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			Chapter 4

			UC Santa Cruz

			October 1, 1986

			Dear Caleb,

			How’s freshman year treating you? Get laid yet? Seriously, hope you’re loving Princeton. It takes a while to settle in so don’t be discouraged if you feel out of whack. I had a few weeks not being sure what was up. Santa Cruz is way different from Milwaukee. I’m glad I spent the year abroad after high school or I would have felt like a hick when I got here. College falls into place, though, didn’t take too long. It won’t for you either.

			Big news, brother, I met a girl. The girl. Go ahead, make fun of me, but I know. I felt it, like those unbelievable movie scenes. Cue swelling music, the rest of the world falls away, etc. etc. She was in a hot tub, no swimsuit . . . you’re laughing, I can practically hear it. She was laughing, I can definitely hear that. But it wasn’t her body that got me – though I sure noticed, I’m not stupid. It was her eyes, man, I couldn’t look away. This laughing, beautiful girl had the saddest eyes I’d ever seen.

			I barely slept, couldn’t wait to find her the next day. We spent hours together, talking as if we’d always known and trusted each other, and I’ve seen her several times since. Her name is Holly Penny, and she’s a dancer. She moves so gracefully I feel like a klutz around her. She has incredible determination too, knows what she wants and goes after it. I admire that so much. Especially since I still have no idea what I want to do except be useful and not waste my life slaving after the almighty dollar like Dad. I want to focus on valuable things, worthwhile things that improve the human race, not enslave or oppress it.

			As for Holly, I’m going to marry her. Get up off the floor, I’m serious. Some force in the universe, which I never believed in before I met her, has me thinking all these clichéd thoughts about destiny and fate and soulmates. You would gag so badly. Love at first sight, dude. It’s real. I’m like Peter Pan (though much manlier), wanting to leap around and crow. (Remember as a kid you thought he was a terrifying human–rooster mix?) I want to propose to her next time we meet, I’m that sure. Don’t worry, I won’t, but she is it.

			Enough babbling. I’m glad you’re there, Caleb. If I talked about her like this to anyone else they’d think I was nuts.

			Lyle

			Princeton University

			October 15, 1986

			Dear Lyle,

			You are completely nuts. One second around a naked woman and you want to marry her? I mean, I get it, but . . . that’s sex, not love. And yes, I do know what sex is. Holly’s a cool name, though. Makes me think of Audrey Hepburn in that movie Mom loves so much.

			I’m doing okay here. Working hard. Playing intramural soccer, and got into an a cappella singing group, the Krokodiloes. Making friends. Mostly I’m glad to be out of the house. Mom and Dad’s fighting and complaining are worse, and I’m sick of them not dealing with the real problem – that they shouldn’t be married. I’m not sure I ever told you how bad it was. Some of it was about you. They were pissed that you deferred admission to Harvard for a year of ‘frivolous’ travel. When you came back and chose Santa Cruz instead? I thought they’d explode. You only heard some of it.

			When I got into Princeton, it wasn’t ‘Well done, son, we’re proud of you’, it was ‘At least you’re going to an Ivy. Your brother got into one and pissed the chance away.’ Maybe I shouldn’t have told you, but there’s freedom in being away from it all. I just hope Holly is white, rich, Catholic, and wants to live in Milwaukee to help you lead Frederick Industries into its glorious future as is your destiny. Or they’ll hate her.

			Princeton’s a nice town, pretty, not much going on, but campus life makes up for that and New York is a quick train ride away. I like my roommate. He won’t ever be my best friend, but we do fine. Some people weren’t this lucky.

			I teased you about meeting Holly, but I’m happy for you. Look forward to meeting her and seeing her beautiful . . . uh . . . eyes. Just don’t tell her you’re at the wrong college.

			Caleb

			‘Naked? In front of each other? Like . . . coed naked?’ The girl – Jill? Holly had met so many people this first week at UCSC, she couldn’t keep track – looked so terrified Holly didn’t know whether to put an arm around her or burst out laughing.

			Truthfully, Holly was kinda taken aback herself, since the suggestion of naked hot-tubbing had come from their resident advisor, Mason, as a way for the freshmen still hanging out after an official mixer to very unofficially get to know each other better. But Holly wasn’t going to let anyone see her rattled. She was going to let the Midwestern Jills do the freaking out and play the part of the cool Californian she was. Particularly easy tonight because it was midnight and she was that strange combination of hyper and exhausted from the intense stimulation of so many new experiences over so few days. Plus everyone was either stoned or drunk on Rainier Ale.

			After a few hems, haws, bravado and outright chickening out, eight people had agreed to go, two girls and six guys in two cars. Holly climbed into a VW bug whose engine hadn’t even started before John – or Seth – in the passenger seat lit a joint and passed it to the driver, Seth – or John. Those names Holly remembered because the two of them had grown up together, gone to Santa Cruz High together, and were also rooming together in college, which she thought was insecure and weird. Didn’t they want their social horizons broadened? She thought of them as JohnSeth.

			JohnSeth took a hit and passed the joint behind him to Holly, who thought it was a really stupid idea to drive stoned, and a stupider idea for her to smoke weed when she’d already had too much to drink. But something a little reckless was driving her tonight – actually every night since she’d been here – maybe the same impulse that made her think it was a great idea to get naked with strangers.

			Pretending the situation was cool and not dangerous, like so many dumb kids had pretended before her and would after, she took a couple of decent-sized drags and passed the rest to her roommate, Sherry, a delicate perfectionist from San Diego who seemed nice enough but was clearly more interested in finding a boyfriend than in hanging out with Holly.

			Ten mildly tense – if she’d been sober, ridiculously tense – minutes later, they arrived safely at Mason’s friend’s house, a sprawling Mediterranean on the coast. Eight inebriated bodies poured out of the cars and race-walked nervously around to the back through the chilly night air. The hot tub was huge, big enough for nearly all of them, sunk into a wooden deck, with the ocean tumbling over sand only a bunch of yards away, behind a wooden fence.

			‘Psych!’ One of the guys was trying to take off his shirt while still holding the last of the joint. A couple more guys joined him undressing, not quite as enthusiastically, but with macho determination. Teenage chests started emerging.

			‘You really doin’ this, Hol?’ Sherry looked doubtfully at the tub, half-mast eyelids tinged pink.

			‘I abso-freakin’-lutely am.’ For whatever reason, Sherry’s hesitation spurred Holly on to put down her beer and yank her shirt over her head. ‘Absooo-freakin’-loooootly.’

			‘Hello, ladies.’ RA Mason appeared behind them, his surfer’s body filling out a Hang Ten T-shirt in a way that made Sherry brighten. ‘Not having second thoughts there, are ya?’

			‘Nope.’ Holly beamed at him, currently in love with her surroundings and the night and the unimaginable totality of the universe.

			‘Yes to second thoughts.’ Sherry blinked demurely. ‘It’s freezing.’

			‘Well the water ain’t!’ Holly hurled her shirt across the deck, then unzipped her shorts. ‘That’s why it’s called a hot tub.’

			That had to be the funniest thing anyone had ever said. Ever! A gust hit her bare skin, making her squeal and giggle harder.

			‘Hey, Sherry, you want to check out the house?’ Mason’s Operation Make-Out was clearly being put in motion. ‘It’s nice and warm inside.’

			‘Oh, ya, that’d be so great. Thanks.’ Sherry shivered pitifully and let him escort her inside, throwing Holly an oh-my-God! look over her shoulder, like she was totally surprised at this completely predictable turn of events. Like she hadn’t been inviting it by drooling over him all week.

			Left the sole female on the deck, Holly undressed the rest of the way as fast as possible, grabbed up her beer and followed assorted bare male asses to the tub, covering her most private bits with one hand, clutching the bottle across her body so her forearm hid her breasts.

			‘Lemme in.’ She nudged a pair of broad shoulders with her foot, shivering and cracking up. ‘Lemme in, it’s like total Arctic winter out here.’

			The owner of the shoulders turned and stared dully, eyes nearly shut. ‘Huh?’

			Holly gave up and ran to the opposite side of the tub, where she climbed in, grateful for her strong legs and dancer’s coordination, so she could slip quickly under the water and release the grip on her modesty.

			‘Aaaah.’ Heated water on chilled skin was blissful. ‘This is most excellent.’

			‘What’s yer name again?’ The guy next to her flung out a hand that she was able to block with her shoulder before it hit her breast.

			‘Holly.’

			‘Holly, man, you are hard-core. Let’s hear it for Holly.’

			The whoop that followed made her shout with laughter, lifting her mostly full Rainier Ale in acknowledgment. ‘Thank you, thank you very much. Tell me your names. You’re JohnSeth.’ She pointed. ‘Who are the rest of you?’

			‘José.’

			‘Mark.’

			‘Will.’

			‘Nice to meetcha, José, Mark and Will.’

			‘Hey, Holly, wanna sit on my lap?’

			Holly held up her middle finger. ‘Hey, José, wanna sit on this?’

			The guys roared like some primeval beast, five bodies and one brain.

			‘You a dancer?’ This from Will. She thought it was Will. Who cared? She’d figure it out as the year went on.

			‘How’d you guess?’

			‘You’re built like one.’

			She wrinkled her nose. ‘Skinny, no boobs.’

			‘No, no way. You’re a fox. I really mean—’

			‘Where you from, Holly?’ Mark was trying to see through the water to her parts.

			‘Santa Monica.’ She couldn’t stop giggling. She’d never had so much male attention before. Maybe because she usually had her clothes on. Which didn’t say much for guys. ‘You?’

			‘New Jersey.’

			General chorusing made it clear what people thought of New Jersey, drowning out the poor guy’s protests.

			‘Can you do a split in mid-air, Holly?’ That was Will, who spread two fingers, and made an obscene tongue gesture.

			‘Are you for real?’ Holly spluttered the words, on one level having the time of her life, deep down uncomfortably aware she was out of control. ‘Not doing one around you, dude.’

			The roar sounded again. Will started splashing her. She turned to avoid the spray and caught sight of a guy, fully clothed, watching them. Watching her. She could only barely make out his face.

			‘Hey! Perv!’ She sent over a polite splash of water that was sure not to reach him. ‘What’re you lookin’ at?’

			‘You.’

			She giggled. ‘Yeah, well either get naked or go away. This is a private party.’

			He didn’t move, but he did smile, a generous grin, teeth catching the dimmed lights on the deck. Something about that smile, swear to God, made her insides go shivery. The guy was good-looking, decently built, but not her type. She liked dark, slender guys who gave off a hint of danger. This boyish dirty blond looked like he’d want to take her home to try his mom’s tuna casserole.

			‘You all freshmen?’ He had a slight accent she couldn’t place any closer than some non-California part of the US.

			‘Nah, we’re seniors.’ John puffed out his meager chest. ‘We know it all already.’

			‘Uh-huh.’ The dude was completely relaxed, standing solidly in a green polo shirt and khakis, like a model from the Preppy Handbook.

			‘You at UCSC or a real person?’ Holly asked. He was definitely not a freshman.

			‘I’m a senior. You all in the same dorm?’ The question was addressed to Holly.

			She lifted an eyebrow. ‘Why d’you want to know?’

			‘Friendly curiosity.’ He hadn’t stopped staring, but she didn’t get a threatening or predatory vibe. Course Ted Bundy’s victims thought he was a charmer too. Holly had the feeling that if she told him her dorm name, he’d come find her, and that if she didn’t, he still might try. Even weirder, she, who usually took a long time to notice and return a guy’s interest, wanted him to find her as well.

			Definitely out of control tonight.

			‘Dude!’ A shout behind her, who knew which one. ‘You’re bogarting the party.’

			‘Sorry.’ The guy nodded his apology, then started walking backwards, not taking his eyes off Holly. ‘Have fun. Be careful.’

			She watched the distance widening between them from a place of muddled panic. She wanted him to be able to find her. Didn’t she? Was she in any position to judge right now? What if every year he scouted freshmen girls and already had a list a mile long? What if when she woke up sober, she wished she’d never given the guy any encouragement at all?

			He turned and stepped off the deck.

			Holly rose to standing. ‘Hey.’

			The guy turned back, a silhouette now at the corner of the house. ‘Yes?’

			‘I’m in Galileo.’

			The grin again, the merest flash through the darkness, but it was there. A hand waved, and he disappeared, leaving Holly to realize she was standing shivering, surrounded by five guys she didn’t know, all of whom had been stunned into gaping silence by her totally forgotten nakedness.

			The next morning, Holly woke up smelling of chlorine, with a thick pasty fog in her head, mouth and sinuses. Served her right. She’d been drinking too much every night since she arrived on campus, set free from the anger and resentment clouding her home. Without being around other people breathing the same foul atmosphere, it was easier to push the pain away, at least consciously. Dad had been back from jail for a year. First thing he did after walking into their new mini-home was find Holly and apologize. Thanks, Dad, but too little too late. He hadn’t been there while she and Mom had the humiliating burden of packing up and selling their big, beautiful house in Santa Monica. Nor did he have to explain to their neighbors and friends that they were moving to a much less affluent neighborhood, and why. He also got out of the fun of choosing a tiny condo in Torrance, then having to sell two thirds of the stuff Holly had grown up with in order to squeeze into it. Even being here at UCSC was a reminder. Holly and her parents had battled for months. She wanted to be a professional dancer. They wanted her to go to college. The compromise was college at a place where dance was taken seriously. When Dad ruined the family, she not only had to give up her dreams, but had to take a year off while her friends all went off to college or ballet school, and work two utter shit jobs to be able to afford tuition and board at this place.

			So maybe she was entitled to overdo the partying a little. Except that even though she was no longer majoring in dance, Holly still planned to do plenty of it, and should be taking better care of her body.

			She dragged herself out of bed – apparently Sherry hadn’t come home last night, ahem – and across the narrow white hallway into the empty bathroom, where she did her best to clean up and de-stink so at least she’d look better than she felt.

			Food would help, and water. Coffee might, or it might make her stomach more sour. If that guy, the one outside the hot tub, actually came by today looking for her, half human would be the best she could do. More likely he wouldn’t show up. Either he’d change his mind, he’d never meant to follow through in the first place, or he intended to wait a few days so he wouldn’t look too eager. Above all else, guys needed to maintain their precious cool.

			Outside the door, Holly stood blinking painfully in the scalding sunlight – as in scaldingly bright. The temperature was pleasant as usual. Santa Cruz didn’t seem to know how to do bad weather.

			She climbed gingerly down the stairs and headed toward the dining hall. Several yards later, she stopped short, thrills firing off inside her. He was sitting against one of the giant fir trees that grew all over campus, reading a book. As if he sensed her, he looked up, and that slow, sweet grin lit his face, making her thrill machine work harder.

			‘Hi.’ He closed the book, picked up a cloth bag lying next to him and stood easily, not using his hands. ‘I brought some coffee and muffins to share. You have time?’

			His vowels were broader than hers, ‘kah-fee’. Not an accent she’d heard before. Shyness made her look around for a few seconds, smiling in spite of wanting to pretend his showing up was no big deal, not even sure why it was such a big one. ‘I guess, yeah. What’s your name?’

			‘Lyle Frederick. You’re Holly.’

			‘Yes.’ She walked toward him, stopped about two yards away. Seen in broad daylight, he was even cuter than the night before. ‘Holly Penny.’

			‘Nice to meet you again. We can stay here, or I can drive us to the beach. Which would you like?’

			Holly considered, hand shielding her eyes from the sun. Beach was always tempting, but she wanted to get a better sense of Lyle Frederick before she committed to being in his car. ‘Here is fine.’

			‘Sure.’ He led them back on the path to the grassy Lower Quad, where they sat in the shade among other kids enjoying the late Saturday morning. ‘How are you liking UCSC?’

			‘Good so far.’ She was stupid-nervous, when all week long she’d done nothing but meet new people one after another and been fine. ‘I like my roommate. My classes are okay.’

			‘You don’t sound that thrilled.’ He pulled a good-sized thermos out of his bag, then handed her a red mug, keeping a black one for himself. ‘How do you like your coffee?’

			‘Black, please.’ While she held the mug steady and Lyle Frederick poured, Holly studied his face. Good cheekbones, sharp, slender nose, well-shaped jaw, dynamite lips that would look feminine in a less masculine face. His thick wheat-colored hair had a cowlick in front that made it start up hopefully, then lose the battle to gravity and swoop in a smooth arc over his forehead. Every strand was in place, tempting her to reach over and tousle, just to see what he’d do.

			‘Tell me why you aren’t more excited about our beautiful institution.’ He handed her the mug and stretched out his nicely muscled legs.

			‘I’m sure I’ll adjust.’ She took a careful sip. ‘This is delicious. Definitely not from the dining hall.’

			‘Nope. My private stash from Santa Cruz Coffee Roasting. Best in town.’

			‘What dorm are you in?’

			‘Off-campus.’ He pointed west. ‘Oceanview Apartments.’

			‘Literally? Ocean view, I mean?’

			‘Yup.’

			‘Holy high rent, Batman.’

			He shrugged. ‘I inherited a little money when my grandpa died. You haven’t answered my question about UCSC.’

			‘Oh, right.’ She lifted and resettled to avoid a lump in the grass, careful not to spill coffee on her favorite shorts. ‘I do like it here, I’m probably being bratty. Santa Cruz wasn’t my first choice.’

			‘What was?’

			‘NYU Tisch School of the Arts.’

			‘Didn’t get in?’

			‘Didn’t get to apply. My family dabbled in financial ruin.’ And didn’t she sound exactly like the bitter brat she’d just said she was? ‘I’m working on my attitude, though.’

			‘By getting naked in hot tubs.’

			His perceptiveness startled her. ‘That was my first.’

			‘Whatever floats your boat.’ He reached into the bag again. ‘Blueberry muffin?’

			‘Sure, thanks.’ She took one. They looked home-made and smelled buttery and delicious. ‘Where are you from? You have an accent.’

			‘No, you have an accent.’ He was teasing her. ‘I’m from Milwaukee, Wisconsin.’

			‘Wis-kaaaahnsin,’ she imitated. ‘Beer town, right?’

			‘Beer, cheese, Green Bay Packers, Laverne and—’

			‘Shirley, yes! I forgot that series was set there. Goofy show.’ She bit into the muffin, which tasted as good as it smelled and made her realize she was starving. ‘What made you want to come here?’

			He gestured around them with his cup. ‘Look at it. Gorgeous campus. Gorgeous weather. Gorgeous location.’

			‘That’s what mattered to you? Not academics?’

			‘That’s what mattered to me.’ He grinned, and she wasn’t quite sure if he was teasing or serious. She hadn’t pegged him as an intellectual lightweight. But maybe her fantasy brain was doing the thinking for her.

			‘These muffins are incredible, by the way.’

			‘Thanks.’ He sipped more coffee, looking up at the trees in the courtyard. ‘I believe that nurturing and enjoying beauty is the most important part of being alive.’

			‘Physical beauty?’

			‘Physical, natural, beauty of spirit, beauty of intention, beauty of caring. Beauty in art and music and architecture, in sports and literature and philosophy.’

			‘There’s beauty in philosophy?’

			He laughed. ‘All things that contribute to the richness of life in a positive way. Good thoughts, good views, good friends, good food.’

			‘You’re an aesthete.’ She pretended not to think the word was cool. ‘Or a hedonist.’

			‘Yeah, but not so much in a self-serving way, I hope. I believe in improving society at large, wherever I can reach.’

			‘Your parents were hippies. Or no, schoolteachers.’

			‘Definitely neither.’ He carefully peeled off half the paper from his muffin. ‘My dad is a serious capitalist, but his profit-centered version of life never felt real to me, or enough. When I graduated high school, my Grandpa Frederick sent me abroad to backpack through Europe. I lived in hostels and earned money when and where I could, just enough to keep me going. That year opened up the world, showed me how other people live and what they value. It also confirmed that my father’s vision was not only small and twisted, but didn’t fit me. I felt I could start a more vivid and useful life here in California than . . . somewhere else. And now you think I’m nuts.’

			‘Totally,’ she agreed cheerfully. ‘You can’t ignore ugliness. It’s as much part of life as anything else. You need to accept it.’

			‘I’m not ignoring it. I grew up studying and learning it – know thy enemy and all that. Now I want to work to negate whatever I can, and make sure I’m not contributing. I want to live generously, ask myself what I can bring to the world instead of how I can profit from it. How can I help someone else enjoy the world’s beauty instead of internalizing its ugliness?’

			He sounded way more California than Wisconsin. No wonder he liked it here. ‘So what are you majoring in? Beauty studies?’

			‘English. What about you?’

			‘Mathematics.’ She managed not to sound bitter that time. ‘I’m going to be an actuary.’

			‘That can’t have been your lifelong dream.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Well is it?’ He looked certain it wasn’t.

			‘My lifelong dream was to be a dancer.’ She ate the last bite of her muffin and crumpled the paper into the sack he offered, feeling much less like death warmed over.

			‘I’m not surprised. You move like a dancer. Why aren’t you majoring in that?’

			‘Because . . .’ she took care to sound breezy, not wanting him to feel sorry for her, ‘I believe women should be financially independent.’

			‘Artists can’t be?’

			‘Not as reliably as actuaries. I don’t believe men should carry the financial burden of the whole family.’

			His eyes narrowed; he cocked his head. ‘There’s a story behind that.’

			She was taken aback, again, sure she’d not let her anger leak out. ‘Well. Sort of.’

			‘I’m listening. If you want to tell me.’

			‘Well. No. I mean, it’s fine. Sure.’ She was rattled now, feeling he’d broken through a defense she’d been holding on to since she’d arrived on campus. The sensation made her feel both vulnerable and relieved. ‘The short version. I grew up in a family with money, a spoiled only child, then Dad went to jail for some white-collar crap he was stupid, careless or amoral enough to get involved in. Mom had no job skills and fell apart, so there went everything. Our house, our boat, our vacations . . . and any hope of NYU. Everything.’

			‘Not everything.’

			‘I know, I know, I have my health, blah, blah, blah. But even you couldn’t find beauty in sudden bankruptcy.’

			‘You’re here, and you’re determined to be independent, and you learned early about exactly the kind of ugliness I’m talking about. Greed for money, not only for itself, but to have more than other people. Greed for power, not only for itself, but to flaunt it over other people.’

			Holly pretended horror, brows down, mouth wide. ‘Are you a communist?’

			‘I’m a dreamer. A realistic dreamer.’ He got to his feet without spilling coffee, and held out a hand to pull her up. ‘Want to walk?’

			‘Sure.’ She got up under her own power, to prove she didn’t need a man’s help to stand. They started south toward McLaughlin Drive, holding their mugs. ‘What’s your family like?’

			‘Mom, Dad and my Aunt Janet, who was like a second mom, sometimes better than the original, and my younger brother, Caleb. He’s the good kid, I’m the black-sheep rebel. We have a family business, which my great-grandfather started as a small factory for industrial equipment. My dad got hold of it and now we manage and coordinate other manufacturers throughout this fine country and, if he gets his way, the rest of the world. I am supposed to inherit this miracle.’

			‘Not your thing?’

			‘Let’s just say Mom and Dad are so far disappointed with my choices and decisions. All of them.’ He held up a hand. ‘No, actually, they approve of how I dress.’

			She laughed. Cargo shorts, striped Izod shirt, loafers. ‘You are very . . . neat.’

			‘Thank you. I think.’ Their hands bumped. Bumped again. She found herself wondering what it would feel like to hold his, surprised by her reaction. She tended to be skittish with guys physically, even ones she was attracted to. What Sherry dove into last night with Mason would be impossible for Holly. Men always had to make the first move, and that first move almost always came too soon for her.

			‘I’m sorry about your relationship with your parents. Dad was my idol growing up. His implosion was devastating, doubly so since he took the rest of us with him. He told me he was just doing what he was told to do, what everyone was doing, in the company and the industry, but that he got stuck serving as the example.’ That was the version she and her mother had dutifully spouted to everyone, and oh, the cruelty and unfairness of it all. Holly took a big breath. ‘That might be true. But how would I know? Maybe he’s a bad guy and I couldn’t tell. Just because he’s my dad and I love him and don’t want him to be awful doesn’t mean he’s not. You know what I mean? It’s totally confusing.’

			Also confusing was that Holly was telling this man one of her darkest secrets fifteen minutes after they met. Was there such a thing as falling in trust at first sight?

			‘That’s really hard.’ Lyle touched the small of her back. ‘I bet your dad is a little good, a little bad, like most people, and circumstances took care of the rest. I’m lucky. I knew my dad was a jerk from the very beginning.’

			She snorted. ‘Yeah, gee, that is totally lucky. I sure wish I was you.’

			He stopped walking.

			Holly turned back, afraid she’d offended him. ‘What is it?’

			‘I was wondering.’ He took a step toward her, with that same calculating but not predatory look in his eyes that had made her shivery the night before. It still did. ‘Would you like to drive up to San Francisco with me? We can grab lunch for the ride, spend the day there, have dinner then come back tonight.’

			She gave a short laugh, incredulous, but already calculating, thinking about the studying and dance practice she’d planned to do today, wondering if it would be so bad if she put it off until tomorrow. ‘Today? Tonight? San Francisco?’

			‘Sure, why not?’ Lyle took another step, his steady gaze hypnotic. ‘There’s a restaurant right on the water called Cliff House. It’s a gorgeous spot.’

			Holly felt her expression fall. ‘I’ve been there. About five years ago. It’s out of my budget now, sorry. But maybe we could—’

			‘No, no. My invitation.’ He took another step. His clear light-brown eyes were making her a little wobbly, a little giddy. ‘Everything’s on me.’

			‘It’s too much.’

			‘Not for me. I’m serious, Holly. It’s not an extravagance at all. And I’d really like to get to know you better.’

			‘Oh . . . well . . . I mean . . . It sounds crazy.’ And she sounded like a breathless dork.

			‘Maybe. But it will also be beautiful. Like all things worth doing if you know how to look at them. Like you.’ He grinned his slow, warm grin, and just like that Holly fell so deeply into what she told herself was infatuation that she knew she’d say yes, even though she barely knew this guy and could never pay him back in kind. She also knew, in a burst of uncharacteristic and disconcerting intuition, that they’d have a wonderful evening, and that there would be more evenings like this one. Many more. Possibly a whole lifetime’s worth.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Holly half opened her eyes from the depths of sleepy comfort to find she wasn’t in bed in her tiny guest-house bedroom in Santa Monica. Someone had replaced that with a spacious, luxurious suite whose curtained windows showed cheerful daylight trying to sneak inside. Instead of traffic, pedestrian voices and the distant roar of surf, she heard birds and . . . nothing. Senneck.

			Drugged with sleep, lips curving in a contented smile, she idly moved her arm toward the other side of the bed, then realized with a jolt that she’d been reaching for Lyle.

			That was weird, even for Holly. She might confuse more easily than she used to, but she’d never made a mistake like that.

			She twisted to look at her phone, knowing it would take too long to read Senneck’s wooden analog clock. The minute and hour hands no longer made sense to her. Numbers in general, once her close friends, had stopped behaving when she needed to interpret or manipulate them. At least she could tell time digitally.

			Seven a.m. She’d slept deeply, twelve solid hours since Caleb had dropped her back at her room.

			The memory of her humiliation in front of Megan danced a taunting jig. That had been one of the worst disorientation episodes she’d had in years, over a dozen at least. Life in California consisted of simple daily, weekly, monthly routines, and had done since Holly had finally been able to care for herself, and moved from her parents’ condo into Melinda’s place in the early 2000s. Understandable that there would be repercussions away from the familiar, especially entering this emotional terrain. Caleb had been very kind last night. For the rest of the weekend Holly would make sure to rest at regular intervals, and give her brain time to clear and refocus.

			Yawning, she tossed off the covers and slid out of bed. After using the bathroom, she called for breakfast, which, she was assured, would be delivered shortly. Good, because having skipped dinner the night before, she was starving. Also good, because as much as Holly had fought hard to achieve and enjoy her current independence, it was utterly delicious, more than it had ever been, to produce a fabulous breakfast, well beyond her ability, by picking up the phone.

			She’d never loved cooking the way Lyle had, was capable at following recipes, but not much for creative flair. Since The Change, following recipes had become a chore requiring so much energy Holly had finally given it up. Eating every meal alone didn’t provide much inspiration for culinary brilliance anyway. Melinda helped immeasurably, bringing over fantastic meals as if Holly was doing her a favor: I made way too much, we’d be eating leftovers forever . . .

			By the time Holly had showered and slipped into the ivory robe – because who didn’t want to lounge around in silk once in a while, even if sweatpants were more comfortable? – a knock announced breakfast. What a breakfast. One perfect English muffin, made in-house, split, toasted and buttered, served with a pot of deeply flavorful strawberry jam, next to a glistening tumble of smoky ham and peppered scrambled eggs. Another plate bore a bowl of fragrant sliced peaches and deep crimson raspberries. And coffee, lots of it, black and strong.

			The entire breakfast disappeared, leaving her in a food coma that nearly made her want to crawl back into the gorgeous bed, except coffee would keep her awake, and the day was beckoning.

			Instead, she stepped out on to her balcony, into the cool warmth of a summer morning, and stretched out on the cushy chaise, gazing at the mountains while her body tackled the momentous job of digesting, until her phone rang and she was forced to move.

			‘Hey, Melinda!’

			‘Well? Is the place as incredible as you remember? Flunkeys ready to wipe your nose at every turn?’

			‘My nose is completely dry, yes.’ She settled back on the chaise with a grin. Melinda’s favorite sport, acting like one of the downtrodden when she’d be considered upper-middle class in Santa Monica, and filthy rich just about anywhere else. ‘You’d love every second.’

			‘I’m sure I would. Have you seen Caleb? Is he still gorgeous? Still single?’

			‘I had champagne with him last night, yes and yes.’

			Melinda sighed longingly. ‘After my divorce comes through, I’m calling him. I truly believe his money and I are meant to be together.’

			‘So touching.’ Holly laughed to cover her unease. Melinda had been manic since she and Matthew had finally agreed to split – him because he couldn’t live without his latest sweet young thing, and Melinda because with empty nest looming, she’d finally run out of excuses to justify being maritally miserable. Mania was a fine coping mechanism for initial grief, but it didn’t tend to last. ‘I told him last night you were divorcing.’

			‘Did his eyes light with hope and love?’

			‘Uh . . .’

			‘I know, I know. I’ve got my work cut out for me. How are you doing? You haven’t traveled in years. Emotionally okay, too?’

			Holly cringed, thinking of the previous evening’s disaster. ‘I was tired last night, but I’m doing great.’

			‘Have you met the other wives?’

			‘Just Megan.’

			‘Ooh, the home-wrecker. What was she like?’

			‘Not what I expected.’ Holly frowned, trying to think of a way to describe Megan. ‘Beautiful, young, probably in her thirties, perfectly put together, but not in a classic way. A little in-your-face. Mom would call her “rough around the edges”.’

			‘Ah.’ Melinda chuckled. ‘Lyle’s Eliza Doolittle? Bring the girl out of the gutter and teach her to be a proper lady?’

			Holly rolled her eyes. Melinda had adored everything about Lyle until they separated, at which point everything wonderful about him became suspect and bordering on evil. ‘She doesn’t strike me as the type who’d take instruction. I’m sure he fell for her for good reasons.’

			‘Uh-huh. Two, between her ribs and chin.’

			That wouldn’t have been enough for Lyle. But Melinda had the right to be cynical and bitter with divorce pending from a cheating jerk. ‘You know what’s weirder?’

			‘I’m not sure I want to.’

			‘Lyle hadn’t told either of the wives about me. They didn’t know he’d been married before Eliana.’

			‘You’re kidding.’ Melinda gasped. ‘He wiped you clean? Just like that? What a buttmunch!’

			Holly made a face. She missed the part of her brain that would have said ‘Telling Melinda is a bad idea’ before she told her. ‘So what’s going on today in Santa Monica? Must be a completely different place after twenty-four hours.’

			‘Ugh. Hannah just found out who her roommates are going to be this fall at Stanford.’

			‘That’s bad?’

			‘No, no, it’s great. I’m just a wreck that my baby is going to college.’

			‘She’s going awfully young. Isn’t she still five?’

			‘I know, it’s . . . actually, it’s terrifying.’ Melinda’s cheerful act collapsed into a wail. ‘I’ll barely be a mom anymore. Or a wife. I’ll be nothing.’

			‘You will always be a mom. And you will continue to be a sexy, fantastic, brilliant woman in front of whom men will prostrate themselves.’ In Holly’s opinion, what Melinda really needed was time away from both men and children to remember who she was.

			‘Of course, you’re right.’ Her friend laughed, but not like it was fun to do. ‘So what’s on the schedule today? Or should I call it a shed-yool?’

			‘There’s a reception tonight before dinner. Most people arrive closer to the actual ceremony, so it will just be me, Caleb and the wives.’

			‘What? I don’t know.’ Melinda answered someone out of Holly’s hearing. ‘Listen, Hol, I gotta go. Hannah can’t find her stupid soccer cleats.’

			‘And you will miss having her home how much?’

			‘Point taken. Have a good time, be careful, and call me when anything fun happens.’

			‘You can count on it.’

			Holly hung up and noticed the message light blinking on the room’s phone, which by default was set to voicemail instead of ringing so as not to bother guests. Caleb must have been checking on her.

			She picked up the receiver and dialed into the system. A woman’s voice, rich and musical.

			‘Holly, this is Eliana, Lyle’s second wife. I wondered if you’d like to take a walk with me later this morning so we can get to know one another a little without everyone watching, if you know what I mean. You can reply through the hotel or text me.’ She rattled off her number, thanked Holly – as if Holly had done something she should be grateful for – and hung up.

			Holly squared her shoulders, lifted her chest, then indulged her centered self in some good healthy breathing. It was hard not to associate Eliana with pain and bitterness. After Holly and Lyle agreed to separate, he left LA to run his family’s company foundation in Milwaukee, while Holly continued to work on her recovery. They kept in touch by phone at least weekly. Having been best friends since the day they met, they couldn’t live without each other entirely. As she improved, Holly had started to believe they could make the marriage work again. Love like theirs could never be extinguished, even if it took ten more years, even if they dated other people.

			Lyle had found Eliana fairly quickly in Milwaukee, and started dating her very casually. They were both lonely, he’d said. Fair enough. Holly was in no shape to date; she couldn’t blame him for wanting company. If anything, his friendship with Eliana accelerated Holly’s fight to recover far enough that they could realistically re-evaluate their future.

			Mere months after they met – it was longer, of course, but it felt like no time at all – Lyle was on the phone telling her he was getting remarried, and the precious little left in Holly’s life to look forward to shattered. And so did she.

			None of that was Eliana’s fault. She hadn’t been aware that Lyle was so recently married. Meeting her now was a good idea. As she’d pointed out, much easier than at tonight’s reception, with onlookers. Holly replayed her message twice, making sure she wrote down the number correctly before she texted Eliana suggesting they meet at the main building’s side entrance in half an hour, and got a quick reply agreeing.

			After several wasted minutes fretting over the outfits her mother had sent – she would not repeat the mistake of meeting a Lyle Wife looking like the Queen of Frump – Holly chose a colorful tropical-print skirt and teal top, and, since heels were part of her distant past, a pair of strappy natural sandals. The elasticized-waistband skirt didn’t have a front or back – thanks, Mom! – so that went on easily, and she tried only once to get the right foot into the wrong shoe. Finally dressed, with ten minutes to spare, she put on light makeup and gathered her dancer’s long hair, which she’d refused to cut no matter how often her mother commented, into a high ponytail, then checked out the look.

			Pretty nice. Melinda didn’t have a full-length mirror in her guest house, so it had been a while since Holly had gotten the whole picture. Maybe Senneck catered to its customers by installing new reflective technology that made guests look thinner, taller and younger. Or maybe Holly had been feeling so crappy last night, she’d woken up thinking she looked that way too.

			Impulsively, she grabbed her phone and texted her mother: Thanks for the clothes. You were right, I need them.

			Her mom wrote back immediately: OF COURSE I WAS RIGHT.

			Holly grinned: First time for everything.

			At the door, her cane hung patiently waiting. She pulled it off the handle, remembering the days when she could float downstairs with full-on dancer’s grace, hardly seeming to touch each step.

			Forcing herself into her pre-accident gait, she marched across the hall and took the elevator to the lobby, trying not to look as nervous as she felt. Before The Change, Holly had no problem chatting with strangers. Now, meeting someone was a grim reminder that this new, not-improved version of her was all they’d ever know.

			Downstairs, Eliana was waiting. Tall, slender, dark hair and eyes – Lyle clearly had a type. But where Megan embodied edgy confidence and sexuality, on first impression at least, Eliana was all approachable elegance and, judging by her eyes and smile, genuine warmth. A glance at Holly’s cane, the merest flicker, spoke also of good manners. And Eliana was only ten years Holly’s junior instead of Megan’s twenty.

			Holly relaxed some.

			‘Hello, it’s good to meet you.’ Eliana extended her hand. ‘In a totally bizarre situation.’

			‘Pretty strange.’ Holly shook, pleased by the firmness of Eliana’s grip. ‘But it’s nice to meet you, too. I even mean that.’

			‘We should survive this, then.’ Eliana gestured toward the side door off the lobby, which led on to the grassy lawn cut with paths, some of which meandered toward and through woods before branching into steeper mountain trails. Others took gentler routes around and through the Senneck compound and its various offerings. ‘You okay to walk the outer loop?’

			‘I’d love to. It’s a beautiful day.’

			Outside, the temperature was perfect, the air still dew-fresh. Drops sparkled here and there on the grass like ephemeral diamonds. The birds sang to the sun or trees or each other; bumblebees and butterflies investigated garden blooms. A scene straight out of Disney. Or Stephen King, right before something evil erupted through the earth and swallowed everything.

			‘Look at this place.’ Eliana flung out her arms to encompass the resort grounds and the forested Adirondacks, glowing green in the sunlight. ‘It’s gorgeous, every bit of it, totally perfect.’

			Holly fell into step beside Lyle’s second wife. ‘It’s certainly that.’

			‘When Lyle and I came here . . .’ Eliana glanced over. ‘Do you mind me talking about him?’

			‘He is the point of the weekend.’ Holly pressed her lips together, wishing that had come out sounding friendlier. ‘Which means no, I don’t mind at all. We should all be able to talk about him.’

			‘Good. I wasn’t sure. He and I came here several times, probably seven or eight trips.’ Another sidelong glance. ‘You did too, right? With Lyle?’

			‘Yes.’ The picture stung. Lyle and Eliana wallowing in boundless luxury and each other while Holly struggled to patch together some kind of meaningful life. ‘Yes, of course. We came here often.’

			‘I don’t want to assume anything.’ Eliana’s laughter was nervous and deep, at odds with her higher-pitched speaking voice. ‘I didn’t even know you existed.’

			‘So I’ve been told.’ Holly spoke drily, hoping to convey that the topic wasn’t her favorite.

			‘Anyway, he brought me here several times. Which I already said.’ Eliana gave another brittle laugh. ‘Sorry, I’m nervous. Meeting you is . . . a little terrifying.’

			‘No, don’t worry. Lyle loved it here, of course he’d bring you.’

			Holly made that sound too friendly. This was hard.

			‘He certainly did love it.’ Eliana showed her exasperation. ‘I couldn’t stand it.’

			‘None of it?’ Holly stopped walking. It didn’t surprise her that Bodie Bauer-Baker was uncomfortable here, but, admittedly based on nothing but appearance, Eliana seemed to fit right in, wearing subtle, flattering makeup and a beautifully made dress in a rose-colored fabric that hung perfectly on her slender body. Tortoiseshell combs neatly pulled back her rich brown hair. Unlike with Megan, Holly was not at all surprised Lyle had fallen for her. ‘Not even the hiking and the lake and, I don’t know, spontaneous cookies?’

			‘They are good cookies.’ Eliana glanced toward the path. ‘And I do love hiking and swimming, but not here. I don’t judge anyone for enjoying it, but for me it’s too exclusive. I’m using the word’s literal meaning – most people are excluded.’

			‘Yes, but . . .’ Holly stared at her feet, reaching for the right words to make her next point, luckily a familiar one she’d had plenty of practice wrestling with during her marriage to Lyle. ‘Nearly everything in the world is beyond someone’s reach. Home ownership, restaurant meals, electricity, enough food, a mattress, clean water, clean air even. I don’t know where you draw the line between what’s morally okay to indulge in and what’s not.’

			‘You have a point.’ Eliana gave the path another lingering glance.

			‘Senneck probably seems totally middle-class to some people. Lyle and I were at a resort once with tunnels for staff so guests wouldn’t have to see the workers.’

			‘That is disgusting.’ Eliana grimaced. ‘I wouldn’t have lasted a day. Like they were sewer rats.’

			‘In French Polynesia, there’s an island resort that costs something like twenty grand a week. Each cottage has its own staff and pool. Senneck has nothing on that excess.’

			‘I see what you’re saying.’ Eliana’s next glance at the path was accompanied by a gesture. ‘Should we . . .’

			‘Oh, yes. Sorry.’ Holly felt herself color, and lurched forward on her cane. They were out for a walk, and she’d not only forgotten herself enough to stop walking, but missed Eliana’s broad hints that they get back to it. ‘I have good memories of this place. It’s nice to be back.’

			‘I didn’t mean to whine. This weekend was what Lyle wanted, so being here now feels like a tribute, not self-indulgence.’

			‘True. Oh! The rose garden.’ Holly pointed ahead, smiling rapturously. They’d rounded the first of the four private cottages, exposing an iron fence formed into a solid wall by cascades of climbing pink, white and red roses. In its center, an arched gate through which the visitor entered a remarkably scented garden of more roses in every color, brilliantly designed to look like a careless free-for-all. On one visit, Lyle had reserved the whole thing for an evening, and had asked for a CD of waltzes to be played over the sound system. The two of them had drunk champagne and danced, waltz after waltz, surrounded by darkness and the scent of roses.

			‘The reception’s there tonight, isn’t it? So pretty. Lyle always wanted to hang out there.’

			‘Yes, he did.’ Holly didn’t need to say that, but it came out anyway.

			‘I’m sorry. Of course you knew that.’

			‘Don’t worry about it. As we said, awkward situation.’ Holly inhaled hopefully, but the breeze was carrying any floral scents away toward the lucky mountains. She’d have to wait for tonight.

			‘So back to what I was saying. When we were here, I couldn’t get past how much money we spent, and how much good that money could have done elsewhere.’

			‘Lyle gave away plenty. Both his personal money and through the family foundation. That was super-important to him.’

			‘Yes, it was.’

			Touché. Holly grinned at her. ‘Of course you knew that.’

			They approached and greeted a beaming young couple holding hands. Eliana threw a pointed look over her shoulder as they passed.

			‘For example.’ Eliana had lowered her voice, even though the couple was already out of earshot. ‘How do they afford this place? They’re babies!’

			‘Software geniuses? Mom and Dad’s treat? Honeymoon?’ Holly wondered where Eliana and Lyle had honeymooned. If it had been anywhere near Hawaii, the first thing she’d do if she ever saw Lyle again was sock him in the solar plexus.

			Past the rose garden, from here discreetly camouflaged by trees, loomed the athletics center – a full-service spa, a state-of-the-art fitness complex, and tennis and squash courts. Lyle and Holly had visited dutifully when they weren’t hiking or cross-country skiing. As Lyle would say, ‘So we can eat more tonight.’

			‘Do you mind if I ask about your marriage to Lyle? I’m fine talking about ours too if there’s anything you want to know.’

			‘Oh.’ Holly was taken aback. What could she possibly want to know about Eliana’s marriage to Lyle? ‘If you want, sure. It was a long time ago.’

			‘There are so many things I never figured out. Pieces I still haven’t put together. And I can’t ask Megan.’ Eliana made a sound of disgust. ‘Everything’s a competition with her.’

			‘Ah.’ Holly wasn’t adding anything to that. When it came to The Wives of Lyle, she was Switzerland. ‘I don’t mind a few questions. Unless you’re going to start asking about our sex life.’

			‘What?’ Eliana gasped. ‘No! I would never—’

			She caught sight of Holly’s face and cracked up.

			‘Whoosh.’ Eliana mimed the joke missing her. ‘Not about sex. More like “Were you happy with him?”’

			‘Oh yes. Very happy. We had a wonderful marriage.’ Holly shouldn’t have said that. She could already guess Eliana’s next question.

			What happened?

			Friends and other people who deserved to know – like Holly’s boss or her lawyer – were easy: she told them everything. Strangers were also easy: she told them nothing. Eliana occupied an untested middle ground.

			‘Can you talk about what happened? Why you divorced?’

			‘I . . . changed.’ Holly pretended to be lost in admiring the athletics center, from this angle free of the camouflage that enabled lodge and cottage dwellers to pretend it wasn’t there. ‘Our marriage couldn’t survive.’

			‘Oh. I see.’ Said in a way that convinced Holly she didn’t see at all. ‘So it wasn’t because of him?’

			‘You mean his fault? No, not at all. He lived – we lived – a beautiful life, full of travel and . . . I don’t know if adventure is really the right word. We went everywhere.’ She made herself pull back the enthusiasm. ‘I’m sure you did too. To Lyle adventure could be as complicated as being flown by plane and dumped into the Alaskan wilderness, or as simple as . . . I don’t know, wandering through the heart of a medieval Spanish city and discovering a place with incredible fried seafood.’

			Eliana looked startled. ‘Are you talking about a specific trip where he did that?’

			‘Sorry?’ Holly stopped walking again, confused by the question.

			‘What city was that in? Where you found the seafood place? What kind of seafood?’

			‘Uh . . .’ Holly stared into the hilly distance. The memory had jumped up, she’d pounced on it, who cared? Why did Eliana want to know? ‘The place . . . There was a big ruin. On a hill. I can’t remember . . .’

			‘The Alhambra? In Granada? The seafood place was there?’ The intensity of Eliana’s questions was unnerving.

			‘I don’t really remember. Probably. Spain is full of—’

			‘Was there a long counter and neon lighting? Fried anchovies and razor clams?’

			Holly turned to face her, able to picture the place clearly now, smell the clean scent of perfectly fresh, perfectly fried fish and shellfish, hear the musical chatter of patrons, see the small glasses of beer offered to each customer gratis, watch the cooks dip fresh anchovies in milk, then flour. ‘Yes. Yes, that was it.’

			‘Los Diamantes. We went there too.’ Eliana’s musical voice had lost its tune. ‘I remember because the seafood was so amazing, and we’d just had too much wine at this fabulous little tapas place.’

			‘Bodegas Castañeda?’ The name came out automatically, Holly wasn’t sure from where, because once out of her mouth, the words became immediately unfamiliar.

			‘Yes.’ Eliana looked disturbed. ‘I remember all this because Lyle made a big deal about how he was discovering these places for the first time, and what finds they were, and how fun to stumble over places like that together, and on and on. It made an impression because it seemed . . . off.’

			‘Well.’ Holly felt queasy. ‘I guess he wanted to spare you the weirdness of having been there with his ex-wife. More to the point, I guess he wanted to spare you the weirdness of having had an ex-wife.’

			‘I would rather he’d been honest. Not that it really matters anymore. I remarried, maybe you knew?’

			‘I did know.’ Caleb had told her somewhere along the way. They were approaching the final turn to the path before it meandered down to the lake. The stables were here, and the paddock, now occupied by a half dozen grazing horses. Holly tried to find the chestnut with white socks she’d always chosen and Lyle’s bay, before realizing – of course – those animals would be retired or dead by now. Before they met, Lyle had loved to ride, having taken lessons as a kid at Highland Hunters near Milwaukee, and spent a summer vacation with his family at a ‘dude ranch’. Holly, on the other hand, had seen horses. That was it for her.

			On their first ride together, she’d been nervous and clumsy on the chestnut. Lyle’s directions and hints, meant to be helpful, felt constant and patronizing. Now here’s how you jump. He’d cantered toward a low fence . . . where the horse stopped short, and Lyle sailed over. Holly had doubled over laughing. He’d gotten up grinning, brushing himself off. See how it’s done? Now you try. Holly had learned quickly – no jumping! – and they’d taken several rides on trails up into the mountains for mouth-watering picnics packed by the Senneck staff.

			‘We’re a much better fit than Lyle and me.’ Eliana gave her deep nervous laugh. ‘In case that . . . I don’t know, in case it matters to you.’

			Holly had to make an effort to remember what they’d been talking about. ‘I’m happy for you, truly. How did you meet your husband?’

			‘I met Jeremy at synagogue.’ They passed the middle-aged couple Holly had seen on the terrace the previous day, the wife walking a few steps behind her spouse, neither smiling. Holly offered a greeting, unreturned. She didn’t understand. She and Lyle were lucky, granted, but why not ditch misery for happiness when you could? Even Melinda was finally doing it. ‘He was a widower with two young sons.’

			‘And how did you meet Lyle?’

			‘In a coffee shop.’ Eliana pointed to the path that led across more beautiful lawn and gardens to the gazebo where Holly and Lyle had been – no, Holly and Caleb – had been last night. ‘Would you like to branch off here or keep going to the lake?’

			‘Oh, the lake. It’s so pretty, and I haven’t been down there yet.’ They kept walking on the narrowed path, edged by lilies and ornamental grasses. ‘You were telling me how you met Lyle.’

			‘Yes. I was working as a barista after I graduated college. I was a mess, no idea who I was or where I was heading.’

			‘Pretty typical for that age.’

			‘It was and it wasn’t. I grew up in— Do you even want to hear this story?’

			‘Of course.’ Holly said the polite thing automatically, bracing herself for images of Lyle meeting this beautiful woman and falling in love so soon after they’d separated. Just so damn soon.

			‘I grew up Conservative Orthodox Jewish. Pretty intense, but it was okay, and of course when you’re little, the world is what your parents make it. When I was about to start high school, my dad decided my brother and I were being corrupted by contact with non-Jews and the amoral outside world, and converted to a different branch of Orthodox Judaism, which was super religious.

			‘I had to change from normal public school to an all-girls’ Orthodox school that was so new, there were only five girls in my whole grade. I almost never saw my old friends or spent time with anyone who wasn’t also stuffed away in this little community, strict rules and limitations on pretty much everything.’

			Sounded like life with a brain injury. ‘That must have been hard.’

			‘For me it was. My parents loved it, though honestly I always wondered how my mother really felt. She’d never contradict my father. My siblings loved it, too, but they were a lot younger than I was. I couldn’t wait to get out of there. Senior year I was madly applying to colleges and found out my little school wasn’t even accredited. I’d either have to make a special case or take catch-up classes. I pitched a fit at my parents, and Dad basically said, You’re not going to college, we’re picking out a husband so you can start pushing out as many Jewish babies as possible.’

			‘Good Lord.’ The path started its descent; Holly slowed her step. ‘What did you do?’

			‘I freaked out and ran away. My best friend’s family took me in. My parents stopped speaking to me. I had to get a job, get my GED and put myself through University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee all on my own— Sorry, I didn’t mean to start ranting about it all like that. I survived.’

			‘That took courage.’ They were halfway down to the lake where the path grew steeper. Holly had to fight gravity’s need to speed her up or she’d go ass over teakettle all the way into the water. ‘You did a remarkable thing.’

			‘It felt more like a desperate thing.’

			‘So then you met Lyle . . .’

			‘Yes, so as I said, I was working at Stone Creek Coffee, not only cut off from everything I knew growing up, but now from the college community as well. I had no idea how to figure out what to do next. Then I met Lyle. He was very kind. He said he wanted to give me all the world I hadn’t been able to experience.’

			Yes. That would have been a strong instinct for him. Take the wounded bird from its cage, and heal it by introducing the beauty of freedom and discovery. Holly could picture how Eliana would have looked then. Young. Vulnerable. A bit lost. Irresistible to someone like Lyle, who couldn’t bear unhappiness. Holly was grateful for having to concentrate on the steep slope in front of her. ‘And he gave you the world?’

			‘He did, and it was wonderful. But then . . . I think the best way to put it is that I went from two very closed worlds to one that was totally open. Even though it was terrifying at first, I wanted to see everything, go everywhere, experience as much as I could. But solving an extreme problem by doing the extreme opposite isn’t a long-term solution. I began to miss having a real home and stability. We limped along for a few years. Then he met Megan. Or rather Megan took aim at him.’

			Holly made a non-committal sound. Swimming in dangerous waters there. Holly wasn’t supposed to know Lyle met Megan while still married to Eliana.

			If Lyle popped back into her life again, she was going to tease him over the soap-opera messes he’d made. She hoped he wasn’t out there making more of them.

			‘I knew he wasn’t happy. I wasn’t happy either,’ Eliana said. ‘The marriage was essentially over. You’d think I’d be able to forgive her by now.’

			Holly was distracted, working to keep her body weight back, steps slow. Nearly there.

			‘But the way she . . . I’m so sorry. Again. Here I was supposed to be asking about you and Lyle, and I’ve told you my entire life story instead.’

			‘I don’t mind.’ Holly would nearly always rather talk about other people than herself, and she was only a few feet from where the path leveled off. Victory was at hand.

			‘So where did you grow up, Holly? It’s so strange coming here knowing nothing. Caleb was very cagey about you. I wasn’t sure what to expect.’

			‘There’s not a lot to know. I was born and raised in LA, met Lyle in college, and we moved back to LA, where I still live.’

			‘Oh, right. When Lyle and I met, he told me he’d been living in California. So that was true.’

			‘Well, yes.’ The path was flat again; Holly had made it. She could now look at something besides her feet. ‘He wouldn’t lie.’

			‘No . . . he wasn’t a liar.’ The pause made it sound as if Eliana was searching for a different word, possibly not flattering either. ‘I’m still having a hard time. We told each other everything, I thought. But he never mentioned you. This whole other part of his life . . . I can’t make sense of it. I was hoping you could help me.’

			They’d reached the sand at the edge of the lake. Holly looked out over the water, aware of Eliana’s expectant gaze. She was remembering the late, late night about ten years into their marriage when she and Lyle had gone in naked, splashing and giggling, chasing each other like a couple of courting idiots. ‘Until last night I didn’t know Lyle hadn’t mentioned me, so I’m not much help. I’m guessing he wanted to start over cleanly.’

			Maybe.

			Eliana kept her eyes on Holly, not appearing to register anything of the tranquil beauty surrounding them. ‘How long were you married?’

			‘Twelve years.’

			‘Twelve years!’ Her jaw dropped. ‘He said nothing about you ever. Not even a slip. That is just so bizarre.’

			Yes. It really was. Holly shrugged pleasantly, tired of the subject, knowing it would probably come up all weekend. ‘Would you like to go wading?’

			‘Oh.’ Eliana looked doubtfully at her leather sandals. ‘I hate getting sand stuck between my toes. But you go ahead.’

			Holly kept her smile pleasant. She’d expect anyone Lyle was with to be a plunge-right-in person. ‘Sure.’

			‘One thing I do have to ask. Did you and Lyle . . . were you
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