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            PRELUDE

          

          MAY 29TH, 2018

        

      

    

    
      These rural roads were treacherous at this hour, so dark it was like driving through a high-beam tunnel. Clouds blotted out the stars. The potholes sent my car bumping from side to side, each hard thwump reverberating up my spine.

      I turned off the radio and focused on the drive, gripping the wheel at ten and two, like my fastidious uncle. I smiled as I pictured Arthur’s always-stern expression, the way he arranged the cans evenly on his pantry shelves. That man would find a way to organize the dirt around his coffin by geological type. Surely he’d find a way to forgive me for all I’d done.

      As I rounded the last bend toward the farmhouse, I relaxed slightly, relieved to be away from the city. Back in this mud-caked town I’d always thought I hated. Closer to Arthur.

      Until I saw glowing lights in the distance. Possibly at the farm.

      I squeezed the steering wheel in a stranglehold.

      Those weren’t just any bright lights. Red-and-blue flashes whorled in the dark like radioactive bats, and my racing heart jumped into my throat.

      Police lights. At the farm.

      Oh God, no.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

          TWO MONTHS PRIOR…

        

      

    

    
      This was definitely a bad idea. One of my worst, and I went through a yellow eye shadow phase in college.

      “You sure you’re up for this?” Kenna asked me, her fringed bangs as severe as her narrowed eyes.

      I wasn’t sure anything was a good idea these days, unless it involved eating chocolate. “I RSVP’d before it happened. It would be rude not to come.”

      She muttered something like, “The things I do for you…” and rang the doorbell.

      I clutched my baby shower gift and tried to steady my breaths.

      The door swung open, and a man in a pressed shirt and slacks ushered us in. He took our gifts and motioned upstairs. Kenna guided me with a hand on my back, but the closer we got to Chelsea’s nursery, the tighter my lungs felt.

      Voices drifted out. My legs quit working.

      “We should leave,” Kenna said. “Go to lunch or something. Just the two of us.”

      Maybe she was right. This was too soon. Escaping the apartment was one thing. Attending a baby shower after having a miscarriage? I never should’ve talked myself into this.

      The click of heels sounded behind us. I turned as Franny masked the shock on her face. “I’m so glad you came, Scarlett. It’s so great to see you. And I’m so, so sorry about the baby. You must be so devastated.”

      She was clearly so uncomfortable, but devastation hit close to the mark. I just wished I understood why I was also frozen. Scared to analyze my feelings or talk to my husband about the jumbled angst swirling inside me. When he’d mentioned us eventually trying for a baby again, my visceral reaction had been No! The solid syllable had clung to my tongue with its audacity.

      I hadn’t spoken it aloud, thank God.

      To Franny, I said, “It’s been hard, but it’s good to get out.” And too late to leave without causing a scene.

      We walked into the nursery. The women wore soft-hued dresses similar yet different enough you’d think they had coordinated their attire. My black wrap dress was the only one that fit me properly.

      Slowly, every set of eyes fastened on me, pity emphasized in the lifted brows and tilted heads. A few women clutched their Tiffany pendant necklaces. Condolences were uttered, and when Chelsea stood to embrace me, her rounded belly pressed into my empty one.

      My eyes burned, but I kept them wide. I would not cry. I came to celebrate a friend’s joy, not focus on what I’d lost, which felt like a lot more than a baby.

      I pulled back and motioned to my best friend. “I hope you don’t mind me bringing Kenna. She didn’t want me coming alone.” She was also my buffer. At some point in the afternoon, they’d forget about me and glom on to her. The fawning happened like clockwork.

      “No, no,” Chelsea said. “Of course not. We’ll get another chair.” But she frowned at the circle.

      She actually needed two chairs. She hadn’t expected me to come.

      With the chair situation rectified, Chelsea’s sister led us through silly games. We passed around a diaper bag to guess which items were inside by feel, not sight. We played Guess Chelsea’s Measurements by cutting string to match her belly’s size. I participated the way a marionette followed its owner’s cues: laugh, lift scissors, cut, nod, grin. The women did a stellar job pretending my presence was normal. Kenna, however, looked ready to tie her measurement string around her neck.

      Her dislike of this crowd wasn’t subtle. She’d told me often and loudly how shallow she thought they were, but Chelsea had included me when I’d moved here. All our husbands were friends.

      The gifts were brought in next. Chelsea lifted a tiny pair of Prada booties and cooed. “Oh my God, Bridget! They are just so perfect.” She rubbed her rounded belly. “Little Nutmeg will love them.”

      Kenna leaned toward my ear. “Why is she naming her daughter after a fucking spice?”

      I elbowed her with a discreet, “Shh.”

      There was always some kind of baby-naming trend, the current front-runner being spices—Cayenne, Cinnamon, Nutmeg. The names confused me as much as they annoyed Kenna, but the last thing I needed was to draw more attention my way.

      The women remained focused on the gift opening, oohing and aahing at the parade of registry gifts. Designer onesies. Sippy cups. Chelsea feigned surprise at a polka-dot sweater she’d already picked out.

      I clasped my hands until my nails dug half-moons into my palms.

      I’d almost purchased that sweater set for my baby, pink and tiny and adorable. Other memories thwarted me: the horror of the cramps, Dr. Patel’s hushed words, my tears, Daniel’s optimistic We’ll try again, and my feelings of inadequacy and guilt as I’d stuffed my face with food instead of facing his hopefulness and my ambivalence.

      Was that why I’d come to this shower? To shake my strange reaction and revive my maternal switch?

      “Ten bucks says the next gift is that creepy owl mobile,” Kenna whispered.

      “Not if it’s the silk crib sheets I regifted,” I said, matching her low tone.

      She mock-gasped. “The ones your mother-in-law bought? How perfectly tacky of you.”

      “It’s better than buying off a registry.” There were so few pleasant surprises in life.

      “Sure, but it won’t beat my gift.”

      Bridget glanced our way. I ducked my head, only to notice my clenched hands had relaxed. Kenna’s familiar technique had worked—distraction by sarcastic volleys.

      She’d defused me often enough to read my tells and know when I was stressed. She was, after all, the only person in my circle who knew my real last name and that she could never, ever discuss it with my husband or my friends, unless she wanted her bed filled with spiders. She knew why I never returned to my teenage hometown. She also knew I’d had a unibrow in college and an embarrassing love of eighties “hair metal” bands.

      Chelsea pulled my gift from the dwindling pile and placed it on her lap. The rose wrapping paper matched the hairband securing her generous blond waves. Her nose was as petite as her dainty hands. If they made a pregnant Barbie, she would look like Chelsea.

      She opened my card, and I braced myself for an emotional wave.

      Her chin trembled. “Oh, Scarlett. Thank you so much.” She dabbed at her eyes. “Stupid pregnancy hormones.”

      An excellent excuse, but most eyes fastened on me were glassy. Mine reacted in kind, but I didn’t know if I was crying for the baby I’d lost or the future ones I wasn’t sure I wanted. I focused on the handsewn dolls slumped on Chelsea’s lavender changing table, on the lemon accents in the calming green room. “I’m so excited for you,” I told her.

      She pressed her hand to her heart, then unwrapped my regifted sheet set.

      The ladies nodded their approval.

      “Last one!” Chelsea pulled Kenna’s gift from her bag and blinked at the wrapping paper.

      Cartoon Santas lined its length, all with their pants down, mooning the world. Kenna had used the same paper on her Christmas presents. I’d cracked up then. Now it was March, not December. I’d since lost my baby and myself, and this was a group of wives who chose craft nights over sex-toy parties.

      When the subject matter registered, Chelsea blushed. The air conditioner hummed. I bit my cheek.

      Kenna smiled wickedly. “You’ll be wiping lots of ass in the coming months,” she said. “Figured it was fitting.”

      Gradual laughter tittered through the group, including mine. It felt cathartic to laugh. To feel a natural emotion.

      Blythe stared at the gift longingly. “You have got to tell me where you bought that paper. If I wrap this year’s gift in it, Edward’s mother might have a stroke. Then she won’t be able to attend dinner and criticize my cooking.” Blythe was on her third strawberry-infused mimosa—the wild child of the ladies.

      Kenna’s actual gift was just as entertaining. Chelsea lifted the silver flask and turned it over as though encountering alien technology.

      “Fill it with vodka,” Kenna told her. “If I don’t sneak a nip when I’m at my niece’s music recitals, I spend the hour plotting murder.”

      “You’re hilarious,” Blythe said, like Kenna was joking.

      I’d heard her niece play. The screeching could incite violence.

      Franny leaned toward Kenna from across the circle. “What color lipstick is that? The reds I’ve been trying all have a hint of orange to them.”

      The question came out of left field, as the beauty questions usually did, but Kenna blew her an air kiss. “MAC Ruby Woo. You could eat a bowl of ramen, and it wouldn’t smudge.”

      All attention swept to Kenna, makeup artist extraordinaire, and the women didn’t hold back their rapid-fire questions.

      “Which eye cream hides dark circles best?”

      “Does lash primer really work?”

      “How do I get that beachy, fresh-faced look?”

      Kenna pursed her lips but played along, detailing which products she loved and which should be banished. Their interrogation continued as we moved to the main floor living room. The catering staff milled around, as unobtrusive as the cream and gray decor, offering cucumber water and tea sandwiches.

      I loitered on the outskirts, always amazed how these women vied for Kenna’s attention.

      If they passed her on the street, they’d likely avoid eye contact. Eighty percent of Kenna’s pale skin was covered in bold ink, and I’d lost count of her piercings. She was a five-foot-four punk rocker with a big personality and bigger talent. Chelsea’s circle of friends almost died when they’d learned the likes of Lagerfeld and McCartney begged Kenna to beautify their runway models with her makeup artistry. Kenna, however, only took those gigs to fund her passion—teaching kids how to apply foundation over disfiguring burns and scars.

      The group flitted around her like pretty pastel butterflies accosting an ornery bee. She’d normally have shrugged them off by now, but she caught my eye and winked. She knew she was being my buffer.

      Chelsea pushed through the group and joined me on the periphery. She gave me a brave smile. “Are you doing Easter with Daniel’s family this year?”

      “Breaking that tradition would be sacrilegious.”

      She rolled her doll-like eyes. “Tell me about it. If I suggest Dean’s mother cater instead of making her spiral ham, she looks at me like I said we should eat dirt.”

      “In-laws are atrocious.”

      “The worst,” she agreed and took a dainty sip of her virgin mimosa.

      “Guess you’ll be that atrocious in-law one day,” I said, assessing my internal reaction to the concept. Did I want to be an in-law one day? A mother of the bride or groom? Surely I wanted that, right?

      She glanced down and rubbed her belly. “I can’t wait,” she whispered, but pity gathered in the lines between her brows. “How are you holding up?”

      “Good days and bad.” With a side of confused desperation.

      “And Daniel?”

      “He’s sad, but powering on. He’s at the gym a lot. It’s kind of become his thing.”

      If my coping mechanisms were inaction and overeating, Daniel’s was working out. Extra softness padded my middle, but he’d gained a set of abs I hadn’t seen on him since college.

      “Healing takes time,” Chelsea said with gravity. “You’ll try again when you’re ready.”

      I didn’t tell her the idea of trying again made me panic. I also hadn’t mentioned I should be celebrating Passover, not Easter. Both were difficult conversations for different reasons, my family’s sordid history responsible for the latter kind-of-lie.

      If this crowd knew who I was—who my father was—they’d never have invited me to this celebration.

      Kenna sauntered over and linked our elbows. “Mind if I steal my girl away?”

      “Be my guest,” Chelsea said. “I need to chat with the caterer about dessert. Wait until you see it. It’s to die for.” She punctuated her excitement with a little clap and left to flag a server.

      Kenna batted her lashes at me. “The only thing dying is me to get out of here. I think we’ve given these vultures enough to gossip about.”

      “They aren’t vultures. You know how good Chelsea was to me when I moved here, always asking me to go for lunch or coffee.”

      “Because she and this horde of hens don’t do anything except gather gossip.”

      “They’re nice, Kenna. That’s more than I can say about a lot of people.”

      “All I’m saying is, I know you.” She picked a fallen strand of hair off my dress and let it drop. “I’m glad you wanted to get out of the house, but these women are observers—people who walk around with mental scoreboards, deciding who’s worthy of their attention one minute and who’s on the outs. Do any of them even work?”

      “Bridget and Franny volunteer.” The strength in my voice diminished, sucking the wind from my defensiveness.

      It was hard to battle Kenna’s assumptions when I’d also wondered how these women could fritter away their days and bet it all on their husbands. I knew what it was to have everything—money, friends, family, things—then poof, nothing. I’d bungee jump naked before depending on a man financially.

      “These women are nice enough,” Kenna said, dialing back her attitude, “but I assumed they were a way station for you. That you’d meet your people over time and see them less.”

      I threaded our fingers together. “You’re my people.”

      She sighed. “I know, honey. And you’re mine.”

      All because we’d been assigned the same dorm room. On our fateful meeting, she’d taken one look at my unibrow and poorly bleached mustache and had said, “For the love of God, let me help you.”

      I squeezed her hand. “You look amazing, by the way. The shorter hair is killer.”

      “Really?” She scrunched her nose. “I’m not sure.”

      “It’s totally fresh and fun. I love it.”

      “Thanks, babe. And those shoes of yours”—she nodded at my slingback heels—“always look lethal on you.”

      My black dress may have been the only one that fit properly, but accessories were a surefire way to feel more attractive. “Daniel thinks they’re hot, and I hoped wearing them would give us both a lift. It’s silly, but I need something to wake me up and get me out of my head. Find a way to get things back on track with Daniel.”

      Kenna frowned but didn’t reply. Her uncharacteristic silence had me wanting to fill the void, but Bon Jovi’s “Livin’ on a Prayer” suddenly blasted through the elegant gathering. I glanced around, only to realize my phone was making the bewildering sound.

      Mortification swamped me, along with suspicion.

      Kenna had asked to borrow my cell on the drive here. I should have known she’d try to prank me.

      Hilarious, I mouthed as I juggled to hit Talk. I plugged my free ear to block her cackling. “Hello?”

      A muffled voice replied.

      “Sorry.” I squinted, as though that would allow me to hear better. “Whoever this is, you’ll have to speak up.”

      Beeping and rustling carried through the line. Then, “It’s me. Arthur.”

      Unease prickled my neck. I spoke with Uncle Arthur once a month. To the minute. He was fastidious in his routines, verging on obsessive. It had made living with him during my teens interesting to say the least, but an out-of-sequence call couldn’t be good.

      I hunched toward the wall. “What’s up?”

      “I had a heart attack.”

      I sucked in a shocked breath. His directness was always appreciated, if sometimes off-putting. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. I had minor surgery. They’re releasing me tomorrow.”

      “What do you mean, surgery? Surgery isn’t fine.”

      “It’s all routine. Nothing for you to worry about, but the nurse was on me to call family. So…”

      So, I was all he had left.

      My grandfather died of a heart attack in his sixties. My father died in his prison cell—although murdered is a more apt description. My grandmother’s lung cancer had thankfully been swift, and Arthur’s remaining relatives had banished us after Dad’s arrest.

      All my never-married uncle had was me.

      I bit my lip. “Who’s looking after the dogs?”

      “Got staff for that. Anyway, I should go. I’ll call you next month.”

      “Okay,” I whispered to the dead line.

      Arthur’s abrupt demeanor should calm me. If he’d been sentimental or emotional, I’d have called the National Guard, hopped in my car, and driven three hours to the godforsaken stretch of dirt he still called home. A possibility that had my heart working double time.

      I hadn’t returned to Fernlow since escaping to college and vowed to uphold that record. Everything about Arthur’s farm reminded me of visiting my father in prison. The air there smelled of noxious mud and my teenage wretchedness. Not that it mattered. He’d said his staff was tending the kennel, and heart-attack surgeries were routine these days.

      Still, I stared at my silent phone. Maybe I should call back, demand to speak with a doctor.

      Kenna pinched my side. “Everything all right?”

      I swallowed past the burn in my throat. “No. Everyone here now knows I loved Bon Jovi.” A much easier horror to focus on than heart attacks and miscarriages.

      “It’s cute how you use the past tense when I know their greatest hits are on your running playlist.”

      I scowled at her. “We need to find you someone to date. Occupy your meddle-with-Scarlett time.”

      “Oh, honey. Nothing would ever interfere with that precious time.”

      The tightness in my throat worsened. I hugged my middle as Arthur’s call fully sank in. “My uncle had a heart attack,” I said.

      Kenna’s hand flew to her mouth. “Is he okay?”

      “He said he’s fine.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m not sure.” Like my reaction to Daniel’s We’ll try again, my roiling emotions felt wrong. I was worried about Arthur’s health and recovery, but my erratic pulse worsened as I imagined him needing care and being forced to drive into the hell that was Fernlow, Pennsylvania.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I pushed into my apartment lobby, surprised to find Daniel by the elevators chatting with one of the residents. The newly separated Margot Fulton had her hand on Daniel’s forearm, her shiny blond hair pulled into a sleek ponytail. She was in running gear. Daniel wore his post-gym track pants and gray T-shirt. The fitted cotton showed off his beefier arms and narrower waist.

      The pillowing around my nonexistent abs felt like lead weights.

      I didn’t call his name or move to join them. I stood like a creeper and watched as Daniel replied to something she said. Her sympathetic expression matched the pity I’d endured at the baby shower. They were probably talking about the miscarriage. Or maybe he was complaining about my reclusiveness and the pile of takeout boxes in our recycling…or the strained silence that hung in our home like radioactive fog.

      So engrossed in their quiet conversation, they didn’t notice me. I couldn’t drag my eyes away from her hand on his arm, the angle of his body, hovering over her with familiarity.

      Queasiness stung my throat.

      I’d spent the past few weeks barricaded in our apartment, while Daniel had gone to work and the gym and lived his life. Had he run into Margot often? Was this elevator rendezvous a regular occurrence? He had been attending the gym excessively, even before the miscarriage. Wasn’t that what husbands did when their attention strayed from their wives?

      I shook my head at the notion. Not loyal Daniel, who’d brought me flowers weekly throughout the pregnancy.

      My overactive imagination was my worst enemy. Case in point, the whole drive here I’d concocted elaborate scenarios that would force me to visit my uncle, none of which involved a heart attack—a swarm of locusts attacking his farm, an outbreak of boils blistering up his skin, thunderstorms of hail and fire, and then I realized I was reciting the ten plagues I’d learned when forced to attend Passover seders. The tenth and final horror was the death of your firstborn child.

      I pressed my hands to my empty stomach.

      Unaware of my presence or internal tornado, Daniel tipped his head back and laughed. A real laugh. The warm, belly kind filled with easy joy and affection. I had no clue the last time I’d heard him laugh like that.

      A sharp yip resounded off the embossed ceiling. Mrs. Harlow’s Maltipoo scampered in, always quick to terrorize. The duo sashayed from the entrance. Daniel’s eyes darted to the dog, then skittered to me. He stepped back from Margot. Margot waved at me and beelined for the stairwell. The dog snarled at her retreating back—good pooch—as Mrs. Harlow and her powdery perfume filled the elevator.

      Then it was just Daniel and me, standing a lobby apart.

      His expression seemed to shutter a moment. Unless it didn’t shutter. Unless my jumbled emotions had my mind playing make-believe again. He hiked his gym bag over his shoulder and smiled at me.

      Daniel had improved with age, the lines by his hazel eyes adding sex appeal, the bit of gray in his soft brown hair handsome, but his smile felt calculated. Like the checkered marble floor between us was an elaborate chess game: if I smile at my wife, she might smile back, we might kiss the way we once did, and our bodies might finally roll together instead of away when we turned out the lights.

      Well, if he was trying, I needed to try too. Harder. Figure out where the fun, flirty Scarlett had absconded to. I sucked in my abdomen—and my cheeks—and worked my slingback heels across our chessboard.

      “How was the gym?” Not my best flirty opener.

      “Exhausting but good.” He didn’t comment on my sexy shoes, only studied my face. “How was the shower?”

      “You know Chelsea, organized and detailed down to the pink mimosas.”

      “It must have been nice to see the girls.”

      “It was great,” I said, adding a little oomph to my reply. Lead with positivity, and the mind will follow! “Really great. Nice to get out.”

      He rocked on his heels and hit the elevator button. My abdomen hurt from holding it in.

      As we waited for the elevator, we stood close but not touching, and I bit my lip. Why weren’t we touching? Why didn’t we laugh together anymore?

      Even the idea of reaching over and hooking my arm around Daniel’s waist soured my saliva. This man, who was kind and hardworking and had swept me off my twenty-one-year-old feet, seemed more a stranger than a husband these days. And if I really racked my brain, this whole non-laughing development had darkened our door well before the miscarriage, before the pregnancy, even.

      An unfamiliar man entered the lobby as the elevator arrived. I held the elevator door open for him, while Daniel and I waited in continued silence. The man joined us. The doors slid shut, trapping us in this tight space that still smelled of Mrs. Harlow’s perfume. The flowery stench intensified the ache in my stomach, a cramp that churned with my uncle’s news and my lingering unease from the baby shower.

      If my mother and I communicated beyond shared birthday cards, or if a call from me wouldn’t upset her fragile balance, I’d unload on her. But I was zero for two on that account.

      Daniel should be my support. My husband. My confidant.

      I’d wait until the stranger left the elevator, then I’d finally purge the ten thousand worries crowding my mind. I’d open up and tell him how confused I was, unsure if I actually wanted to try for another child. Voice my fears that something had irrevocably changed between us.

      The man left the elevator.

      I dug my fingers into the soft leather of my purse. “Someone should tell Mrs. Harlow to go easy on the perfume,” I said. Coward of the Year award. “The elevator will probably smell like her all day.”

      He grimaced. “It’s like I ate a mouthful of baby powder.”

      Baby. Baby, baby, baby, baby.

      The doors opened on our floor. I quit sucking in my gut and practically tripped in my hurry to our place.

      Daniel strolled leisurely behind me. When I fumbled to find my key, he fitted his into the lock but paused and faced me. “You sure everything’s okay? It couldn’t have been easy today with…everything.”

      “Fine,” I said quickly. “The shower was just tiring, and I have a ton of work to do. I might hunker down in my office awhile.”

      He hesitated, then shoved the door open.

      I followed him into our apartment. The space was neater than usual, aside from the overflowing recycling bin—aka, Mount Takeout.

      Along with gaining carpal tunnel from dialing Szechuan City, I’d been cleaning our apartment with the obsession of a bloodhound. I’d shined our floor-to-ceiling windows within an inch of their lives. The maple floors and gray area rug were clean enough to eat off. Nary a thumbprint could be found on our stainless-steel appliances. The space was modern and clean and all ours. It should give me a sense of pride. For some bizarre reason, I wanted to squirt soy sauce on the taupe walls.

      Daniel grabbed a glass from the cupboard and filled it with water. “I’ll have some late nights this week.”

      He had late nights most weeks, but I pictured Margot of the Shiny Blond Hair touching his arm, him leaning over her. Queasiness returned, along with a whisper of release I couldn’t pinpoint. “Is your project falling behind?”

      “They changed some electrical requirements. Enough to have me backtracking.”

      The explanation made sense. Being the lead electrical engineer on a massive library build came with obligations, but it didn’t explain why his busy schedule and the notion of having nights alone eased some of my tension.

      “We should synchronize our watches,” he said after draining his water glass. “Get a couple hours of work done, then meet back here at eighteen-hundred hours.”

      I saluted him. “Roger that, Captain.”

      He didn’t wink or kiss my cheek the way he used to when we’d use military time to plan our day. The habit had been fun, a private joke we’d developed after watching Stripes and laughing as Bill Murray fumbled basic training until tears had streamed down our cheeks. We’d been twenty-three and in love then, eager to claim our coupledom with secret looks and a language only we could decode.

      Today, Daniel plunked down his water glass and dropped his gym bag by the laundry room. He didn’t empty the sweaty clothes or offer to start the laundry. He just plunked and dropped and walked, and irritation tensed my shoulders.

      Me. Irritated, after shutting him out and lying about my erratic thoughts.

      I massaged my temples, unsure when things had gotten so out of my control. My words. My actions. My feelings. There was something wrong with me, and not in an I spent five hours researching my weird rash on WebMD kind of way. Fundamentally, at my core, something was damaged, and I knew the exact day this particular infection had begun: August 6, 1995, at my tenth birthday party. A memory better left untouched.

      I started the laundry, breathing through my mouth as I handled Daniel’s gym clothes, then I changed into my recent uniform of sweatpants and baggy T-shirt. Daniel and I sequestered ourselves in our respective offices, him to use his science and math smarts as he studied blueprints. I stared at the latest book cover I’d been designing.

      It was a suspense thriller. The publisher required three mock-ups to choose from, and I’d only completed one. I usually enjoyed the mix of problem-solving and creativity needed for my freelance work, and I loved the independence it provided. Designing book covers meant I could move at a moment’s notice, work from anywhere. An option I’d never exercised, but I could. It meant no one, including Daniel, could derail my life like my father had. As long as this mental fog didn’t affect my productivity.

      I turned on my country playlist—low enough not to irritate Daniel—and listened to Dolly and Patsy as I tried a few sans serif title fonts. The FF Nexus Sans was clean and strong. Simple enough to let the imagery stand out and different from the first mock-up. The reds and grays evoked the publisher’s creative vision, but they’d asked for a crow to fly through the title. Or above it. Or below. Basically, it needed a crow in flight, and every bird I drew looked like it belonged in Stephen King’s Pet Sematary.

      I closed my eyes and breathed. Get your shit together, Scarlett.

      I’d seen animal drawings somewhere recently. The nursery, likely. Daniel’s sister had brought over a slew of children’s books, many with animal characters. Not exactly suspense-thrillerish, but flipping through the drawings could jolt my inspiration.

      I padded past Daniel’s closed office door, into our half-finished nursery. The small space smelled faintly of the sun-shower wall paint and new furniture. We hadn’t purchased a crib yet, but we’d added cream bookshelves and a hand-carved rocking chair.

      Drained from the day, I did my best not to picture everything the room was missing or dissect the swirl of discomfort the space inspired. I chose a few books from the shelves and sat in the rocking chair. Cartoonish drawings filled most pages, but one eagle stood out. The bird’s wings had a lovely faded quality—detailed closer to the body, sketchy and blurred toward the tips. A refined version could give my book cover a dramatic yet elusive vibe.

      “I do this too.”

      I pressed my hand over my pounding heart, just noticing Daniel. “You scared me.”

      “Didn’t mean to.” He leaned on the doorjamb, arms crossed. He’d changed into jeans and a button-down. Always stylish. Always put together, even at home. He walked to the bookshelf and grabbed the purple stuffed bear Kenna had bought us. “Some nights, when you go to bed early, I find myself in here. I sit in that chair and rock.”

      “I didn’t know.” Because we’d barely talked since the miscarriage.

      He stroked the bear’s belly. “I’ve been trying to be strong for you, Scarlett. Positive. Give you space to grieve, but maybe it was the wrong thing to do. Maybe you need to know I’m hurting too. That you don’t have to keep trying so hard.”

      “Trying?”

      “To be stoic. There’s no way that baby shower didn’t affect you. It’s okay to be sad.”

      This was the perfect opportunity to open up, be honest about my feelings for the first time in ages, but communicating meant admitting I’d come in here for creative inspiration, not to lament what we’d lost. “I have my moments, usually when I’m alone and you’re at work.”

      “That’s the thing,” he said, still holding the bear. “We’re both going through this alone, when we don’t have to.”

      His cheeks hollowed, a look he used to assume when we’d play backgammon or cribbage—determination to win.

      He replaced the bear on its shelf and strutted toward me with more conviction than I’d seen on him in ages. He dropped to his knees and removed the books from my lap. I watched his purposeful movements, unnerved, unsure where this was going. When his strong hands circled my thighs and squeezed, his intent became clear.

      As did my body’s instinct to recoil.

      The last time we’d had sex had been eighteen weeks ago, on our anniversary. Daniel had met me for dinner after his post-work drinks. His breath had smelled like malt and honey, his movements loose and happy. He’d ordered us wine and told the waiter I was his bride. I’d laughed and blushed and couldn’t remember the last time we’d curled toward each other from across a table. Our usual routine involved eating side by side at our kitchen counter, job details discussed between the clatter of cutlery.

      That night, though, his foot had caressed mine under the table, the Chianti and romantic mood slipping through my bloodstream in a dizzying rush. In that moment, we’d been twenty-three-year-olds high on young love and life’s possibilities, not thirty-year-olds walking a treadmill of ritualistic behaviors.

      Arriving home to our familiar apartment had scuffed some of the luster from that shine. Our drunken sex had been a fumbling affair. Alcohol was never kind to Daniel’s performance, but it was our anniversary, and I hadn’t felt that close to him in ages.

      He didn’t tell me the condom had broken until morning. He joked that we might have more to celebrate than four years of marriage soon, offhand, like we hadn’t discussed my desire to wait until he was working less. Until he’d be home more to help raise a child while I pursued my career. Until I was sure I’d be a good mother.

      We returned to side-by-side eating after that night, but I didn’t just eat. I heaped second portions of pasta and steak onto my plate. I ate to calm the jitteriness inhabiting my stomach. I ate when we learned I was pregnant and for the fifteen weeks of Daniel’s attentive doting. I ate while I shared our happy news with others and thought about what a great father Daniel would be. Nothing at all like mine. I ate while I convinced myself I wouldn’t fall down a rabbit hole of despair like my mother. I’ll be a kick-ass mom, I’d told myself. Worthy of those Number One Mom mugs I never would have purchased. I ate while I convinced myself this baby was good for me and our marriage.

      I ate when I lost our child and broke down in a heap of guilt, the only explanation for my miscarriage having been my selfish ambivalence. My stressed negativity must have poisoned our child.

      Yet my husband was on his knees now, trying to rekindle the extinguished flame between us. “I miss you,” he whispered as he stroked my inner thighs with his thumbs. “I miss us.”

      He nosed and kissed my neck. I stayed frozen, stuck to the rocking chair that lilted with his persistent movements. I pictured threading my fingers through his hair and dragging his lips toward mine, our hands clutching each other as we reconnected finally, beautifully, all this trauma binding us together. Yes. This was what we needed. Not Margot suspicions and Szechuan noodles.

      I pictured it all, and then I blurted, “I can’t.”

      Just like that. No warning my mouth would betray me.

      “The doctor gave us the okay,” he murmured into my neck.

      My tendons felt ready to snap, which must have been why I said the next thing. The absolute worst thing. “No—I really can’t. I have to pack. I’m going to Pennsylvania.”

      He reared back. “What?”

      I wanted to shove the words back into my mouth. Pennsylvania was the last place on earth I wanted to go. Arthur had asked me not to come. He’d told me he was fine. That knowledge didn’t stop the lies from spewing.

      “My uncle had a heart attack. I need to go check on him.” And I needed someone to perform an emergency lobotomy on me.

      “When did this happen?”

      “He called while I was at the baby shower.”

      “And you didn’t think that was worth sharing when I asked how the afternoon was?” His grip on my thighs tightened uncomfortably.

      “He’s fine. Out of the woods for now, and I wanted to figure out my plan before talking to you.” Or, you know, spontaneously decide to torture myself.

      He released my legs and pushed to his feet. The rocking chair lurched with the movement. “I’m sorry. I just wish you’d told me. How long will you be gone?”

      I didn’t want to answer. I didn’t want to leave New York and go anywhere near Arthur’s farm. “One day. Two, tops.”

      “I’m sure he’ll appreciate it,” Daniel said gently, once again my kind, understanding husband. “And I forgot to mention that my mother called. She wants to discuss Easter. Probably best if you call her before you leave.”

      “Of course,” I said, but another kick of shame blindsided me.

      Like Chelsea at the shower, Daniel assumed I celebrated Easter as a Christian, because people walked through life assuming others were like them. It had been so easy with Daniel, letting him make assumptions when we’d met, getting swept along with that tide. Our first winter, when he’d asked how I was spending Christmas, I’d told him I wasn’t close with my family and had no plans. The sort-of-lie had slipped out easily. Christmas had lost most of its religious significance. It had become a gift-giving holiday to prove love through dollars spent.

      I hadn’t told him I was Jewish back then, that lighting a Chanukah menorah was more my speed than hanging stockings. I hadn’t confessed who my father was either, the two realities too intertwined to separate, and a fresh start for me had meant a reinvention.

      I had let him assume what he wanted, and after five years of dating and four years of marriage, too much time had passed to tell him—or anyone besides Kenna—the truth.

      Today, the omission felt as damaging as my dismissal of Daniel’s advances.

      After discussing logistics, he returned to his office while I packed. I froze several times, barely breathing, willing myself to tell Daniel I’d overreacted and Arthur was fine. Instead, I zipped my suitcase shut, muscle memory the only thing keeping me moving.

      I fell asleep before he joined me in bed. I sank into a too-familiar dream filled with sharks and jagged teeth and endless water choking me—the recurring nightmare I hadn’t experienced in years resurfacing to drag me under again.
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      The first time I had my recurring shark nightmare was the day my father got arrested. I had watched Jaws the night prior, thanks to Melissa Silver’s older brother. I wasn’t sure I’d swim in an ocean or lake or pond ever again, but I cornered my dad the next morning and boasted that I’d watched the movie without closing my eyes.

      Instead of commenting on my astounding bravery, he stepped back and scanned me like I was a stranger. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      I rolled my eyes and giggled. “It’s me, Daddy. Your only kid.”

      “Nope. My daughter is a nine-year-old child. You’re”—he gestured at my grinning face—“a two-digit girl. Practically an adult. What did you do with my Scarlett?”

      “Don’t be silly, Daddy. I don’t look any different.”

      He picked me up and squeezed. “Happy birthday, bug.” I hugged him back until he tried to bite my neck. “And Jaws is child’s play,” he said. “Talk to me when you’ve watched Dracula. Those classics are the real deal.”

      He plopped me on the floor and murmured good morning to Juliette. Juliette was part nanny, part cook, part tutor, part cleaner, part chauffeur. She was the one who applauded my art projects and grumbled at me to put my dirty dishes in the sink.

      She pointed at a plate of melon and raisin bread. “Eat at least half that fruit with your toast, lovey. I’m off to pick up the balloons for tonight.”

      I tap-danced in my socks. “We could cover the house in cobwebs instead and play Dracula at my party. It would be way cooler than Melissa’s pool luau, and Dad could dress in a cape with fangs and drool fake blood over everyone.”

      He tipped his head back and chuckled. I mentally high-fived myself.

      That sound was my ten-year-old crack. If Dad wasn’t traveling for work, I did imitations of my teachers until he cracked up. Mrs. Eisner was my favorite with her hunched shoulders and how she pronounced schedule like a snake: shhhedule. Dad would wipe his eyes and call me his little actress.

      “Fruit!” Juliette hollered as she headed out.

      Dad tickled the top of my curly hair. “If we play Dracula at a ten-year-old’s birthday party, it might upset a few parents. Let’s stick with the planned spa theme. Your mother’s excited about it.”

      I glanced at the ceiling, wondering if today would be an Awake Mom Day. Those usually involved wine by noon and burning Juliette’s premade dinners, or she’d tell Juliette she’d pick me up from dance and I’d stare at the time until the dance instructor finally drove me home. But she’d promised to take me to get my hair cut today, so it would look like Alicia Silverstone’s from Clueless. She even agreed to let me dye it. Goodbye, frizzy brown curls. Hello, swishy blond strands. Melissa would be green with envy.

      “You won’t be late, right?” I asked Dad as I poured his coffee the way Juliette had shown me—black with a packet of Splenda. I placed the mug to the right of his morning paper.

      “I’ll be the first one getting my nails painted.” He winked at me and assumed his reading position at the counter.

      “Because I haven’t seen Mom yet,” I pushed. “What if she stays in bed?”

      His jaw did that weird bunching thing when we spoke about Mom. “She’s just tired. She’ll be down soon.”

      I used to believe everything my father said, no matter how farfetched: if you swallow watermelon seeds, a watermelon would grow in your belly; the flattened animals on the side of the road were napping. He spoke with such authority—quick with answers, fast to defend—there was no time to second-guess him. But Mom was always tired, and she was rarely down soon.

      When his jaw kept working, I did an impromptu pirouette, long curls flying as I practiced a few more dance moves. “My end-of-summer recital is next week, so you can’t be traveling then. And I need to buy lipstick for the show, which I can get if we go to the mall. And can I sleep over at Melissa’s next weekend?”

      He held up one finger at a time, ticking off his replies. “The recital is on my calendar, ask Juliette to take you to the mall, and yes to the sleepover, as long as an adult’s home. Now, eat your fruit.”

      I pretended to retch. Dad laughed.

      I picked at my toast and melon, too excited to eat much. My dance recital, my birthday party, movies, the mall, dyeing my hair blond—those trivialities had been my whole world that day, earning my father’s heartfelt laugh a close second. My mother’s idiosyncrasies, and the guilt they often inspired, had been nothing but a background whisper.

      The guilt aspect of our dysfunctional relationship had begun a couple of years prior, when my game of tiptoeing past her closed door as a secret spy had lost its fun. I’d begun pestering Dad for a sister or brother around then. Someone I could play with whenever I wanted. He’d always say that I was perfect. Why would they want another child when they had me?

      Juliette had eventually taken pity on me and told me the truth. “Your mum had postpartum depression, lovey. A kind of sickness that never went away for her. It’s not healthy for her to have more kids. But you have me!”

      I hadn’t understood the word “postpartum” until I’d looked it up at school. A feeling of deep sadness and anxiety a woman feels after giving birth to a child.

      After giving birth to me.

      I had stared at the definition as a lumbering culpability had taken root. I was the reason my mother was sad. I was the reason she and Dad fought and slept in separate rooms. I had hurt my mother without even knowing it.

      So, I worked to make Dad laugh when he was home and learned to say the blessings over our Shabbat candles and the challah bread at our Friday night table. I filled Mom’s void to ensure I didn’t accidentally hurt my father too. I poured his coffee. I pretended to love baseball and scary movies. I ate his favorite scalloped potatoes that Juliette made, even though they smelled like dirty feet.

      Ten-year-olds knew when they lived in a fragile house of cards. They knew when words spoken were used to cover those left unsaid. I lived on a precipice of trepidation, believing the illness I’d given my mother was the thing that would make it all come crashing down.

      My fault. My doing.

      I never suspected my father would be our collapse.

      Mom got up in just enough time for my hair appointment, and I sagged in relief. People often told me I looked like her. We both had slight bumps in the center of our noses, similar manes of curly brown hair, thick eyebrows, and dark eyes. Judy Ackerman was the type of pretty that attracted attention when she wasn’t hiding under her sheets, but I didn’t want to be anything like my mother.

      Hence, the switch to straight blond hair, which was a-freaking-mazing.

      I kept swishing it over my shoulders and tried to catch my profile in every mirror we passed. I wasn’t as popular as Melissa, but her mother wouldn’t let her dye her hair, and she wasn’t allowed to stay up past nine.

      When we got home, the house was filled with unfamiliar people. Food people and spa people, everyone quick to wish me happy birthday and compliment Mom on our house. The house hadn’t been anything special to me. No different from Melissa’s or the other homes in our Scarsdale suburb—lots of bedrooms, a kitchen that could hold fifty people, huge yard, swimming pool, enough plants and flowers to keep the gardeners busy. I had my fingers crossed I’d be adding a birthday trampoline to our backyard.

      I waited for my friends, still checking out my hair every chance I got. I even dressed like Alicia Silverstone, my yellow plaid skirt and jacket exactly what she’d worn in Clueless, except I had on white stockings instead of the thigh-highs that Dad wouldn’t let me wear. Balloons were up. We had multicolored cupcakes for dessert and staff ready to give us manicures and do our makeup.

      Everything was perfect.

      The adults were sipping drinks by the outdoor bar, laughing with my father, chatting about work and the Yankees. My friends and I were wearing feather boas and dancing around the pool to “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” Then a helicopter flew overhead, circling our house.

      The adults tilted up their heads to watch. I stopped mid-twirl, confused, so focused on the propellers I didn’t notice the men with guns. Shouts erupted quickly, everyone pushing and shoving. I fell to my knees, my stockings ripping as I hit the grass. Hands gripped my arms. Loud voices shouted. Someone lifted me, ushering us into a large group, telling us to keep quiet.

      A killer must be on the loose, I thought. Someone the cops needed to protect us from as they tore through my party.

      The tower of cupcakes got knocked to the ground. Glasses fell and shattered. A table with spa makeup tumbled into the pool. I stared at the squashed cakes, tears building at everything that was ruined. My perfect party in tatters, unopened presents scattered on the lawn. Parents gathered their kids close, but no one had gathered me.

      My frustrated tears turned into confused sniffles. Where was my dad?

      “Jacob!” My mother broke through our group, arms flailing. The most awake I’d ever seen her. “Jacob, you motherfucker. What the fuck have you done?”

      People gasped. Shame was a hot poker stabbing my throat. Why couldn’t she be a normal mom who baked cookies and remembered to pick me up from dance? Why didn’t she love me enough to be happy? She kept yelling. I flinched, mortified, and followed her wild stare.

      That was when I saw Dad. Flat on his stomach. A policeman was on his back, cuffing his wrists.

      “Daddy?” My whispered plea was drowned out by the helicopter and the murmuring friends backing away from me and my family. I squeezed my hands into tight little fists to stop the shaking.

      Daddy? This time, I mouthed the word.

      Some policemen were barking orders; others flooded into my house. A woman wrapped her arm around my hysterical mother, while my friends were herded farther away from me.

      My shaking worsened.

      When the cop dragged my father to his feet, I screamed, “No!”

      This was a mistake.

      This had to be a mistake.

      They yanked on his arm; he staggered.

      “That’s my dad! Why do you have my dad?” I ran to him, arms outstretched, my pretty patent shoes slipping on the grass, but someone grabbed me from behind before I reached him. My panic became razor-sharp. “That’s my dad. Don’t take my dad!”

      Don’t leave me with my mom.

      I kicked and screamed, a violent sob bursting when I couldn’t move. “Daddy, don’t go!”

      The arm around my waist held me tighter as my screams became incoherent, snotty things. My father didn’t look at me. Not once. They led him through our house, and the second he was gone, my fight left me in a nauseating rush. I puked on the grass. On the colorful cupcakes we were supposed to eat after I opened my presents.

      That night, I dreamed of sharks.

      I was swimming in a vast ocean, unable to find the surface. The sharks smelled my fear. They circled and taunted me. They nudged me with their leathery snouts and took bites of my toes and fingers, chunks out of my arms and legs. But I didn’t die. I thrashed and swam. I swallowed lungful after lungful of briny water, never finding the surface and never dying.
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      The amazing thing about falling from grace was thinking each scrape and bang on the way down would be the last. But I kept falling.

      The details of my father’s shocking Ponzi scheme came to me slowly over time. I inhaled every newspaper article I found and gleaned snippets from quiet conversations spoken when people thought I couldn’t hear.

      I knew my father had worked with money and investments, trading stocks and that kind of thing. I didn’t know he’d been a fraudster, fleecing people out of their hard-earned money to the tune of fifty billion dollars. Family. Friends. Celebrities. Everyone we’d ever known and hundreds we didn’t, including the leader of a gang called the Vipers, who threatened my mother after the arrest, thinking she had hidden cash.

      Apparently, we did have money, but we couldn’t access the funds. Dad had secret bank accounts in other countries. Houses I didn’t know existed. Women who lived there with him.

      The press devoured my father, and all our assets were seized, along with our house. Juliette gave me a tearful goodbye. My grandmother swooped in from Oregon and put us up in a small apartment, where she tutted over her daughter, whose depression had hit an all-time low. It was August, and my private school was paid for through the upcoming year. I was told I had to walk through those heavy doors and go on with my life.

      Terror burrowed into my breastbone like a claw-fingered badger.

      The first day of class, I kept my head down. I prepared myself for dirty looks and hostile whispers. I wasn’t prepared for Aaron Levinsky to spit on my face or for Melissa Silver—my best friend since kindergarten—to call me a fucking bitch. Their families had invested money with my dad. They’d lost tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands in some cases, because of him. Because they had become friends with me—and my father, by association.

      I had ruined their lives like I’d ruined Mom’s, and all the while I didn’t understand how the father I’d known and loved could have betrayed me so epically.

      School didn’t get better. It got worse. The day someone scrawled cunt on my locker, the administration suggested I transfer somewhere else. They said it would be best for me. The truth was harsher: they didn’t want the notorious Jacob Ackerman’s daughter associated with Westmount Prep.

      I thought attending classes with kids touched by my father’s crimes would be the last scrape on
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