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          PROLOGUE: 1988

        

      

    

    
      Emily and her older sister had been told to go to their room and stay there until their grandmother left. But Emily watched out the living room window for the shiny maroon Buick anyway, squinting through the fogged up glass and chilly rain that wanted to be snow. Gray puddles were beginning to pool in the driveway. What was so terrible about their maternal grandmother that she and Rachel weren’t even allowed to say hello?

      Maybe her grandmother would want to hear about the fashion show? Emily and a few other girls in her third-grade class were going to put one on next week, and she couldn’t wait. When they’d asked their teacher, Miss Jones, about it today at recess, and she’d said yes, the girls were giddy for the rest of the day. It had been so hard to settle down, and they’d been warned the privilege would be taken away if they couldn’t stop passing notes back and forth during class.

      As soon as Grandmother’s car pulled into the driveway, Rachel wrapped her arm around Emily’s shoulders and pointed her toward the stairs. “Let’s have our Barbies get caught up in a tornado!”

      Whenever Grandmother came over, Rachel always came up with strange things to do in their room; things she never suggested otherwise. But the louder the fighting between Grandmother and Mother got, the less Emily wanted to play.

      Emily enjoyed listening. It gave her such satisfaction to hear Grandmother yelling at Mother. Maybe it would make Mother realize she loved Emily as much as she loved Rachel, and she needed to do a better job of showing it.

      Rachel would try to talk over their raised voices, but it was never long before her voice couldn’t mask Grandmother’s yelling.

      “Your brother would’ve taken care of me, but now he’s gone, and I’m stuck with you. He would’ve helped me. You have plenty to share, but you keep it all to yourself. Maybe it should have been you!”

      Emily narrowed her eyes at the memory of that stormy January night when Mother fell to her knees while talking on the phone. Emily missed her Uncle Todd. He was funny and always brought them gifts.

      The two girls sat cross-legged across from each other on the blue shag carpet of their shared room, their Barbies in a forgotten pile between them.

      “She’ll leave soon,” Rachel said, faking a smile even as her brown eyes filled with tears.

      Rachel was Mother’s princess. She’d never understand the gratification Emily felt to hear Mother get yelled at like that.

      Rachel paced the room before picking at the blue floral wallpaper that had just been installed. “Dad’s going to be home soon. I’m scared, Emily.”

      Emily wasn’t scared, though. If Father found out Grandmother had come over, she wouldn’t have to remember to keep the secret.

      The sky had turned purple, and Emily was clipping feathers in her long blond hair when the girls heard their grandmother’s car rumbling away. They both ran to the window to watch her leave.

      

      Thirty minutes later, Father’s tires turned into the driveway. Emily jumped up, her insides warm with anticipation. She couldn’t wait to talk about the fashion show. They were all going to wear neon socks, jelly shoes, and acid wash jeans. Jen’s mom was a hairdresser, and Jen said she could feather their hair and curl their bangs high, just like the older girls at school. Emily was going to suggest they all wear the feathers, too. She had enough for everyone.

      The sisters ran downstairs and sat at the dining room table. Emily hated eating in that room. It always made her feel sad. There were no windows, and the walls were painted a dark red. Even though Mother always lit the large brass candle centerpiece for dinner, Emily would much rather eat in the bright white kitchen.

      The girls folded their hands in their laps—the rule was no elbows on the table—as Mother stood next to the table, straightening a large white platter that held a roast surrounded by carrots and potatoes.

      Her brown hair was pulled back in a tight knot, and her eyes were red and swollen. Pearl earrings hung from her droopy earlobes. Her lips were shiny and red and she pursed them when Father’s briefcase hit the kitchen floor with a thunk.

      Mother’s eyes were closed when he stormed into the dining room behind her. “Lynn? I thought this rug was getting cleaned today.”

      “It got cleaned! They did a great job. It smells—”

      “This was my grandfather’s oriental rug! It’s an antique and should’ve been taken to their facility to get properly cleaned!” Father kneeled to inspect the burgundy and blue design, his face twisted in a grimace.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right.” Mother pulled out Father’s chair. A few lines had appeared on her smooth brow. “I’ll call them in the morning and have them come pick it up, Dear.”

      He sat down and placed his napkin on his lap, barely sparing a glance at the roast. Father’s hair was completely gray, and he had tufts of hair growing out his ears. Most of Emily’s friends thought he was her grandfather when they first met him.

      “So, girls! How was your day? Do anything fun after school?” he asked, looking at them over his glasses. He clutched his fork in one hand, his knife in the other.

      Mother remained standing, her smile tight as she spooned meat and potatoes onto his plate.

      This was Emily’s moment. If she didn’t say something soon, Rachel would hog the spotlight and talk about how she got an A on a math test or had been asked to submit another poem to the school newspaper. “Mom, Dad! My friends and I are going to put on a—”

      Mother froze, clutching the large silver serving fork. “It’s Mother, Emily. When will you learn?” She looked at Father. “And after school was fine. Just the usual snacks and homework, right girls?” Mother looked back and forth between her daughters, her eyes cold with expectation, until the girls nodded in agreement. Emily felt her shoulders fall.

      Mother rounded the table to Emily’s seat and spooned a sliver of meat and extra carrots onto her plate. Emily’s stomach growled, and she placed a hand over it, pressing hard at the tiny bulge. Mother ran her hands down Emily’s long blond hair, giving it a painful tug where it lay between her shoulders.

      “Elbows off the table, Emily.” With the platter still balanced, she lowered her head to Emily’s ear. “You’ve got to lose that extra layer,” she whispered, pinching her daughter on the back of her arm.

      Emily blinked hard, preparing for the delayed stab of pain that ran through her arm all the way down her toes.

      “What were you saying, Emily? Go on,” Father said, glaring at Mother as he mashed his potatoes with the back of his fork.

      Emily sat up straight, immediately forgetting the sting, and seized the invitation to talk. “Miss Jones said we could put on a fashion show. Jen’s mom is going to do our hair, and I have feathers we can all wear. Missy had the idea of turning off the lights in the classroom and having a few people in the front row shine flashlights on us. I’m bringing in my Madonna tape!”

      Just when Emily was getting to the best part, about how Miss Jones said she’d take pictures and they could hang them up on the bulletin board, Mother interrupted, “That’s nice, Emily,” before forcing a tight smile.

      Mother had clapped for Rachel when she’d shared she was running for Class President a few weeks ago. “Of course you are! You’re a leader, just like your father!” she’d said.

      Mother always let Rachel finish her stories.

      “That sounds fun.” Father stuck a sizable piece of meat into his mouth and reached for the newspaper Mother always placed next to his plate.

      Emily shifted her food back and forth on her plate, watching the meat juice smear over the delicate blue floral design. Everyone ate in silence, and each swallow and scratch of the silverware hurt Emily’s ears.

      Father stood up, taking the newspaper and his plate in one hand. “Emily, the fashion show sounds great. I have to finish up some work in my office,” he said, squeezing Emily’s shoulder.

      He owned some big company that Emily could never remember the name of. His job was very important, and he usually finished his dinner upstairs in his office. Sometimes Emily would sneak up there and sit in his big brown chair and look through his boring papers.

      Father stopped by Mother’s seat, bending to whisper something in her ear. Mother flinched, then closed her eyes as Father turned to walk upstairs. He was still wearing his dress shoes from work, even though he constantly complained to Mother about all the scuff marks in the house.

      Mother took a deep breath, and Emily’s shoulders tensed. Whatever Father had said, she knew it would be taken out on her later.

      Mother’s gaze was on the platter of food in the middle of the table, though she seemed not to see it. “I had art club today,” Rachel said, her voice pitched higher than normal.

      Emily rolled her eyes. Why do you have to steal every speck of Mother’s attention?

      Emily had eaten every morsel of food on her plate, but a juicy slab of meat sat on the platter in a sea of juice, one end plump with fat—her favorite part. She slowly reached for the serving spoon, glancing up to see Rachel watching her. When their eyes met, Rachel twisted her attention back to Mother. “Are those new earrings?”

      Mother cleared her throat. “I don’t think so. Emily. You’ve had enough to eat tonight.” Her lips pressed tightly together as she leaned slightly toward Emily. “Little girls who want to be in fashion shows should watch their figure.”

      Rachel’s eyes darted from Emily to Mother. “Mother, you look so nice in that sweater. The blue really brings out your eyes. Didn’t you say you needed a new dress to wear to Father’s Christmas party? I could go with you and help you pick something out if you’d like.”

      Mother’s expression softened, and she leaned back in her chair, pausing as if to consider which daughter would continue to get her attention. “I’d love that, Honey. Thank you.” She let out a long sigh and gave Rachel a faint smile. Mother’s plate was still full, and she moved her meat around with her fork.

      “I need to bring in a cereal box and some pictures of things I love for a school project tomorrow. Will you help me pick out some good magazines?” Rachel stood up, pushed in her chair, and stacked Mother’s plate on top of hers. When she reached for Emily’s, they made eye contact, and although Emily was thankful Rachel had distracted Mother, she cringed back from her arm. Rachel lowered her eyes and carried the dirty dishes to the kitchen.

      “Not tonight.” Mother slowly pushed herself away from the table and followed Rachel. “I’m going to take a shower and get some rest.”

      

      After dinner, once everyone had drifted to their rooms, Emily crept into the kitchen to see if she could sneak some more food. The low moans of Mother’s familiar sobs seeped through the walls from where she showered.

      Emily swung open the refrigerator door, her eyes immediately going to the bottle that was always lying on its side in the back of the fridge, hidden behind perfect rows of club soda and Tab. Mother’s rule was to always have all the labels and logos facing forward, even in the refrigerator.

      Sometimes the bottle was light yellow, and sometimes it was pink. Emily wondered if it tasted like lemonade. She slowly lifted the bottle, careful not to upset the rows of Tab and club soda as her heartbeat thumped through her ears.

      Anger burned in her gut as she thought about Mother’s reaction to the fashion show. She couldn’t seem to please Mother the way Rachel, or whatever was in the bottle, could. After a few glasses, her eyes would get shiny, and then she’d fall asleep. Surely it tasted better than it smelled since she drank so much of it. She must hide it and tell us not to tell Father so he won’t hog it all.

      Emily held the cold bottle in her hands, then set it on the counter. She grabbed a container of whipped chocolate frosting and a spoon, dug out a heaping spoonful, and shoved it all in her mouth. She sucked on the spoon until it was gone, then dipped it in again and took another large bite, letting it sit in her mouth—she might need it to buffer the taste of the wine. Many times, she’d caught whiffs of it on Mother’s breath, and it certainly wasn’t a pleasant smell.

      She tried smoothing out the remaining frosting with the back of the spoon to hide the evidence of what Mother called her “gluttony.”

      A ball of disgust grew in her belly as she pictured the back of Mother standing at the fridge. She’d always make sure the bottle was hidden, then take a step back and stare a little longer, making sure no one could see it in its hiding place.

      Condensation had formed on the bottle. Emily drew a heart on the neck with her chubby finger for Mother to find when she reached for it after her shower. But after drawing one half, she scribbled it out.

      Mother would be too busy filling her wineglass, then quickly hiding the bottle behind the cans of club soda and Tab, to notice.

      Mother thought no one knew she did this. But Emily knew.

      She’d stood in the dark dining room many times watching Mother race to hide the bottle, sometimes taking a large drink before putting it back, she’d memorized her movements.

      She rocked the cork back and forth until it came loose, the smell immediately burned her nose. She lifted the bottle to her lips, then tipped it back and shut her eyes. When nothing reached her mouth, she tipped it back more, and a slug of wine poured into her mouth.

      Emily grabbed the counter, trying to steady herself as she coughed into her elbow and gasped for air. The bitterness stung all the way down to her belly. She swallowed it back with the rest of the frosting, then tried to rinse away the ball of fire inside of her with a long drink from the faucet.

      She pushed the cork back into the bottle and stood on her tiptoes, making sure she placed it to the back of the fridge. Holding the door open, Emily took a step back. She couldn’t see the bottle. She closed the fridge, then opened it again to be absolutely sure everything was in its place.

      “Did you get enough to eat, Em? I’m sorry Mom always gives you a hard ti—”

      Emily jumped, her heart suddenly pounding through her chest. “I was just looking for some carrot sticks.” Emily said, opening the crisper drawer.

      “Do you want to come into my room and listen to my new Prince tape?” Rachel asked. Emily stared into the fridge, willing her sister to leave. She didn’t.

      A deep burn stirred in Emily’s stomach, and she whipped her head around to face her sister. “Why are you always so nice to me when Mom is a jerk?” She closed the fridge and crossed her arms. “And why are you always so nice to Mom? You make her stop paying attention to me. It’s annoying.”

      “I’m only trying to help, Em.

      “Well, don’t! You make it worse!” She sucked in her cheeks, hoping it would trap her tears.

      Rachel’s eyes held hers for a few seconds before she stalked away, leaving Emily alone in the dark kitchen, the faint taste of wine still souring her mouth.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      “Honey, take these things out of your ears and focus.” Rachel reached across the kitchen island and tugged the earbuds out of her son’s ears. “Listening to music will not help you get your math done any faster.”

      “Mom! Be careful with those! Aunt Emily just gave them to me. Besides, I work better when I listen to music.” Benjamin raked his hands through his blond hair that stood up on the top of his head. The sides were shaved into a fade, and he preferred the top to be a spiky mess. His freckles were dwindling, along with the bit of padding he had left in his cheeks.

      “Not according to your grades, Benny. Come on. I know you can do this.” Rachel rested her elbows on the pile of towels she’d thrown on the island to fold, studying her son. Now that he was thirteen, it seemed like everything was too much work for him.

      Trying to get him to do homework was becoming a daily chore, and Rachel wanted to lie in the warm pile of towels and say, “Okay, fine. Don’t do it. I give up.” Her throat was scratchy, and her shoulders ached. Was she coming down with something? She put the back of her hand against her forehead to see if she had a fever.

      Elsa walked into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and filled her arms with a package of sliced turkey, mustard, and a bottle of water as their Golden Retriever, Cora, panted at her feet, hoping a scrap would fall. “I can help you, Ben.” She turned and nudged the fridge door shut with her heel. “I had Mr. Chase in 8th grade for math too.”

      “Cool,” Benjamin said, reaching for his earbuds, which were sitting next to the pile of laundry.

      “Not with these, Mister!” Rachel said, grabbing them from his hands. She took a step over to her daughter and hugged her from behind.

      Elsa was taller than Rachel and built exactly like her father; long and lean. “Thank you, Sweetie. I appreciate you helping your brother with math. You have a lot of patience.” She smoothed the back of her daughter’s long brown hair. “Lord knows I have little of it.”

      Elsa may have gotten Adam’s long and lean body type, but she’d gotten Rachel’s brown hair, olive skin, and brown eyes. It was a total mystery where she got her patience from.

      “Mom, stop,” Elsa said, half laughing as she shimmied from Rachel’s embrace.

      Elsa sat next to Benjamin, scooting her brown leather barstool closer to him before she plopped down her water and snack. Benny shoved his paper toward her, and Elsa studied the sheet.

      Rachel felt a wash of relief as she grabbed a towel and folded it. Elsa was mostly out of her moody teen years and didn’t hide in her room as much. Now it was Benjamin’s turn. Lately, Elsa had been an enormous help with him, and Rachel was so happy the two weren’t going through that difficult stage at the same time.

      Elsa took the pencil from her brother’s hand. “You’re on the right track—you just keep forgetting to simplify the result to get the variable value. Then you can check your answer by plugging it back in to see if it works.” She slid the paper back to her brother and picked up her phone.

      Rachel didn’t understand a word her daughter had just said. “You two sure didn’t get your math skills from me,” Rachel said, mating a pair of socks and rolling them into a ball. “Thank your father for that one.”

      “What are you talking about, Mom? I suck at math,” Benjamin said, grabbing a piece of turkey and dangling it over his mouth before dropping it on his tongue. He grabbed the mustard from his sister’s hand and squirted it into his mouth.

      “Hey! Easy on the mustard.” Rachel threw the ball of socks on the island. “And don’t do that. Get some bread and make a sandwich.”

      “Too much work,” Benjamin said, his mouth full of turkey. “I didn’t touch it with my mouth.”

      Rachel opened her mouth to protest, but stopped herself when Benjamin picked up his pencil and got to work. Elsa smiled beside him as she tapped away on her phone.

      They’re fine. He’s getting his work done without a meltdown. Leave it alone.

      Rachel crossed “deep clean kitchen” off her to-do list. Yesterday, she’d scrubbed the subway tile backsplash that reached the ceiling. Then, she’d taken all the dishes off the open shelving and wiped the shelves down with her homemade potion of water, organic dish soap, and a few drops of lavender oil before mopping the floors. A clean kitchen made her ridiculously happy, and there was no way she had the energy to tackle it today.

      She stared at the rest of the list, hoping another Diet Coke would get her through the rest of the evening. There was a painting to finish, dinner to make, and one more load of laundry to catch up on. She grabbed a can from the fridge and popped it open, feeling the fizz tickle her fingers. The carbonation felt wonderful on her raw throat.

      “Moommm, easy on the Diet Cokes,” Benjamin said in his best Mom voice without looking up from his work.

      Rachel bent over to pick up the laundry basket, then got tunnel vision when she stood up too fast. Her clogged ears thumped behind her eyes, and she leaned against the island until everything came into focus. She took another swig of soda before heading to the laundry room to throw in one last load.

      Get through tonight and go to bed early. As she shoved the whites into the dryer, she felt the dreaded nasal drip creeping down the back of her throat. Elsa used to call it “hot slime” when she was little and was coming down with a cold.

      Rachel headed upstairs to get the Neti pot from the hall closet and as she opened it, the once neatly folded towels spilled out. She caught them just in time and shoved them back in place, then sorted through the bottles of medicine and extra shampoo and conditioner.

      “Kids, do you know where my Neti pot is?” Yelling burned her throat, and she clutched her neck and leaned against the shelves.

      All she got in response was laughter. “Hello?!”

      “Benny and Hank used it to do the Diet Coke and Mentos explosion!” Elsa yelled. “Diet Coke and Mentos explosion” was muffled, and Rachel knew Benjamin was trying to cover her mouth with his hand.

      “Stop, you idiot.” A slapping sound made Rachel shake her head.

      “I told you to put it back when you were done,” Elsa said.

      Rachel shook her head and popped a few Advil before walking back downstairs.

      “Sorry, I don’t remember where we put it.” Benjamin smiled widely, keeping his teeth together. “Maybe in my room?”

      “Well, I’m not going in there to look for anything.” Rachel sighed and put her hands on her hips. “Okay, are you good here? I’m going to finish that painting for Joanna’s mom.” She took Benjamin’s earbuds and tucked them into her pocket, and grabbed her can of soda. “You can have these back when you’re done. And feed Cora please.” She tousled his hair as she passed him, and he ducked away from her touch.

      Rachel’s “studio” was a corner in their finished walkout basement, where the kids always headed as soon as they had a friend over. The white leather sleeper-sofa they’d gotten from Ikea was perfect for when they had sleepovers, and Rachel always smiled when she saw the tiny bite marks Cora had taken out of a brown and ivory cowhide rug she’d tucked under the sofa.

      She’d never put curtains or shades on the two small windows and glass door that led outside. She wanted as much light down there as possible. Something about dark rooms made her toes curl.

      Each time Rachel went down there, she’d retrieve her painting supplies from the closet, set everything up, then put it all away when she was done. She dreamed of having a real painting studio with large windows, easels set up everywhere, and shelves that held every color of paint. In rainbow order, of course.

      Her new neighbor, Joanna, had gone crazy over the navy blue and orange abstract painting Rachel had done for Benjamin’s room. Rachel had given her a tour of their home after she’d come over to meet the family, and Joanna had stopped in her tracks as soon as she saw it. “Oh, can I commission you to make one just like that for me? I have to have it.” Now Joanna’s mother wanted a painting the same size, but requested neutrals—Rachel’s favorite color palette—and “some kind of nature scene.”

      Before starting, Rachel sat down with the half-finished canvas in front of her and closed her eyes. You should be in bed, but you promised you’d do this. Joanna had reminded her this morning that her mother was hoping to have the painting done for her annual fall harvest party, which was this weekend.

      Yesterday, she’d swirled browns and tans together across the entire canvas to create a moody sunset, and let it dry overnight.

      It needs trees. She squirted tiny dots of black paint along the bottom of the canvas, then took a ruler to spread the paint about three quarters of the way to the top.

      After taking a few steps back, she smiled—the black lines resembled tree shadows stretching up to the sky.

      The hum of Benjamin and Elsa talking made its way downstairs. She stopped painting and tried to listen in. They could be a handful, but mostly, her kids were great friends. There was nothing that made her feel more at peace than witnessing their friendship.

      As Rachel continued painting, the Advil kicked in and took the edge off her cold. She made the trees a bit taller and painted in some clouds by adding a few white paint blobs to the sky, then blotted them with a sponge.

      Joanna had said her mom loved fireflies, which inspired Rachel to take a small brush, dip it in gold paint, and flick it gently over the entire canvas.

      She nodded her head after a few shakes of her brush, then reached for her Diet Coke. It was warm and had lost its fizz. A few hours to herself where she could get lost in her creativity always gave her new life.

      Slowly standing up to admire her work, she let out a sigh and gathered her paints. She put them back in the closet, in rainbow order, and brought her brushes, sponges, and ruler up to be washed.

      Until your next session.

      Adam was standing at the kitchen island when she came upstairs. “Hi, Honey. I didn’t even hear you drive in. How was your day?”

      She dropped her supplies in the farmhouse sink and turned on the water. Adam had set his Yeti cup on the counter next to her. Why can’t he put this in the dishwasher? She loaded it into the dishwasher with the other dirty dishes. He’d want his favorite mug ready for tomorrow. Every morning she handed him his coffee before he left, making it exactly how he liked it for his drive to one of his three real estate offices.

      “It was fine.” He stood in the middle of the kitchen, flipping through the mail, ignoring Cora, who sat at his feet, waiting for some attention. “I’m beat. Everyone wants a home that’s move-in ready.” His thick, dark hair was longer than usual, and he hadn’t shaved for a few days.

      He set the mail down on the island and let out a sigh. “This new office in New Hampshire is gonna be the death of me.” He rubbed his eyes with the heel of his hands, then peeled off his jacket and dropped it on the island.

      Rachel had warned him of this when he’d told her he wanted to tap into the Southern Maine and New Hampshire market, but he’d told her she didn’t know what she was talking about, and she needed to let him handle it.

      He slowly headed to the living room and plopped down in the black leather Eames chair and stared at the blank sixty inch television that hung over the fireplace.

      Rachel had loved the completely open first floor when the kids were younger. She’d painted the trim a light gray and the walls a creamy shade of white. It was bright and tranquil, and she’d loved watching them play with their toys on the plush throw rug on the livingroom floor as she baked in the kitchen.

      But now, a few walls wouldn’t be so bad.

      “I’m beat too,” Rachel said, squeezing water from her brushes and sponge. “My sore throat is getting worse. Maybe you can help make dinner?”

      He’d been busy and stressed out with the opening of the New Hampshire office, and she hadn’t been asking much of him lately. But she was exhausted too and genuinely felt like shit.

      “You’re sick?” Adam asked, clicking on the television, turning the volume up to sixty.

      Rachel closed her eyes as hot resentment rose in her chest. “I told you this morning before you left, I felt like I was coming down with something.” She picked up his jacket, about to go through the motions of hanging it in the closet like she always did, then thought better of it and threw it back down on the island.

      She already had two children. Should she have to pick up after a man-child too?

      “Oh, right.” He nodded his head, eyes locked on the basketball game. “I’ll help as soon as this quarter ends.” He moved to the edge of the chair. “Jesus! It’s like they don’t even know what defense is!” He glanced at Rachel distractedly. “Have a Diet Coke, hon, that always makes you feel better.”

      Rachel slammed the packet of chicken on the counter. She could ask the kids. No. They’ve been in school all day and just finished their homework. Just do it yourself.

      Once the chicken was popping and sizzling in the oven, Rachel started a pot of rice, then got out all the fixings for a salad and started chopping.

      Adam was still laser-focused on the game, now leaned back in the Eames chair, one khaki-clad leg crossed over the other. Rachel narrowed her eyes at him. You shouldn’t have to ask him again. You shouldn’t have to ask in the first place.

      She pushed the thought away and set her knife aside before digging her phone out of her purse to text Joanna and let her know her mother’s painting was ready to be picked up.

      While her phone was in her hand, another email from Benjamin’s science teacher came through. Apparently, he’d been late three times this quarter and was often “disruptive in class.” Not again. A knot of worry clung to her chest.

      Have Adam talk to him after dinner. You aren’t getting through to him.

      She returned to cutting up the tomatoes, peppers, and carrots, throwing everything over the bed of lettuce and then getting out all their salad dressings.

      She took a deep breath before entering the living room to interrupt Adam’s game. “Dinner is ready. Can you call the kids?”

      “Sure,” he said, his eyes not leaving the television. “Benny, Elsa, dinner!” he yelled.

      Rachel returned to the kitchen, got out the black cloth napkins, and folded them in half before tucking them under the new black silverware she’d just bought. There was something about setting a nice table that relaxed her.

      Adam shuffled to the kitchen. “I’m sorry, I said I’d help. You should have said something!”

      “I did say something. I shouldn’t have to beg for help from my husband,” she whispered between clenched teeth, worried the kids would hear. “I’m sick of asking you the same thing over and over. Not to mention I’m literally sick.”

      She rolled her eyes as he observed the set table.

      “Can you please turn off the television?” she asked, spooning the rice from its pot into a bowl, setting it next to the platter of chicken on the table.

      The kids came down, and everyone took their seats.

      “Finish your math?” she asked Benjamin as he piled chicken onto his plate.

      “Yup!”

      “Good job. And you need to get it together for science class. I just heard from your teacher. Again.”

      “K,” Benjamin said, stabbing an uncut piece of chicken with his fork before taking a bite.

      Rachel watched him and sighed. “We have knives, you know.”

      “Too much work,” Benjamin said, bringing the chicken to his mouth again.

      Adam raised his eyebrows.

      Rachel leaned closer to Adam. “I heard from Mr. Miller again. He’s still coming to class late and messing around.” They both looked over at Benjamin, who was still gnawing at the colossal piece of chicken hanging from his fork. “Can you please have a talk with him after dinner? I’m tired of these emails, and my words don’t seem to sink in.”

      “Sure,” Adam said. He turned to Elsa. “How was your day, beautiful girl?” He took her phone and put it down on the other side of his plate, where she couldn’t reach it.

      “It was good.” She rolled her eyes and let out a sigh, glancing longingly at her phone.

      “You know the rules. You can have it back after dinner.” Adam bit into his chicken, then looked down at his plate. “Didn’t you put the usual seasoning on this tonight?” He grabbed the salt and shook it over his plate. “It’s much better like that.”

      His dark hair was graying at the temples, and his blue eyes were bloodshot. The scowl on his face made him look like an overgrown, bratty teenager who wasn’t getting his way.

      “No, we were out of teriyaki marinade and I forgot to get more while I was at the grocery store yesterday. It’s fine like this.”

      Rachel pressed her thumb into the edge of their dark antique dining table as she watched her husband wrinkle his nose and chew on his chicken. He swallowed hard, and her toes curled as she listened to him dig food out of his teeth with his tongue.

      He’d unbuttoned his dress shirt, and his salt-and-pepper chest hair was peeking out, reminding her of an old rug. The lines between his eyes were deep, and he scrunched his face up the same way it always was when they’d argue about the lack of sex in their marriage. Which was often.

      Rachel felt Elsa watching her and straightened herself up in her chair.

      “What are you guys going to do for Halloween this year? Want to have a party with your friends like last year?”

      Both kids lit up at the suggestion. “I think this year we should put a bunch of different slimy, nasty things in buckets with lids. Make people put their hands in them and guess what they are,” Elsa suggested.

      “Yeah, like slime, worms, and cold oatmeal!” Benjamin chimed in, his mouth full of meat.

      As the kids hatched their plans, Rachel concentrated on not shooting disapproving looks at her husband. When Benjamin and Elsa picked up on the tension in their marriage, which was pretty thick lately, it killed Rachel.

      After dinner, Rachel hugged both kids, turning her face away so she wouldn’t breathe on them and get them sick. “I’m headed up to bed. I’m exhausted.”

      Upstairs, she washed her face and brushed her teeth, but skipped applying her retinol and didn’t do her nightly Gua Sha ritual.

      She sank into their king-sized bed, pulled the plump down comforter up to her chin, and stuffed two tissues in her nostrils. After a few minutes of watching HGTV, she fell into a deep sleep.

      

      Hours later, the sound of Adam’s electric toothbrush woke her up. One tissue had fallen out of her nose onto the bed, and she picked it up and put it on her nightstand. “Did you talk to Benny?” she whispered, as Adam crawled into bed.

      “Yeah. He’ll be fine. Just a stage.” Adam rolled toward her, slowly rubbing her arm. His breathing hitched, and Rachel’s shoulders stiffened to her ears.

      “I hope so. I just don’t want it to get worse. He’s too old to act like this,” she said through a yawn. He must know you’re too worn out for sex right now.

      “Don’t stress, Rachel. It’ll be fine.” His hand made its way up to her jawline, and he traced his thumb down her neck, the pressure hurting her swollen throat.

      Did he touch that other woman this way?

      Nausea swam in her gut. “Adam, please. You know I’m not feeling well. Maybe tomorrow.” Rachel rolled onto her other side. It had been a really long time. But even if she wasn’t feeling shitty, the fact that he hadn’t helped her with dinner, and his display about the chicken, was enough to turn her off for a while. They’d had so many talks like this since Elsa had been born, and it seemed to be white noise to Adam.

      He let out a long sigh and slapped his hands down on the bed. “Rachel. It’s been like five months.” Cora’s head popped up from the foot of the bed, and she scooted closer to Rachel, as if choosing sides. Good girl.

      Rachel clenched her eyes shut and took in a long breath. “Okay, it’s been a while. But I am feeling awful tonight. I’m sure tomorrow night I’ll feel better and we can—”

      “You’re always happy once we do it, Honey.” His tone was gentler now. “You need to … try. It’s like you don’t even try anymore.” He propped his head up with his elbow, his silhouette backlit by the plug-in nightlight on the wall behind him. She’d been so attracted to him once, and could tell when they were in public that other women found him attractive. You can get it back.

      Adam kissed her mouth and then her neck. She held in her squirms and the urge to shout, “Stop touching me!” Instead, she took in a sharp breath and whispered, “Not tonight, Adam. Tomorrow. I promise.”

      Adam rolled over on his side so his back was to her. “You always have some freaking excuse, Rachel. Whatever.”

      During sex and fights about their lack of intimacy, she wondered if he had continued cheating on her since the affair ten years ago. If you hadn’t caught him, would he have told you? If you had a higher sex drive, would your life be different? Was his affair your fault? How would you feel if he never wanted to have sex with you?

      He’d said it was just the one time, a horrible slipup. And she’d believed him. But she also never would have believed he’d hurt her the way he did. She’d married Adam because he’d made her feel safe. But then, his affair took that safety away.

      Rachel stared at the back of his head, half relieved and half filled with dread, knowing she’d have to make good on her promise tomorrow night. But was that really so terrible?

      He still wants to have sex with you, even though you have snot and tissues coming out of your nose. It could be so much worse.

      She thought about the look Elsa had given her at dinner. It made her want to try harder for them. “Tomorrow night,” she whispered. “I promise.”
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      Brad woke before his alarm and rolled out of bed as softly as he could, careful not to wake his wife. He paused on the white oak floors to look out the floor-to-ceiling windows that stretched across the south side of their bedroom. The sleepy Autumn sun was rising, and Brad watched a few squirrels scurry along the dewy backyard. The foliage would be at its peak this weekend—perfect for taking out the canoe. Beth wasn’t exactly into canoeing, but maybe she’d be up for a pleasant ride to look at the leaves.

      Her breath was heavy, and she had one leg hanging out the side of the bed. Half of her face was smashed in the plush pillow, and something rattled in her nose. Her pink silk sleep mask was too big for her face, reminding him of his second graders playing virtual reality games.

      His lips curled up. This was a stark contrast to the daytime put-together version of his wife.

      Careful to slide the heavy barn door quietly behind him, he turned on the water and waited for the steam cloud to float out of the marble shower before getting in. The hot water felt wonderful on his scalp, and he ran his hands through his thick brown hair, thankful he still had all of it.

      The door slid open. “Brad, why do you always stand there and look out the window after you get out of bed? You’re always rocking back and forth, and it makes the floorboards creak.”

      Brad startled and opened his eyes. A blurred version of Beth’s petite frame stood behind the steamy shower door. A tuft of hair had come loose from her long braid and was sticking out of the top of her head, and her hands were at her sides. She looked like a stick of dynamite ready to explode.

      Were you rocking back and forth? “Sorry, babe. Just waking up to greet the morning!” Brad was absolutely certain the floorboards hadn’t creaked. Or had they, and he’d been enjoying the view too much to notice?

      He hurried to finish his shower and dried off as Beth brushed her teeth. Her silk sleep mask dangled around her neck.

      Angst bubbled in Brad’s chest as he watched his wife. Foam oozed out of the left side of her mouth as she scrubbed with the same vigor she’d used when she’d scrub the baseboards after the maid had come and gone, back when they could afford a maid.

      “She never gets in the little cracks where the dust collects,” Beth would say, crouched on her hands and knees with her face about an inch away from the baseboards. “I’ve told her so many damn times that you have to fold the cloth and slide it in this ridge.”

      Does anyone ever really notice the damn baseboards? Did she have any enamel left?

      “Hey, I’m sorry,” he said louder than before, so she could hear him over the running sink, wishing he could lean over and kiss her on the cheek instead of walking on eggshells first thing in the morning. “I was trying to be quiet.” He patted her on the butt. “You can always go back to sleep.”

      Beth sighed and reached for a towel. “No, it’s fine. I’m just a grouch when I get woken up. I have to help my mom get ready for the party this weekend, so I needed to get up, anyway.”

      “Oh. Um, that’s … this weekend?” Brad held his towel at his waist with one hand and tilted his head to the side, dread filling his stomach.

      “Brad. I’ve told you so many times.” Beth rolled her eyes. “It’s Friday evening! So I guess you haven’t planned what you’re going to wear?” She was feverishly making sure every speck of toothpaste went down the drain.

      “Hmm, maybe I’ll—”

      “You should wear your gray suit. And the red tie.” She spun toward him. “I’m wearing the red dress that goes with my Manolo Blahnik heels. You know, the ones I got before you quit working for Dad?”

      Brad clutched his towel tighter in his fist. “Oh yes, I know the shoes, Beth. From when I made sooo much more money. Maybe we could go a day without the passive-aggressive comments?” He gently tugged on her braid. “We’ve been through this, Babe. My compensation doesn’t come in the form of a paycheck.” He stood on the plush bath mat with their initials embroidered in scrolly letters across the center, another remnant from richer days, and ran the towel over his back faster and harder than usual. “And I guess it’s decided what I’m going to wear. My gray suit it is.”

      He looked in the mirror, brushing his hand over his new scruff. Leave it. It’s kind of a good look on you.

      “Okay, it’s just … everyone’s going to be there.” Beth stood on her toes and purred in his ear, “I have the most handsome husband, and I want to show you off.” She squeezed his arm before walking out of the bathroom, and Brad rubbed his arm where her hand had been, knowing she was being affectionate because she wanted something.

      Fancy parties and perfect suits did nothing for him anymore. He’d had a taste of that life early in his marriage to Beth, and it got stale, boring. He’d tried to keep it up, hoping he’d somehow catch the same high from living a fancy lifestyle he’d once had, but it wasn’t who he was.

      Beth stopped and turned around in the doorway. “Aren’t you going to shave?”

      Brad rubbed his chin again, now feeling a little self-conscious. “I kind of like this scruffy look. I feel like a mountain man.”

      Beth watched him, blinked twice, and left the bathroom without a response.

      After a moment, he followed her. “I was hoping … maybe we could go canoeing on Saturday?” Beth was opening dresser drawers, pulling out stacks of leggings.

      How many black leggings can one person have?

      “The foliage will be beautiful,” he offered.

      “Oh, God, no. I’m not getting into that thing with you again! You almost tipped us over last time.” Beth stepped into a pair of black leggings that looked like all her other black leggings. They had that symbol on the back, which meant they were expensive. Loo-Loo Limes?

      “They don’t really make leggings for women shorter than 5’2”. Even when they’re cropped, they’re still too long.” She yanked on a pair of ankle socks so hard, Brad half expected her toes to poke through. The pile of leggings toppled onto the floor, and Beth didn’t seem to notice.

      “Come on! That was years ago, and it happened once!” Brad stood in the middle of their bedroom, naked, cleaning out his ears with his towel-covered finger. He tried to remember the last time they’d done something fun together that didn’t involve sex. “I’m going to your fancy party. You can go canoeing with me. What happened to us doing things together?”

      “It’s not my fancy party,” Beth said, turning to face him. “It’s Dad’s—Brad! Get a Q-Tip or something! Those towels are new!” She cleared her throat and lowered her voice. “It’s Dad’s fancy party, and these are people you used to work with before you left to go teach second graders how to finger paint and blow things up.” Beth laughed and put her hand up before Brad could protest. “I’m kidding, Honey. That was the last one, promise. Okay, I’ll think about going. And hey, we did something together last night you seemed to enjoy. My mouth is still tired.”

      Her back was to him, and she pulled on a black fitted long-sleeve top, poking her thumbs through the thumbholes.

      “So is mine, but it was worth it. It had been a while.” He walked over to her and ran his hand over her butt. The leggings really did a great job of showing off his wife’s perfectly perky backside.

      Beth moved away from his touch, and he felt a jolt of annoyance. “I’m off to help Mom, then getting my hair done. Look at these roots. I miss when my hair was the perfect shade of blond on its own.” She separated her part with her fingers, showing him a shade of hair that was only slightly darker than all the rest of her hair, before giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Sushi tonight?”

      “We always go for sushi when we eat out. I was hoping we could cook. Saw a new recipe on—”

      Beth shrugged her shoulders. “Um … we’ll see. Love you!” The door slammed behind her, and Brad blew out a breath and finished getting dressed.

      Beth grew up with a certain lifestyle, and she wanted to maintain it. Brad couldn’t fault her for it—the old money had been exciting to him, too. But it came at a cost—squeezing into stiff clothes, pretending to be interested in people he didn’t actually like, keeping up with what everyone else had.

      He craved the simpler life and wanted to show Beth they could be happy without him working his life away to afford overpriced cars and second homes.

      It was how he grew up, and his parents had always been peaceful and content. They had real friends, and expensive things didn’t impress them.

      During all the years he’d work for Beth’s dad, he’d never met anyone like his parents. Everyone had cared too much about what others had and worked nonstop to keep up. He’d spent the past two years trying to show Beth a different way of life was possible, but he was giving up hope.

      After getting dressed in his favorite brown sweater and jeans, he noticed Beth had left her pile of leggings on the floor. It wasn’t like her. Beth was always super particular about everything being in its place. She must’ve been in a hurry.

      Brad bent over to pick up the pile of toppled over leggings, and put them back in her bottom drawer. When he opened it, he saw Beth’s prized, oversized Gucci bag stuffed at the bottom, which was odd because she usually displayed it on the shelf in her closet.

      He pulled it out and looked inside. It was lined with foil. Beth had once told him a story about how she and her friends had stolen a dress in college. “You line a bag with foil, and the store alarm won’t go off. Oh please, I only did it once! Stop looking at me like that!”

      A sinking feeling stirred in his stomach. He blew out a sharp breath and looked up at the ceiling before putting the bag back where he found it and stuffing the leggings back into the drawer.

      

      The clock in his car read seven-twenty five a.m.—enough time to take the scenic route up Pine Hill road.

      You’ll get an iced coffee and figure out how to approach Beth. He’d had a feeling something was off with her when she came home the other night. She’d slipped by him too fast, too eager to get to their room.

      Autumn leaves twirled and swirled on the road in front of his car. Normally they would have calmed him, offered a meditation before starting his teaching day, but the bag lined with foil chewed away at his brain. Could his wife really have stolen something? Or … many somethings?

      The more he thought about how disconnected they’d been, the more unsettled he felt. He knew she’d never wanted him to be a teacher, but had he driven her to shoplift to keep up with her friends?

      The distance between the two of them had been growing over the years. They enjoyed different things, and both were trying to cope, find themselves in their own ways.

      He’d stopped playing basketball with the men’s league on Sundays so he could spend time with Beth since he’d worked so much. Beth had seemed happy when he’d told her he wanted to spend Sundays with her, but she was more interested in going out to brunch with her friends or hanging out with her parents at the country club. It was clear she didn’t care if he was there or not.

      He rarely went canoeing because she never wanted to go. His old job at Beth’s family firm left him too exhausted to cook, something he loved to do, and now when he made dinner, Beth complained that they never went out to eat.

      As he drove up a hill toward the elementary school, a runner appeared in the distance, running in the same direction he was driving. Her head was down, her wavy brown hair flowing in a ponytail from the back of her hot pink hat. Her calf muscles were visible through her white leggings, and her arms pumped effortlessly in a matching long-sleeve top as she crested the hill.

      Inspiring. You need to start running again. He hadn’t run regularly since he and his college girlfriend, Rachel, used to go together. It was how he’d kept in shape for basketball during the off season.

      He slowly nodded when he thought about getting back into it. He’d never necessarily loved running like Rachel did, but he couldn’t ignore the post-run high that left him feeling like he’d been scrubbed from the inside out. Nothing had pulled him out of a bad mood, or helped him solve a problem, like a run had. He wasn’t sure why he’d ever let his lifestyle impede something so therapeutic.

      It was time to do more of the things he enjoyed.

      Taking the canoe out this weekend was a must. He’d been an avid runner once. It would come back to him like riding a bike. His mother, who now lived alone since his dad died a few years ago, was always cooking and loved to have company. Maybe if he joined the basketball league again, Beth would come watch him play every once in a while and skip some country club time.

      When Brad pulled into the elementary school parking lot, new anticipation running through him, he’d almost forgotten about the foil-lined bag stuffed in his wife’s legging drawer.
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      The local indoor Farmers’ market was something Rachel looked forward to visiting every week. She was finally over her cold, and after checking off the bread, eggs, fresh herbs, and tomatoes from her list, she perused the new shop that had opened up in the building's corner.

      As soon as she opened the door, the smell of coffee and pine made her stop, close her eyes, and take in a deep breath. A basket full of pine-cone embroidered pillows sat at the entrance.

      She picked one up, squeezing it in her hands until she felt the crunch of the pine needles in her palm, sending an extra rush of pine scent to her nose. It would fit perfectly in the car door compartment, and her car would always smell amazing. She slid her fingers along the whitewashed brick wall as she strolled, admiring the handmade bowls and coffee mugs that adorned the tables in the middle of the space.

      “Hello, thank you for coming in,” said a woman behind a glass case. Her short, gray hair had a blue streak in the front, matching her pointy-framed glasses that sat on the tip of her nose. “I just opened this week!” She said over the loud jazz music coming from the ceiling. The glass case was filled with delicious-looking croissants, muffins, and loaves of bread.

      “Ahh, it’s lovely here.” Rachel picked up a pair of earrings and held them up to her ears in front of the mirror sitting on the table. They were brown leaves made of leather and dangled just above her shoulders.

      “Genuine leather. The artist makes all kinds of leather jewelry,” the woman said, wiping down the pristine counter.

      “They’re beautiful.” Rachel put them down and picked up a slightly shorter pair when a woman and little girl entered the shop. They both had fiery red hair and red eyebrows. The little girl was wearing a turquoise coat and had a pink stuffed kitten shoved in her pocket.

      “Now, be careful and don’t touch anything,” the woman said, patting the top of her daughter’s head. “We’ll get you that raspberry muffin when I’m done, okay?”

      Rachel turned and smiled. Her days of rushing through a shop like this, or skipping it all together when the kids were younger, were over. But she missed that time in her life now that Elsa and Benjamin were so busy with school, friends, and sports.

      “Hello, Lily! I’m so glad you came in!” The shop owner grabbed an oversized muffin and put it in a bag, then leaned over the counter. “That’s three times this week! I need to make more muffins!”

      Rachel wandered to the back of the store. It was covered with paintings, and she recognized the artist’s name, Kathleen Douglas, right away. Her paintings had hung in her ex-therapist’s office.

      She’d only gone to therapy for a few sessions after Adam’s affair. She’d tried to
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