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    Prologue: April

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Bel Air Hills, Los Angeles


    MEAGHAN IS THREE CHAMPAGNE GLASSES DEEP AND pulsing with adrenaline when she misses the first sign that her secret’s been discovered. She’s dedicated the last six months to meticulously planning every aspect of tonight—the grand ballroom at the Beverly Hills Hilton, DJ Calvin Harris on the decks, an unreleased Drake track, plates of Thai curried mussels and spicy sweet chili chicken wings served by Wolfgang Puck himself—not his staff, but the man in person—and the crème de la crème of Hollywood. Each element has been painstakingly selected to make this evening the ultimate Hollywood party as hundreds congregate to celebrate her daughter Bella’s nineteenth birthday.


    She mingles with a few guests and cozies up to the Vice President of Paramount Pictures, Lassiter Greene, a glass of champagne in each of her hands. She offers him one, “Time to celebrate.” Hours before, she called Lassiter not only to extend a last-minute invitation for this evening’s celebration but also to accept his offer for the lead role in his next film. One he assures her will be the studio’s biggest blockbuster ever. Naturally.


    “Your compensation demands are a little hard to swallow, Meaghan Jones,” Lassiter remarks, knowing full well that as Hollywood’s highest-paid actress for the past decade, her fee is set in stone. He takes a sip of his champagne.


    “Looks like you can swallow just fine.” She smiles and tips her glass in his direction. Lassiter’s posse of studio executives encircles them, awkwardly joining their private party in the way stuffy corporate men always do. Too many suits. She scans the room behind them, watching her celebration play on like a flawlessly conducted symphony with Bella’s sweet laughter as its chorus. Bella stands beneath the crystal chandelier, smiling among her friends and the A-lister guests who all spent months embarrassingly hustling for tonight’s invitation.


    Everyone’s here. She smiles. Everyone, except Duncan. Her big-shot director husband is a no-show despite his incessant promises that he would attend. He called last week to explain that sandstorms had pushed the production schedule of his shoot in Morocco. When will he ever get a handle on his schedule? She shakes off the thought. Does Bella even miss her father? I haven’t thought of him once this evening until right now.


    She turns her focus back to the party when her phone buzzes in her pocket. She retrieves it, glancing at Duncan’s name flashing across the screen. Heart racing, she opens his message:


    “Wish I was there. Send my love to Bella.” Another predictable letdown. Does he even care? Her fingers hover above the screen, tempted to type a reply. Filled with exasperation, she refrains.


    “Who are you thinking of to play your leading man?” One of the suits brazenly asks. “Clooney? Bradley Cooper?” She listens to the men around her debate her options when Thorne Cassidy catches her eye. He walks right behind Lassiter, looks Meaghan square on, and whispers, “We are screwed.”


    Is that what he said? She stares at Thorne, whom she’s met only once previously, when he picked up his daughter from their house after a sleepover, a job he typically relegates to his ex-wife. He exudes a nervous energy as he crosses the room and lands at the bar, his eyes finally losing their lock on hers. She pauses to consider Thorne and his words but instantly forgets both when she’s abruptly overrun by kids sprinting onto the dance floor enticed by Ed Sheeran’s “Bad Habits.”


    And just like that, she misses it.
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    IT’S FAR TOO EARLY THE NEXT MORNING WHEN MEAGHAN is jolted awake. Her eyes flutter open to the soft morning light, but an uneasy feeling washes over her like a cold wave. The sensation isn’t completely new; five years ago, she grappled with whether to close her once-celebrated restaurant, now buried under embarrassment and disappointment. What if this morning brings another wave of disaster? Her stomach knots at the thought. She reaches for her phone on the nightstand, instinctively scrolling through her Instagram feed to drown out the nagging anxiety.


    The screen, far too bright for dawn, fills with fake friends tagging her in their posts, each one exquisitely documenting her party success. Her Hollywood acquaintances pretend to be her friends, but their relationships are empty. Will TMZ cover the highlights? Of course they will. Last night’s success will be retold countless times today by national headlines and local gossips alike.


    “Definitely not screwed,” she says aloud to absolutely no one. But the celebration feels overshadowed; Duncan has yet again pulled a disappearing act.


    Determined to shake off the weight of her unease, she rolls out of bed and slips into the edgy black camo lounge set she designed—a piece meant for the empowered woman she presents to the world. She grabs the Moonlight Magnolias script from her desk, whispering her lines as she glides down the hall. Bella sleeps soundly in her room, blissfully unaware of the storm brewing.


    Meaghan heads downstairs and into the depths of the kitchen. Setting the script on the counter, she grabs a mug and puts the Nespresso on to brew. While she waits for her first steaming hot mug to fill, Meaghan stands at the pristine white quartz kitchen counter, her left hand twirling her hair through her fingers and brushing its ends against the side of her cheek, while she practices Belle Dixon’s southern accent. “I find it amusing. Men are suppose’ to be made out of steel or something.” She repeats the line over and over, each time testing a new intonation, still unable to find the right one.


    The sprinklers go off outside beyond the pool, jolting her from the Deep South back to her L.A. reality. She opens the fridge and pulls out a coconut LaCroix with one hand, places the script under her arm, grabs the coffee mug, and heads to the patio for her private morning read-through. The movie begins filming in three weeks.


    As she opens the sliding glass door with her tush, a pit grows in her stomach. Duncan’s shoes, jacket, messenger bag, and keys have been discarded onto the floor in a perfect trail leading to the couch. A plate with dried pasta sauce and half-eaten baguette sits on the large leather coffee table beside an empty stemless red wine glass. Chaos. He must have taken the last flight from Morocco yesterday. He’s been on set, though it seems they must have wrapped early. She wonders if he stayed in a guest room last night to avoid waking her, or if he succumbed to a comfortable distraction in the arms of a younger woman again. Don’t go there, she chastises herself, pushing the thought away.


    She nestles into the pool-side chaise with her coffee and her script, choosing to forget Dunc and get to work instead. Which she does, uninterrupted for three hours straight. Line after line, recited over and over, until they’re unforgettable. A successful morning for any overachiever. Promptly at 9 a.m., her cell rings. She knows exactly who is on the other end.


    Meaghan picks up. “Good morning!”


    “Buenos días, hot stuff.”


    Holly Fisher is Meaghan’s agent, publicist, and right hand. More than two decades ago, Meaghan went from struggling starlet to star in a hot Hollywood minute, avoiding the dreaded casting couch known to occasionally launch a woman’s career and almost always ruin her life. Holly discovered Meaghan when she attended an audition for a new sitcom, Parker Street, in an attempt to swoon the casting director to negotiate a movie deal for another actor. Three months earlier, Meaghan skipped out on the spring of her high school senior year in Cottonwood Falls, Kansas bound for Hollywood. So instantly impressed by her unavoidably noticeable talent, Holly secured her a spot as an extra on the show, which revolved around four twenty-something women starting their lives in New York City and sharing a one-bedroom studio in Greenwich Village on Parker Street. When one of the female leads ended up in rehab two days before shooting the pilot, Holly sweet-talked that director into casting Meaghan in her role for the pilot. The other actor’s movie deal never got negotiated. The show became an overnight success and Meaghan became America’s sweetheart. Holly has been calling her at nine every morning since, except Sundays.


    “Have you heard any talk about last night?” Meaghan asks. She knows the party was a smash. But she craves hearing what a great time everyone had and, subsequently, how very much they love her. It’s her oxygen.


    Holly delivers the Page Six headline as if reading a script. “It may have been the dangling crystal chandeliers that lit up the dance floor, but Meaghan Jones lit up all of Beverly Hills last evening.” She shrieks. Then Holly redirects their conversation to upcoming events. “I’m calling to let you know the promo shoot for Moonlight Magnolias will be next week in between your on-set read throughs. Wednesday at 11 a.m.”


    “Got it.” She puts Holly on speaker so she can put the appointment into her work calendar on her phone. “We start shooting in three weeks. One problem, however. I cannot get Ms. Dixon’s accent right. I keep trying, but still nothing.”


    “It will come.”


    She sets her script on the table beside her pool chaise. “Hey, did you speak to Thorne Cassidy last night?”


    “Who is Thorne Cassidy?”


    “He’s the guy who looked like he walked right out of the 1980s. White double-breasted jacket and matching pants with a mint-green tee underneath. No socks with his loafers.”


    “Right, I saw him,” Holly says.


    “He’s the dad of a girl who graduated with Bella last spring. I think he’s a coach somewhere local. Anyway, he whispered something mysterious to me last night, when he passed me. Very strange.” She sips the last of her coconut LaCroix. “I wondered if maybe you met him? What you thought of him?”


    “What did he say?”


    “Well, he didn’t say. But he whispered, ‘We are screwed,’” she says.


    “Hmm. Well, I avoided him all night. Probably because of that outfit. The poor suit selection is burned into my brain like a male celebrity’s unfortunate penis pic on his Instagram story … how could someone knowingly put it out there?”


    Meaghan spews LaCroix like a sprinkler. This is what makes Holly truly invaluable. She delivers brutal honesty every time. “Jesus, Holly!”


    “What?”


    “Okay, well, I’m sure Thorne Cassidy is just trying to get my attention.” And he has for some reason. She hears a knock. “I’ve got to go. Someone’s at the front door.”


    The knocking quickly becomes heavy pounding. The person on the other side successfully navigated past the front gate guards, indicating they must be friendly, despite the fact that their now incessant banging is not. Please do not wake up Bella! She screams her plea in her head. She peers through the small peephole. Stunned, she swings open the massive wooden French doors.


    The knocking ceases abruptly. Staring at Meaghan are six beefy men in black sunglasses and navy-blue jackets, the initials FBI printed in bright yellow across their chests. The man at the center of their pack flashes his badge.


    “Agent Hendrix. FBI. Is Mr. Duncan Jones home?”


    She takes a step back. “Um, yes. Well, I think he is home. I haven’t actually seen him, but I am pretty sure he is here.” Her nervousness grabs hold of her tongue and doesn’t let go. “Let’s go with yes. Duncan Jones is home.” Her eyes scan the agents. “Is there a problem … Agent … Hendrix?


    Agent Hendrix ignores her question. “May we come in?” he asks as the agents push their way through the front door.


    “I … guess so?” The men enter in single file and make their way into the large open foyer of the sprawling home.


    “Can you please get Mr. Jones?” Agent Hendrix asks politely. Then he leans down to meet her at eye level and says, “Assuming he is in fact home.”


    She takes another step backwards when something behind her catches her attention. Duncan stands at the top of the staircase that leads down into the foyer. Instead of his usual morning running shorts and tee, Duncan wears khaki pants, a gray quarter-zip with a button-down shirt underneath, and Veja sneakers. He smiles and confidently descends the massive staircase while slipping his wallet into his back pocket and lands at the bottom next to the agents and Meaghan. He’s ready to go.


    “Mr. Jones.” Agent Hendrix pulls a folded piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “We have a warrant for your arrest for conspiracy to commit bribery and fraud and a second warrant to search the premises.” He hands the papers to Duncan. The other agents disperse. In search of what, she has no idea.


    “Whaaat?” She scowls in disbelief. Three agents pass by Duncan and head up the stairs. She wants to grab them each by their elbows, pull them to the couch, sit them down, and interrogate them herself.


    Instead, she runs in front of them and tries to stop them with a verbal warning. “My daughter is sleeping up there.”


    “Mrs. Jones, you’ll need to step back and let them do their job,” Agent Hendrix says.


    “What job? What is their job?” He offers no explanation.


    She turns to Duncan. “What the hell is going on, Dunc?”


    Duncan says nothing. He shrugs his shoulders and his eyes circle back to the front door, avoiding her gaze.


    “Please turn around,” Agent Hendrix tells Duncan, who hands the warrants to her and obliges.


    “It’s going to be okay,” Duncan finally says.


    “You’re putting him in cuffs?” She shouts her disbelief.


    Bella, blurry-eyed, confused, and in rumpled hot-pink pajamas, runs down the stairs in time to see her father, his wrists shackled behind his back like a common criminal, escorted from their home and into an unmarked black Chevy Tahoe. Meaghan wants to vomit as she watches Bella dissolve into tears.


    “Daddy? I thought you were in Morocco. What is happening?” Bella runs toward him. She catches Bella’s wrist and reels her into her arms, holding her tightly to shield her from what transpires before them.


    Duncan finally looks Meaghan in the eyes. “I’m so sorry, Meggie. Bella,” he catches her staring at him, “I love you, honey.” The door to the Tahoe closes. The sincerity in his voice pierces through the chaos all around them.


    “For what?” She has no clue.


    Agent Hendrix stays behind with the men at the house.


    “Can anyone tell me what is going on?” she asks, standing in the living room now as men swarm every inch of their home, weaving from the kitchen through the bedrooms, to the basement and theatre viewing room.


    “Your husband is charged with conspiracy to bribe College representatives to secure your daughter’s placement at the Southern California College,” Agent Hendrix says, catching Bella’s attention with his words.


    She freezes. She can’t take her eyes off Agent Hendrix as she processes his words. A sick feeling grows in the bottom of her stomach.


    “Okay, that is ridiculous,” Bella interjects. “I got into SouthCal myself. Dad had nothing to do with it.” Bella speaks directly to Agent Hendrix, stepping right in front of him and getting in his face. “I took the exams. I did all the extracurriculars and volunteer work, I submitted my own written essays, and I earned a 4.2 GPA in STEM! My father did nothing. Honestly, what else was there for him to even do?” Meaghan knows that Bella isn’t boastful or spoiled. She is wicked smart. Bella started fixing her friends’ skinned knees as a toddler and has wanted to be a doctor ever since. So, in seventh grade, Bella figured out how to fast track herself into a pre-med college program by taking certain AP high school classes. But right now might not be the appropriate time for Bella to relay those details to Agent Hendrix.


    “Of course you did, honey. We know you did!” She takes Bella by the arm and leads her to sit down on the sofa.


    “I can’t tell you any more details at the moment,” Agent Hendrix explains, brushing off Bella’s teenage confrontation.


    “I’m calling Mack,” she tells Bella. Mack Harper is her personal attorney. His Midwestern upbringing won her over in her search for a talent lawyer years ago. Mack keeps his salt-of-the-earthiness sufficiently submerged below the tough-talking, shrewd exterior he exudes nearly 24-7. Mack’s cunning legal maneuverings catapulted him to the top of L.A.’s best lawyer list, fifteen years running. But once he opened a door to her, Mack became Bella’s Uncle Mack, uniting quite possibly the only Midwesterners in L.A. as family.


    Her face unlocks her phone, and she presses Mack’s name. “Morning, Meaghan! I’m surprised to hear from you so early! Look, I know you want to go over the Moonlight Magnolias contract, but we can do that tomorrow. I mean, we had such a great time last night! You guys recovering?”


    “We’re not. That’s why I’m calling,” she says, stroking Bella’s long blonde hair. Bella sits bent forward on the couch, elbow on knees, scrolling through her phone. Meaghan stops and turns her back to Bella, taking a few steps away in order to speak more privately with Mack. “Listen, I’ve got a problem. Any chance you can come over right away?”


    “I can get there in a few hours. What’s going on?”


    “There are six FBI agents swarming the house and grounds. They’ve arrested Dunc. Something about bribing College officials at SouthCal? I don’t know any more than that.” If I keep saying that out loud will it be true?


    Mack’s voice grows tense on the other end of the phone. “Change of plans. I’ll be there in thirty.” He starts to hang up, but his lawyering takes over. “Meaghan, do not say anything to them.”


    “I wouldn’t know what to say even if I wanted to.”


    The agents dig through drawers, closets, kitchen cabinets. They check the main house, the pool house, the garage that houses Duncan’s Lamborghinis. Nothing is untouched. But as far as she can see, everything is put back where it belongs. The agents are respectful of her home. This isn’t the movies. Plus, they know she’ll sue them otherwise.


    Mack arrives in thirty minutes as promised. He always does what he says, a quality she feels most people lack these days, which makes her appreciate him even more. He speaks with Agent Hendrix first. He won’t reveal any details other than those he has already told her, except one. Duncan’s current location. He will be arraigned today in federal court. Mack sets up his command post off the kitchen in the living room, where Duncan’s pasta plate still sits on the leather coffee table, a reminder of his entitled sloppiness. Meaghan, who already gave the housekeeper the day off post-party, picks up Dunc’s mess and loads everything into the dishwasher.


    Two hours later, the FBI agents announce their departure. They leave with everyone’s laptops, iPads, and phones, all of the files and papers from Duncan’s office, and the messenger bag he left lying on the floor last night. She watches them pile their loot into boxes and put the boxes in the back of the FBI van. She counts the devices and Mack writes down the inventory of every single electronic device they’ve taken.


    An hour after that, Holly arrives with new cell phones for everyone. She joins Mack at his command post and the two work to discern the details of the morning’s events. Holly, who plays a double role as her publicist, feels out the media, and Mack focuses on getting any information he can from his contacts within the local police and the FBI. His partner JB Donahue, the lead criminal defense attorney at Mack’s firm, is working his connections as well, from home. Bella retreats to her room with her new cell. Meaghan, impatient for information, sits with Holly and Mack, constantly refreshing her X and Instagram.


    Somehow, the news has yet to break. But it will and soon.
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    AT SIX IN THE EVENING, DUNCAN SLINKS THROUGH THE front door, wordless. Meaghan, Mack, and Holly stare at him like he’s forgotten his next line. They wait for him to say anything. Finally, he does.


    “Waverly posted my bail.” Waverly Shepard is Mack’s attorney. In Hollywood, everyone has their own.


    “How did he get it posted so quickly?” Mack asks the obvious legal question, and Meaghan wonders the exact same thing.


    “He just did.” Duncan spouts mistruths like a dolphin spouts water, in regular intervals to keep breathing. Another indication that Dunc, and Waverly too, were prepared for the FBI this morning.


    “Okay, Dunc, you need to explain what is going on,” she presses, her voice trembling with urgency. “Why were you dressed and ready this morning? Were you expecting the FBI?” She twirls her hair, her nerves manifesting in anxious gestures. “We need to know everything you know. We need the truth, not whatever half-truths you and Waverly are cooking up.”


    Mack slides in between her and Duncan. “Actually, let’s not do that yet.” She understands Mack’s job is to protect her. She instantly realizes that Mack isn’t sure what Duncan will say, only that whatever he says could potentially put her at risk.


    As Duncan opens his mouth to either answer or evade Mack’s instructions, Bella flies down the staircase and into the kitchen where everyone is gathered. Her face red and puffy from tears, anger, and embarrassment. “I’ll tell you what happened. You two bribed my way into SouthCal.” Bella clenches her fists, punching them toward the ground for emphasis while screaming at them both. “Why would you do that? It may not be on the internet yet, but all my friends are talking about it. I’m trending on Snapchat!”


    Mack and Holly take their cue and exit onto the back patio by the pool.


    “They are calling me a fraud. Everyone doubts me because of you.” Bella’s words hit her like a slap across the face. “Do you even think I’m capable on my own? I’ve put in so much work to be successful on my own. Now I’ll only be known as ‘Duncan Jones’s daughter … a total cheat.’”


    Meaghan glances at Duncan, desperate. “Wait a minute. I’m not sure what your father has done. But I can guarantee you that I played no part in your father’s choices. I’m right here, fighting to help you!” She walks toward her daughter, who takes a step back.


    “Seems like a weak fight,” Bella shoots back, wiping away fresh tears with her sleeve. “You think I’m not good enough? You don’t believe I can make it without your help?” Her voice cracks as she steps back, shaking her head in disbelief. “I’m a disgrace now, and it’s all because you needed your egos stroked!”


    “Bella!” Meaghan’s heart fractures. She reaches out again toward Bella; this time, her hands shake. Bella pulls her shoulder back, escaping her touch. “You could never be a disappointment! We love you so much. You must know that.”


    “Love?” Bella laughs bitterly. “What does love mean when you’re out here paying off people to take my college entrance exams? You think that earns my respect? Look at my notifications. ‘Your family’s a mess,’ ‘you’ve never earned anything,’ ‘you’ll never be anything but a spoiled kid!’”


    Meaghan’s chest tightens. The weight of Bella’s loathing is so thick in the air, she struggles to breathe. She can’t find the right words. Nothing she says dissuades Bella’s disdain. “Honey, I’ve never seen you so angry.” With me. I have never seen you so angry with me. “You’re scaring me.” She shoots a glance toward Duncan. “Dunc, please tell our daughter I had nothing to do with this.”


    “Your mother’s right. She did nothing,” Dunc confirms. And then, as if he can’t help himself, he adds, “Well, almost nothing.”


    “See? You can’t even own up to it, Mom!” Bella turns on her father, eyes blazing. “You two did this to me. I can’t stand being here!”


    Holly runs back into the room, Mack trailing behind her. She waves her hand in the air to silence everyone and grab their attention while staring down at her phone. “You guys. Holy shit. Sorry, Bella.” Meaghan doesn’t mind the profanity; the situation warrants it. “They arrested twenty-three parents this morning at the exact same time. All charged with participating in this conspiracy. Ten parents in California. The rest are scattered across the country. The press is calling the scandal ‘Sinful Admissions.’ It’s just breaking.”


    “Sinful Admissions.” Meaghan repeats the crime out loud. She should be worried about the immediate impact on her career, but the only thing she cares about is how Bella will react.


    “It’s kinda catchy,” Mack says, trying to lighten the mood. Meaghan and Holly exchange an eye roll. Meaghan lands a shoulder punch.


    “Not helpful,” Holly says.


    “This is going to ruin me, Dunc! What have you done? Twenty-three parents,” Meaghan muses. As she does, Thorne’s words light up in her mind. “Who?” she asks Holly. “Who else did they arrest. Do they mention names?”


    “No names yet, which is great, because no one knows about Dunc.” Duncan glares at her, and Holly brushes him off. Duncan Jones is no match for Holly; he never has been. Meaghan will listen to Holly over Duncan every day of the week and twice on Sundays.


    She turns on her heels and throws a dagger stare at Duncan. “Dunc, do you know Thorne Cassidy?”


    “He’s Lassie Cassidy’s dad,” Bella says. “I invited Lassie to my birthday party, and he brought her and hung out for a while, which was pretty weird. What does Lassie Cassidy’s dad have to do with anything?” Bella asks.


    Duncan lifts his head, and Meaghan turns to him.


    “You know Thorne,” she says. “Was he arrested this morning?”


    He bites his lower lip. “Probably.”


    Bella tilts her head as she realizes the implications for Lassie, too. “You both are totally not getting it. This isn’t a game. This is my life!” Bella explodes, her frustration boiling over. “This is going to ruin me! I’ll be the spoiled girl who fell from grace. The world is already turning against me!” She grits her teeth, trying to hold onto control as her voice trembles. “What did you think would happen?”


    As her phone buzzes, Bella checks her notifications again, her expression shifting sharply from anger to despair. “Look! Another direct message!” She shows it to her mother and Mack. “They’re saying I must be thankful for your money since it bought my future for me!”


    “Don’t read those!” Meaghan pleads. “They’re not true. You know the kind of person you are inside.”


    “No, I don’t. Do I really know who I am when I only got here because of your mistakes?” Bella hurls back, the tears flowing freely now. “I can’t take this! I’m out of here,” she says. “I don’t want anything to do with you two. I can’t stand to be with you right now. I’m going back to the dorms.”


    “Wait, you can’t leave, Bella. We’re in the middle of this thing,” Meaghan pleads. “We need to figure this out together.” She feels ill again. What if her daughter leaves now and she never comes back? I can’t be left again.


    Mack appeals to her, too. “Bella, come on, stay while we get a better handle on things. We have no idea what is waiting for you out there.”


    “I need to think.” Bella’s voice wavers. “I can’t stay here. I need my own space, free from any guilt trips.” Bella points to her parents. “You have destroyed my life. I am a total joke now. Everything I have worked for, you two have ruined!” She walks over to the door and picks up her bag. “I don’t want to see you ever again!”


    “Bella, please don’t do this!” Meaghan panics. Fear engulfs her. She rushes to the front door where Bella stands. “We’re a family! We need to stick together! We only have each other. You can’t walk out like this.”


    “Count me out of this family. I’m ashamed to be connected to you.” Bella picks up her bag, flings the door open, and glares back one last time.


    “Bella!” Meaghan reaches for her. Bella is her greatest love. She will break wide open if she leaves. Bella jerks her arm away, stepping outside. The door slams shut, sending reverberations through Meaghan’s heart.


    Meaghan stands paralyzed, disbelief settling over her.


    “Shit.” Holly walks over to Meaghan and puts her arm around her.


    After a heartbeat, Meaghan’s sorrow explodes into anger. She storms toward Duncan, her voice rising. “Look what you’ve done!”


    Duncan sinks against the kitchen island, the weight of reality settling in.


    She wants to hit him until he feels as bad as she does. Instead, she collapses into a white slipcovered club chair. Mack and Holly resume their seats on the couch across from her.


    “I’ll keep my eye on her,” Mack reassures her. She nods her gratitude.


    Duncan scoots his bar stool back from the kitchen island and stands up. “I need to make a couple of calls.”


    “Of course you do.” She shoots an icy glare in his direction. “What did you mean I did ‘almost nothing’?”


    Dunc walks toward the staircase. When he reaches it, he turns around to her and says, “You’ll figure it out, Meggie …”


    Meaghan’s heart races at the implication; the donation check flashes in her mind. Everyone makes donations to colleges, and no one gets arrested for making them. They’re completely legal. How can any of this be illegal?


    Mack interrupts, “We are skipping this conversation for now.” He turns back to her, “I need to dig deeper first; then you guys can talk.”


    “Fine,” she agrees reluctantly, her hands still trembling. Duncan heads upstairs to his office.


    She scans her phone in search of the story. It takes thirty minutes for the outlets to begin revealing the names of those arrested. Soon after, the TMZ headlines include Duncan’s name and Meaghan’s. Every other headline in town carries the same story. “Hollywood Power Couple Meaghan & Duncan Jones Caught in Sinful Admissions.” The world now knows their family drama.


    Tomorrow, Sinful Admissions will dominate front pages across the country, a topic for every dinner table.


    Thorne was right. They are screwed.


    Meaghan closes her newsfeed and dials the only person not on her payroll who always answers her calls. Palmer answers immediately.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Alexandria, Virginia


    PALMER’S DISAGREEMENT WITH HER HUSBAND, MILES, has gone on long enough. It’s time to do what she always does. Apologize.


    She spends the morning whipping up Miles’s favorite meal, Blissed Out Chocolate Cake. She invites him to come home early that afternoon to talk, something they haven’t been doing in nearly a month. Instead, they’ve been dodging each other—not even midday texts or lunch break phone calls. Their disagreement over their eldest son’s future has ballooned with each passing day.


    She keeps their quarrel to herself, embarrassed their marriage could falter, if even a little. She hasn’t even told Meaghan, although since Duncan’s arrest three weeks ago, they’ve discussed little else besides the ensuing chaos.


    Miles shows up right at three o’clock at the back porch kitchen door, soaking wet from riding his bike home from his office. It’s literally raining buckets outside, but Miles made it home, torrential downpour be damned. He throws back the hood of his jacket, shaking off the water it carries, as he walks up the steps of their covered porch.


    Palmer takes a long look at her husband through the window. Damn it. He’s hot even when I’m mad at him. His wavy flaxen hair, deep-brown eyes, and golden skin make her quiver. She’s spent weeks being furious at Miles for his selfishness splitting their family apart. For his inability to see beyond his own ego, pushing their son away and making her wonder if she truly wanted to be married to this Miles. He’s made her question everything she knew about their lives together over the past twenty years. Until last night. Now only guilt consumes her.


    The door creaks as Miles opens it. She hears him hang his jacket on the hook in the mud room and kick off his shoes. When he enters the kitchen, she hands him a towel and then steps back, fidgeting with the corner of her white apron. A large streak of chocolate cake batter runs down its front. Her stomach spins like she’s arrived at the top of the roller coaster and sits peering down in anticipation of the very steep fall that’s coming. She’s about to go over the edge. Will he catch her?


    “Thanks,” he says, smiling softly at her. A simple smile can be a powerful drug. It’s the one he wore when he asked her to marry him. The one he wore when each of their boys was born. The one she’s seen ever since they met at Princeton in the fall of her freshman year. Except she’s been deprived of that smile for weeks.


    She throws her hands up in the air, “Miles, this is so stupid.” She reaches for him. The tough, rigid exterior he’s put on for nearly a month melts the moment she touches his arm.


    “It really is.” He pulls her closer, wraps his arms around her. The distance between them dissolves like salt into a pot of boiling water, quickly gone. Miles kisses her, softly at first and then, after a few moments, very deeply.


    She reciprocates. It feels amazing to have their mouths intertwined again. After a few moments, she pulls back. How much should I explain?


    “I love you, Miles. I am so sorry. This is all my fault.” She knows this isn’t entirely true and wonders if Miles knows it, too. But after last night, she is willing to shoulder the blame if it means getting her life back with Miles. Miles places a single finger over Palmer’s lips, and she stops talking. He kisses her again. Every cell in her body lights up like a sparkler struck inside her. Miles takes her face in his hand, leans into her, and kisses the edges of her mouth. She can feel how hard he’s grown. When he stops, she comes back up for air, interrupting the moment again.


    “Aiden wants to earn his own stripes. It is no reflection on you or how much he loves you and looks up to you.”


    “I know,” Miles says, avoiding her attempt at discussion. He gently turns her head to one side in his hand and kisses down her neck. Miles doesn’t want to talk about Aiden, and she knows why. Talking about your kids will always render a hot and steamy kitchen utterly frigid. But she can’t help herself. She needs to clear the air. She couldn’t risk losing him … forever. She puts both of her hands on Miles’s chest and pushes him gently.


    “We have to talk about this first,” she says.


    Miles’s hands drop to his side. He adjusts his pants, which remain perfectly tented. He sits down at a bar stool at the kitchen bar. “Okay,” he says reluctantly. “You go.”


    Palmer pulls out the bar stool beside him and sits down beside him.


    “Aiden worked hard for this opportunity. I want him to feel he not only has our permission, but our encouragement to take it.”


    This feels monumental. Six weeks ago, Aiden informed them that his super-famous architecture professor at the University of Virginia, Professor Ellison Abernathy, had selected him to be his summer intern at his private design firm. A prize coveted among all residential architecture students and a particular honor for Aiden because he is the youngest student to ever be selected.


    She couldn’t have been prouder of Aiden. The experience could launch Aiden’s career far past anything his father has accomplished, which is wild success. Miles couldn’t have been more offended. He could not understand why Aiden would want anything other than to continue working with him at his firm.


    Miles grabs her hands. “Aiden will do what Aiden will do. It’s his choice. It’s a good choice.”


    Whoa. Too easy? The ease feels unsettling, How can weeks of endless standoff be reconciled so effortlessly?


    He glances at the chocolate cake sitting on a marble cake plate in the center of the kitchen island. “Is that what I think it is?”


    She grins slyly. “Maybe.” If there’s one thing that can seduce Miles, bringing him to his knees with desire, besides her standing naked in front of him, which she predicts will be happening very soon, it’s her legendary blissed out chocolate cake, with its layers of pillowy chocolate between an espresso buttercream icing.


    “You really are sorry, Dr. Harding.” No one outside a courtroom or her office refers to Palmer as Dr. Harding, Ph.D. Except for Miles when he wants to woo her and Meaghan when showing her off to Hollywood.


    She slips her arms underneath his, stands on her toes, and leans into him. “Yes, I am really sorry,” she whispers in his ear and then bites it tenderly. A fire stirs within her. Being in Miles’s arms makes her entire body ache for him, even after all these years.


    “Me, too,” Miles says, slowly unbuttoning her blouse. He fills his hands with her bare breasts. Goosebumps erupt where his fingers graze her skin. Sparks shoot through her body. The anticipation alone is lustful.


    “Miles,” she moans.


    He stops. “No,” she cries instinctively. She aches for more of him. Every kiss ignites a longing she thought had dimmed, awakening desires that had been buried in frustration.


    “I need you,” he tells her and finishes undressing Palmer with ravenous haste. “I can’t live without you.” She tugs at his belt buckle until it’s unfastened. He lays her over the kitchen table. They cannot control their desire. Too many weeks have passed. She lets out an ethereal moan, and Miles follows as the two become one again. Heat replacing the cold tension that had consumed them. Pure rapture.


    They fall to the hardwood kitchen floor, sweaty and consumed, backs leaning against the kitchen island.


    “Oh my God,” she says catching her breath. “I think that’s the best sex we’ve ever had.”


    Laughing softly, he puts his arm around her, and she nestles onto his chest. “We should not speak to each other for another month. It could be worth it,” he says.


    “Not an option,” she responds.


    He looks around the kitchen. “We need some of that cake.” She rises and returns with two slices of chocolate cake perfectly served on their silver-banded wedding china. They inhale both slices.


    He says, “I know it’s the same blissed out chocolate cake you always make, but somehow it’s the very best one.”


    “Moist, creamy, and coffee-laced.” She smiles coyly. She sets her plate down and nuzzles her head on his chest, again. She wants to stay here forever.


    Miles has other plans for her. He stands up bare naked, grabs her hand, and pulls her into their bedroom.


    They spend the rainy spring evening making love in their master suite with tapered candles dripping onto the dresser and nightstands and Van Morison playing on Alexa, this time tenderly reacquainting themselves with every inch of one another and falling asleep in each other’s arms. For weeks, she’s worried that this disagreement could be the end of their marriage. Now, Palmer is certain of two things. She will never tell Miles about what happened last night with Sanford Banks in her office. And Miles is never, ever leaving.
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    AT SEVEN THE NEXT MORNING, SHE WAKES TO A BUZZING alarm clock and the heavenly scent of fresh-brewed French roast coffee. When she opens her eyes, she spies her favorite mug filled to the brim with a splash of half-and-half sitting on her nightstand.


    God, I love him, she thinks as she picks up the mug. Then she shuffles across the hardwoods and into their en suite bath. She showers, drains the mug, dresses for work, and makes her way to the kitchen.


    “Good morning,” she says softly to Miles, who already sits at the breakfast nook in the kitchen with his coffee and the Washington Post. She kisses him once and then makes her way to the kitchen island.


    “A very good morning, indeed, Dr. Harding.” He raises a mischievous eyebrow. Flashes of yesterday afternoon rush through Palmer’s mind.


    Miles is dressed for work in a navy suit with his lucky sunshine yellow tie and a pair of white kicks, which are his usual attire to bike to his office in Old Town, the historic neighborhood of Alexandria where the cobblestone streets are the very ones George Washington once traversed. He discards the Post, downs the last gulp of coffee left in his mug, stands up, and moves toward Palmer, who begins to prepare breakfast, gathering cereal, milk, bread, and butter from the cupboards and refrigerator.


    She glows a smile at him. “You ready for today?” He meets with Robert Duvall at 4 p.m. to present the plans he’s designed to renovate Mr. Duvall’s guest home at his 362-acre estate, Byrnley, in The Plains, Virginia, an hour west of town. Miles has designed and built homes for celebrities, politicians, and local Alexandria families for the past two decades, making him one of the most sought-after residential architects on the Eastern Seaboard. His greatest masterpiece, however, is their beloved beach cottage on the Delaware coast in Cape Henlopen. The Hyacinth, their name for the cottage, is so impressive that Architectural Digest featured the home as a companion piece when Miles was first ranked one of the top forty architects under forty.


    “After last night, I am ready for anything.” He approaches her from behind at the counter and nuzzles his lips into the softness of her neck. He sweeps her hair to the side, kissing her neck, and she feels the heat in her body rise again.


    “I’m glad we’re back,” he whispers in her ear. “I really missed you.”


    She turns around and kisses him. Their bodies pull toward each other like magnets. They kiss long and slow for several minutes. She understands where he’s trying to take this, but she’s got too much work on her mind this morning. She’s spending the day preparing with her client for trial testimony in two weeks.


    “Me too. I missed you more than you can imagine.” She wraps her arms around his neck and kisses him sweetly. “Can I get a continuance? I have to get to the office.”


    Miles plants one last insatiable kiss. “Okay. Continuance granted. But only until tonight.”


    She gathers herself. “Great, we will reconvene this evening. Although I do have a five o’clock FaceTime happy hour with Meaghan, but I’m guessing it may not be too happy given everything that’s going on.” She gently slaps his tush, causing him to jump back to his seat at the table. She notices an odd grin on his face as he sits down.


    “What?” she asks.


    “Nothing.”


    “Miles, there’s something wrong. I can see it on your face.”


    “It’s nothing,” he says and picks up the Washington Post, placing it squarely in front of him. “There’s nothing on my face.”


    Bewildered, Palmer skips nagging him in an effort to keep their renewed rhythm going. She slathers two slices of toast with raspberry preserves and places them neatly on a plate in front of Miles, who has poured another cup of coffee alongside his morning paper.


    “Tonight, we can celebrate what I’m certain will be your success this afternoon with Mr. Duvall by ordering fried oyster po’boys and onion rings from Northside 10,” Palmer says.


    “Sounds … perfect,” he says with a slight hesitation that catches her attention, again.


    “Miles,” she says. The aching pit in her stomach is gone, but something between them still doesn’t feel quite right. Does he know?


    His eyes remain glued to the newspaper despite her standing at his side. “Honey, there’s something I should tell you.”


    “Morning, guys.” Quinn, their fair-haired younger son, inexplicably taller than anyone in the family, walks into the kitchen with his school backpack, baseball duffle bag, and an empty bowl that Palmer assumes previously held last night’s blissed out chocolate cake topped with ice cream.


    She turns around. “Hi, Quinnie,” she says greeting him with an embrace. “I thought I heard you come in around eleven last night. You were so late getting home!” Quinn hugs his mother. “Sorry I didn’t get up. I was nearly sleeping.”


    “Morning, Quinn. How was practice yesterday?” Miles asks. Quinn pitches for his high school baseball team, and Miles is an assistant coach. He’s coached Quinn and his teammates since little league. Yesterday, he let the head coach know he was going to have to work late that evening and miss practice.


    “Practice was fine. Sorry you had to work late, Dad.” Quinn joins his father at the breakfast nook. “It’s going around. I met Liam after practice to wrap up a joint presentation we’re doing in Personal Finance class. It’s due next week. Obviously, we just started.”


    Palmer rolls her eyes. Despite her best intentions, she’s raised two of the world’s best procrastinators. “Let me know if you two need any help. You know, I’m pretty good at these things.”


    Quinn takes a turn rolling his eyes. “I might have heard that somewhere.”


    Palmer kisses the top of his head and hands him a bowl of Cheerios with sliced bananas and honey. “Have you talked with Aiden?”


    She notices Miles flinch when Aiden’s name is mentioned, although only slightly. An open wound still a bit too raw.


    “He texted me last night. I guess crew is pretty intense this season with the new coach at UVA.”


    Palmer marvels at what good friends her sons turned out to be. She spent years thinking they might never speak to each other after the wrestling matches she witnessed between them. But somehow they ended up sharing friends and being friends. Although Aiden is two years older than Quinn and in college, the boys talk daily, and sometimes more than that.


    “He said his classes are a breeze,” Quinn adds. “I’m so jealous.”


    Miles stands up to leave. “I’ve gotta head out. I’m going to be late!” He stuffs the last bite of toast into his mouth, then tousles Quinn’s hair. “See you at practice later this afternoon, buddy.”


    She places her hand on his. “What do you need to tell me?”


    “It can wait.” He places his mug and empty plate in the sink and grabs her with one arm around her waist, sweeping her into one last embrace. “And I’ll see you tonight.” He kisses her sweetly and throws her a wink.


    Quinn looks away and shakes his head, “You guuuuys!” He cringes at the flagrant romance between his parents. Did he detect their romance has been MIA these past few weeks? Unlikely. Quinn is so busy with school and baseball, he’s hardly ever home. Now, the romance has returned. Her world is right again.


    “Have a good day! Love you guys.” Miles climbs onto his bike and rides out the driveway with sun beaming above him. The storm has passed.
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    PALMER SITS IN THE HOT SEAT OF A MOCK TRIAL, HER heart pumping as Sanford Banks, a managing partner at the law firm of Banks, Brighton & Smith, drills her with questions that the opposing side will ask next week in court. He has hired her as their star economic expert witness in the largest false advertising case he has ever tried. Failure is not an option. The room buzzes with tension; five associate lawyers hunch over their notes, their eyes fixed on Palmer as she struggles to hold her focus.


    She remembers their first meeting fifteen years ago at an American Bar Association mixer at the Willard Hotel lobby bar in Washington, D.C
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