













PRAISE FOR
The Goodbye Year



“The Goodbye Year is an often hilarious, sometimes heartbreaking, always engaging look at the last year before high school seniors leave their families for good. I devoured it!”


—Meg Mitchell Moore, author of The Admissions, So Far Away, and The Arrivals


“The family dramas and dynamics are things that we can all relate to ...”


—Redbook magazine, “20 Best Books to Read Come Spring”


“Kaira Rouda’s latest romp through the world of the Orange County elite follows five seemingly perfect families through their children's senior year—a pressure-cooker of college applications, drugs, infidelities, and keeping up appearances. Will anyone survive? Funny, insightful and sometimes downright shocking, The Goodbye Year is ultimately an uplifting tale examining the fears and challenges that come with letting go.”


—Colleen Oakley, author of Before I Go


“Kaira Rouda provides a delicious glimpse into an affluent, dysfunctional community that feels so real it borders on voyeurism. Light-hearted and ultimately optimistic, The Goodbye Year also tackles weighty issues, including infidelity, homosexuality, and alcoholism, creating a compelling and highly entertaining novel. If you’re a fan of reality television, you’ll love The Goodbye Year.”


—Lori Nelson Spielman, author of The Life List


“Who knew that Peyton Place is in Orange County? Kaira Rouda proves that money can’t buy you love in The Goodbye Year.”


—Leslie Lehr, screenwriter, novel consultant, and award-winning author of 66 Laps, Wife Goes On, and What a Mother Knows


“Five families, seven kids, and one small town seething with gossip and intrigue. With skill, sensitivity, and grace, Kaira Rouda charts the lives and loves of her mismatched characters, laying bare their deepest secrets—the ones they pray will never be revealed. Yet truth has a way of coming out, and when it does, the consequences are shattering in ways none of them could have ever expected.”


—Yona Zeldis McDonough, The House on Primrose Pond


“The Goodbye Year is a perfect blend of Desperate Housewives and Beverly Hills 90210. If you enjoy a fast-paced story with twists that will both surprise and delight you, this is the one!”


—Kellie Coates Gilbert, author of the Texas Gold novel


“In The Goodbye Year, Kaira Rouda takes us behind the gates of the Orange County elite as they attempt to navigate their children’s senior year and fast-approaching empty nest. Trust is broken, secrets are revealed. It’s delicious fun! The Goodbye Year will have you wishing you never had to say farewell.”


—Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke, authors of The Status of All Things




PAST PRAISE FOR
Kaira Rouda



“I loved Kaira Rouda’s book. I love its irony and its courage and humor ... it’s the real thing.”


—Jacquelyn Mitchard, betselling author of Still Summer and The Deep End of the Ocean


“Reading Kaira Rouda is like getting together with one of your best friends—fun, fast, and full of great advice! Here, Home, Hope sparkles with humor and heart.”


—Claire Cook, bestselling author of Must Love Dogs and Best Staged Plans


“To be uplifted and inspired: a fabulous, inspiring, must-read for any woman who’s ever thought about changing her life.”


—Woman’s World Magazine


“Told with honest insight and humor, Rouda’s novel is the story of a woman who takes charge of her life while never forgetting the people who helped make that change.”


—Booklist


“Rouda has created a lovable and perceptive heroine who navigates her struggles with honesty and awe-inspiring determination to succeed. A fun and totally satisfying read.”


—Amy Hatvany, author of Best Kept Secrets


Kaira Rouda’s novels have won the Indie Excellence Book Award for Mainstream/Literary Fiction, USA Book Awards for Women’s Fiction, and Honorable Mention in Writer’s Digest International Book Awards.
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CHAPTER ONE

Wednesday, September 10



MELANIE


Melanie Bronson needed to sit down.


Beads of sweat soaked her forehead, no doubt ruining the blowout she’d just sat through at the salon. She smelled the toxic scent of wet hair spray, reconstituting into a noxious chemical that would run down her face. Her unruly dark hair was best left to the experts, especially on humid nights like these, but once her tamed mane was exposed to moisture, all bets were off. She wore sensible black pumps, a black sheath dress that she loved for its lack of a waistline, and her favorite pearl choker. She looked very much the part of a proud mom of a high school senior, she thought. It didn’t matter what she wore, though, she’d always be an outsider here. It was as if her hair knew she didn’t fit in and behaved accordingly.


She reached her son Dane’s locker and noticed the lock flipped upside down. She touched the shiny cold surface of the back of the lock, wondering how he even opened the thing to get inside his locker. She shook her head, rubbing under her eyes, trying to keep the tears that were beginning to flow from ruining her mascara. Poor Dane, she thought. Someone must be bullying him again. This was not a good sign. She had Googled empty-nest syndrome and knew it was her job, this, their final year together, to be certain he could handle the real world. This lock was just another example of how he wasn’t ready, why she wasn’t ready.


Suddenly, a boy—or really, she had to admit, looking at his facial hair and sculpted jaw, a man—ran past her wearing a maroon Crystal Beach High School sweatshirt and sweatpants. His dark eyes darted in her direction, taking her in, before running past her and disappearing around the corner. She saw his last name printed in block letters on the back of his sweatshirt: WINSTON. She shook her head. It was wrong. All of this. Him, the running, the stupid locker, the fact that she’d soon be a parent without a purpose. Would she even have a reason to get out of bed once Dane left for college? she wondered. Everything was moving too fast.


“Hey, slow down!” she yelled into the now empty hallway.


She should know every kid here, she thought. But Melanie had never seen the boy WINSTON before. She wondered if he was new, wondered if Dane knew him. Of course, that would just be another conversation they hadn’t had recently. If Melanie and Dane talked at all these days, it invariably wound up in a fight. Dane saying he was a loser and a disappointment, Melanie trying to make him believe she didn’t think so.


As she brushed another tear away, she reached into her purse for her pink frost lipstick, a 1980s holdover that she couldn’t shake. Lips freshly aglow, she touched Dane’s lock one last time, squared her shoulders, and walked in the direction the man-child had just jogged, toward the heart of the school.


She felt as if the ground shifted beneath her feet again as she reached the showcase of the school, the beautiful palm tree-dotted, green grass-dappled quad. As she searched for somewhere to sit down, Melanie looked around to see if what she was experiencing could be explained by an earthquake. But no one was ducking and covering. And there was nowhere to sit down. All she could see were white concrete planters filled with palm trees punctuating the broad swath of grass that constituted the daytime gathering spot for the teenagers who typically filled this place. The picnic tables had been removed because it was Parents’ Night. As a trickle of sweat rolled between her shoulder blades, Melanie took a deep, cleansing breath. The quad was almost empty, a few other parental stragglers attempting to find their way through the maze of buildings that formed the high school campus.


Most of the other parents in the quad, heads bent together studying the school map in the dimming light, were couples. They were in this together. “I’ll kill Keith if I survive this,” she muttered. This morning, she’d begged her husband to come with her, knowing her last Parents’ Night would, in all likelihood, cause a panic attack. “Honey, you know that school and everybody in it like the back of your hand. You’ll be fine,” Keith had said, patting her on the shoulder before leaving for work. But she knew he was wrong.


Another wave of dizziness swooped over Melanie. She lurched over to the closest planter, perching as daintily as possible on the edge, knowing her black linen sheath dress would still pick up some nasty high school gunk. She shouldn’t have chugged the glass of chardonnay at home, she knew, but she had told herself it would calm her nerves. Keith couldn’t miss his dinner event (business, of course), so she had been forced to tackle Parents’ Night solo. That was not something she was fond of, especially not with this child, her final parental product. To say Dane was a slacker was being kind. Oh, Dane.


“Hello, Mrs. Bronson,” said a perky redhead, waving from across the quad as she hurried over. Even in the descending fog, Melanie knew it was omnipresent Annie, ready to help at all events where adults in general and parents in particular could see her shine. Annie had been assigned to escort Dane around on his first day at school, arriving as they had just before Thanksgiving, his ninth-grade year. Things had gone downhill for him since then. But not for Annie, who was already admitted to the Ivy League school of her choice based on her volleyball and academic prowess even though it was only September. Melanie still didn’t understand how that was possible as she pinched her palm and reminded herself she had Seth. He was her overachiever. Her reason for school pride. She was batting fifty percent, even as Annie’s parents were three for three at the Ivies. Who does that, really? Freaks, Melanie thought as she painted on a smile.


“Are you lost?” Annie asked, big brown eyes blinking with genuine concern, or perhaps pity. Melanie deserved both, she realized.


“Oh, no, dear, just waiting for second period. Dane has a free first,” Melanie said, a bit too brightly. If only the quad would stop swaying, she thought, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand.


“Lucky. My mom won’t let me have a free period, even . . . ” Annie said, not finishing the sentence.


“Even though you’re already admitted somewhere fabulous, aren’t you?” Melanie asked, dreading the answer, as it would force her own son’s inferiority out into the open, like a boulder landing in the space between them.


“Well, I still need to keep my grades up, but yes, I committed to Harvard,” Annie said, shoving her hands in her jeans’ back pockets as Melanie felt the thud. “I can’t wait to start living my own life.”


Melanie braced herself on the planter, both hands on the now dew-covered cold white plaster. “That’s wonderful, dear. Your parents must be so proud.” Blessedly, the bell rang, and classroom doors burst open as overachieving parents filled the quad, scampering to their next classroom and providing Melanie with the opportunity to escape. “I’ve got to go. See you later!”


Pushing off the planter, Melanie headed down a ramp in the direction of the athletic field, smiling at the memory of Seth’s senior year. He’d been captain of the football team, on the homecoming court, ASB president, and a National Merit Scholar. He’d been everything you could be in high school, even though he’d arrived here his junior year. He was continuing that success in college. Dane tried hard to be the opposite, Melanie thought as she walked slowly into the silk-screening classroom.


Of course Dane’s first class of the day was one established to prepare him and others of his ilk for menial labor. Melanie squinted her eyes at the glare from the fluorescent lights, dropped her head, and entered the room, hoping no one would recognize her from her PTA involvement two years earlier when she had been able to shine in the reflected brilliance of Seth’s achievements.


She’d never been inside any of the work-study classrooms, though she’d been on committees that approved supplies for these types of kids. The fluorescent lights inside the large classroom seemed to flatten out all of the features of the parents as they each picked a stool and climbed aboard. The room smelled like overheated computers, a vague car-tire smell. The teacher, a man with a ponytail down his back of all things, smiled and nodded from his perch at the head of the long table. Melanie felt certain things could not get any worse until perfect Dr. Jud Nelson and his perfect wife, Sarah, strolled in, sucking up the attention in the room as if their entrance had been preceded by an announcer.


Melanie knew why, of course. All the men wanted to be him; most all the women of her age in town had a crush on him. Dr. Nelson, the leading plastic surgeon in town, was gorgeous, with a strong cleft chin, perfect teeth and a broad, white-toothed smile, and thick dark hair. His twinkling blue eyes made the women in town swoon even while he was tucking and plumping their bodies. He also had invented some technology that was now used in surgeries internationally, a patent worth billions. Even so, he continued to work at his practice when he wasn’t lecturing abroad.


Dr. Nelson had “refreshed” more women’s faces in Crystal Beach than anyone, including at least a dozen of Melanie’s friends. She’d considered going to see him herself, just for a consultation of course, but had always lost her nerve. Primarily, she realized, because she didn’t want his wife, the town’s Queen Bee, to know, nor did she want her look. She’d never be able to go back home to Ohio if she looked anything like Sarah Nelson, a look perfected by Real Housewives on both coasts. There was a reason there wasn’t a Real Housewives of Ohio, Melanie knew.


But here, in Crystal Beach, Sarah Nelson was the definition of perfection. With her long, blonde hair—rumored to be enhanced by extensions but no one dared ask—overly plumped lips, sculpted body with round globe breasts, and expressionless face, and her frequent trips to LA for shopping, Sarah was both untouchably perfect and somehow ethereal, revered by all the women in town. Melanie was completely intimidated by her and had been since she’d arrived in Crystal Beach, only to find herself living just down the street in Diamond Bay, their exclusive gated community.


To make matters worse, the Nelsons were the parents of a perfect daughter, Ashley, a senior like Dane, who no doubt had never set foot in shop class and probably already had signed with an Ivy League school. Melanie felt the trickle of sweat between her shoulder blades turning into a small river.


From the front of the classroom, Sarah shot Melanie a look that was her version of a smile, an open-mouthed sort of movement that she would need to employ to eat, if she did that. The sides of her mouth did tilt up a bit with the gesture and Melanie gave her a wave. The families were social friends, members of the same country club, neighbors, and, for the past four years, thrown together during various kid-related events and PTA meetings. Whenever she was around Sarah, Melanie felt bland and doughy. Whenever she was around Sarah, she wanted to schedule an appointment with Sarah’s husband just to find out if he could transform her into a better version of herself, one that would be accepted here and back home. Sometimes she wondered if maybe he could make her feel more comfortable with herself.


But, right now she was simply annoyed. How had the Nelsons discovered her here, in shop class? She didn’t know why, but Jud and Sarah Nelson’s very presence in this room was causing a piercing headache just above Melanie’s right eye. Her eyes rolled involuntarily as he pulled out a stool two down from hers and settled Sarah into it and then sat down next to her, giving her a peck on the cheek in the process.


“Mel, you look lovely this evening,” he said into her ear, while settling in and waving hi to all of his fans and minions gathered around the shop table. She knew she should feel honored by his seat selection, and his overt display of their personal closeness, but she wasn’t. She couldn’t put a finger on what it was about him, but something just didn’t add up. Melanie was about to ask him if Ashley was in the class—maybe she had a secret love of silk screening?—just to make small talk, when the hippie teacher cleared his throat. It didn’t matter, she supposed, but a wave of relief washed over her that the Nelsons’ perfect kid was in a screen-printing class with Dane. Maybe her son and Ashley sat next to each other, worked on projects together, she thought. Melanie sat up a little taller on her stool and smoothed her black sheath dress. She closed her right eye, and that eased the headache. At least she’d stopped sweating for the moment.


“Thank you all for coming tonight. Parent involvement is what makes Crystal Beach High School one of the best in the state of California, am I right?” the hippie teacher said by way of introduction. She wondered if he was high. He could be high. Maybe that’s what I need to do, she thought. She needed to be stoned to make it through the night. “Thanks to the big donation from Dr. Nelson, Mrs. Nelson, and the Nelson Medical Group, our kids have a brand new screen-printing machine. Can I get a round of applause for Dr. Nelson here?”


As Melanie joined in the clapping, her face began to turn red. Ashley Nelson wasn’t in this class for dummies, she realized. The Nelsons were simply here to soak up kudos for helping the kids who would never amount to anything.


Kids like Dane, her tall, dark, and handsome hipster son.


Her youngest son wouldn’t speak to her in complete sentences any longer. Their relationship had turned toxic and she didn’t know why. All she wanted was the best for him during their last year together, but, as far as she could tell, all he wanted was to hide out in his bedroom playing video games and ignoring homework. He would not be venturing off to an Ivy League college. Dane might not even make it to community college. He might work in a print shop. This room could be his future. How will I ever show my face around town? Melanie wondered, pulling at her pearl necklace to keep it from choking her.


Suddenly the room started to spin. As she looked at the sea of fluorescent parent faces, the scene began to flash black and white and her ears filled with the sound of rushing water, as if someone had opened a fire hose. The last thing she remembered was turning, stricken, to grab Jud’s shoulder before everything went blank.


Melanie slowly opened her left eye a crack, just enough to try to figure out where she was. It seemed to her, from her limited view and perspective, she was lying on the floor of a classroom. And that was simply disgusting. She opened both eyes and rolled to her right side—a move ingrained in her during yoga class as a way to end savasana, aka lying down as if sleeping—and began to sit. Her stomach felt queasy, like she’d eaten an egg. She was mildly allergic to eggs, just enough to feel, well, like this. According to the article she’d read, feeling sadness because your useful life has ended was a sign of empty-nest syndrome, but fainting wasn’t. Was there something else wrong, too? she wondered.


“Whoa, take it slowly, Mel,” Jud said, rushing to her side from wherever he had been lurking. Melanie was now sitting and would, no matter what Jud said, get herself up and out of here immediately. She realized the stools were empty; in fact the entire classroom was barren. Just her and Jud. Perfectly horrible. And why did he insist on calling her Mel?


“I’m fine, Jud, really,” Melanie said, as he helped pull her to standing. He has soft, mushy hands, she thought. Standing, she brushed at her dress and wondered if she’d exposed herself as she fell. She felt the back of her head for a bump and was relieved when she found nothing.


“I caught ya,” Jud said, puffing out his chest. “Good thing I happened to sit right next to you, eh? Do you have a lot of those fainting spells, Mel?”


“No, I’ve never fainted. Thank you for catching me. So embarrassing. Well, gotta go,” Melanie said looking around for her purse and spotting it on the shop table. She grabbed it and pulled out her lipstick for comfort.


“You shouldn’t drive. I’ll run you home and Sarah or somebody can drive you to the school tomorrow to grab your car. Doctor’s orders.”


As much as Melanie loathed the thought, she did feel even dizzier than she’d felt when she’d arrived for Parents’ Night. Her stomach roiled. And clearly, she had missed a number of Dane’s classes already, if not all of them. “What period are we on?” she asked, rubbing the pearl necklace around her neck, hoping to manifest a sense of calm and normalcy she didn’t feel. She quickly swiped lipstick across her bottom lip and felt better.


“Don’t worry about the rest of the classroom visits tonight. I had Annie run around and get you the information from the rest of Dane’s teachers,” Jud said, patting Melanie’s hand, forcing her to notice the age spots and the intersecting veins protruding like angry snakes. Argh.


“Annie?” Melanie said, realizing now the high school Queen Bee would know Dane was in all regular classes, no AP classes for this one. Actually, Melanie thought, Ashley probably knew about Dane’s lack of course load.


“Yes, I just texted my daughter’s friend and explained what was going on and she was happy to help. Did you know Ashley and Annie are rooming together at Harvard next year? Such good girls,” Jud said, steepling his hands together and then tilting his head, a proud smile locked on his face.


“Such,” Melanie said, wondering how quickly she could make her escape from Crystal Beach High School if she had the weight of Dr. Nelson’s celebrity around her neck. She was high profile enough, simply because her family lived behind the guarded gates of the most exclusive community in town. Plus, she was now the latest gossip item; the fainting episode would be the talk of the PTA set. They’d never make it through the crowd. She needed an escape. “Jud, say, I’m going to run to the ladies’ room. I’ll meet you in the parking lot.”


“Are you sure you’re feeling all right, Mel?”


“—anie,” she said, finishing her name involuntarily. “Yes, yes, I’ll be fine,” she added, hurrying out the door and into the foggy night. Melanie decided she actually should duck into a restroom and check her appearance before navigating the quad. She rounded the corner, heading away from the now fog-enshrouded football field, and dashed into the restroom. She’d been in here many times before, jockeying with teenage girls for a spot at the sink to wash her hands while they primped and reapplied makeup.


Melanie wondered if she had been that self-absorbed in high school and decided she probably had been, but it was still annoying. Since she never had a girl of her own, she took sublime pleasure in judging everyone else’s. Tonight, blissfully, the lineup of sinks and mirrors were teen-free, and she hoped she had the entire bathroom to herself. She glanced at her hair, noting the frizz that the fog and her overall state of mind had created. She was a mess. Her face was ghostly white, even taking into account the fluorescent lighting. A toilet flushed, and Melanie hurried into the first stall to avoid talking to whoever was finishing up.


She heard the tap, tap, tap of the woman’s heels walking past the row of stalls, including the one Melanie had ducked inside, and heard her turn on the squeaky faucet.


“Wonderful evening, as always,” the woman said, to nobody, Melanie assumed, and then she heard her laugh. A quiet, almost desperate laugh.


“Hello, Sarah, nice to see you,” a second woman said.


Inside her stall, Melanie’s heart dropped at the sound of even more company.


“You as well. Wonderful night at the high school. They do such a nice job with this, and all things for the children,” Sarah said, and Melanie imagined Sarah applying powder to her perfect face as her mouth attempted a smile directed at the other woman.


“Thanks to you and your husband. You guys fund everything,” the other woman said. “I’m going to need David to step it up.”


“Actually, Lauren, he used to be quite involved before,” Sarah said, as Melanie heard the change of tone as clearly as the other woman must have.


“You mean before me. With his first wife,” the woman, Lauren, said.


“Yes, that’s what I mean. Have a good night,” Sarah said as Melanie heard her heels tap, tap, tap out of the bathroom, and the door bang closed behind her. Melanie imagined Sarah, dressed as she had been in silk-screening class, in a skin-tight, vibrant blue designer dress, perfectly accessorized. With a simple sentence she’d shamed the poor woman, Lauren, who now stood staring at herself in the mirror. Sarah was a force in town, someone to fear, Melanie knew, and whoever the other woman was in the bathroom, she’d just been put in her place. Melanie realized she should go say hi at least, and actually, she was curious as to whom it was that had caused the Queen Bee to show her true colors.


“Hey, you in there?” a man’s voice floated into the bathroom, echoing off the thin mirrors and the cracked white ceramic tile.


Inside her hiding stall, Melanie’s heart thumped a beat. Was Jud trying to find her?


“Yes, I am,” answered Lauren, the woman Sarah had been talking to, in what could only be described as a seductive voice. Who was Lauren? Melanie wondered. Oh, of course, her husband, David Potts, owned at least five Mercedes dealerships in Southern California. Melanie had been told the scoop shortly after moving to town. David’s family had the business. Lauren had been his young, hot secretary. It had been a scandal when they had married, what with the twenty-year age difference and David’s first wife and three young children. But everyone in town had eventually accepted the new Mrs. Potts, with the exception of Sarah it seemed. Melanie knew the Pottses lived in a sprawling mansion along the coast in south Crystal Beach. And they had one daughter, Kiley, who was in Dane’s class.


Mystery solved, Melanie was about to find the courage to extract herself from her hiding place and say hello to Lauren and her husband when she heard the unmistakable sound of two people making out.


Really? In the girls’ bathroom? Melanie thought, equal parts disgust and jealousy rising from the center of her being.


“Oh, oh,” Lauren said, a breathless, sensual sigh. Melanie knew then she was trapped in a romance novel, stuck in her stall in the girls’ bathroom. She wondered if the evening could get any worse. At least her stall had been cleaned extra well for Parents’ Night, smelling more of bleach than whatever funk was its typical aroma. As the panting escalated, she wondered how many long-married couples actually behaved this way on Parents’ Night. She and Keith certainly never had. Not even at elementary school Parents’ Night. She was certain she and Keith had never acted like this, even when they were dating.


“That’s it, baby,” David Potts said as they rushed past Melanie’s stall and into one a few doors down. “I’m going to make you come.”


Gross, Melanie thought. Two contradictory thoughts leaped to her mind: She needed to pee and she needed to escape. But she’d always been a shy bathroom-goer, and with all the bother happening a few feet away, she was frozen. Unable to empty her bladder. Unable to escape.


“Will, I need you in me now!” Lauren screamed.


What? Melanie heard the name Will as it ricocheted through the room. She now knew it was true that no longtime married couples made out in the girls’ bathroom. She needed air. She yanked open the stall door and hurried out of the bathroom without washing her hands. As she ran up the ramp to the quad, she rummaged in her purse for the hand sanitizer she always kept with her. She found it, squirted some into her palm and rubbed her hands together, trying to erase both the germs and the disturbing scene from the bathroom. Cutting through an archway welcoming her to the “Home of the Waves,” she found herself out on the street and almost to the parking lot. Only one clump of parents remained, and they were arranged in a complete, adoring circle around Jud. Thankfully, Sarah Nelson was nowhere in sight.


“Oh, hello, Mel!” Jud yelled as all heads turned her way and she saw the faces contort to concern. Yes, Jud had told them all of her fainting spell and of his rescue, she could tell.


She smiled and waved back, hurrying to make it to the crosswalk and freedom of her car waiting in the parking lot beyond.


“I’m driving you home, just you wait a moment,” Jud said. Melanie watched him break free of his circle of admirers and start in her direction. “I have the class notes!”


“I feel great! Thanks again!” Melanie yelled and hurried as fast as her sensible pumps would carry her across the street, reaching her car in record time. She popped the lock and scooted inside. As she started the engine, someone knocked on the driver’s side window, causing her heart to race. Jud. She rolled the window down and he handed a stack of papers to her.


“Some of these are due tomorrow, signatures and all,” he said, smiling his big white helpful annoying smile. “Feel better.”


Melanie took the stack of paper from his soft hand, smiled weakly, and nodded. “Thanks,” she said before carefully checking the rearview mirror and backing out to make her getaway. All she wanted to do was get home, change into her favorite pj’s, and pour herself a big glass of chardonnay.


The other car came out of nowhere, smashing into Melanie’s brand-new Volvo, making a sound so metallically guttural Melanie shuddered before bursting into tears.


SARAH


It was all her fault.


She knew it the moment the taillights shot into view in front of her, the moment she realized she didn’t have time to stop as the sickening crunch filled the otherwise quiet and dark, foggy night. This incident was not like her, not expected or welcomed in her perfectly constructed world. She’d been on edge all evening, going through the motions during what would be her last Parents’ Night. She was uncomfortable sitting down, a problem when you’re stuck wedging yourself into a teenage-sized plastic seat in classroom after classroom, scanning the desktops before she left each one, making sure to brush off any stray hairs she’d left behind. She’d been losing hair for weeks now, long blonde strands flinging themselves off her head. Her friends all told her she looked thin. She’d always been thin, and she knew she needed to eat, but nothing tasted good to her these days. The stupid second breast enhancement Jud had insisted on made her look even thinner, she realized, the juxtaposition between her chest and her waist too fake, too scary. So she wore bulky sweaters whenever possible, and layers, lots of layers.


Tonight, she had dressed to be seen as Dr. Nelson’s wife, in a vibrant blue, skin-tight dress. She was his product, his favorite marketing campaign. She’d much rather be wearing baggy jeans, boots, a white T-shirt, and a cozy blue cashmere sweater, the exact outfit she’d been wearing when he’d arrived home from work, the outfit he’d insisted made her look frumpy. She had defied him a bit, grabbing her jean jacket and bringing it with her, just in case.


She had pulled the jacket on as soon as she’d escaped from the silk-screening class presentation and Melanie’s embarrassing fall. The event had provided her with an escape from Jud. She’d enjoyed moving from classroom to classroom, basking in the praise for her only child, her daughter, Ashley. It was the soundtrack of Parents’ Night this year and every year before. Ashley was a star, an accomplished volleyball player and a great student, a good and loyal friend, a school leader. Everything Sarah could ever dream of in a daughter and more, the teachers all told her. Even the school counselor, pregnant with her first child, had crept up to Sarah and whispered, “I hope I have a baby girl as perfect as your daughter. That would be a dream come true.”


Perfect Ashley. Her daughter could be the next iteration of the Barbie doll prototype. Thin, athletic, realistic-sized boobs and waist. No high heels, maybe flip-flops or Converse tennis shoes. Just all-around cool. No surgery needed. Teens liked her, parents liked her, teachers liked her. Everybody, it seemed, liked Ashley and Ashley liked everyone. Except her mom. Well, that wasn’t completely accurate, Sarah realized, it was just that Ashley was moving on with her life. She had a boyfriend named Blake. Blake absorbed all of Ashley’s free time like a thirsty sponge. That had been the time and attention Sarah was used to having, the attention she realized she had craved and relied on to fill a big hole in her own life. It wasn’t healthy how much she craved her daughter’s attention, but it was who she’d become in the absence of a real relationship with her husband, she thought with a clarity typically reserved for 3 a.m. The shroud of denial was beginning to lift from Sarah’s life, even as she fought to hold it in place during the daytime.


Sarah had given up everything for her daughter. Ashley was supposed to be her best friend forever, but this year Sarah had been forced to start considering who she would be apart from her daughter. Who was she besides a mom? Well, she was a neglected wife, she thought, she had that going for her. Yes, Sarah was certain the mess of her life was her fault, but she had no idea how to fix it. She was both fed up, and stuck. But the irony of her situation didn’t escape her. Everyone else thought her life was perfect.


Now, she’d smashed into the back of someone’s car. She grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and squeezed her legs together to stop the burning. During the shop class she finally had realized the discomfort she had been feeling for days must be a yeast infection, and was on her way, too quickly, to the drugstore to buy relief. Now this. Ashley would be so disappointed in her, again. As usual.


Sarah used to be the star of her own life. She had been a talented volleyball player recruited to play at USC and homecoming queen of her beach community just up the coast from where she lived now. She was popular and funny, sorority president. She’d had everything going for her, including a first-year med student boyfriend who swept her off her feet during her senior year in college. Jud was everything she’d dreamed of and he was going to be a famous doctor, no altruism about his plans then, or now, she knew. Her life would continue its happy trajectory without a hiccup. That was before she allowed him to transform her body into his image of the perfect woman. Sure, she’d been complicit, but that didn’t mean she was proud of her choices. Now, she couldn’t be out in the sunshine without layers of sunscreen and often, when she was with Jud, an umbrella. Volleyball was out of the question for him—his hands were far too valuable he always told her—and the sunshine was too damaging for her skin. She glanced at herself in the rearview mirror, her eyelash extensions making dramatic lush circles around each of her sad blue eyes.


Frustrated, she pushed her door open as a woman and a man walked quickly to her side.


“Sarah? Are you all right?” Jud said, a look of shock on his chiseled face. His perfect wife never made mistakes, never had accidents, Sarah realized. She wanted to laugh at his ridiculous expression but noticed Melanie was crying. The poor woman was having a bad evening, her frizzy hair, bad pink lipstick, and wrinkled face and dress weren’t helping her overall look, Sarah thought. Melanie was out of her league in their community, just an awkward transplant from Ohio or someplace, a woman she tried to avoid or dismiss with a pleasant wave, but at this moment Sarah had to talk to her.


“Oh my goodness, Melanie, I’m so sorry,” Sarah said, reaching out to touch Melanie’s shoulder. A gesture of comfort that she retracted quickly, waving her manicured finger in the air. “It’s all my fault. I’ll cover everything.”


“Geesh, Sarah, really, it’s not all your fault at all,” Melanie said. “I’m the one who backed into you. I backed out without looking.”


“Don’t be silly,” Sarah said.


“Ladies, it appears you are both fine, just having a bad night. If I may suggest, why don’t you call each other in the morning,” Jud said, wrapping a firm arm around Sarah’s shoulders as she stood next to the car.


She noticed her husband had trapped Melanie in the same tight embrace—a suburban peace officer striking a bargain he couldn’t enforce. What a fucking hero.


“Sure, let’s do that, if it’s okay with you, Melanie?” Sarah said, feeling herself regaining composure, shrugging Jud’s arm off her shoulder, anxious to get to the drugstore. “Let’s just talk in the morning, okay? I know where to find you.”


“Great idea, Mel,” Jud said, patting both women on the shoulder like a principal breaking up a schoolyard fight. “Everybody okay to drive? Of course, I can take you home, Sarah.”


“Night, Sarah, Jud,” Melanie said, turning and walking back to the driver’s side of her car.


“I’ll call you tomorrow, Melanie. Jud, I have to run a few errands and then I’ll be home,” Sarah said as she sunk back into the driver’s seat.


Carefully, she disengaged her Mercedes from Melanie’s Volvo’s bumper and drove to the drugstore, hurrying inside to buy yeast infection cream. Even at forty-five years old, Sarah was embarrassed as she waited in line to check out at the only lane open, being operated listlessly by a teenage boy. Of course it’s a boy, she thought.


She slipped the large package covered with antitheft stickers onto the moving belt, watching as the boy quickly grabbed the package to scan it, and only then looked up, his greasy hair covering most of his forehead and one eye.


“Hey, Mrs. Nelson,” he said. “Tell Ashley I said hi.”


“Uh, of course . . . ” Sarah stuttered searching for a name badge or any clue to who this lumbering stranger was. Spotting it, she added, “Bryce. I’ll tell her.”


Grabbing the small bag, Sarah escaped out the doors and into the crisp night. She wondered why summer had disappeared so quickly. Just last week, she’d been considering turning on the air conditioning as another “unseasonably warm” front descended on Southern California. But Ashley had pleaded with her to save the environment, so Sarah had suffered through what she now realized were hot flashes in silence. Jud had been traveling all week so he’d missed the warm front, arriving home just in time for his Parents’ Night appearance and the cold snap as well. In fact, Sarah realized, pulling her now-dented white Mercedes into the state-of-the-art garage, Jud missed most everything these days. She couldn’t even remember where he was going next week. She made a note to call his assistant, Tom, to ask about the next few trips. Tom was a very friendly man on the phone, she remembered. He always knew where Jud was, and when he’d return, from one week to the next.


She’d need to focus on her marriage, she knew, just as soon as Ashley was out of the house. Ashley’s success had been her responsibility. Her job as parent, along with being Jud’s walking advertisement, was her identity. But now that had to change. It happened to everybody. All of her friends agreed. You lost sight of each other, busy raising exceptional kids, doing the volunteer work in the community while he was building a career. But in the end, the kids left and everybody came back together, husband and wife, just like they started.


Alone, together.


That thought made her swallow, trying to push away the tears. Her baby would be gone next year, studying at Harvard, a whole country away, continuing along her brilliant path, soaring close to the sun just like her father.


Sarah walked gingerly into her sprawling contemporary oceanfront home, hoping both Ashley and Jud were asleep, almost certain Jud would be. It was typical for him to be asleep by nine at night, she thought, wondering if that was a sign of old age or something else. She wanted to use the medicine she’d purchased, pour a glass of wine, and climb into bed. It might even be a good night to delve into the medicine cabinet where she kept an assortment of prescription medicines. She knew there were some good pain pills, ones she had left over from her second breast augmentation surgery.


She was greeted by the sound of laughter and pounding music. The kind of music that drove Sarah crazy, the kind without words, electronic dance music they called it, just a pulsing beat created by one of the famous DJs Ashley followed with a passion. Sarah tried to remind herself of her own crush on KC and the Sunshine Band or Earth, Wind & Fire and took a deep breath. Under the cover of ear-piercing sound, she crossed the kitchen and the family room, making it to her wing of the master bedroom, a white-carpeted sanctuary, closing the door behind her and kicking off her high-heeled shoes. It was times like these Sarah was thankful for Jud’s insistence on his and hers sitting areas, closets, and bathrooms, both connected to their large master bedroom overlooking the sea. Jud had even divided their master bed—a Sleep Number that was divided down the middle, perfectly dialed to separate settings for each of them.


“Hey, Mom,” Ashley said, bursting into Sarah’s sitting room without a knock. Ashley wore a long-sleeved maroon and white Crystal Beach High School baseball jersey and yoga shorts. Her legs went on forever, Sarah thought, momentarily distracted as she dropped the brown bag with the medicine on her white leather couch and walked to the door to keep her daughter from coming all the way into the room.


“Homework finished?” Sarah asked, as Ashley shook her head back and forth, her long blonde hair moving in unison with her head, the whole effect one of beauty and grace. And, God help her, superiority, just like her father. Sarah touched her daughter’s shoulder and pulled her into a hug.


“You know I’ll get everything done. How was Parents’ Night? Tell me everything,” Ashley said, clearly preparing to bask in the praise Sarah would relay.


“Did you know the school counselor is naming her baby after you?” Sarah said.


“How sweet,” Ashley said. “Anything else?”


“Just the usual glowing praise for my brilliant daughter,” Sarah said, holding her tight. She never wanted to let her go, certainly not across the country. Sarah took a deep breath. What would she do, who would she talk to once she was gone?


“Okay, well back to work,” Ashley said, breaking their embrace. She headed toward the kitchen with Sarah following behind like a puppy dog. Sarah was beginning to realize she would now be the follower, desperately trying to earn her daughter’s attention. At least Ashley had turned down the pulsing volume of her music a bit. “Everything at school was great. Your teachers love you,” Sarah said, trying to reignite their conversation while navigating around the sleek white honed-granite island to the stainless steel refrigerator. “Did you eat dinner? I left everything out for you.”


“Thanks. We went to sushi,” Ashley said, her cheeks flushing. “Kind of a celebration for being elected president and vice president.”


“Of course.” Sarah noticed the “we” that no longer included her.


Ashley and Blake, her boyfriend, would no doubt be elected Crystal Beach High’s homecoming queen and king. Even though Ashley had signed an early commitment letter to Harvard, Blake was trying to talk her into going to Stanford together in the fall, as assured of their admittance there as they were of their superior position at school. As much as she liked Blake, and he was a nice boy, she just didn’t feel there was a true connection between the two of them. It was as if Ashley had found a person to play house with, instead of her mom. Sarah felt herself deflate, but let the feeling and the refrigerator door go as she reminded herself to drop her shoulders away from her ears, rubbing her neck. She reached for a crystal wineglass and poured a glass of burgundy.
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