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			For the cousins (in order of appearance): Jack, Sophia, Will, Ellie, Adam, Dylan, Sylvia, Danny, and Billy

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			

			Lovely 3-BR Cape Cod w/finished basement on a cul-de-sac—no thru traffic! Located in one of the 20 safest neighborhoods in the U.S.! Immaculate condition! Wood floors! Southern-style porch overlooking fenced yard! Tranquil neighborhood Gorgeous neighborhood

			Kellie Scott frowned, her fingers hesitating over her keyboard. “Peaceful neighborhood,” she murmured. “Serene . . .”

			“Bucolic,” Miller Thompson suggested, leaning over her shoulder while he read the flyer copy on her computer. He exhaled and she felt a brush of warm breath against her bare arm.

			“That’s it,” she said. “Thanks.”

			She watched Miller stroll away, then she finished the flyer before going into the kitchen for a cup of coffee. It was only her fourth day on the job, but she felt confident she could sell the kitchen in this office as a vacation property to harried mothers (as if there were any other kind) of young children. She imagined the copy she’d write: Floors that don’t crunch disturbingly under your feet! A spotless refrigerator with sodas and bubbly water lined up like little soldiers! A table that isn’t covered in dried Play-Doh and sticky juice boxes!

			Her blood pressure seemed to drop twenty points every time she walked in here and realized she didn’t have to clean rotting vegetables out of the crisper or make dinner for a ten-year-old girl who refused to eat much of anything except cheese or bacon and a seven-year-old boy who seemed to subsist on baby carrots and celery.

			“My daughter is on the Atkins diet and my son’s trying the supermodel diet,” she’d joked to her in-laws during their weekly family dinner last Sunday. Her sister-in-law had responded quickly (some might say aggressively) by ladling a large helping of broccoli and rice onto her own son’s plate.

			Here, though, in this hushed office with tasteful beige walls and mahogany furniture, no one judged her. Here she was Kellie 2.0—a sleeker, improved version of herself. She curled her hair and wore mascara and skirts. She never had to hide in the bathroom and whisper when she needed to make an important phone call. No one wiped runny noses on her sleeve.

			“Ready for lunch?” Miller asked, poking his head into the kitchen.

			“Lunch?” Kellie repeated. She had a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and an apple in her shoulder bag. She’d planned to eat at her desk.

			“Don’t tell me you’re planning to eat at your desk,” Miller said. “It’s tradition for the senior agents to take out the new hires during their first week.”

			She felt her cheeks heat up. The last time she’d gone to a restaurant alone with a man was when she and her husband, Jason, had dined at the Olive Garden three weeks ago. He’d ordered the carbonara Never Ending Pasta Bowl and had complained of a stomachache afterward.

			“Sounds great,” she said lightly.

			This was all part of reentering the workforce after being a stay-at-home mom for a decade. You bought a pair of high heels. You made intelligent conversation about interest rates and whether kitchen renovations held their value in a resale. You ate lunch with colleagues—sometimes tall, distractingly handsome ones whose woodsy cologne lingered after they walked away from your desk.

			Besides, Miller probably just wanted to learn more about the neighborhood. Kellie’s home was right down the street from his new listing, which was why he’d asked her to write the flyer copy and assist him with the open house. She could tell prospective buyers that Mr. and Mrs. Brannon had lived there for nearly fifty years, and that the neighborhood was called Newport Cove. That it was the kind of place where children played hopscotch on the wide sidewalks, and residents greeted one another by name and collected newspapers for each other when they went on vacation. Where all of the streets were named for flowers, and neighbors held block parties on balmy summer evenings. “Bucolic.” That was the perfect word.

			“Sell it to good people,” Kellie’s best friend, Susan, who lived five houses down, had urged. “Make sure they have kids.”

			“I will,” Kellie had promised.

			A contractor was repainting every room in the vacant house and replacing the wall-to-wall carpets with modern, glossy wood flooring. A stager would bring in bouquets of bright flowers and accent pieces on Sunday morning. Kellie was going to bake chocolate chip cookies so the kitchen would smell irresistible.

			The house reminded Kellie of a girl getting ready for a school dance, slipping into a new dress, fastening a sparkling bracelet around her wrist, dabbing on perfume. Wondering if someone across the room would smile at her, then make his way over and offer his hand.

			The house deserved a good family. A special family. Kellie hoped whoever was meant to find it would come soon.

			•  •  •

			“A Southern-style porch overlooking a fenced yard!” Tessa Campbell read aloud to her husband, Harry. “A bucolic neighborhood!”

			“What is a Southern-style porch, exactly?” Harry asked.

			Tessa frowned. “Maybe one with pillars? But the point is, it’s in one of the twenty safest neighborhoods in the country. Plus it’s on a cul-de-sac.”

			Harry sighed and scrubbed his hands through his short salt-and-pepper hair. “Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” he asked. “Uproot the kids? Leave our friends?”

			“Are you kidding me?” she asked. “What’s the alternative? Stay here, with all the . . . the reminders?”

			They spoke this way to each other now, in a kind of code. To anyone watching, they’d appear to be a normal couple enjoying a lazy summer evening on their wooden deck. A casual observer wouldn’t notice that Harry was on his third gin and tonic, or that the circles under Tessa’s eyes were the dark purple of an eggplant, or that Harry had a new, compulsive habit of tapping his foot against the floor.

			Tessa gently closed her laptop.

			“A fresh start is exactly what we need,” she said. “School doesn’t begin for a few weeks. It’s only a half day’s drive. We could head down Saturday night and stay in a motel. We’ll book one with a swimming pool, turn it into an adventure. We’ll spend the day checking out the town and the schools. If we like it, we could try to settle on the house fast.”

			“If we move all of a sudden, won’t it look . . . ?” Harry began.

			“No,” Tessa said firmly.

			Harry drained his glass and Tessa wondered if he’d refill it again. Rat-a-tat-tat thrummed his foot against the wood floor.

			“We need this,” she repeated.

			Relocating wouldn’t be an issue for Harry’s job; his IT ­company’s headquarters was based across the country, in California, and he flew there for a few days every week or two but worked the rest of the time from home. Money wasn’t a concern, not since his generous stock options from his last job, a technology start-up, had kicked in. They didn’t have any family nearby, and the kids were young enough that they’d make new friends quickly. There were a dozen little reasons why a move wouldn’t be a bad decision. And a single enormous one why it was vitally necessary.

			She could hear the kids arguing inside and she gauged the intensity with an experienced ear, determining that it didn’t require her intervention yet.

			The sun eased lower in the pink-tinged sky, and the aroma of meat grilling on their next-door neighbor’s barbeque drifted over. She liked their neighbors; they were a retired couple who brought by extra tomatoes and zucchini from their garden. She liked this house, too. Tessa had stenciled artwork onto her children’s bedroom walls and had finally found the perfect shade of slate blue for the living room. They’d expanded eighteen months ago, bumping out into the backyard and creating a master suite and a cook’s kitchen that spilled into the family room.

			She desperately wanted to walk away and never see any of it again.

			Harry stood up and went to refill his glass. He’d lost weight, and his khaki shorts sagged around the waist. Tessa watched her husband take another long sip of his gin and tonic. The cold glass was sweating in the warmth of the August air and a few droplets rolled down Harry’s fingers before splashing onto the wooden deck.

			Suddenly, she saw him again as he’d been on that night, reaching down to touch the dark red blood his shoe had tracked onto their kitchen floor, his eyes dazed. What happened? he’d asked her over and over. What happened?

			Lost in the vision, Tessa didn’t realize Harry had spoken until his damp fingers clutched her arm. She flinched, then hoped he hadn’t noticed. She didn’t want him to think she was afraid of him. She had to be the steady one now; to convince him she could guide them through this.

			“Okay,” he said. “We’ll go Saturday.”

			She stood up, picking up her own wineglass, which was still half full. She’d dump the remainder in the sink. One of them had to stay sharp and between her insomnia and Harry’s drinking, it would be too easy to slip. “I’ll tell the kids,” she said. “We’ll have fun.”

			Fun. An impossible concept. But the kids might enjoy the trip, at least. And once they were settled in a new place—in a safe place—she and Harry could try to find, if not joy, some measure of peace. A respite from the memories that were everywhere.

			She left him there on the porch, sipping his drink too quickly, his eyes as blank as the darkening sky.

			I’ll save you, she thought. I’ll save all of us.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			

			Four Weeks Later

			Newport Cove Listserv Digest

			*Drivers Beware!

			A friendly reminder that school starts today, so please be on the lookout for our students, especially the wee ones, and remember to come to a full and complete stop at every stop sign. Remember—A Normal Speed Meets Every Need! —Sincerely, Shannon Dockser, Newport Cove Manager

			*Dog Poop

			Would the owner of the VERY LARGE DOG (judging from the size of its leavings) please be considerate enough to clean up after your pet so that I don’t step in a disgusting mess when I’m in my own yard? Canine fecal matter not only contains parasites, it attracts rodents. Please treat your neighbors’ yards with the same respect you would accord your own. —Joy Reiserman, Daisy Way

			*Honda Mechanic?

			Can anyone recommend a good mechanic for a Honda minivan? —Lev Grainger, Crabtree Lane

			•  •  •

			“Hurry up, sweetie! You don’t want to be late for the bus on the first day!” Susan Barrett called up the stairs.

			She grabbed the leash hanging on a hook in the coat closet and her shaggy gray mutt, Sparky, who had supersonic hearing when it came to the rattle of a leash or the creak of the oven door opening, came running, his nails scrabbling against the wooden floors.

			Susan ran through a quick mental checklist: Cole’s new Spider-Man lunchbox was packed inside his matching Spider-­Man backpack. A sheaf of three-ring paper filled his binder. His water bottle had been rinsed and filled.

			She checked her watch. Sparky looked hopefully up the stairs. And Cole finally came racing down, his face clean but his shirt on backward.

			Susan expertly flipped it around and they stepped outside into the golden September air. Later it would grow very warm, but right now the weather was mild and clear. This was the best part of Susan’s morning, the few minutes she and Cole spent ambling to the bus stop, calling out hello to neighbors while Sparky greeted his canine pals. At the beginning of a fresh day, it was easy to make resolutions: She wouldn’t eat carbs. She’d go to bed at a decent hour. She’d stop stalking her ex-husband, Randall, and his awful girlfriend.

			A dozen yards ahead was her best friend, Kellie, shepherding along her daughter, Mia, and her son, Noah, who was conveniently Cole’s best pal. As Susan drew closer, she heard Kellie saying, “Just try two bites of a granola bar. Two little bites! I’ll pay you a dollar . . .”

			“How come I don’t get paid for eating?” Cole asked Susan.

			“Oh God, pretend you didn’t hear that,” Kellie said to Susan.

			“Mrs. Scott, you said ‘God,’ ” Cole informed her.

			“I beg your pardon,” Kellie said, winking, as Susan shrugged. Who knew where Cole had picked up that chiding tone? Maybe from Randall’s girlfriend; when in doubt, Susan found it convenient to assign her blame.

			As Cole ran ahead to catch up with Noah, Kellie moved over to let Susan walk alongside her. But Kellie nearly stumbled as a sidewalk crack snagged one of her shoes.

			“How long does it take to get used to walking in high heels when you’ve been in flip-flops for a decade?” she asked.

			“Two weeks,” Susan said instantly. She and Kellie had an ongoing game in which they delivered bogus answers with complete authority. It had started when one of the kids—Susan couldn’t remember which one—had asked where Santa went on summer vacation. “Australia,” Susan had said, at the exact moment Kellie had responded, “Bermuda.”

			“You made that up. It’s already been five weeks. Now tell me the truth, is this outfit okay?” Kellie asked. “Does it say I’m trustworthy yet savvy, the sort of woman you need to buy a house from? Mia, honey, don’t pick that flower. It’s part of Mrs. Henderson’s garden.”

			“Mom, I would never pick someone else’s flower. That would be illegal,” Mia huffed. Ten-year-old Mia had a dozen Girl Scout badges and was certified by the Red Cross as a mother’s helper, facts she didn’t so much tell people as accost them with.

			“You look great,” Susan told Kellie honestly. She could see hints of the high school cheerleader Kellie had been in her heart-shaped face and thick blond hair. Kellie had been in the popular crowd, Susan knew, but she was one of the nice girls: the kind of teenager who’d ridden on a homecoming float, flashing a dimpled smile to the crowd, and whose yearbook pages were filled with notes from friends. Susan had had a very different experience in high school. She’d been one of only nine black students in her graduating class, and she’d spent most of her Friday nights with a book for company. (“You were class valedictorian, weren’t you?” Kellie had asked after Susan had slaughtered everyone in Scrabble on game night. “No!” Susan had protested, honestly. She’d been salutatorian.)

			“Oh my gosh! Look!” Kellie said.

			She grabbed Susan’s arm and pointed across the street, to the empty house with the SOLD! sign staked in the front lawn. Ever since Mrs. Brannon had died of cancer and her husband had moved into an assisted living facility, the Cape Cod had seemed lonely. Sure, the lawn was kept trimmed and the gutters were cleaned. But missing were all the little touches that had made it a home. Mr. Brannon’s polished walking stick was absent from its usual spot by the front door, and the flowerpots that had once held Mrs. Brannon’s begonias had been removed from the steps. The well-used wooden rocking chairs had disappeared from the porch. Now, though, the house was thrumming with activity, awakening again.

			A silver minivan was parked in the driveway and a huge moving van laid claim to the curb, its back doors flung open. Three men were wrestling a couch down a ramp. The house’s windows were open, and a soccer ball lay in the front yard.

			“I saw that couch in Crate and Barrel a while ago, but it was three thousand bucks, which guarantees Cole would spill grape juice on it the first day,” Susan said. “Didn’t you say they have a couple of kids? What are they doing with a three-­thousand-dollar couch? In cream, no less?”

			“Maybe they like to live dangerously,” Kellie said. “And look, they’re at the bus stop already. Tessa!”

			Kellie gave a little jump as she waved, nearly turning her ankle as she landed.

			“Did I say two weeks? I meant two months,” Susan said.

			Tessa, who’d been standing at the bus stop flanked by her daughter and son, a little apart from the other families gathered there, was waving back. A tentative smile broke across her face. Tessa looked nervous, Susan thought. It was tough moving to a new town.

			“You’re here!” Kellie said when they reached Tessa.

			“We are,” agreed Tessa. She was a woman composed of edges, the sort a child might draw, Susan thought, taking in her blunt-cut hair, her sharp chin, and her straight, dark eyebrows. Tessa was enviably slender in her khakis and simple blue blouse. Susan made a mental note: No carbs or sugar today!

			“We got into town this weekend,” Tessa was saying. “We’ve been staying at the Marriott but we’ll be in the house tonight since the furniture just arrived.”

			“I’m Susan Barrett. Welcome to the neighborhood,” Susan said, offering her hand. “How old are your kids?”

			“Bree is nine,” Tessa said, touching her daughter’s head. “And Addison just turned seven.”

			Both kids had that scrubbed, first-day-of-school look. New clothes with the creases still showing, combed hair, clean backpacks. Except Addison was trying to hide a fat, wiggling worm in his pocket. That detail alone made her sure that he and Cole would become fast friends.

			“Great names,” Kellie said. “And Addison’s the same age as Noah and Cole! Who’s his teacher?”

			“Um . . . Miss Klopson, I think?” Tessa said.

			“That’s who Noah and Cole have!” Susan said.

			“That’s wonderful,” Tessa said. But her smile seemed to require an effort. Her expression, like her voice, was flat—­almost restrained. Was she sick? Or maybe she was just wiped out from the move, Susan thought.

			There was a little awkward pause, then Mia tugged on ­Kellie’s arm. “Can I interview them?” she asked.

			“Oh,” Kellie said to Tessa. “Sorry, Mia writes the ‘Kids’ Corner’ column for our neighborhood newsletter. Would you mind if she asked you a few quick questions?”

			“Um . . . sure?” Tessa said. She tucked her hair behind her ears and frowned. Mia was already digging into her backpack for her official reporter’s steno notebook and pen.

			Mia cleared her throat and uncapped her pen. “First question,” she said. Some of the other parents and kids turned at the sound of her voice ringing out. “WHY did you move here?”

			Tessa staggered back, as if she’d been pushed.

			“What?” she whispered.

			Kellie stepped forward, steadying Tessa by her arm. “Are you okay?” she asked. “You look like you’re about to faint.”

			“I’m fine,” Tessa said. “I didn’t—I didn’t eat any breakfast.”

			“Here,” Kellie said. She dug in her purse and came up with the granola bar she’d been unsuccessfully pushing on her kids. “Try this.”

			“Is she going to get paid for eating it?” Cole wanted to know.

			“Shh,” Susan said. She grabbed Cole’s water bottle from his backpack and offered it to Tessa. He could drink from the fountains for a day.

			Tessa took a small sip. “That’s better. I was just dizzy for a moment, but it passed.”

			“I need to ask my ‘w’ questions,” Mia insisted. “Who, what, where, why, and when.”

			“Mia, quiet,” Kellie said.

			Tessa didn’t look better, Susan thought. She was still ashen. It was a good thing Kellie hadn’t let go of her arm.

			Susan was about to suggest that Tessa sit down when a little boy shouted, “Bus! Bus!”

			Parents exploded into activity, kissing children, retying loose shoelaces, shouting reminders about piano lessons and soccer practice, and waving as the kids climbed aboard. Susan touched her index finger to the corner of her eye, then her heart, then pointed it at Cole. I. Love. You. She saw his smile through the bus window, then the vehicle lumbered away, belching a cloud of exhaust. The group of parents echoed the noise with an equally loud sigh of relief. They peeled away, heading to the blissful quiet of their offices or homes.

			“Are you up to walking?” Kellie asked Tessa. “We can wait here with you if you’re still shaky.”

			“No, really, I’m much better now,” Tessa said. “I should get back and check on the movers.”

			“Well, we’re heading in the same direction, so we’ll give you all the neighborhood gossip on the way,” Kellie said. “You wouldn’t believe the scandals. The intrigue!”

			Susan punched Kellie in the arm. “She’s kidding. We’re actually quite boring.”

			“Sadly, it’s true,” Kellie said. “Well, we do have our ladies-­only Wine and Whine night, and that tends to inspire some unexpected confessions, but other than that we’re a pretty tame bunch.”

			“You’ll have to join us at the next one,” Susan said. “It’s Gigi’s turn to host, and she’s your next-door neighbor.”

			“Have you met her yet?” Kellie asked. “She’s the one with the Susan Sarandon vibe? Picture Thelma just before she and Louise drove off that cliff. Gigi’s husband, Joe, is running for Congress in the special election—our congressman resigned because of a sex scandal with a prostitute, you might’ve heard—and Joe’s always busy campaigning so you probably won’t see him much, but Gigi’s really great.”

			Tessa gave them a faint smile. “Well,” she said, “here’s my house.” She handed the superhero water bottle back to Susan. “Thank you again.”

			Susan watched as Tessa walked up the front steps and disappeared inside.

			“I repulsed her, didn’t I?” Kellie asked. “I always babble too much.”

			“No, you’re charming,” Susan said. “I bet she’s getting the flu.”

			“So what did you think of her?” Kellie asked as they resumed strolling.

			“A spotless beige couch with two kids?” Susan said. “It screams ‘control freak,’ but I’m reserving judgment.”

			“She seems . . . pleasant, I guess,” Kellie said. “But shy. She was like that when I met her at the open house, too.”

			Susan shrugged. “Busy day today?” she asked.

			“Sadly, no,” Kellie sighed. “I don’t have a single listing yet. I earned a little something for helping with the Brannons’ house, but I wasn’t the main agent on it. I’ve been working for a solid month and I’ve barely recouped the costs I spent to get licensed and for my business cards.”

			“You’re just starting out,” Susan said. “It’ll take time.”

			“I guess,” Kellie said. “How long did it take you? I mean before your business really exploded?”

			“Oh, a little while,” Susan said vaguely. She didn’t want to tell her friend that her company, Your Other Daughter, had been an instant success. Susan’s idea for a part-time job coordinating services for the elderly, like taking them to ­doctors’ appointments or visiting them in nursing homes, had somehow grown into a booming franchise in four states. Early on, there had been an article about her in Black Enterprise magazine, and then a write-up in the Duke alumni magazine, which had helped launch her company. Now she had a syndicated weekly radio show in which she dispensed advice about elder care to callers. She gave speeches at five hundred dollars a pop. Even Mr. Brannon had become one of her clients; she’d helped the widower sort through his accumulated decades of belongings and choose an assisted living center. She visited Mr. Brannon every week to make sure he was comfortable. That service was off the books; Mr. Brannon, with his courtly manners and sad smile, had a special place in her heart. He seemed so alone in the world.

			“I’ll spread rumors about asbestos at Wine and Whine night, to get the neighbors we don’t like to move away, and then I can sell their houses,” Kellie said.

			“Great idea,” Susan said. “I’ll bring a few bottles of Chardonnay. Last time Gigi ran out.”

			“Maybe she didn’t think it would be good for her husband’s congressional campaign to have a dozen drunk women lurching out of his house,” Kellie mused.

			“Oh, come on, it never hurt Bill Clinton,” Susan said. “How’s this for a plan: we’ll get Tessa drunk and she’ll spill all her deep, dark secrets.”

			“I’m in,” Kellie said, laughing.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			

			Newport Cove Listserv Digest

			*Halloween party & parade!

			It isn’t too early to begin planning for everyone’s favorite holiday—­Halloween! This year at our annual Newport Cove party we’ll have a moon bounce, tasty treats for all (including gluten and nut free!), and a parade through our neighborhood for all of our little goblins and ghosts! “Opal” the fortune-­teller may make a surprise visit to read fortunes (please remind your children to refrain from pulling on Opal’s hair so we avoid painful incidents like last year’s)! Please email Shannon Dockser if you’d like to volunteer for the snack committee or activities committee. —Sincerely, Shannon Dockser, Newport Cove Manager

			*Re: Honda Mechanic?

			I don’t have a Honda, but I bring my Chrysler LeBaron into Michael at Auto Repair Unlimited. He’s a well-mannered young man, not like some these days, and his prices are reasonable. —Tally White, Iris Lane

			*Re: Dog Poop

			I’d like to second the comment by Mrs. Reiserman. I can’t imagine any Newport Cove residents would be so uncourteous as to leave canine filth in their neighbors’ yards, but several times a year I step into something most unpleasant when I’m out gardening and have to hose it off my shoe. Let’s all try to be better neighbors. —Ralph Zapruder, Blossom Street

			•  •  •

			Gigi Kennedy rolled over in bed, lazily stretching out an arm and connecting with a cold sheet instead of a warm body.

			She yawned and blinked and the world came into focus. Her nightstand with a hefty political memoir and a treatise about microbusiness loans stacked atop the juicy novel she’d been yearning to read—but hadn’t found the time—for weeks. An expensive pot of eye cream that she’d begun to use religiously, though she suspected the cost was due to the French name rather than the quality of the ingredients. And her monthly planner filled with scribbled reminders of phone calls she needed to make, places she needed to be, people she needed to woo.

			She despised that planner with its bright red cover.

			Red signaled power, according to the image consultant her husband, Joe, had hired. Apparently crow’s-feet did not, and the eye cream had been delivered to her along with the business card of a hairdresser who’d banished the strands of gray from Gigi’s auburn locks before trimming off eight inches.

			“Oh,” she’d murmured, staring in the mirror when he’d spun her around with the flourish of a game show host. She’d always worn her hair down to her bra strap, and it had never bothered her that it got big and frizzy in the humidity. She’d liked the easy, bohemian style. But the hairdresser had applied a horrible-smelling chemical that made it look sleek and shiny and not at all like her.

			Her mother had burst into laughter when she’d seen Gigi. “I’m sorry, honey,” she’d said. “It’s just that you look like a”—Gigi had waited patiently as her mother had succumbed to more giggles—“like a shorn sheep!”

			Two years of therapy, and her mom could still light up her buttons faster than a toddler at an elevator control panel.

			Gigi yawned again and checked the bedside clock. Not even six a.m.

			“I wish they all could be California girls,” Joe’s off-key voice warbled over the rush of the shower.

			Careful, she thought. Don’t want to alienate the voters on the East Coast.

			When she and Joe had first met, back in college, he was famous for sleeping through his morning classes. Not missing them, but actually sleeping in the last row, his head bobbing, an occasional snore whistling through his nostrils. Now Joe woke up at five a.m. to run three miles before drinking a green smoothie, standing up, while he read the papers.

			But she’d changed, too. Didn’t everyone say the key to a happy marriage was changing together? Or maybe it was growing together. In any case, she’d begun to match Joe’s runs with her own Zumba and Pilates classes, and now that he eschewed dessert, so did she. So technically, they were shrinking together. Except for the chips and brownies she snuck from the snack drawer reserved for the kids’ lunches, but she gobbled those standing up and buried the evidence in the trash can, so they obviously didn’t count.

			The kids. She climbed out of bed and reached for her robe. She needed to make sure this morning went smoothly, to avoid stepping on any of the emotional bombs her teenaged daughter Melanie loved to lob in her path. Late this afternoon a photographer was coming over to capture a family photo for Joe’s congressional campaign brochure and website. Their twelve-year-old, Julia, would cooperate. Of course she would; Julia had been a happy, gurgling infant whose disposition had never changed. She was an honor roll student and captain of the soccer team. Julia would put on the sundress Gigi had laid out and brush her hair without being asked. But fifteen-year-old Melanie . . . well, the best case was that she’d demand to wear all black and refuse to take out her nose ring. Gigi wouldn’t think about the worst case until she’d fortified herself with coffee.

			She’d make Melanie’s favorite banana-pecan pancakes, the ones her daughter had adored when she was a little girl, Gigi decided.

			She padded into the kitchen, her feet hitting cold tile, wishing she’d put on socks but feeling too tired to go back upstairs for a pair. She stroked the head of their sleepy golden retriever, Felix, before popping a pod of Starbucks Breakfast Blend into the Keurig. While her coffee spurted into a mug, she reached into the pantry for ingredients and began lining them up on the counter: flour, bananas, milk . . . She was dropping a pat of butter into the warm skillet when she sensed a presence behind her.

			“Your hair looks ridiculous.”

			“Good morning, honey,” Gigi said, trying to block annoyance from her tone. She smoothed down a few spiky bangs that seemed determined to defy gravity. “I’m making pancakes.”

			“I’m not hungry,” Melanie said.

			Gigi turned off the burner.

			“How about just a banana, then?” she said. Melanie wouldn’t get a break for lunch until almost noon. She had to eat something.

			“I said I’m not hungry.”

			Gigi flinched. If her husband routinely spoke to her in that tone, she’d divorce him. If a friend did, she’d cut off contact. Only Melanie, with her sad eyes and defiant expression, could heap emotional abuse on her mother.

			Still, she couldn’t let Melanie get away with acting like a brat.

			“Watch your tone,” Gigi said, but when she caught a glimpse of Melanie’s face, she regretted snapping back. Her daughter was clearly in pain.

			When had Melanie’s kohl-rimmed eyes changed? They looked to Gigi like black mussel shells. There was something in the center of those eyes reminiscent of the glistening fragility of a pearl, but try as she might, Gigi couldn’t crack through the hard exterior and reach it.

			Melanie grabbed her backpack off the kitchen table and shoved her binder inside.

			“You don’t have to be at school for almost an hour,” Gigi pointed out.

			“Raven is picking me up.”

			Raven. It couldn’t possibly be a real name, could it? Gigi wasn’t even sure if Raven was a girl or a boy, and an early glimpse of him/her hadn’t helped clear things up. Raven hid behind a sweep of dark hair and seemed incapable of smiling. Gigi wanted to ask Melanie, but was afraid of her reaction.

			Melanie was almost out the door. She hadn’t eaten. She looked tired. She was wearing a long-sleeved shirt and black jeans and the mercury was expected to reach 80 today.

			“Honey? Do you want to change your shirt? It’s supposed to get pretty hot.”

			“God! Can you just stop nagging me?” The door slammed on Melanie’s final word.

			Gigi sank into a chair, blinking hard. Felix nudged her hand with his cold nose and she curled an arm around him, grateful for the comfort.

			Gigi knew that whenever she reached out to touch her daughter, or asked Melanie to put away her phone and talk, Melanie viewed Gigi as a giant chicken relentlessly pecking at her. She could see it in the way Melanie shrank from her, or exited a room moments after Gigi entered.

			Whenever she spoke to Melanie, all her daughter heard was this: Peck, peck, peck.

			Why couldn’t she hear what Gigi was really saying? I love you, I love you, I love you.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			

			Before Newport Cove

			WHEN HER DAUGHTER, BREE, was just seven months old, Tessa called 911 for the first time.

			It was a rainy day, and the house had felt stuffy, so Tessa had walked upstairs to open a window. She’d left Bree on the living room rug, encircled by toys.

			She’d been gone for sixty seconds, she’d insisted later. Ninety at most. She couldn’t get the timeline exactly straight, though. Had she paused to pick up Harry’s dirty socks off the bathroom floor and toss them in the hamper, or had she done that earlier in the day? She might’ve shaken out the comforter and smoothed it over the sheets instead of leaving it crumpled. An unmade bed had always nagged at Tessa.

			The truth was, she had no idea how long she’d left Bree alone. Jagged patches of time had begun to disappear from her memory, like sinkholes forming in the fog of her exhaustion. Bree hadn’t slept through the night, not even once, since coming home from the hospital. Bree was fussy. Sensitive. Spirited. Whatever the politically correct term was nowadays. Instead of nursing contentedly, like all the other babies in their Mommy and Me class, Bree always took a few sips, then yanked herself away from Tessa’s breast as if she’d been scalded.

			“It must be something in your diet,” a lactation consultant had said, looking at Tessa with accusing eyes. “Are you eating a lot of broccoli? Chocolate? Caffeine?”

			Tessa had mutely shaken her head at each fresh charge. She wasn’t eating much of anything other than toast and water and bananas. She was far too tired to cook, and she’d gone off coffee during her first trimester and certainly knew enough to avoid drinking too much of it while breastfeeding. Still, Tessa was certain she was the source of her daughter’s misery. Tessa would pace the house in the middle of the night with a squalling Bree in her arms, mindlessly chanting nursery rhymes, timing the beat to the throbbing in her head. Harry had been working for a software development firm back then and his job had required him to travel nearly every week, so she couldn’t even hand off the baby for a break.

			Tessa had wanted a child so desperately. She’d endured two miscarriages before having Bree, the second when she was nearly twenty weeks into her pregnancy. She’d tried to do everything right. She’d read a dozen books on child development. She’d washed Bree’s tiny onesies in Dreft before folding them into the drawers of her pink-and-white dresser. She’d spent an entire weekend crafting the butterfly mobile that hung over Bree’s crib. Yet every time she looked down at Bree’s red, miserable face, she felt as if she was failing her daughter.

			When Bree turned four months old, Tessa finally gave up breastfeeding. Whenever she hid a carton of formula in her grocery cart, she’d felt like she was stashing crack beneath her romaine lettuce and organic chicken. Breast was best—­everyone knew that.

			But miraculously, the formula had seemed to help. Bree had begun to cry less. She’d actually slept for a blissful five-hour stretch one night. She’d even begun to bestow a gummy little grin on Tessa that could’ve been gas but Tessa decided was a smile.

			“Maybe it was just colic,” Tessa had said to Harry two weeks before it happened. He’d returned home from yet another business trip and had picked up Thai food on the way in from the airport. Tessa’s last shower was a distant memory—two, maybe three days earlier? She’d been wearing one of the drawstring pants and shapeless cotton T-shirts that had become her wardrobe staples. But as she’d crunched into a spring roll and taken a sip of cold, crisp wine, she’d felt the bright stirrings of hope.

			“The worst is probably over,” she’d said as she watched Harry feed Bree bites of a steamed yam. Bree had inherited her father’s sweet tooth—she spit out green vegetables but at least she loved pears and yams.

			As soon as Tessa had uttered those words, she’d felt an icy twinge work its way down her spine. She’d tempted bad fortune. And sure enough, it arrived the next day when Bree’s cries took on a sharper, more pained tenor, so alarming Tessa that she’d rushed Bree to the pediatrician’s office.

			“She’s teething already. An early achiever!” the doctor had joked as he’d examined Bree. He had white hair and a round belly, like Santa. His kids were all grown; he probably slept deeply for eight hours every night. Tessa hated him and his jolly laugh more than a little bit.

			Baby Motrin didn’t help, not nearly enough. The tooth took forever to come in and no sooner had it broken the surface than the one next to it began to embark on its jagged, torturous path through Bree’s soft mouth.

			Tessa rubbed Baby Orajel on Bree’s red, raw gums, and gave her cold rings to gnaw on, but Bree seemed to feel pain so intensely! Every cry was a jab to Tessa’s heart. Bree began waking up every three hours again, bleating the plaintive cry of a kitten. Tessa’s vision grew blurry. Most of her meals were bowls of soggy cereal gobbled over the sink. Once, at a stoplight, the blare of a horn jerked her awake. She’d glanced back at Bree, safely asleep in her car seat, and she’d shuddered. What if her foot had slipped off the brake? She drank more coffee—three, four, sometimes five cups a day.

			The mornings were the worst. Tessa would blearily look around at the cluttered kitchen, at the bottles she needed to wash, at the clothes she needed to launder and fold, at the counters she should declutter, and feel herself sliding into a gray gloom. She’d always been organized; she’d worked as an accountant. She’d untangled complicated taxes for clients, she’d unloaded the dishwasher with one hand while cooking a stir-fry with the other, she’d effortlessly kept a running mental to-do list with a dozen revolving items. She’d run three half-marathons! But she couldn’t manage one tiny baby and her house, even with—and here was the truly embarrassing part—monthly maid service. Sometimes Tessa felt like her cleaning woman, who was middle-aged and had four kids, was judging her as she lugged the vacuum cleaner up the stairs and emptied Tessa’s overflowing trash cans: Get it together, lady.

			So on that rainy, stuffy afternoon, things were blurry. Sixty to ninety seconds? It seemed like the limit on how long a conscientious mother—a good mother—would leave her baby alone.

			It was quiet when Tessa had come back downstairs. Bree was exactly where Tessa had left her, playing with wooden stacking blocks, chosen because they were made with natural materials and nontoxic paints and were too big to be choking hazards.

			Bree had been making a funny face. Her mouth had been twisting like it sometimes did when Tessa tried to spoon in pureed green vegetables. Tessa had come closer and seen her purse lying next to Bree instead of on the chair where she’d left it, its contents spilled out. Her hairbrush. Her wallet. The bottle of Advil, with a few of its tiny mauve pills dotting the carpet.

			Advil, with its sweet coating.

			Bree had been reaching for a pill on the carpet. Tessa had pried it out of her tiny hand and Bree had opened her mouth to scream.

			Bree’s tiny tongue had been stained mauve.

			“No,” Tessa had whispered. She’d run to the phone to dial the emergency number.

			“Send an ambulance!” she’d gasped.

			The ensuing minutes blurred by: the frantic trip to the hospital, punctuated by the laconic wail of the ambulance’s siren, the EMTs bending over Bree’s tiny body, taking her vitals, the young doctor shining a light into Bree’s eyes while quizzing Tessa.

			“You don’t know how many she took? Didn’t you check the bottle to see how many were left?” he’d asked.

			“No, but the EMTs said I should bring it so you could check the ingredients . . . ,” Tessa had said.

			The doctor had snatched the little plastic bottle out of her hand. “It says it holds sixty.” He’d shaken the pills out onto the stark white hospital sheet, his index finger jabbing at each one like an accusation. “There are still fifty in there. Was it a new bottle?”

			Tessa had shaken her head. “No. I—I remember I took two right before I went upstairs. I must not have closed the lid properly.”

			“Did you check the floor to see if any were there?”

			“No,” Tessa had whispered. “Wait—yes. There were some on the carpet.”

			“How many?” the doctor had demanded.

			Tessa had closed her eyes. “Um . . . five?”

			“So the most she ingested was three,” the doctor had said. “Less if the bottle had already been open when you took two. Was the bottle already open?”

			Tessa had nodded, her mind feeling thick as it struggled to grasp the simple subtraction problem. “Um . . . it might have been. I think so.”

			The doctor had exhaled loudly. He had patients who needed him. He didn’t have time for this nonsense.

			“She probably spit it out once she sucked off the coating; it’s pretty bitter inside,” he’d said. “I doubt she even ingested one.”

			Bree had been maybe two minutes away from having her soft little stomach pumped, all because of Tessa’s inattention. The doctor’s expression had changed as he’d stared at her, probably wondering if she was one of those women who faked her children’s illnesses to get attention. Then he’d walked away without a single word.

			As Tessa had left the hospital, Harry had called her cell phone, responding to the frantic message she’d left.

			“I’ll fly back tonight,” he’d said, even after she’d reassured him that Bree was safe. Tessa had wondered if he still trusted her with their baby.

			She’d hung up and looked around. To her left was a big parking lot; to her right, a busy street. But there were no cabs in sight, and even if she’d spotted one, it wouldn’t have a car seat. She had no idea how she was going to get home.

			She felt her throat constrict. I’m sorry, she’d thought, looking down at her baby.

			A moment later, Bree had begun to screech in her arms.

			Six months later, Tessa called 911 again.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			

			Newport Cove Listserv Digest

			*Re: Dog Poop

			I’d just like to second Mrs. Reiserman’s point about cleaning up after your dog. Oftentimes, dog walkers will drop a bag of poop in my trash can if it is by the curb on trash day. Whilst this might seem like an appropriate way to clean up after your dog, let me assure you it is not. If the can has already been emptied, these small bags end up on the bottom, where they can become stuck. The stench is most unpleasant. —Tally White, Iris Lane

			*Re: Dog Poop

			It’s MS. Reiserman, not MRS. Reiserman. —Joy Reiserman, Daisy Way

			*Lawn Bags!

			Large brown lawn bags will be distributed to all Newport Cove residents on Saturday, Sept. 18 to assist with your leaf collection throughout the fall season. If you would prefer to not have bags delivered, please simply reply to Newport Cove Manager Shannon Dockser (no need to “reply all” to the entire listserv!). Thanks! —Sincerely, Shannon Dockser, Newport Cove Manager

			*Re: Lawn Bags!

			I don’t want any lawn bags. I burn my leaves. —Mason Gamerman, Daisy Way

			*Re: Lawn Bags!

			It’s far more efficient to simply mow your leaves when you’re cutting your grass. No need to risk injuring your back by raking and bagging. —Tally White, Iris Lane

			•  •  •

			“I’ll be back around nine, nine thirty at the latest,” Kellie told Jason as she looked in the mirror and fastened on a silver hoop earring.

			“Sure you will,” he said. He was lounging on their queen-sized bed, flicking through television channels. Kellie had shepherded the kids through homework and dinner before getting them changed into their pj’s. Now they were eating bowls of vanilla ice cream in the kitchen.

			“No, I’ll be early,” Kellie said. “I have to work in the morning, remember?”

			Jason didn’t respond; he’d settled on the Discovery Channel where a lion was selecting a dinner entrée from a revolving buffet of antelope and zebra. Jason had shed his clothes like a snakeskin on the floor, and Kellie suppressed a sigh as she bent down to pick up his Levi’s and red polo shirt with the logo of the small hardware store he co-owned with his father. Kellie tossed the shirt and jeans into the laundry hamper in the closet. Jason had a half dozen identical shirts; he wouldn’t need to wear this one to work tomorrow.

			“If you could get the kids to put their stuff in the dishwasher,” she said.

			“Sure, just a sec,” he said. She looked at him lying there in his blue boxers and white athletic socks, the only man she’d ever loved. Ever slept with. Sometimes, days—entire weeks, even!—would pass when she’d be so distracted by the busy rhythm of their lives that she’d hardly register her husband’s presence. Then, bam! At the most unexpected times, she’d be drawn up short by unexpected details that conjured tenderness in her: Faint smile lines radiating out from Jason’s eyes. Arms still as thick and strong as when they’d first wrapped around her in high school. A few dots of gray in the stubble around his jaw.

			He seemed to feel her gaze and looked up. “C’mere,” he said. She lay down next to him, snuggling into his chest, feeling his steady heartbeat against her cheek. He dropped a kiss onto her head, already reabsorbed into his television show.

			That lunch with Miller Thompson had meant nothing. She’d been foolish to feel nervous. Miller had taken her to a seafood place, a nice one with tablecloths, but they’d mostly chatted about work. Miller was married and had three kids. He’d flipped open his wallet to show off their school photos. It had all been perfectly innocent.

			“And honey, please have the kids in bed by eight thirty,” she said.

			“Yup,” Jason said.

			She climbed off the bed, went to kiss her children good night, and took a clean wineglass out of a kitchen cupboard. This was one of the inspired rules of Wine and Whine night—everyone brought her own glass, so cleanup was minimal for the hostess. Kellie’s was a special one Jason and the kids had wrapped and tucked into her stocking last Christmas. It was comically oversized, and the words painted near the rim read: “Oh, look. It’s wine-thirty!”

			Kellie stepped outside, locking the door behind her, even though crime was practically nonexistent in Newport Cove. Parenting magazine had designated the neighborhood as one of the “20 Safest Communities” after crunching statistics for violent crimes per capita. Cash stolen from the glove compartments of unlocked cars, a mailbox-bashing by bored teens, an occasional UPS package missing from a doorstep—that was the extent of it.

			She strolled down the sidewalk, noticing the Harmons, who had five boys, had left open the sliding side door of their mini­van again. The floor mat was nearly hidden beneath snack wrappers, crumbs, and small plastic toys. Kellie reached out and pulled the door shut so the interior light didn’t drain the battery, then continued on toward Gigi’s brick rambler. The houses on their street were an eclectic mix. A few had been torn down and replaced by McMansions crowded onto the narrow lots, but for the most part, the original Tudors, Colonials, and Craftsmans still dominated the wide, sweeping roads.

			“Beautiful evening!” Kellie called to Mason Gamerman, who lived across the street from Gigi and was watering his front lawn with his garden hose. She raised her giant, empty glass toward him, and he grunted in response, which was about as enthusiastic as Mason got. On Halloween, he grimly dispensed pennies to trick-or-treaters.

			Kellie was walking up Gigi’s steps just as her husband, Joe Kennedy (“No relation to the famous family,” he always explained), came out the door. He wore a dark suit, crisp white shirt, and blue-and-gold-striped tie—campaigning clothes.

			Joe smiled, his teeth flashing. Gigi had confided that the image consultant Joe’s campaign director had hired had suggested Joe get his teeth professionally whitened. They’d laughed about it, but apparently Joe had followed through.

			“Where are you off to?” Kellie asked.

			“Door-to-door canvassing,” he said.

			“Sounds exhausting,” Kellie said.

			“It’s rewarding, though,” Joe said. “I get to sit down one on one with people and talk about the issues that are most important to them. Education, government spending, the economy . . .”

			Yawn, Kellie thought. Last year, Gigi and Joe had come over for dinner and Jason had shown them the new Ping-Pong table they’d set up in the basement for the children. Someone had cracked a joke about how in a few years the kids would be using it for beer pong, and Joe had confessed to never having played. Ten minutes later, the four of them were clustered around the game table, Joe’s face red and sweaty as he slammed down his paddle, bellowing, “Drink, sucker!” at Jason.

			“Well,” Kellie joked, “you’ve got my vote.”

			Joe reached for her hand and pressed it between his own. His brown eyes radiated sincerity. “Thank you,” Joe said reverently. “Let me know if you’d like a yard sign. I can get you a discount.”

			He walked a few steps away, then turned around and winked. Kellie, who’d been standing there openmouthed, burst into laughter. He’d gotten her.

			Joe continued on his way and Kellie pushed through the front door, still smiling. There were more than a dozen women clustered in small groups throughout the living room and kitchen, but the first one Kellie saw was Tessa. Kellie hadn’t been sure if Tessa would come. Yesterday at the bus stop, Kellie had suggested that Addison pop by after school and join Noah and Cole, who were going to set up a soccer net in the backyard.

			“I’m sure there’ll be an extra spot on their team, if Addison wants to join,” Kellie had said.

			“Oh,” Tessa had responded. “Um . . . I was going to take the kids shopping with me after school. But thanks.”

			It hadn’t escaped Kellie’s notice that Tessa had the same deer-in-the-headlights look as when Mia had asked her (admittedly in a loud voice, perhaps bordering on strident—she really needed to talk with Mia again about modulating her tone) why they’d moved to Newport Cove. Maybe her boisterous family was overwhelming Tessa’s. Kellie had decided to back off, so she hadn’t reminded Tessa about the neighborhood women’s gathering tonight.

			But here was Tessa, wearing a navy blue sundress and rosy lipstick. She was more dressed up than most of the other women, which struck Kellie as sweet, as if Tessa was trying to make a good impression. Tessa was clutching a glass of Chardonnay, ensconced in a conversational circle with Susan, Gigi, and—uh-oh—the community manager, Shannon Dockser. Kellie poured herself a generous splash of Sutter Home from an open bottle on the kitchen counter and eased into the group.

			“So you see, Newport Cove is actually a municipality,” Shannon was telling Tessa, who was nodding politely. Susan’s eyes were a little glazed, which Kellie suspected wasn’t from the wine alone. “It was designated one in 1982. That means our little neighborhood is kind of like a corporation. So we can hire private services just for us! You wouldn’t believe how quickly we get plowed when it snows. At eight a.m. the next morning, the trucks come zipping through. And you know we’ve contracted with a trash service to do pickups twice weekly instead of once, right?”

			“I didn’t,” Tessa murmured. “But that’s great.”

			“Think about running for a spot on the neighborhood council,” Shannon said. “We’ll have a few openings when the current terms end. I can email you some more information about it.”

			“Don’t get sucked in,” Gigi warned. “That’s how Joe started.”

			“By the way, his teeth look great,” Kellie whispered. Gigi grinned and elbowed her in the ribs.

			“Oooh! There’s Marcy! Excuse me just a minute, ladies! I need to talk to her about the holiday decorating committee!” Shannon flitted away.

			“Where does that woman get her energy?” Kellie asked.

			“I hear she steals her children’s Ritalin,” Susan said.

			“She made that up,” Kellie told Tessa.

			“Don’t worry about the neighborhood council thing,” Gigi said. “Just tell her you’ll think about it for next year.”

			“That’s what I’ve been saying for the past decade,” Kellie said.

			“It’s not that I don’t want to contribute . . . we just need to settle in first,” Tessa said.

			“Tell me about it,” Susan said. “I moved here years ago, and I still have a dozen boxes in the basement I haven’t even opened.”

			“Everyone has been so welcoming, though!” Tessa said. “Bree was already invited to a birthday party next week, and someone left a casserole on our doorstep this morning. I’m so glad we found this neighborhood.”

			She turned to Kellie. “I’m sorry Addison couldn’t play with the boys the other day, but maybe Noah and Cole would like to come over this weekend to watch a movie?”

			“Sure,” Kellie said. She was a little surprised by Tessa’s sudden warmth, but her timing was excellent. Mia had been invited to a friend’s house on Saturday. If both kids were busy, the house would be quiet for a few hours. She’d take a bubble bath, maybe give herself a manicure, and catch up on episodes of Orange Is the New Black. The thought sent a little shiver of delight through her body.

			“And don’t forget about the soccer team,” Kellie said.

			“Right . . . ,” Tessa said. The smile slid away from her face. “Does one of the parents coach it, or . . . ?”

			“Actually, we hired a professional coach,” Kellie said. “I know, I know, it’s completely ridiculous, but it actually costs next to nothing when you split it twelve ways and he’s really good at teaching the kids skills. We had a dad doing it last year, but he got way overcompetitive.”

			“He had the kids doing wind sprints,” Susan explained. “Have you ever seen little kids doing wind sprints? I haven’t, either. They all got distracted by dandelions midway through, and then one kid decided to tackle the others. They ended up in a scrum while the dad stood there frantically blowing his whistle.”

			“Also, the guy we hired is about twenty-five and he looks like Liam Hemsworth,” Kellie said. “Susan cheers whenever he wears shorts.”

			“Now she’s making stuff up,” Susan said. “I only cheer when he bends over to pick up his water bottle.”

			Tessa laughed. “In that case, I’m going to make Addison join the team,” she said.

			“I may join it, too,” Gigi said.

			“Gigi’s younger daughter is a great soccer player,” Kellie told Tessa. “Their team was the county champion last year.”

			“How many kids do you have?” Tessa asked Gigi.

			“Two,” Gigi said. “Melanie and Julia.”

			“Do they both play sports?”

			“No,” Gigi said. She drained her glass of wine. “Just Julia.”

			Kellie reached for the bottle again. “Another?” she offered.

			“Please,” Gigi said with a sigh.

			“Long day?” Kellie asked.

			“Just, you know . . . high school is tough,” Gigi said.

			And it was tougher when your daughter was going through a difficult stage, Kellie thought. Sweet Melanie, who’d always worn hair ribbons that matched her clothes when she was a little girl and had been a mother’s helper for Kellie when Mia was a toddler, had transformed into a young woman Kellie would’ve sworn before a jury couldn’t possibly be the same person. A few weeks earlier, Kellie had been walking down the sidewalk when Gigi’s Ford Fusion Hybrid had pulled up. Melanie had gotten out of the passenger’s seat, yelled something at Gigi, then slammed the car door and run inside the house. Kellie had waited for her friend to exit the vehicle, planning to make a joke about hormones, but Gigi had stayed in the ­driver’s seat, her head in her hands. Gigi had sat there for so long that Kellie became worried her friend would be embarrassed if she knew she was being watched, so Kellie had turned around and walked the other way.

			“Oh, Susan, I met your husband at school yesterday,” Tessa was saying. “Randall’s his name, right? He was helping out in Ms. Klopson’s class. She said he volunteers every week. What a nice guy.”

			Susan smiled without showing her teeth. “Ex-husband,” she corrected.

			“Sorry,” Tessa said. “Anyway, he was working with Cole and another boy on math, so . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“Who else should we introduce Tessa to?” Kellie interjected quickly. Tessa obviously didn’t know yet that Susan was ­divorced—or the awful reason behind her divorce. But surely she’d seen the way Susan’s face had tightened, causing her soft brown eyes to narrow.

			Gigi glanced around. “There’s Reece Harmon—she’s wonderful but a little frazzled, since she’s got five boys, so we should probably give her a chance to chug her wine before we make our way over there—and, oh! Jenny McMahon lives right around the corner. She’s probably the one who left you the casserole.”

			“How’d you know?” Tessa asked. “I think that was the name on the card.”

			“Because she’s the nicest woman on the block,” Gigi said. “She adopted three orphans from Peru. They’re in college now, so she’s the foster mom to homeless kittens. She even chats up Mason Gamerman. The Dalai Lama wouldn’t have the patience to talk to Mason.”

			“I’ve met him,” Tessa said. “He yelled at Noah to get off his lawn when Noah was just trying to retrieve a Frisbee.”

			“That’s our charmer,” Susan said. “I call him my boyfriend, so hands off.”

			Tessa laughed again, and something shifted in her expression. She’d been holding herself so tightly before, her shoulders rigid and her fingers clenched around the stem of her glass, but something—perhaps the wine, or the warmth of the kitchen, or the sounds of murmured voices and women’s laughter—seemed to have untwisted something in Tessa. Her face looked younger. She was actually a pretty woman, with her dark, straight eyebrows and sculpted cheekbones, Kellie realized with a jolt of surprise.

			“You know, I’ve been meaning to ask,” Tessa said. “Did the elderly couple who owned the house before us have just one child?”

			Kellie frowned. “I don’t think they had any.”

			“I’ve been here forever, and they definitely didn’t have kids,” Gigi said.

			“Oh,” Tessa said. “It’s just that I found this little stepping stone in the garden, the kind with a kid’s handprint on it. I didn’t know if Mr. Brannon had forgotten it when he moved.”

			“Probably a gift from one of the neighborhood children,” Kellie said. “Everyone loved Mrs. Brannon. She used to make these amazing caramel apples at Christmastime and invite everyone over to decorate them and sing carols. See, I told you your house had happy memories.”

			“I can ask Mr. Brannon if he wants it next time I check in on him at the assisted living center,” Susan said. Then her voice dropped. “Incoming, incoming. Nine o’clock.”

			“Who?” Kellie asked.

			“Tally White,” Susan said. “The neighborhood busybody. She comments on every thread on the listserv. She knows exactly how many bottles of wine are in your recycling bin . . . Oh, thank God. Jenny McMahon just started talking to her. That woman really is a saint.”

			The women stayed in their group of four for another few minutes, then Susan took Tessa off to meet Jenny, and Kellie chatted with a few other neighbors before heading out. As she walked slowly down the street, feeling pleasantly buzzed, she detected fall’s first faint nip in the air. It was a lovely night; the full moon hung low in the clear sky. She was happy, Kellie realized as she climbed the steps to her home. Thoroughly, ridiculously content. Going back to work had been the right move. She found herself looking forward to the morning, when she’d shower and put on a nice outfit and go into the office. And chat with her colleagues.

			It wasn’t until she’d unlocked her own door and walked in, stripping off her shoes so her footsteps wouldn’t wake the kids, that a thought struck her.

			When she’d first started dating Jason as a senior in high school, she’d have given anything to be alone with him. They’d created elaborate ruses to slip away from their parents’ homes, complete with code words spoken over the phone. An hour in the backseat of his beat-up Mustang, steaming up the windows, was her wildest fantasy.

			But when Tessa had invited Noah over and Kellie had begun to imagine what she’d do—conjuring the things that would make her feel relaxed and happy—she’d imagined being alone.

			When had her husband disappeared from her dreams?
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