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Prologue

YOU’RE REALLY PRETTY,” HE TOLD HER. “YOU KNOW THAT, don’t you?”

Though it was dark out, enough moonlight shone for her to see the sly grin that fanned across his face.

She smiled back. He was nice, courteous—chivalrous really. And, of course, good-looking, just as she’d always thought. But over the past few minutes, a dull throb of unease had begun to form in the pit of her stomach. At moments he seemed . . . too courteous, and always an inch closer to her than he needed to be.

Besides that, her head was spinning from the booze, not only the vodka he’d brought in a flask but the beer she’d drunk earlier. She’d sampled a few kinds from the microbrewery stands while she waited for him to show up.

She flicked her eyes to the right and squinted, trying to see through the thick cluster of trees they were standing in. There were bursts of colored lights, and she could still hear the noise from the fairgrounds—music, clanging, the roar and rattle of the roller coaster, and the muted screams of riders. But somehow, everything seemed farther away than even a few minutes ago.

The two of them had clearly drifted as they’d been talking, like twigs bobbing in a stream. She remembered him motioning ahead a couple of times, wanting to show her a constellation through the tree branches.

She breathed deeply, trying to force her thoughts to make sense of things.

“I should get back,” she said, the words sounding a little slurred to her ears.

“Really?” he asked. “Why the rush?”

For the first time she noticed the smell of alcohol on his breath, and she had to fight the urge to gag.

“It’s, you know, getting late.”

“It’s not that late. Besides, I like having a chance to talk to you alone, without a ton of people around. I’ve wanted to get to know you for a while.”

That was nice to hear, but this didn’t seem like the best way for them to find out more about each other. “Maybe . . . maybe we could do something together one night.”

“Aren’t we doing something together now?”

“Yeah, I was just thinking we could have dinner. Or, like, see a movie.”

She heard him snicker under his breath. “You girls never like freebies, do you?”

“What do you mean?” she said, feeling her brow crease.

“Women are always looking for a date date, aren’t they? But what’s wrong with having the woods to ourselves, not having to be part of any scene?”

“I just—” The throb of worry was back. She darted her gaze toward the right again, peering through the trees. Everything seemed so distant.

“No, no, I get it,” he said. “And you’re right, we should go. Time to call it a night.”

He stepped back a little, crunching a few twigs under his shoes and giving her some breathing room. She felt the tension drain from her shoulders. It was going to be okay.

She put one foot ahead of her and tried to see into the darkness. The only problem was that she had no idea how to find her way back to the gap in the fence that they’d slipped through to get to the woods.

“Not that way, though,” he said, pressing a hand lightly to her arm. “There’s a faster way to reach the parking lot. That’s where your car is, right?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ll make sure you get to it.”

“Thanks.”

He shifted his hand to her elbow, guiding her. She stumbled, almost falling flat on her face, but he caught her just in time.

“You okay?” he asked. “Do you want to hold on to me?”

“No, I’m all right.”

A piney scent rushed to her nostrils. They were snaking through trees now, a denser patch than where they’d been before, and the bursts of light were no longer visible. When she stretched her arm in front of her, she could barely see her hand.

“You’re doing great,” he told her from behind. “It’s not much farther.”

“But I don’t see the parking lot.”

“We just keep bearing to the right and then it’s straight in front of us. You can’t quite tell from here because the lights are lower there.”

Her thoughts seemed to swim in her head, struggling to stay above water.

“Okay. But—”

“But, but, but.”

There was an edge to his tone, and her heart froze.

“Sorry,” she said, trying to sound agreeable. “I was just wondering.”

“You should wonder less, you know that?”

That edge again, but stronger this time. Fear foamed through every inch of her. She had to do something, but what?

“Yeah, I know,” she said, struggling to keep her voice light.

She slowed her pace a tiny bit and strained to hear through the darkness. There was no more music, no clang of the rides, no engines starting.

Her fear mushroomed into full-blown panic. They were lost or headed the wrong way. She needed to get back to the gap in the fence.

Go, she told herself. Go now.

And then she was off, stumbling over rocks and branches and tree roots, blood pounding in her ears. Don’t stop running, she ordered herself.

But fast as a bang from a firecracker, his arm shot from behind and jerked her backward. His hand fumbled roughly around her face and then, before she could cry out, it clamped down hard against her mouth. Seconds later she was shoved forward until her body hit the ground, face forward, knocking the breath out of her.
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I SHOULDN’T HAVE COME TO THE PARTY TONIGHT. I HAD SOME misgivings as soon as I accepted the invitation, and they only grew today as I drove from Manhattan and checked into the inn. Now, as I stand on the front stoop of my friend Ava’s house, the qualms are suddenly strong enough to make my stomach twist. It’s too soon for me to be here. It will be excruciatingly awkward. People will start buzzing the moment they spot me.

But there are reasons I had for coming, and since I’ve driven all this way, I’m going to have to suck it up and make the best of things.

It’s Ava who answers my knock, and she graciously ushers me into the foyer of her charming eighteenth-century house.

“Oh, Kiki,” she says, embracing me warmly. “I’m thrilled to see you, dear.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” I exclaim, hugging her back. “It’s so great to be here.”

And in one sense, I’m totally sincere. I love this house, with its low, wood-beamed ceilings and endless warren of floral-scented rooms. More importantly I’ve really missed Ava, my former boss and mentor—and savior, too—who’s since become a good friend. I just have to tamp down the part of myself that wants to turn on my heel and flee.

“Tonight should be fun,” she says, beaming. “We’ve had a great turnout.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful. Vic must be so pleased.”

From the hum in the rooms behind us, I estimate that there are already twenty-five to thirty people here. I steal a glance through the door into the cream-colored parlor. Though it’s early August, most of the men are sporting navy blazers; the women are in flowy Eileen Fisher–style dresses or silky blouses over pants.

Have I overdone it, I wonder, in my short black cocktail dress? Not if I use Ava as a measure. She’s super elegant in cropped turquoise pants and a matching silk tunic that looks beautiful against her caramel-colored skin. Though there are crow’s-feet in the corners of her deep brown eyes, it’s hard to believe that she’s in her midfifties.

“The bar is in the study, per usual,” she says, “and I think that’s where Vic is holding court at the moment. He’s dying to see you, Kiki.”

Victor Davenport, a highly regarded historian and Ava’s husband of five years, is tonight’s guest of honor. His new book, a fresh look at the Salem witch trials, has just been published, and Ava decided to host a celebratory dinner party here at their home in Litchfield County, Connecticut.

“I’ll go find him and say hello.”

“Good, and I’ll look for you later. Daphne’s already here, by the way, and she’s very eager to meet you.”

“Thank you,” I say, giving an inner sigh of relief. Daphne is the other reason I talked myself into coming—and I’d be kicking myself if she hadn’t shown up for some reason.

“And Jamie,” I ask, lowering my voice, “is he here yet?”

“Yes,” Ava says, keeping her own voice close to a whisper. “The last time I saw him, he was with a group in the solarium.”

My breath hitches a little as I picture him only a few yards away from where I’m standing. Though he and I have spoken on the phone, it’s been more than four months since I’ve laid eyes on him, and it was a tense encounter to say the least.

“You okay about this?” she asks.

“Yes, I’m fine, thanks.”

“Good,” she says with an empathetic nod. “And just so you’re aware, there’s a woman with him.”

“Yup, he told me he was bringing someone. That’s okay, too.”

The doorbell rings and Ava gives my arm a comforting squeeze before turning to greet her next guests. I inhale deeply, then make my way through the parlor to the study. Candles are burning everywhere, creating the amber glow I so associate with this house at nighttime. Though I’ve always found that glow enchanting, there’s an odd, melancholy cast this evening. At least to me.

The pewter-gray, bookshelf-lined study is even more crowded with guests than the parlor. Knowing I’ll have a glass of wine with dinner, I ask the bartender for a sparkling water. As I fish out the lemon slice he’s dropped in the drink, I let my eye roam the room discreetly. From what Ava had told me, the crowd tonight is a mix of local friends and people from the book world, some of whom have driven out from the city for the occasion, and others who live in the area either full-time or on weekends.

I didn’t see Vic when I first entered the room, but I spot him now against the far wall of bookshelves, talking intently to a bespectacled fortyish man with a closely cropped beard and mustache, who I’m pretty sure is his agent, Dan. Probably best not to interrupt right this second. Unlike most of his male guests, Vic has opted for jeans along with a white linen shirt. He’s a rule breaker of sorts, something Ava seems to find beguiling. In so many ways, they are an improbable pair—him a sixtysomething, sometimes edgy, somewhat pretentious, twice-divorced author/lecturer/retired professor, and her a warm, inclusive, even-tempered former head of HR for a midsize media company, who’d never married before.

And there’s also the fact that Vic is white, and Ava is Black. But after meeting five and a half years ago at another dinner party, they discovered that, despite how different their backgrounds are, they have a chemistry most people would kill for.

With a start I notice that Jamie’s best friend, Sam, is in the room, but there’s no sign of Jamie yet. Perhaps he’s still in the solarium. I take another long, deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. How’s it going to feel, I wonder for the hundredth time this week, to run into the man I almost married in June—and to see him with another woman, no less?

When the invitation for the party appeared in my inbox, I knew Jamie must have been invited, too. He’d been renting a small weekend cottage in the area for years—it’s where he’d spent summers with his parents as a kid—and he and Vic, despite their age gap, had eventually become tennis buddies. Then I entered Jamie’s life a couple of years ago and started spending weekends here, too. It was pure luck that Vic’s wife happened to be a good friend of mine, and it meant that I could spend more time with Ava, something that had been tough to do since she retired early to take up residence with Vic here in the countryside, leaving New York behind.

Though I hated having to send my regrets for the party, I decided it was best, but when I called Ava to RSVP, she explained Jamie had a business trip scheduled for the week of the party—he runs a small money management company specializing in socially responsible investing—and wouldn’t be coming. “Then count me in,” I’d told her, delighted. Days later she emailed to say that Jamie’s business trip had been canceled and he was coming after all. She would understand if I changed my mind.

But by then, I was invested in coming, in the chance to be back, if only for a little while, in that magical world that Ava had created with Vic. Besides, she’d since promised to introduce me to a literary agent friend who was spending the summer in the area and would be attending the party. I’d confided in Ava that I’d been hammering out a proposal for a nonfiction book based on my work as a career coach, and she thought this agent might be interested in it.

And since there was a good chance I’d eventually run into Jamie in New York anyway, I convinced myself it would be smart to rip off the Band-Aid sooner rather than later.

“Kiki.”

I spin around and find myself face-to-face with Tori Larsson, the wife of Jamie’s first cousin Liam, and not someone I’d expected to encounter. She’s wearing an attractive beige shift, but the only makeup on her face is a brownish-pink lipstick, and her long, wheat-colored hair is tucked simply behind her ears. Tori, who like her husband is close to fifty, isn’t one to fuss with her appearance.

“Tori, hello, this—”

“I know, you’re probably surprised to see me here,” she interrupts and then, a few beats later, smiles wanly. Tori’s always had what I think of as a delayed smile, as if it takes her brain a few seconds to remind her face to do it. “Ava joined the library board, and since I’ve been helping her out with the fundraiser, we’ve gotten to know each other a little.”

“How nice that you two have the chance to work together,” I tell Tori sincerely. “By the way, thanks again for your email. It meant a lot to me.”

She’d sent me a note after Jamie and I broke up, saying she was sorry to hear the news and wishing me well. It was more than what most people had done—and more than I’d expected from Tori. Though we’ve always gotten on well enough, she’s generally pretty reserved and plays her cards close to the vest.

“Well, I’m sure it wasn’t an easy time for you,” she says. “Are you doing okay?”

“Pretty well. I’ve been busy with work, so that helps.”

“It doesn’t slow down for you during the summer?”

“The corporate training assignments do because people are on vacation, but not the private coaching. By midyear people start to worry that they’re not where they’d hoped to be, and they want to hit the ground running in the fall.”

“Why aren’t they where they’d hoped to be?” she asks, her dark eyes narrowed.

“Ah, good question. Generally, because they either got complacent or kept waiting for the perfect moment instead of making that moment happen. Speaking of work, are you still enjoying yours at the library?”

She’s a library assistant, a job she started just a year or so ago after being out of the workforce for a while. Jamie told me that she’d once been in real estate but had quit several years ago, saying she needed a break. Had the reason been more complicated than that? I’d wondered. Sometimes I’ve sensed that Tori’s reserve masks a deep disappointment over the way things turned out for her. That perhaps she isn’t where she hoped to be at this point in her life.

“It’s a job,” she replies with a shrug. “And as you said, it’s nice working with Ava.”

“How’s Liam? And Taylor? He’s living in Fort Myers, right?”

I’ve met her son, Taylor—who must be about twenty-seven or twenty-eight by now—just once, at a family reunion, and I know that after dropping out of college, he struggled to find a career path.

“Well, actually—that’s where he lived for the first three years, but he moved closer to Miami last summer. He’s teaching at a really nice sailing school there.”

I can almost feel the relief in her words.

“Wow, that’s great. Didn’t he used to teach sailing around here during the summers?”

Tori nods. “As for Liam, he’s actually here tonight, too,” she adds. “He’s not generally a fan of parties, but he knew I wanted to come.” She raises the glass of red wine she’s holding. “Which reminds me, I promised to bring him a drink before he goes outside for a cigarette.”

“I hope I have a chance to say hi to him later.” Though I wasn’t any closer to Liam than I was to Tori, things were always cordial between us.

“I’m sure you will. By the way,” she adds, lowering her voice, “you know Jamie’s here, right?”

“Yes. The two of us cleared it with each other, don’t worry.”

As she moves away, I follow her with my eyes until I see her join Liam in the hallway outside the study. Unlike Jamie, who was raised in Boston and spent weekends and a big part of the summer here with his parents as a kid, Liam grew up in the area. He joined the army for a few years instead of attending college and now runs a local plywood distribution company. Though Liam is reserved like his wife and a straight-arrow kind of guy, Jamie is fond of him. They both lost their fathers within the past ten years—Liam’s of cancer and Jamie’s in a car crash—and they share a special bond with their fathers’ surviving brother, Drew, an artist who lives in Litchfield County, too.

Tori touches Liam’s elbow and I see him mouth thank you as he accepts the wine. When he and Jamie are standing side by side, it’s easy to accept that they’re cousins. Not by their physiques—where Jamie’s tall and slim, Liam’s only about five nine, and super compact—but they’ve got the same deep blue eyes and dark blond hair.

I’m just turning back to the bar, ready for another sparkling water, when I hear Jamie’s voice behind me. I actually gulp at the sound.

“Sure,” he’s saying. “I could play Saturday, but also any weekday. I’m actually here for most of August.”

He seems to be scheduling a tennis game, and though my back is to him, I can see him clearly in my mind’s eye—the pale eyebrows, strong nose, high cheekbones, and those lovely eyes. He was by far the handsomest man I’d ever dated. I picture his body, too, probably very tanned by this point in the summer.

We’ve had only two brief conversations since our split in March. The first one, in May, was when he’d called me to say his fourteen-year-old golden retriever, Cody, had died, and he thought I’d want to know. I’d loved that dog and had been grateful to Jamie for reaching out. The call had also struck me as a possible olive branch.

I was the one who made the first move the next time, explaining that I’d been invited to Vic’s party and asking if he’d mind if I attended. He assured me it was fine. “Besides,” he’d said. “You’ve known Ava even longer than I’ve known Vic.”

I twist my head the tiniest bit, doing my best not to seem obvious. He’s talking to a local professor pal of Vic’s. His best friend, Sam, is nearby, chatting with Tori, who’s come back into the room. And there’s a woman hovering not far from Jamie, dressed in a low-cut royal blue cocktail dress. His date, I assume. She’s hazel-eyed like me, with blond hair, too, though not as light as mine, and she’s probably in her early thirties, which means she’s five or six years younger than I am. Her features are sharp, angular, and her face seems to be frozen in a pout, like she’s not pleased with how the night’s progressing.

“Glad to hear you’re giving yourself some time up here this summer,” the professor says. “Surely your clients won’t hold that against you.”

“Oh, there’ll be a fair number of Zooms, I’m sure,” I hear Jamie reply. “But I intend to take plenty of afternoons off.”

“What will you do when you’re not playing tennis with old farts like me?” the professor asks with a chuckle.

Jamie chuckles, too. “Mostly, I want to read a lot, bike a lot, perfect my pomodoro sauce, and learn more about the Norwegian side of my family, which my dad always swore is descended from Vikings.”

“Are you thinking of going to Norway one day?”

“Yeah, maybe in February, so I can get a look at the northern lights. I also . . .”

Two guests, chatting loudly, squeeze in next to me to reach the bar, and I don’t hear what Jamie says next. But I’ve learned all I need to know. Jamie’s making plans, staying busy. He’s moved on.

The crowd shifts slightly again, reconfiguring like pieces at the end of a kaleidoscope. And then suddenly Jamie and I are face-to-face. He pulls in his breath, perhaps more unnerved than he anticipated at the sight of me.

“Hello, Jamie,” I say.

“Hi,” he says. He smiles pleasantly but there’s a distinct coolness to his tone. His hair, I notice, is shorter than when I saw him in March.

“How’s your summer going?” I ask.

“Pretty well. Yours?”

“Okay. I’ve been in the city mostly, hanging out on the roof garden when I can.”

“It’s nice your building has that,” he says flatly.

What’s he really thinking? That if we were still together, I’d be spending every weekend here with him and taking advantage of the summer weather, rather than baking on the tar beach of a midrise apartment building on the Upper East Side of Manhattan?

“How’s your grandmother these days?” I ask.

That’s another reason Jamie feels committed to Litchfield County. His grandmother on his father’s side, an awe-inspiring retired pediatrician, is in assisted living not far from here and suffering from advancing Alzheimer’s.

“I just saw her today as a matter of fact,” he says. “Her short-term memory is even worse, but if you get her talking about the distant past, she can still engage.”

“I’m glad you’ve found a way to connect with her.”

I notice his date again, edging a little closer to us, but he makes no move to introduce us. With a start, I realize that she’s not the only one who is watching us. So are some of the other guests in the room. They’ve probably heard about the breakup and, just as I expected, are eager to see if we’ll behave ourselves.

And then it occurs to me. Some of them probably assume I’m the jilted party, left at the altar by a catch like Jamie Larsson. They wouldn’t necessarily know that I’m the one who called off the wedding.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Jamie says. “I promised Vic I’d help open the wine before dinner so it can have a few minutes to breathe.”

“Of course,” I say. As he strides off, his friend Sam shoots me a withering glance.

I slip out of the study through the door near the bar and end up wandering the house for a few minutes, trying to get a handle on my emotions. The encounter was stilted, unnerving for me on one level, especially the rubbernecking from the other people in the room, but Jamie seems to be doing pretty well. Though it’s hard to imagine us ever being the kind of friends who grab a beer after work, at least I didn’t see open loathing on his face.

After passing the entrance to the solarium, an addition built a few years ago, I find myself in the small mudroom at the rear of the house, where the door to the backyard is wide open. The pegs along the walls hold barn jackets, slickers, scarves, and well-worn cardigans.

What I need, I realize, is a short break outside. I give the screened door a push and step onto the flagstone patio, where I’m greeted by a cacophony of crickets and katydids. I tip my head back and stare up at the sparkly night sky, and almost instantly the tension in my shoulders begins to subside.

I’m just about to go back in for dinner when I hear a voice coming from the mudroom.

“You doing all right?” I’m pretty sure the speaker is Jamie’s friend Sam.

“Yeah, hanging in there.” He’s talking to Jamie, I realize. The two of them must be right on the other side of the door, only inches away. “Feels like a fucked-up situation for me but it would have been rude to Vic not to come.”

A voice in my head tells me to move away, that I won’t like where the conversation is going, but curiosity gets the better of me.

“So, she just showed up?”

“Yeah, even though she knew I didn’t want her here.”

My stomach tightens. Jamie had assured me it would be fine.

“Anything you can do about it?” Sam asks.

A pause.

“Ignore her, I guess,” Jamie says. “And try to learn from my mistake. She’s a complete and total fraud, not at all who she pretended to be—but I’ve got no one to blame but myself.”
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THE WORDS STING SO MUCH THAT I FLINCH. IS THAT WHAT Jamie really thinks, that I’m a fraud? That I conned him or something?

I get that he’s angry and upset. My decision to end our engagement tipped his world off its axis. But would he have preferred I go ahead with the marriage out of decorum, knowing that eventually my true feelings were bound to catch up with us as a couple? Though I loved Jamie, admired him fiercely—he’s not only smart and charming, but also steady as a rock—and we got along really well, I’d begun to understand that I wasn’t in love with him in that delirious way you should be with the person you marry. I’d allowed things to progress, I came to realize, because I liked how secure the relationship made me feel. It was a mistake I’d also made once in my professional life—by sticking with a “safe” job in HR for half a decade, even though I knew it wasn’t right for me.

Would Jamie have wanted to exchange vows with a woman who’d been drawn to him in large part because he was a sheltered harbor, a woman who couldn’t reciprocate his passion, a woman whose head was more and more filled with thoughts of another man?

It’s not as if what I did was easy for me. For weeks I was heartsick about upending his world—and mine as well. It meant being single again, and at thirty-seven. In recent weeks, my best friend, Megan, has been urging me to at least set up a profile on a dating app or two, even if I don’t take immediate action, but right now I have zero interest in romance again.

With my pulse racing, I edge as quietly as possible away from the door, praying they don’t decide to take their conversation outside.

“I better go in,” I hear Jamie tell Sam. “I need to manage this situation, so it doesn’t turn ugly.”

“I’m going to have to take off early, by the way.”

“Okay, let’s catch up later this weekend. There’s something I want to circle back to you about.”

Jamie’s voice grows fainter, indicating that the two are retreating from the mudroom. Still, I don’t want to reenter the house through the back door in case they spot me coming in and realize I’d heard them. Instead, I make my way along the strip of land between the house and the driveway, so I can go in from the front.

My heart is still thumping as I walk. Not at all who she pretended to be. I can’t believe Jamie thinks that about me—though there’s no doubt I’m a different person today than I was on our first date, two and a half years ago. When Jamie and I met, I was at the tail end of my recovery from the major career disaster I’d experienced in my midtwenties, a disaster that had stripped away most of my nerve and initially sent me into the field of human resources with my tail between my legs. I’d already started my career counseling business at the time of our meeting—thanks in large part to tons of encouragement from Ava—but I was still struggling at times to gain all my confidence back.

I creep along the side of the stone house, passing my rental car in the process. Though the invitation for the party had instructed guests to park in the field behind the barn, Ava suggested that I leave my car behind theirs in the driveway in case I felt uncomfortable and wanted to make a quick exit. For a moment I feel the urge to do just that, to head back to the inn and curl up with a book. But my friend has put too much effort into tonight for me to just bolt.

Finally, I reach the front of the house and climb the stoop for the second time tonight. Behind me is the near-deafening roar of crickets and katydids, but as soon as I step inside and close the front door, I discover how quiet the house is. And then I realize why: Ava is toasting Vic, both of them standing in front of the hearth in the parlor. I slip inside as unobtrusively as possible and position myself at the end of the room.

“It’s five hundred and twenty pages long, but I guarantee you will devour this book,” Ava is saying. “It’s a fascinating, provocative look at not only the trials, but also mass hysteria, paranoia, mean girls, and religious extremism.” She chuckles. “Sound familiar? This book offers wonderful insight into Salem, as well as many of the issues we are being forced to wrestle with today.” She raises her glass. “To my brilliant, amazing husband, Victor. Bravo on an extraordinary achievement. . . . And now dinner is served.”

The crowd breaks apart and I follow a group into the dining room. The meal is buffet style, and after filling a plate with poached salmon, couscous, and green salad, I return to the study to get a glass of wine. There I spot Vic, talking with two middle-aged men I don’t know, and though I hate the idea of interrupting, I don’t want to go any longer without greeting him.

“Vic, congratulations,” I say, approaching. “I downloaded the book as soon as it came out on Tuesday, and Ava’s right, if I didn’t have to work and sleep, I’d never put it down.”

“Oh, Kiki, how lovely of you to say that—and how great to see you.” He cocks his head—with its lion’s mane of silver hair—toward a card table set up in a corner. “We were just about to commandeer that spot for dinner. Won’t you join us?”

I graciously accept the invitation and, after securing a glass of white wine, take a seat. Vic announces to the men that I’m a career coach, and they immediately pepper me with questions, but our dinner conversation soon returns to Vic’s book. As he regales us with insights from his research, his deep, full voice carries over the sound of nearby chatter and clinking glasses, and his almost violet-colored eyes pin us one by one at moments. Even though I find Vic very charismatic, I’ve always been a tiny bit intimidated by him.

From time to time, I sneak a peek around the room. Through the doorway, I see that Jamie is at a table for eight that’s been set up at the far end of the parlor. With him are Sam, Vic’s agent, Dan, a woman I think is Dan’s wife, and Jamie’s date. Oddly, she’s sitting at the opposite end of the table from him.

Our plates are eventually cleared by a waiter, who reappears soon after to pass around a platter of brownies and lemon bars. I’m about to rise from the table, worried that I’m hogging Vic’s attention, when Ava heads in our direction. She kisses Vic on the top of his head and announces she needs to steal me away.

“Time to meet your future agent,” she whispers with a smile. Guiding me by the elbow, she leads me into the solarium, where she introduces me to her friend Daphne Kudlow, who’s sitting on the sofa with a glass of wine. She’s wearing an attractive printed wrap dress, revealing a substantial amount of tanned cleavage. Her shoulder-length ash-blond hair is flipped up a little at the ends in a kind of retro sixties style.

Instead of rising, she pats the spot next to her on the damask sofa. “Join me,” she says, “and we can talk for a bit.”

She has a Waspy air and a clipped way of speaking, but she’s smiling, and her light brown eyes seem friendly enough. My immediate takeaway: she’s happy to chat as long as I don’t waste her time.

“So, you and Ava worked together?” she asks once I’m seated.

“Yes, for almost five years. She was my boss in the HR department of New Horizon Media. From there, thanks to everything I learned from Ava, I took a job at a boutique coaching company and then started my own coaching business just over three years ago.”

Daphne takes a long sip of wine and sets the glass on a small antique wood table next to the couch.

“What made you make the switch from recruiting to coaching?”

I chuckle. “I’d begun to realize that I spent half my time in interviews with job candidates wishing I could give them advice instead of asking questions. Tell them to smile more and make eye contact and not be afraid to show they’re hungry for the job.”

This is not the moment to tell her the full story, but if she signs me, perhaps I will one day. HR was never a field I’d set my sights on. I’d nailed a job right after college at another media company, a more cutting-edge one, and within two years I’d already been promoted to creating content, earning a generous salary for my age. I loved every minute of it—until my boss’s boss, a hard-charging guy in his early forties, pushed me against an office wall one night when we were both working late and rammed his tongue down my throat and his hand down my pants. It took everything I had to fight him off, and I fled the building, completely shaken.

This was a few years before Me Too, and though I considered reporting the incident, I eventually decided against it, fearful my actions would backfire on me. During the next two months nothing else happened, and I was able to avoid the predator—a guy I called only R in my mind—convinced it had been smart not to rock the boat. But then out of nowhere, I was fired, not even by my boss but by someone in HR. I knew R had to be behind it.

I tried to find another job creating content, but I kept coming up against brick walls and I sensed that someone from my old company had spread rumors about my work. I was living off my savings by then and desperate for a paycheck. Through an alum of my college who I connected with on LinkedIn, I learned about a junior HR position at New Horizon and said yes without hesitation when it was offered. It felt like I’d managed to heave myself onto a life raft. I prayed I’d find my way back into content creation, but I soon realized that I associated that work too much with what had happened. In time, with Ava’s guidance, I began to recognize that I’d love to transition into career coaching. Though I’ve stumbled along my own professional path, I’ve developed good objective sense about other people’s careers—the mistakes they’re making and the strategies they need for success.

“So, tell me about your book idea,” Daphne says.

“It’s about five key risks women need to take at various points in their careers—in order to end up where they want to be.”

“Such as?”

“Instead of biding your time for a promotion opportunity to materialize, you need to design a brand-new role for yourself in your department or company that makes so much sense your boss has to say yes when you pitch it. Too often women wait around to be picked.”

“Do you have a proposal already?”

“Yes—I’ve drafted an outline, three sample chapters, and a section called Why This Book.”

She smiles. “Terrific. What about a title?”

“I have a great one in mind,” I say. “I’ll include it with the proposal—if I can send it over?”

“Of course, I’d love to see it,” she says, and smiles, seeming to appreciate that I’m holding the title back for now.

As I finish typing her email address into my phone, I notice a man across the room catch her eye, and she lifts her chin in acknowledgment.

“My husband is signaling that he’s ready to go,” she says, “but it’s been nice speaking to you, Kiki. I’ll keep an eye out for your proposal.”

We both rise from the couch, and I thank Daphne enthusiastically. After she’s left, I need a moment to take it all in. If I end up writing and publishing a book, I’ll surely be able to attract additional clients, and also secure more talks at conferences and company events, something I not only enjoy doing but that also pays exceptionally well. Beyond that, I simply love the idea of sharing what I’ve learned with as many women as possible.

And yet as good as I feel, there’s been a hum of anxiety running through me since hearing Jamie’s conversation with Sam.

As I leave the solarium, I notice the crowd has thinned and that people are bunched in the hall, preparing to depart. From the open front door comes the distant sound of cars pulling out of the field on the other side of the barn. It’s time for me to go as well, though first I need to thank my hosts.

I wander through the rooms and eventually spot Ava through the doorway into the kitchen, but she appears to be talking to the caterer. There’s no sign of Vic, or either Jamie or the woman he came with, which is a relief. They must have left for the night.

I eventually end up back in the solarium, a room that is now empty except for one person, whom I realize too late is Jamie. He’s staring out at the darkness through the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, and his expression is close to grim. For a second, my heart forgets to beat.

“I thought you’d gone,” I say.

He turns and looks at me, his face blank.

“Nope, still here,” he says, coolly. “Tori grabbed me at the last minute to discuss birthday gift ideas for my uncle.”

“What about your date?” I can’t believe I’m asking him that, but part of me just wants to know that things are okay for him.

“If you could call her that,” he says dismissively. “She’s long gone by now.”

I wonder if she bolted because he was ignoring her, something that seemed out of character for someone as considerate as Jamie.

“And speaking of going, I need to head out as well,” he adds. “Are you staying here at the house?”

“No, I’m at the Salisbury Inn.” I take a deep breath, summoning my nerve. “Jamie, I’m sorry about tonight. I hope my being here didn’t upset you. When Ava first invited me, she said you’d be out of town and—”

“Don’t worry about it, Kiki. We were bound to run into each other at some point.”

And yet he’d told Sam he didn’t want me here tonight, and that I should have been aware of that fact.

“Do—do you think you’ll ever be able to forgive me?”

He shrugs. “Of course. People fall out of love. I don’t hold that against you.”

“You mean that?”

“I’m sure you could see it hurt like hell when you broke the news, but I’m over the worst of it. Life goes on.” He tugs his mouth to the side in the smallest of half smiles. “I even got a rebound haircut.”

It’s clear he’s not going to confess how he really feels about me, and I’m hardly going to admit what I overheard.

“It’s a nice haircut,” I say feebly. “It suits you.”

“Good. . . . I’ve already said goodbye to Ava and Vic, so I think I’ll slip out the door here. My car’s out behind the barn.”

“Good night then.”

“Good night, Kiki. Take care.”

He starts to turn, then hesitates, as if he has more to say, but a second later he’s crossing the flagstone floor, pushing open a glass door, and stepping into the darkness. I picture him driving through the night and returning to an empty house, without Cody there to greet him. During our last phone call, he’d mentioned that he’d recently changed to a different rental, making me wonder if he felt uncomfortable living in a place we’d shared.

Suddenly I’m almost swamped by a wave of remorse. Not over the split—which I know was the right thing to do—but for coming tonight, too selfish to turn down the invitation. I should have waited until the fall to meet Daphne, when she was back working in her New York office. I’m sure Ava could have orchestrated a meeting for us there.

When I return to the front of the house, I’m relieved to see I’m not the very last to leave. Vic’s agent and his wife are still here. But then I remember Ava telling me on the phone that Dan would be staying at the house this weekend.

“Oh goodness,” I say to Ava. “I’ve somehow overstayed my welcome.”

“You haven’t at all,” she insists. “A few of us are going to have a nightcap and do a postmortem on the party. Would you like to join us?”

“That’s so nice of you, but I should head back to the inn. Thank you for a wonderful party, Ava. Can you wish Vic good night for me?”

“Of course. And if you’re up for it, stop by for coffee tomorrow on your way back to New York.”

As I’m telling her I’d love that, Tori appears behind me and touches my arm. “Kiki, any chance you can give me a lift?” she asks. “Liam went home a while ago, and I figured I could bum a ride from you to Salisbury.”

“Sure,” I say, happy to oblige. Tori and Liam live only a short drive from the inn.

After I wish the two houseguests good night, Ava walks Tori and me into the foyer. A departing guest has left the door ajar, and a light breeze enters the space, rustling the edges of the curtain on the hall window. The insect chorus has quieted just a little from earlier.

“What great music to fall asleep to on a summer night,” I say.

“It is,” Ava concurs. “It’s part of why I love August here so much.”

And then comes something different: a sharp popping sound—from somewhere to the right, and not that far away.

I could swear it’s the crack of gunfire.
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I FREEZE. IT CAN’T BE A GUN. IT MUST HAVE BEEN A CAR BACKFIRING, the sound carrying from the road at the end of the long driveway.

“Hmm,” Ava murmurs, looking perplexed. “Someone might be setting off fireworks.”

Dan’s wife, a pretty redhead, emerges from the parlor. “Was that anything to be alarmed about?” she asks.

“I was just saying that it could be fireworks,” Ava tells her. “Kids setting—”

And then another sound pierces the night. A car alarm, or no, a car horn, coming from the road as well, it seems, and not letting up. It’s the kind of response you get from hotheaded New Yorkers stuck in traffic—except we’re not in New York. Tori raises her arms and presses her hands to her ears.

“Well, that’s not fireworks,” Dan’s wife says.

Ava turns and faces the rear of the house. “Vic?” she calls out down the hall, doing her best to be heard above the noise.

“Dan thought he might be upstairs in his office,” Dan’s wife says. “He went to look for him.”

Ava walks to the base of the stairwell and calls out again, this time directing her voice up the steps. There’s no response. The horn sound keeps on, relentless, and I’m tempted to cover my own ears.

“Vic,” Ava calls once again. She flips over her hands in dismay and then glances at the rest of us. “Goodness, where is he?”

Suddenly Vic appears at the far end of the downstairs hallway and hurries toward us.

“Sorry, I was making sure the caterers had turned everything off. Who in god’s name is blowing their horn like that?”

“We have no idea,” Ava says. “There was some kind of bang, like a firecracker, and then this.”

Vic approaches the open doorway and ventures out onto the stoop, cocking his head to one side and then the other. “Someone must be having car trouble out on the road—or else they’re signaling for help. I should probably see what’s going on.”

“Darling, why don’t we call 911?” Ava suggests, a trace of nervousness in her voice.

“It’ll take forever to get them here. And it’s just a car horn.”

He steps back inside, swings open the small closet in the foyer, and grabs a flashlight from a wicker basket on the top shelf. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful,” he tells Ava.

At the same moment, Dan comes scurrying down the stairs. “Oh, there you are, Vic,” he calls. “I went up to your office to look for you.”

“I came down the back stairs and then stopped in the kitchen. But I’m headed out now to see what in hell is going on.”

“Why don’t I go with you?” Dan says, pushing his horn-rimmed glasses on top of his head.

As the rest of us hang back, Vic and Dan exit the house. They hesitate briefly in the front yard, exchange a few words that we can’t hear, and then take off to the right.

“Why aren’t they going toward the road?” I ask no one in particular. Tori, I notice, still has her hands pressed tightly to her ears.

Ava shakes her head, clearly as clueless as I am. She takes a few steps out onto the stoop, and I follow behind her. She cocks her head just as Vic did. “I think because the noise is actually coming from behind the barn,” she says after a minute. “That’s where most people parked tonight.”

“Jamie,” I say at the same moment his name bursts into my head. “His car was out there.”

“But he’s been gone for a while now,” Ava says.

“No, I just spoke to him in the solarium,” I say. “Then he left through that door.”

My heart has started to skitter. If Jamie’s having car trouble, why wouldn’t he come back in the house instead of blowing his horn so obnoxiously? And what was the first sound we’d heard?

Without even thinking, I hurry down the steps and set out in the same direction Vic and Dan went.

“Kiki, wait,” Ava calls.

“I just want to make sure Jamie’s okay,” I call back to her.

The sound of the horn is even worse out here, of course, a deafening blare that could make you lose your mind. There’s enough illumination from the house that I spot the two men at the very end of the yard, the beam of the flashlight bouncing in front of them. With Vic a few steps ahead of Dan, they approach the weathered barn. As I trail behind, the three-inch heels of my slingbacks keep sinking into the dirt, but I don’t dare go barefoot out here.

It’s obvious now that the noise is coming from the field. I watch as Vic and Dan reach the barn, hurry along the side of it, and round the far corner. Before I can catch up with them, though, the blare stops as quickly as it started, leaving behind the faint chorus of insect mating calls. A second later, a howl cuts through the night. It’s coming from one of the men, Vic maybe—as if he’s crying out in anguish.

Fear fizzes through my body. I start to run, feeling the manicured lawn give way to bristly field grass. As soon as I round the far corner of the barn myself, I stop in my tracks.

There’s a single car parked in the field, about ten yards away from me, and though there’s a security light shining from the top of the barn, it’s too dark for me to tell the make of the car, to know if it’s Jamie’s. What I can see is that the door on the driver’s side is open, and Vic is leaning into
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