am acknowledging you have spoken, but am choosing not to engage in any meaningful way. Lately, they used it all too often.

Newspapers they’d tried to read at breakfast covered half the table. Emma stared into the refrigerator as Maddy gathered the papers, unsure whether to recycle them. Had Ben finished reading the Boston Globe? The New York Times?

“There’s nothing to eat,” Emma said. “In Caro’s house—”

The sound of breaking glass followed by Caleb’s scream interrupted before Emma could specify just how superior a shopper Caro’s mother was.

“Mom!” Gracie yelled. “Come here!”

Emma followed as Maddy ran to the living room.

“Jesus, what happened?” Maddy crouched next to Caleb, her stomach dropping at the sight of blood pouring from his foot. Shards of glass surrounded him, liquid droplets of milk clinging to the pieces, a larger white puddle pooling on the wooden floor. She grabbed a wadded-up napkin to staunch the blood, crouching awkwardly to avoid cutting her knees.

Gracie’s mouth trembled. “I just got up, that’s all, and I knocked over his milk glass. He got mad and screamed, then he stood up and kicked the glass and it broke. He stepped on it. It wasn’t my fault!”

“It’s okay, Gracie.” Blood soaked through the napkin, dissolving the paper as she exerted pressure. “Emma, get me a damp towel.”

This was preventable, Ben would say. This is why we have plastic glasses.

“Make it stop, Mommy!” Tears cut through the dirt on Caleb’s cheeks.

She pressed harder. Gracie mopped the spilled milk with a dirty T-shirt from her backpack.

“Here.” Emma held out a dripping kitchen towel.

“You need to wring it out, Emma. Never mind, just get a clean one.”

Emma stomped out with Gracie in her wake. Wet cloth slapped in the sink.

“Give this to Mom.” Emma’s voice from the kitchen was extra loud.

Using the hem of her black cotton skirt, Maddy covered the napkin. Gracie returned with a new towel. Emma watched from the doorway, twirling the bottom of her long brown braid.

Maddy peeled away her skirt and replaced it with the towel, Caleb whimpering. “Do I have to go to the doctor?” He squinted as she peeked under the towel.

“It doesn’t look too deep, but it has to be cleaned,” she said. “I don’t think we need a doctor.” Maddy’s pulse calmed. She stopped rushing ahead in her mind: wrapping Caleb’s foot safely enough to hold in the bleeding until they got to the emergency room, packing the kids in the car, calling Ben. She looked again—making sure her decision was based on wisdom and not wishful thinking. It wasn’t gaping. The bleeding had slowed.

He tried to pull his foot away. “No! No cleaning. It’ll hurt.”

Emma squatted next to them. “You let Mom wash out the cut and I’ll play Monopoly.” Caleb’s smile came through like a sun shower.

“That’s sweet, honey.” Maddy should appreciate Emma’s goodness and stop losing patience with her sulks and eye rolling. “Thank you.”

“Can I play?” Gracie asked.

“No,” said Caleb. “Just me and Emma.”

Gracie’s lip quivered at her brother’s words, leaving Maddy torn between soothing and yelling Stop it, especially when she saw Gracie make the tiny sign of the cross she’d picked up from Grandma Frances, Ben’s mother, a woman given to reflexive ritual blessings. Gracie’s gesture unsettled Maddy. Next thing she knew, her daughter would be genuflecting at Our Lady of the Virgins. Buying her a Jewish star or a Unitarian flaming chalice, before Grandma Frances hung a crucifix over Gracie’s bed, went on her to-do list. Mixed marriage only went so far.

“Monopoly is better with more people, Caleb.” Pregnant women should be required to take classes in referee and negotiation skills along with breathing and panting lessons.

“No. I only want to play with Emma.”

Gracie pulled at her camp-grimy toes. “How about you and I make chocolate sauce while they play?” Maddy suggested. “We could have hot fudge sundaes for supper.”

“Ice cream for supper?” Gracie raised her chin off her knees.

“Why not?” She pushed back her daughter’s sweaty black curls, the only visible part of Maddy that Gracie had inherited. The kids divided their parents’ parts and shared few: Skinny Caleb had Ben’s thick brown hair, Maddy’s long lashes and narrow shoulders. Poor Gracie, like Ben, would have to fight a tendency toward getting thick in the middle. Emma, wiry like Maddy, had her father’s sharp cheekbones.

Emma rolled her eyes. “Healthy, Mom.”

“Shut up, Emma,” Caleb said.

“You shut up. Or I won’t play with you.”

“I’ll play,” Gracie said.

“No. Emma picked me. Wash my cut, Mommy.”

•  •  •

A child leaned on either shoulder. With feet propped on the coffee table, Maddy drifted in and out of sleep. Dirty bowls decorated with blobs of hardened fudge littered the room. After cresting to a quick high of giggles over supper, they’d slumped into queasy sugar comas.

They stirred at the sound effects of Ben’s nightly return: the car rolling on gravel. Scrape of heat-swollen door opening. Keys dropping on the hall table. Briefcase thudding to the floor. Sighs of relief or disgust indicated his mood level. Despite their early-morning fight, Ben sounded audibly benign. Thank God. Maybe it would be a Swiss night, with the living room their first neutral zone.

Ben entered the living room and surveyed their collapsed bodies and the scattered Monopoly pieces. Gracie pulled away and ran to him, throwing her hands around his waist. He stroked her black ringlets into a little bundle at the back of her head as she leaned into his slightly softening middle. He had the body of a forty-three-year-old man who fought gravity by playing handball twice a week, but who’d given up crunches. Not bad, but unlike Maddy, who ran and used free weights and the rowing machine in their basement, his battle against time brought fewer visible rewards.

“What happened?” he asked. “It looks like a war zone.”

“We had some excitement. Our boy cut himself.”

Caleb held out his bandage-swathed foot while still staring at the television.

“You okay?” Ben asked. He gave Gracie one last pat and went to the couch. “Hurt much?”

Caleb shrugged. “I guess. A little.” He studied Maddy as though seeking the right answer.

Ben laid a hand on Caleb’s calf. “Can you walk on it?”

“Sorta. I hop on my heel on that side.”

“It’s on the ball of his foot. The inside,” Maddy said.

“How’d it happen?” Ben tugged on his chin—his poker tell that steam could build at any moment.

Maddy leaned over Caleb and kissed her husband, hitting the side of his mouth he offered. “Forgetting anything?” she asked. “Hello, Maddy? How are you?”

He exhaled. “Don’t start. I’ve had a rough day.”

Kissing was starting? It is when you’re being sarcastic, she answered herself, using Ben’s lecture voice. “He fell asleep and then got up without remembering there was a milk glass next to him. It was an accident.” She knew the lie was barely plausible, but she also knew it was just enough for him to avoid being prosecutorial.

“Where was he sleeping? The recycle bin?”

“Very funny. A glass broke. End of story.” There. The truth snuck in.

“Why can’t the kids eat and drink at the table like they’re supposed to? Why weren’t they using plastic glasses?” He ran his hands through his hair. “Look at this place. It’s a mess. No wonder everyone’s always having accidents.”

Caleb rubbed his thumb back and forth across his knee. Gracie crossed herself.

“Not now, okay? Please.” She sent him a significant look.

Ben flexed his shoulders, leaned back on the couch, and stared at the ceiling. He took a deep breath, seeming to remember the anger management sheet Maddy had forced on him six months ago, after he’d thrown a shoe. At the wall, he insisted each time she mentioned the incident. Not at you. But her message had landed. For once, she’d broken through his endless rejections of her careful observations about his temper.

Good thing. She’d gritted her teeth through his rages, but she’d be damned if their house became a physical battleground. He’d scared himself when he’d thrown the shoe—just as he had years before when he’d thrown a bottle of detergent against the wall. The difference was this time he’d listened to her. He’d read the sheet despite hating it when she supposedly social-worked him. Save it for your clients, he’d yell when she deconstructed him. The children. Their marriage. You’re not my shrink, you’re my wife.

If he didn’t want her to social-work him, then she sure wished he’d learn to manage his own moods. Maddy’s sister insisted that one day it would be too late for anger prevention sheets and other tricks. Vanessa had no patience for Ben’s rages, but Maddy blamed herself for the antagonism her family felt toward Ben. Maddy overshared. Everything negative, anyway. When had she last called her sister to say things were going great? To brag about Ben taking an entire day to make sure Gracie could ride her bike safely? How often did she mention that Ben took the kids to the movies while she went for a massage?

At least her mother pretended to love Ben. For which Maddy was grateful.

“We had ice cream for supper,” Caleb announced.

Emma’s shoulders squared. Gracie pressed into Maddy.

Ben turned to Caleb. “Ice cream?”

“With hot fudge,” Caleb added.

“Nice to be rewarded for breaking a glass, huh?” Ben kicked off his shoes. “Since I haven’t fallen or broken anything, what do I get for supper?”

Emma jumped up. “Should I make you eggs, Dad?”

“Thank you, honey. That would be terrific.” He leaned back and closed his eyes.

Gracie tapped his forehead. He blinked and gave her a tired smile. “What is it, cupcake?”

“Want me to cut up carrots for you?”

Maddy grabbed the laundry basket from where she’d dropped it in the corner of the living room and hurried out before she had to witness the girls wait on Ben. It drove her crazy watching them being trained in the fine art of placating an angry man, but try explaining that one. What, a child couldn’t feed a hungry father?

After throwing in a white wash and rummaging through the crowded shelves for fabric softener, she dragged over a small dusty step stool and climbed up, stretching to reach behind the jumble of cleaning supplies. She pulled out a dusty Baggie that held a few tablets, took out a yellow one, bit off half, and swallowed it dry. Sometimes she wondered if she could remember all of her caches. Keeping them scattered around the house gave her a convoluted sense of peace and safety. She might reach for one pill in a week; she might reach in every day. Either way, knowing that they were never more than a few steps away comforted her.

•  •  •

Back in the kitchen, remnants of Ben’s eggs and carrots littered the countertop. She cleared the debris to one side to make sandwiches for the kids’ lunch boxes. Trying to spread cold peanut butter made her hate Ben’s mother. Frances had spent the past forty-six years appeasing Ben’s father’s neuroses by keeping a spotless house and refrigerating peanut butter, on constant guard against food poisoning, bacteria, and dust.

Because of Frances, they ate hard peanut butter.

The bread tore. She folded it around the wad of Skippy and shoved it in her mouth. Then she got a fresh slice and began making the sandwiches again: grape jelly for Caleb, blueberry for Gracie, and for Emma, Maddy’s mother’s homemade orange preserves.

Anger exhausted her. She waited for the kiss of Xanax to kick in, Prince Charming bearing a sheath for her nerves.

Ben hadn’t cared if they ate hot mayonnaise and slept on typhus-encrusted sheets when they’d met, not while they burned off the searing heat of their early years. He’d been exciting, her Ben, a public defense lawyer demanding the world give his wrecked clients a break—a little justice, a fair shot. She could barely breathe around him, some part of her always needing to touch some part of him. Her hand on his shoulder. An ankle casually leaning against his calf.

Ben dwarfed everyone, racing through life with exclamation points coming out all sides. Poverty to the right? Boom! Racism? Pow. Dirty landlords? Gotcha!

Who knew all that passion and rage could be directed at a late car payment? A missing button.

Her.



CHAPTER 2

Ben

Ben hit the off button five minutes before the alarm buzzed, satisfied at beating the clock. Each weekday began with a win or loss, depending on how well his unconscious did its job.

Maddy slept curled on her side, facing away from him, her head buried in her arms. He turned off the second alarm, hers, so she could sleep another half hour, and then he crept out of bed to make coffee—he’d wake her by waving a steaming cup under her nose as he once did Monday through Friday.

Making Maddy happy was so easy, and yet he disappointed her at least once a day. It made him feel like shit. She thought he was unaware of his crimes and misdemeanors, when in actuality he only committed about a quarter of his sins without complete agency. It wasn’t that he didn’t know he was wrong. He was selfish. Or he chose expediency. Why do you yell? Maddy would ask, but he couldn’t tell the truth: Saying “because it works” made him sound like a monster. He couldn’t pretend shouting or screaming was kind or loving—that made him sound insane. So mostly he muttered and shuffled away.

After showering, he crept downstairs, not wanting to wake the kids, desperate for quiet so he could plan his schedule and steal time to read the paper uninterrupted. He had to get in early to meet with Elizabeth, his current favorite intern. This afternoon they’d present the motion to suppress evidence she’d prepared for B-bird, whose stand-up-guy routine had captured Elizabeth’s heart, despite the client’s murder charge.

Ben supposed he coddled Elizabeth, letting her spend an inordinate amount of time on that manipulative con artist. No doubt she’d lose her sympathetic glow toward clients soon, but right now, as clearly as she’d carried her Ash Wednesday smudge, she demonstrated her belief that those who grew up in the projects carried an inherent holiness.

Sweat rose on Ben’s forehead as he ground the coffee. Barely six fifteen and the kitchen already felt uncomfortably warm. He snuck the radio dial from Maddy’s NPR to hard rock, not that he could actually enjoy the music when it played at such low volume. He grabbed the paper from the porch. Scuffling came from the second floor, but at this hour it was probably just one of the kids peeing and then shambling back to bed.

“Dad?” Emma appeared in the doorway, brushing her long brown waves off her sleep-swollen face. “Mom needs you in Caleb’s room.”

“I’ll be right there.” He shook coffee into the filter.

“She said to come now,” Emma said.

He poured in the water, turned on the pot, and then hurried up the stairs to his son’s room, where he found Caleb whimpering in Maddy’s arms. He knelt and rubbed Caleb’s shoulder. “Hey, cowboy. What is it? Nightmare?”

Caleb winced and pointed at his foot. “It hurts.”

“Let’s take a look.” Ben gave Maddy’s knee a reassuring squeeze.

Gracie padded in as Ben unwound the white bandage. “What’s wrong?”

“Caleb’s foot,” Emma said. Gracie moved close to her sister, transfixed as Ben revealed hot-looking pink skin puffing up around his wound.

“It could be infected.” Maddy rested her cheek on top of Caleb’s head, pressing soft kisses on his messy hair. “He needs to go to the doctor.”

Caleb shook his head. “Noooo. I have to go to camp. Today’s color war. I’m the green captain.”

Pride surged at the thought that his son was a captain, though he was surprised they still had color wars in camp. By now, he’d figured, they’d banned all competition and had color love day. He gently turned his son’s foot, checking for red streaks.

“What do you think?” Maddy asked.

Ben pressed his lips together and ran a finger along the unbroken skin next to Caleb’s cut.

“Ouch!” Tears trickled from Caleb’s eyes.

Maddy touched Caleb’s head again, as though his fever might have spiked in the last ten seconds. “I don’t like how this looks. I’ll take him to the doctor. You drive Gracie to camp,” she said.

Ben touched Caleb’s arm again. It was warm, too warm, but not hot. “Can’t you drop her off on the way?”

“Triage opens at seven and I want to get him right in. Camp doesn’t start till eight forty-five.”

Ben stood. “Then take Gracie with you. My day is packed.”

“I’m scheduled back-to-back.”

Maddy’s tit-for-tat tone chipped at his patience. “Look,” he said. “I’m sorry, but I have a prep meeting before eight.”

The younger children looked from him to Maddy and back. Emma left with a small puff of disgust.

“What time is your case being heard?” Maddy took a tissue and wiped Caleb’s nose, running from his tears.

Jesus. The negotiation just went on and on and on.

“When?” she asked again.

“That’s not the point. I have to prepare. Take Gracie with you. Please.” Why did she have to start on everything?

“Can we talk in the hall for a second?” Maddy lifted Caleb off her lap. “Gracie, get some juice for your brother, okay? And could you read to him, sweetheart?”

Ben knelt in front of his son and saw deep brown duplicates of his own eyes. “You’ll be fine, cowboy,” he said. “Be a tough guy, okay?”

“Mommy?” Gracie glanced at Ben before speaking. “I can go to camp, right? I’m an assistant captain.”

Maddy patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, honey. We’ll work it out.” She didn’t even give Ben the courtesy of a glance before walking out.

Terrific. Snafu time again, folks. Situation normal, all fucked up. Welcome to another morning with the Illicas. Ben followed Maddy into their bedroom, where she yanked underwear and a bra from her dresser.

“Ben, I can’t take her with me. The wait might be hours.” She pulled a light-pink sundress from her closet. “I can’t even take a shower.”

“What’s the big deal?” Ben took off his robe and grabbed a pair of socks from the dresser. “Gracie only needs a book to be happy.”

“Nothing in this house is a big deal to you, is it, Ben? Not like your cases, right?” She went into their bathroom and banged the door shut.

Ben slammed his palm against the closed door. “A kid’s future is up for grabs,” he yelled over the running faucet.

The water stopped. Maddy burst out of the bathroom, wiping her face with a towel. “My first client is a pregnant crack whore who’s already lost three children. Her kids will become your precious clients if something doesn’t change soon, so it actually begins here. With me. Nevertheless, I’m calling my office to reschedule. I’m just asking you to be one half hour late.”

“Why can’t someone watch her?” he asked.

Maddy sat on the unmade bed, red sandals dangling from her right hand. “It’s six thirty in the morning. Exactly who do we leave her with?”

“I’m not suggesting auctioning her off as a child bride, just leaving her with a neighbor.” Ben grabbed a pressed shirt and riffled through the closet for a matching tie. Then he frowned at his own absurdity. “Forget that idea. Stupid. I know.”

Maddy brushed her hair with a few hard strokes and pulled it back into a large brown clip. “Please, can’t you just drive her?”

Ben heard her hesitation and knew he’d gained the edge. “Not with a court date—I just can’t wait until camp starts.”

“Mom. Mommy.” Gracie stood in the doorway, twisting the front of her oversized purple nightshirt. Ben could barely hear her words. “I don’t have to go to camp.”

“Don’t worry, baby,” Maddy said. “We’ll get you there. Get dressed super fast, okay?”

Gracie nodded. “Do you want me to make breakfast cheese sandwiches to take?”

His daughter’s false eagerness cleaved Ben in half.

“That would be great.” Maddy turned to him. “Good luck today.”

He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “Thank you.”

She smiled too big for his small gesture.

Gracie raced over and hugged him hard around the waist. “I love you. Good luck, Daddy,” Gracie said.

“I love you too, cupcake. Sorry I can’t drive you.” He bent over and kissed her head, smelling the baby powder Gracie had taken to sprinkling all over herself.

“That’s okay. I hope you win when you go to the court.”

•  •  •

Ben smiled briefly at Mrs. Gilman as he walked to the garage, avoiding eye contact. If he let her catch him, she’d talk for ten minutes straight about everything from the trash the postal workers dropped when they cut through their street to her wishes that they could fence off the road completely.

Their hidden road, a private way behind busy Centre Street, was only fifteen minutes from downtown Boston, but if you never left their porch, you wouldn’t have a clue that they lived close to the heart of the city.

Their large house was barely in his salary range when they bought it before they married, but now it was worth more than four times what they paid. Maybe higher. Each year Jamaica Plain, which everyone called JP, became more desirable for being diverse and hip. In his estimation, when the new people moving in said diverse, it was code for living with people who were admirably different in skin or church while comfortably similar in bank accounts. You didn’t see them screaming to diversify their way into the housing projects half a mile away. He’d grown up here in JP and hated listening to residents of two years who knew exactly what “they” needed.

Before leaving, he used an old library card to scrape off the damn bird crap that ended up on his window every morning. He kept telling Maddy to pull up so he could get out from underneath the tree that seemed to be home to every sparrow in the city. Maddy called his car his mistress—and he laughed—but she couldn’t be further from the truth. Nobody would consider a V8 female. Not only was the car a guy, it reminded him of the kids he’d grown up with in Jamaica Plain, before JP became cool. His parents’ house was in Moss Hill, the rich part of the neighborhood, but Ben hung out near the not-affluent Monument. He still remembered the afternoon one of his friends’ brothers drove up with a brand-new 1985 Camaro IROC-Z and took them out on the expressway. Jesus. The ride felt closer to flying than driving.

Two years ago, when he came home with his own airborne car, he couldn’t predict whether Maddy would scream or smile. He hadn’t told her he planned to celebrate his promotion to senior attorney by buying his own flying Camaro, a 2010 SS V8. An entirely inappropriate car—one that didn’t safely fit the whole family—but damn it, he could fly from zero to sixty in less than five seconds. In thirteen seconds he’d be over 110 mph. None of which he told Maddy, instead passing the Camaro off as a friendly fun car. The kids will love it! Look at how magnificent! Imagine the two of us zooming to the Cape when the kids are with your parents!

He didn’t mention how those sexy looks, that long beveled hood, made the car drive a bit big, hardly perfect for twisty skinny roads, and forget checking over your shoulder or counting on the rearview mirror. Changing lanes was sometimes a point-and-go affair, but the Camaro had muscle.

He’d given Maddy his love-me-I’m-just-a-kid grin. A Jewish girl who grew up in leafy prosperous Brookline, surrounded by books and good intentions—how could she understand his Boston-boy romance with a car like this one?

When she’d smiled, he’d almost cried. “What the hell,” she’d said. “Better to drive your midlife crisis than bed it.”

His father’s old-world scowl appeared when he saw the Camaro. Known to all as the Judge—despite being retired, the appellation had become both familial and professional—he needed few words to show displeasure, but the Judge’s disapproval made Ben’s ride all the sweeter.

•  •  •

Ben sprinted up the last flight of stairs in the Public Defender’s building, opened the door marked Level 5, and headed toward his office, not the least bit winded. He’d bested his brother, Andrew, at their last three games of handball and intended to do the same come Friday. His office door was ajar. Elizabeth sat at his desk, hunched over a yellow legal pad, surrounded by files.

“You said you were coming in early.” She took off her tortoiseshell reading glasses and smiled.

“Barely seven fifteen qualifies as early, I’d think,” he said.

Elizabeth twisted her grin into mock disapproval, perhaps not completely put on—she was so young and sanctified by idealism. “But you said you’d be here before seven.” She pulled a thick orange file from under a pile of standard beige folders. Color-coding hot cases was but one of the many innovations she’d managed to foist on everyone. “I got here at six.”

“And that’s why you’re the gem of this ocean in which we drown each day.”

“I’ve pulled together everything I thought we’d need.”

He had to watch this one. Ben already found himself drawn to Elizabeth’s cool blondeness, and she seemed besotted by his power as senior trial counsel for the Boston Public Defender Division. Admiration could be as addictive as cocaine.

“Unavoidable delay,” he said. “Problem at home.”

“Serious?” Judging from her concerned expression, she expected an enormous story. Fire! Broken limbs! Ben wanted to construct the tale well—keep that sympathetic look going.

“Caleb cut open his foot yesterday. It looked like hell this morning.”

Elizabeth appeared confused, unimpressed even.

“He needed to go to the doctor, and Gracie had to go to camp.”

Their morning drama sounded weak. Exactly what had riled them so?

“But we wrapped it up—all’s well in family world again.” Ben waved his hand at Elizabeth as she started to rise—ready to return his rightful seat—gesturing for her to stay put. He settled in the worn leather guest chair he’d pulled from promotion to promotion since starting in the Public Defender’s office. Before that he’d tried to work with his father, but Benedikte Illica Sr. ran his law firm as though it were the Ottoman Empire. Room for only one ruler there.

Ben leaned back. The chair gave a satisfying creak, like pulling on his knuckles and getting the snap. “Review what you have for me one more time, okay, Lissie?”

Elizabeth mock-glared. She’d told him Lissie was infantilizing. He grinned.

“Summary first?” she asked, shuffling through her files.

Ben pushed back a hank of hair and scribbled haircut into a memory Post-it, along with a reminder to call the trophy store. He wanted to give Elizabeth an engraved plaque with a quote from Oliver Wendell Holmes for her twenty-third birthday: Young man, the secret of my success is that at an early age I discovered I was not God.

Maddy would say he needed that plaque far more than Elizabeth. Of course, Maddy would be more interested in knowing why he was planning presents for Elizabeth’s birthday. That’s why you had to rush into the office?

He’d given birthday presents to male interns, hadn’t he?

Right.

“Sure you don’t want your seat back?” Elizabeth balanced her legs on the open bottom drawer she’d pulled out to use as a footrest.

Ben held his hand up in a gesture of generosity and then pointed to the papers in her lap. “Shoot.”

“Okay. Nutshell. What we have, and what they’ll say: Prosecution says B-bird, a.k.a. Barry Robinson, allegedly murdered Joseph Kelley last January. B-bird admits he was mad that the victim tried to pick up his girlfriend, but swears he didn’t kill him . . .”

Ben laced his fingers behind his head, leaning back to make his stomach appear flatter. As Elizabeth read facts that he’d already memorized, he concentrated on the pleasure of judging her and her performance.

Finished, she folded her hands. “Did I cover it?”

“B-bird’s girlfriend. What’s up with her?”

“She wasn’t at the scene.” Elizabeth swung her legs off the desk drawer.

“The girlfriend was the reason for the fight, right? Will she be on his side? Will we see her in court?”

Elizabeth’s stricken face made Ben feel almost guilty. Almost. She had to learn. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I spoke to her. She’ll be sitting right next to B-bird’s mama.”

“Sorry. I thought I had it covered.”

“Don’t be hard on yourself. It’s called learning.”

Elizabeth wrung her hands, now more Oliver Twist waiting for gruel than Oliver Wendell Holmes. She gave a determined smile as she gathered her papers and then stood. “Next time, I’ll ace it.” Her hips strained her skirt as she stretched to place a folder in the wire basket on his desk.

Ben fought to keep from staring at her perfect backside. He’d better watch himself if he wanted to remain in the thirty percent bracket. Maddy reminded him on a regular basis, half joking, half not, that seventy percent of married men cheated. After fifteen years of marriage, they assured each other of their faithfulness in shorthand. She’d look at him and put seven fingers in the air. Ben answered by putting up three, letting her know—Scout’s honor—that he still belonged to the other thirty.

Sure, he could be a supreme schmuck, but he’d never cheat—that was his inviolate line in the sand. Maybe he played the line—flirting, using a woman’s admiration as an ego salve, especially during the dog days of marriage—but crossing that border? Never.

•  •  •

Ben felt as crumpled as his shirt when he put his key in the door at seven thirty. Traffic had sucked, as usual. Whoever said Boston became quiet in the summer didn’t drive his roads. He threw his suit jacket on the chair, along with the tie he’d pulled off in the car. If he could climb straight upstairs, shower, and fall into bed, he’d be happy. The hall had to be a hundred degrees. Air-conditioning was impossible in this old house with its barely code wiring. Maddy nagged him about upgrading the electrical system, but exactly which kid’s college fund did she plan to sacrifice?

Television chatter drifted into the hall. Jesus, was that all they did?

“You missed dinner,” Maddy said as he walked into the living room. She kept her eyes on the screen. The Simpsons? Why did she let them watch that crap?

“Daddy, look!” Caleb held up his foot, showing off a thick bandage.

“What happened, champ?” Ben dropped on the floor next to his son.

“They had to sew me.”

“You’re going to be a pincushion pretty soon if you keep this up.” He turned to Maddy. “Everything okay?”

She frowned and scratched a mosquito bite on her bare thigh, still dark from last weekend’s trip to Singing Beach. Her skin, like his, ate up the sun. She’d looked good as ever at the beach—even with her curves covered in the stern-looking tank suit. Her sun-tinted skin, dense curls wild with salt air, deep brown eyes rimmed in some natural black line she must have been born with—it had kept him aroused all day. That itchy feeling he carried around for her drove him to suggest the kids sleep at their grandparents’ that night.

That night, groaning in bed, Maddy hadn’t been all prune-faced like she now appeared.

“The doctor threw in two stitches,” Maddy finally answered.

Right. Just the facts, ma’am. What sin had Ben committed while not even present?

“When do they come out?” he asked.

Ah, another deep sigh from his lady of perpetual disappointment. “They’re dissolvable. He should be fine; he just has to keep it very clean. Which is like asking a dog to read. That’s why they put that thick bandage on. It’s not infected, but they want to prevent any trouble. I should have taken him last night. Stupid. I was so stupid. We just barely hit the time period before he couldn’t get stitched.”

He felt like a jerk—her sighing was over displeasure with herself, not him. “Hey, we can’t get it right one hundred percent of the time.”

She smiled in gratitude, stood up, and gave him a tight hug. In response he ran his hands along her back.

“I won, Daddy,” Gracie said. “In color war.”

He smiled at his beaming daughter. “You won? Terrific, honey!”

“She didn’t win.” Caleb turned to Gracie. “Your team won, stupid fatso. Not you.”

“Caleb, stop it,” Maddy warned. “Don’t ever use those words in this house.”

“Do you want to be sent to your room this minute?” Ben said.

Maddy flashed him a warning look and shook her head. What? He’d backed her up.

Tears dribbled down Gracie’s cheeks. Caleb stuck out his chin.

Maddy shook her head again. Was his wife motorized, for Christ’s sake? What did she want? Handy how he could fuck up on automatic. He could do marriage on remote.



CHAPTER 3

Maddy

Why’d Ben have to ruin the hug? Just once could she be the angry parent without him upping the ante? Did he always have to follow up with his own tirade?

A rotten end to a horrible day.

At ten o’clock, she shuffled down the upstairs hall, balancing books, papers, magazines, and the shirt Ben had left draped on the couch. Using her hip, she pushed the bedroom door open and then dropped everything on the wooden chest. Ben lay in bed, one hand behind his head, the other balancing his laptop.

“Work?” she asked. “You look exhausted. I’m ready to fall over. Why don’t we both close up shop for the night?”

He closed the computer and sat up, yawning. “Good idea.”

Folding towels, she watched Ben pull his white T-shirt over his head. His bare chest. His thick arms and back. The olive tones of his skin. His dark hair, her dark hair. His squat wrestler’s build—neither of them tall. They looked like poster children for immigrants who’d done well. Geographic cousins—his father’s parents came from Romania, her father’s from Hungary. Perhaps some core-of-the-earth want drove her craving to inhale his scent and nestle against his back.

He balled up the shirt and threw it toward the chair. Next, he stripped to his boxers and fell back on the bed.

Using a teasing voice, so he’d recognize she wanted détente, she asked, “Do you think you’ll throw your dirty clothes in the hamper just once before I die?” She joined him on the bed, resting her head on his shoulder. “Perhaps a snowball’s chance in hell?”

“Probably not even that much.” Ben smiled and rolled on top of her, proof of his improved mood jutting into her stomach.

His weight, his hardness, his wanting brought on a shiver of excitement. “I have to change the wash.”

“Mmm.” He buried his face in her neck. “I’ll do it for you in the morning.”

“Right.” She thought about how unlikely that was as she pushed him off and rolled off the bed, picking up the mound of books by her side, gathering them into a pile, and placing them on the built-in bookcase across from the bed.

Ben stared as she stripped off her shirt and shorts and threw them in the laundry basket—looking at her as though she were a hamburger that would satisfy a sudden hunger. In that moment he morphed from hungry lover to task. Now making love sounded about as tempting as making the bed.

But.

But.

Sometimes marriage needed to run on the but.

She collapsed next to Ben in her bra and underpants. “Let me take a quick shower.”

“Don’t bother. You’re fine.” Ben threw his book on the floor and pulled off his boxers. He drew a line down her stomach and then edged his body between her legs, nibbling her shoulder. Next, he would work his mouth over her body. Marital beds held few mysteries.

She wriggled a bit, aligning herself so he could slip inside.

He pulled a bit away. “What’s the rush?”

She rubbed the deep furrow at the bottom of his back, already feeling the morning pressing in, mentally unloading the dishwasher and finding lost sneakers. “Wanting at least seven hours’ sleep?”

Wrapping her legs around his hips, Maddy tried to wiggle him into her. He lifted himself away from her. “Can’t we just have whatever we have without a plan?” he asked.

“Hon, I’m just trying to relax and push away the house stuff clogging up my head.”

“Why in the world would thinking about laundry keep you from enjoying making love? That’s insane, Maddy.”

She felt him wilt. “You’re right. Go ahead.”

“Go ahead. Now that’s sexy.”

“I’m sorry. Making love would be wonderful. Of course the laundry can wait. Forgive the crabbiness; I had a crummy day.”

Ben climbed off. “Never mind. I don’t need a mercy screw.”

Her throat tightened. She sat up and ran her hands down his chest. “Come on. Honestly, I really want to make love.”

“As it turns out, now I honestly really don’t.” He rolled over and faced away.

She stroked him from shoulder to wrist. “Please. Stop. This is stupid.”

He pulled away. “What’s stupid? Me wanting to make love to my wife without a script? Christ. Sometimes our marriage just sucks.” Ben grabbed a book, put on a robe, and left the bedroom without looking back.

Maddy clicked on the television, watching as a muted weatherman pointed to oncoming thundershowers. Unsaid words clogged her chest.

Ben’s temper had existed before they’d had kids—fighting was nothing new. However, once they’d also taken long Sunday-morning showers together and drunk coffee laced with Jameson. Ben measured out the whiskey, swearing that if she poured it, they’d be drunk before the third sip. She’d whip heavy cream with brown sugar and swirl it into the dark liquored coffee.

Deadened, she prayed to cry, wanting the release of tears, wanting Ben to come back with a cup of creamy Irish coffee and stroke her thigh while they whispered dirty secrets.

Maddy worked a pill from a tissue hidden in her night table, rubbed off the lint, and looked at it, craving the acetic taste. She put it back and curled into a ball.

Once she’d wondered if Ben was addicted to his anger. Now she wondered if the real secret to their marriage was how she couldn’t stop loving him despite it.

The sleep she’d craved eluded her. Rubbing at that spot on her chest where her heart might be, she went to the bathroom for a glass of water to help her swallow the pill.

She chanted supplications to bring Ben back to the bedroom and erase the past half hour. Everything about her would improve, she promised herself: The kids would never again have to go to school without the perfect lunch; they’d never have to grab money out of the change jar because she’d stayed in bed an extra ten minutes, or be forced to line up limp single socks on their bed to find ones that almost matched. She’d use bleach and fabric softener and static-cling-free sheets in the dryer. No more skipping steps—she’d even scrub the secret cruddy area under the cupboard when she washed the kitchen floor.

The teetering pile on her desk would be sorted, attended to, and filed.

She’d become a wizard of a mother: Gracie would get courage, Emma a loving heart, and Caleb patience. All she wanted in exchange was for Ben to come back and hold her.

•  •  •

Maddy met her friend Kath at six the next morning. Weather, husbands, children, and work permitting, they scheduled biweekly runs in the pristine Arnold Arboretum. Maddy needed the physical exertion. Even more, she wanted reassurance that her family wasn’t a broken corporation, Illica Sucks Inc.

Kath was her rock, the best friend with whom she’d fallen into a never-ending love the moment they met at Boston University. Why couldn’t husbands offer the same constancy and security as best friends? Back in Maddy’s college years she’d imagined adulthood as a shining beacon—compassionate work, a passionate husband, and children who’d absorb their love and wisdom. She’d lusted for the future but hadn’t expected perfection. She grew up sheltered, not naive. Balancing business, the house, and kids had exhausted her mother, and her father’s blood pressure rose as he cursed clients, but each Friday they’d give thanks for their children, each other, and all the nooks and crannies that made up their daily lives. She thought she’d end up the same but better.

Maddy grew up surrounded by love. Her father sometimes exploded, but in a manner her mother could always shush away. Jake! The children! He’d continue to huff for a few minutes, but with her mother watching he’d catch himself. That’s what Maddy had believed her home would be like when she married Ben, but instead her marriage became partitioned into spheres of influence. Competitions for time. Emotional battles about moral high grounds. Maddy learned to watch each thing she said or did—any hint that she was unhappy with him brought forth his aggressive lawyer side, ready to prove her wrong and grind the fight out of her. But Maddy wasn’t able to be on guard every second, and besides, his temper wasn’t parceled out in ways that were predictable. The misstep that he’d laugh at on Wednesday drove him to battle on Thursday.

But when he’s good, he’s so very, very good, she’d tell Kath during their daily phone conversations. They hadn’t lost their college habit of comparing every mole and freckle of their relationships. Maddy knew that Kath’s husband brought her lush white orchids and Viennese crunch, and rarely yelled—but that he had a problem with premature ejaculation and sometimes cried when they fought. Kath knew Ben massaged her for an hour without expecting a thing back, listened to her father’s business theories without complaint—and that he shouted so loudly that Maddy had trained herself to clench every muscle so she didn’t flinch.

In the beginning, Maddy had preferred Ben’s faults, though she and Kath were careful to only make sour faces about their own husband’s flaws. Her partiality was in the early years, when acts of contrition followed Ben’s tirades. She’d trusted in his stammering apologies and believed it when he said no other woman could ever understand him. Maddy had uncovered his core! He bottled up essence of heart and gave it to her wrapped in satin bows.

And then there was the bedroom. Premature ejaculation was never Ben’s problem.

These days she and Kath could skip over the familiar marital details and explanations. They knew each other’s relationships well enough to speak in shorthand, and Maddy was able to detail the previous night’s battle in quick strokes.

“Something about that fight made me think about the Wednesday Blues Club,” Maddy panted out as they ran down Hemlock Hill Road. The Blues Club—the education and support group Maddy and her coworker friend Olivia ran for battered women—was a frequent subject of Kath and Maddy’s repetitive conversations.

“How and why women stay with men who act like assholes?” Kath asked.

Maddy stopped running. Kath was a few strides up before she realized Maddy was no longer next to her.

“What was that supposed to mean?” Maddy planted her hands on her hips. “I was talking about something that happens in all relationships—not comparing Ben to my clients’ husbands.”

Kath walked back and tugged at Maddy’s T-shirt. “Don’t look at me like that. You know I like Ben—I always have. But the story you just told me—what am I supposed to do, just nod?”

“That would be nice. Come on, it’s always that way in marriages—one is the parent; one is the spoiled brat. Guess which one Ben is. And what I was going to say is that men battle to win, women to be heard. Maybe not your Mr. Perfect. But most men.”

“Ben has many great qualities, but he has to be put in check.” Kath began running, nodding for Maddy to follow, not even panting from the effort of the incline they were on. Going up Peters Hill burned Maddy’s thighs every time.

“I said it wrong,” Kath said. “I didn’t mean you shouldn’t stay with him, just . . . What is it you want?”

Maddy was quiet—thinking as they climbed higher. All the things she didn’t want flooded in. Ben so angry that he’d kicked a hole in the bedroom closet door. Looming over her. His face bright red as he yelled. About what? What was it that time?

Maddy placating him, worried about the kids being terrified.

“I just want my house to be . . . I don’t know, sane?” They’d reached the summit, their reward for battling up the hill. Boston’s skyline spread in front of them, puffy white clouds reflected in the mirrored surface of the John Hancock building. Living within walking distance made this bounty feel like it was Maddy’s backyard. “When he’s happy, the last thing I want to do is bring up this crap. And when he’s being an asshole, all I want to do is get out of his way.”

Kath raised her thin muscled leg onto a worn boulder and bent to tie her shoe. Leaning over, her words were faint. “You should never have to get out of anyone’s way in your own house, Maddy.”

•  •  •

Arriving early at Kelly’s Landing in South Boston to pick up Emma allowed Maddy a rare pleasure of watching her daughter interact in the world. Emma worked as a counselor at a camp for disabled kids, managed by Kath, who was a high school student services director during the school year.

Exhausted from their own day at camp, both Gracie and Caleb had fallen asleep in the backseat while she drove. Maddy watched Alex McMaster being pushed in his wheelchair along the cement walkway toward Emma. His smile widened as his mother, whom Maddy had been introduced to the first week of camp, rolled him closer. When he arched in her direction, Emma jumped from the stone wall and landed next to him.

Emma knelt to Alex’s height, placing a hand on his thin arm. His mother’s sun-wrinkled face lit up as Alex spoke. According to Emma, camp had improved his garbled speech. From the way the woman looked at her daughter, it seemed that she thought Emma could take credit.

Maddy opened the car door and waved. “Emma! Over here, sweetie,” she yelled.

“Okay!” Emma cut her eyes, signaling her mother to stop whatever new embarrassment she planned to inflict. Alex lifted his hand for a shaky high five.

Emma got into the car as Maddy shouted a quick hello to Alex and his mother. Gracie and Caleb, now awake, sat heat-struck limp in the back, a lumpy clay animal in Gracie’s hand. Screeching neon-green designs covered Caleb’s filthy bandages where they peeked out of the oversized thong he wore on his injured foot.

“Is Alex ever going to get better?” Gracie asked as Emma fastened her seat belt.

Emma rolled her eyes, showing how tired she was of Gracie’s forlorn questions. “Are you ever going to get skinny?”

“Emma!” Maddy turned for a moment to glare, wondering not for the first time, and probably not the last, how her mother would have handled this bickering. Why did she barely remember fighting with her sister? God knew Vanessa could be a bitch.

“I’m pointing out that everyone has something, and not to make Alex into some sort of freak just because he’s in a wheelchair. He doesn’t have to walk to be acceptable.”

Gracie blinked three times and then opened her worn copy of Anne of Green Gables.

“Oh, jeez, don’t cry,” Emma said. “You know everyone loves you best.”

“Don’t pay Emma any attention, Gracie. You’re perfect, but no one loves anyone best.” Before starting the car, she turned to Emma. “That was uncalled for. Do you hear me?”

Emma reached into her backpack and took out an almost empty pack of gum. “How could I not hear you? You don’t have to scream. I didn’t say anything.”

“You called her fat,” Caleb said. “And Mommy’s not screaming. You are.”

“Did not call her fat. I just asked if she was ever going to get skinny. That doesn’t mean she’s fat; she’s just not skinny. Being different isn’t bad, right?”

“Emma,” Maddy warned.

Emma twisted in her seat. “Sorry, Gracie. You’re not fat. Want a piece of gum?”

Gracie shrugged.

“Here.” Emma drew out a stick and handed it to Gracie.

“Where’s mine?” Caleb asked.

“It wasn’t your feelings I hurt.”

“Emma, give him a piece.”

She rolled her eyes and gave Caleb the gum.

Maddy stopped for a red light. NPR droned.

“Music!” Caleb said. “Put on music, Mom. Play my CD again.”

Emma whipped around to face him in the backseat. “No way. Nothing of his! I get enough of that with Dad.”

Caleb had inherited Ben’s love of rock, always begging for his rejected CD from years ago. Emma ejected the disc in the CD player and read the title. “Def Leppard. God, Mom, have you heard the lyrics? They hate women. I don’t know how you let Dad listen to that stuff.”

Remove yourself mentally.

Imagine being in a cold movie theater.

Caleb kicked the back of Emma’s seat. “Daddy likes it.”

“Daddy’s not in the car,” Emma said. “And don’t kick me.”

“Caleb, put on your iPod and keep it low,” Maddy said.

Three blocks later Caleb was lost to his music and Gracie was deep in her book. Emma lowered the radio and spoke in the sweet voice she used when she wanted something. “Some of us are going out tonight, okay?”

“Going out? And who are ‘some of us’?”

“We’re going to Prudential or Copley. Just to hang out.”

“You’re not allowed alone on the bus at night,” she said. “You know that.”

“We’re meeting at J.P. Licks. Do you think I’ll get murdered in half a block?”

“Daddy or I will walk you over. Maybe we’ll all get some ice cream—”

“Mom, please! I’ll look like an idiot.”

“We’re walking you. And you need to call when you’re ready to leave the mall. One of us will pick you up.”

Emma removed her gum and held it in her hand. “God. You can be so arbitrary.” She rolled the word out with an obvious delight in herself.

“Wrap that up and put it in the trash.” Maddy understood how one could end up saying yes to everything when children became teenagers. Energy was on their side.

Emma stuck the wet gum in her T-shirt pocket. “Fine. Are you happy now?”

“No, because now I’ll find it all over a shirt of mine when I do the wash. Throw it out properly. Who are these other people?”

“Just Sammi, Caro, and some boys.”

“You’re not going out with some boys we don’t know.”

“I know them.”

“Very funny.” Maddy pulled into the Whole Foods lot on Centre Street. “Do you have your phone?”

“Why?”

“Because I suggest you call those boys and have them meet you at the house.”

Emma crossed her arms and stuck her legs out as far as they would go. Maddy reached over and grabbed her pocketbook from the floor in the back.

“I’ll be right back. Watch the kids and call me if anything happens.”

“I hate you sometimes,” Emma said.

Maddy closed the door as quietly as possible.



CHAPTER 4

Ben

At five thirty, half a dozen other attorneys jammed into the conference room. They’d gone from bullshitting about their cases to bullshitting about the Red Sox. Debates on whether the Blue Jays or the Yankees had a chance at the wild card grew more raucous with the size of the crowd. Ben and Elizabeth were the only ones who hadn’t yet voiced an opinion on the topic.

Ben put his feet up on the scarred wooden table. “Don’t assume the Red Sox will make the playoffs. It’s only August.” He placed his hands behind his head and leaned back. Brass studs punctuating the upholstered chair felt cool and rich against his laced fingers. Other than bookcases stuffed with journals, all that decorated the room was a large oil painting of a nondescript ship navigating rocky waters.

“Point, Ben,” Aaron said. He was Ben’s get-it-done guy this year. “And the Yankees have stronger pitching, no matter what anyone says.”

Overeager Gerry from the appeals unit stuck his head in. “Are we going for beers, or should I sit?”

They looked to Ben for a decision. They deferred to him on everything, including when and where to drink, and when to go home to their families. Ben basically owned the Boston office of the Massachusetts Public Defender Division. He liked to consider himself a benevolent despot, but after so many years atop this small mountain, the thrill was gone. Admiration wasn’t enough anymore—these days only pure worship gave him a rush.

“I’m thirsty.” Heads turned toward Elizabeth. The way she used her upper-class breeding and cool good looks to her advantage in this crowd amused Ben. Despite bragging about their working-class roots, the men populating the Public Defender’s deferred to Boston Brahmins as though at heart they, the children of welders and bus drivers, were truly serfs of the city.

“The princess is thirsty—where shall we raise our glasses?” Gerry asked.

Lorna Kennedy, the only other woman in the room, shook her head in disgust. She was dumpy, fifty-seven, and wore flat shoes. No one raised glasses on Lorna’s behalf. Ben knew he should feel indignation for her, but instead he filed it under yet another injustice he’d lost the motivation to fix.

“Let’s go next door,” Ben said. “But I can’t stay late.”

The trip anointed, they rose almost as one. Elizabeth watched Ben, her eyes hot on him—undoubtedly the alpha in the room. He stood straight to be as tall as she, rolling up his sleeves to show his handball muscles.

Ben didn’t know if she had a Daddy thing, a tough-guy thing, or a smartest-guy-in-the-room thing, but he knew this: She latched on more each day.

•  •  •

He had two beers before calling Maddy. He should have waited on the second drink—stayed sharp. Even through the phone, he heard things slamming.

“Is it my imagination,” Maddy asked, “or have you missed supper five times in a row?”

“Sorry. I couldn’t help it,” Ben lied.

“Where are you now?”

“I left you a message. It’s that case I told you about.”

“I called the office. No one answered.”

“We were in the conference room,” he said.

“It sounds loud. Where are you?” she repeated.

“Jesus, some of us ran out to get dinner. We were hungry.” He turned toward the wall, away from the noise of the bar, pushing his cell phone closer to his ear. He should have gone outside. Water running and the sound of damp slapping muted Maddy’s words. “What are you doing?”

“Cooking chicken,” she said. “I’m tired of having dinner alone with the kids, Ben.”

He hunched over as Elizabeth came toward him, presumably on the way to the restroom. She tapped his shoulder with two fingers as she passed. “You know how it gets at crunch time, Mad.”

“Couldn’t you bring work home? Then at least we could all eat together. I hate when you don’t tell me what’s happening in time for me to plan my night.”

“What are you making? A banquet?” Lower yourself a few notches. He worked to rise above the beers he’d downed. Handling alcohol had never been his strength.

“Mom?” Emma’s voice floated in from the background.

“Hold on,” Maddy said to him. “What, hon?”

“I’m not going out tonight.”

He pictured Maddy holding the phone in her right hand, just off from her mouth and ear, as she always did when interrupted.

“Caro canceled. Her—”

“Can you wait a second, Emma? Daddy’s on the line,” he heard Maddy say.

He exhaled through the phone. “Can I get back to my dinner?” he asked.

“When will you be home?”

“I can’t say for sure.” He stifled a belch, guilt and beer making a sour mix in his stomach.

“When will you know?”

“I’ll call you.”

“Bennie? When will we have some real time together?” He heard her sigh. “I’m tired of sounding like a bitch. I love you.”

“I love you too.” Mentally, he’d already hung up. “When the kids are back in school, things will get better. We’ll get away, just the two of us.”

“Promise?”

“Absolutely. I’ll see you soon.”

He walked back to the table. A fresh beer sat at his place.

•  •  •

Ben wondered how pissed Maddy would be. He sped toward Huntington Avenue, weighing possible excuses. Ten o’clock hardly matched “see you soon.” What could he say? Life falling apart for B-bird’s family? Welfare in the future for B-bird’s mama if he didn’t get the kid out on bail? Anything that would keep Maddy quiet.

He considered the extreme stupidity of that fourth—or was it fifth?—beer. Everyone had left except him and Elizabeth. Self-reproach crept in, even as he felt that shiver of excitement newness will bring.

Leaving had been virtually impossible with her laughing at his jokes, her eyes shining as he bragged about cases he’d won. Each self-aggrandizing word brought him closer to temptation, until finally he’d pushed himself from the table.

A large crowd milled on the outskirts of the wide sidewalk edging Copley Square. Trinity Church rose in his rearview mirror; across Dartmouth Street was the old entrance to the Boston Public Library main branch. Hell, he loved that damned building. He could have been an architect.

Copley Plaza loomed like the queen of the area—that was a hotel.

Why did they never get here? It was only ten minutes from the house. He should bring Maddy for a romantic dinner. Better yet, he’d have her parents sleep at their house while he and Maddy stayed over at the hotel.

He vowed he’d do it before Labor Day.

Where do all these wonderful plans go, Ben? Maddy popped into his head again. He loved her. He loved his children. Why did they always make him feel like a failure? Maybe he didn’t always follow through with his intentions—but who did?

Maddy was always talking about how she should spend more time one-on-one with Emma. Jesus, she was growing up so fast. It terrified both of them. They had to stick together on this one. No bullshit.

Tattoos covering large swaths of skin fought for visual attention with skimpy T-shirts among the teenagers milling on the sidewalk. Half the buses in Boston converged here, including the number 39, which stopped one block from his house. Which, he supposed, explained seeing Emma there.

What the fuck?

Ben pulled over, turned on his flashers, and got out of the car. Emma laughed at something some skinny kid said. She looked up at the twerp as though he were a combination rock star and comedian. He snuck up behind her and clamped a hand on her shoulder. Hard.

“Hey!” the kid said, putting up a hand as though to stop Ben. “Get your hand off her.”

Emma turned. Red glossy stuff covered her lips, sending a slick invitation that made him twitch for his handkerchief, dying to rub the shiny covering off. Maddy allowed that? Thick circles of black she’d drawn around her eyes made her look like a raccoon.

The kid tried to pull Emma away from Ben—point for the kid. He looked okay. At least he wasn’t covered in tattoos and his ears weren’t stretched out with those grotesque donut things.

“Dad!” Emma said. “What are you doing here?”

“What am I doing here? Hardly the question.” Alcohol numbness made it difficult to feel his lips as he spoke. “Get in the car.” He took care to articulate each word.

“Let me explain. Caro’s here. And Sammi. It’s not what you think.”

“You don’t have a clue what I think. Get in the car.”

“Dad, could you at least let me—”

“Get in the car.”

She shrugged off his hand and marched away, slamming the car door after she got in. He saw Caro and Sammi trying to shrink to the size of birds.

“Need a ride, girls?”

Sammi shook her head, looking like she was about to throw up.

“My father is picking me up at the bus stop,” Caro said. “Sammi too. But thanks.”
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