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PROLOGUE

Lillie

Six months ago, if you had asked me what I thought I’d be doing today, the answer would not have been transporting a drugged skunk to the house where my soon-to-be ex-husband lived with his much-younger fiancée.

Yet here I was.

And today, for the first time in a long time, I felt happy as I bounced down the dirt road in my father’s pickup truck, my cute little cargo snug and snoring in the back atop a pile of blankets, sleeping the sleep of Benadryl.

If you live in the wilds of Cape Cod, as I do, you know about skunks. They’re everywhere—on the beaches, on the pond shores, in the woods, especially at dusk, or waddling past the house in the middle of the night, heavy with funk. When we were little, my older sister, Hannah, and I would lie still in our room and catch a whiff of that smell and instantly start giggling into our pillows, trying not to laugh and startle it. Back before Hannah left, that is. From time to time, my dad, who had also grown up here, would have to trap one if it made its home under our shed, before it had babies. We always used the catch-and-release traps. And since I was his shadow, I learned to do the same.

This morning, my mission clear, I walked from my house, which is tucked into a hill overlooking Herring Pond, one of the chain of glacier-formed kettle ponds on the ocean side of Wellfleet. I went down the steep, winding path of stone stairs we’d put in fifteen years ago, down the little path past the dock we’d rebuilt when we first moved in, and over to the sandy shore, accessible only to those who knew where to find it.

There was the trap, and there was my sweet little skunk, sound asleep, its little sides rising and falling, a slight snore escaping its pointy little snout. Adorable. Flower, I’d call her. I felt a little guilty for what I was about to subject it to. It wouldn’t get hurt. Brad was so not the type to do anything other than jump on a chair and scream. I couldn’t see Melissa bashing in a skunk’s head and possibly getting her perfect clothes messy.

The daughter … she might like the chaos. She was practically a teenager, after all. And my sources told me she also hated Brad, and possibly Melissa.

Today, Bradley Thayer Fairchild, my husband of nineteen and a half years, was at my sister’s office, making wedding plans with his child bride, sixteen years younger than he is. My sister, Hannah, is a wedding planner. The bride, or that slut, as I call her, was closer in age to our son than to Brad. Harassment was warranted.

The court views divorce as the dissolution of a business arrangement. It is a bloodless legal process that refuses to consider fairness, or hurt, or responsibility. It ignores the blazing trash fire of your life, in other words, and doesn’t want to hear about what’s fair or just.

Enter the skunk.

Brad and Melissa deserved some chaos after ripping up my life, my son’s life, our family and our future. I pictured them coming home to their perfect, vast, expensive house and discovering this cute little critter in their all-white home. The screams!

Flower would stamp her tiny front feet, then turn, twitch her tail upward, and spray, which, in this fantasy, would go directly onto one of their perfect white sofas, into the beautiful Persian carpets. Every rainy day, the smell would haunt them, no matter how hard they cleaned, or rather, how much they paid someone to clean. Even Melissa’s $500 Jo Malone luxury candles wouldn’t cover skunk, and with every whiff, they’d think of yours truly. Because who else would do something like this? They could call the cops, but I had babysat half the force and gone to school with the other half. Plus, I was leaving no clues.

It felt good to smile.

I wasn’t always a half-crazy harpy bent on revenge. A few months ago, I was just probably the nicest, most normal person you could find. A certified nurse-midwife, delivering babies, soothing worried moms-to-be, taking blood pressure and teaching childbirth classes. I was the adoring mother of a wonderful young man, the loving wife to Bradley T. Fairchild, PhD, and the devoted daughter-in-law to his parents.

Now, our son had just left for his freshman year of college (in Montana, the wretch), and Brad had dumped me for a thirty-year-old widow who loved money, herself and middle-aged men, and I was transporting a skunk to their six-thousand-square-foot architectural monstrosity on the other side of Wellfleet.

You’d have thought that at least they wouldn’t settle in my hometown. You would have been wrong.

Melissa. The name was a hissed curse in my mouth.

My sister had informed me that today was the first and lengthiest wedding consultation. Hannah, who owes me several decades of sisterly favors, is the most sought-after wedding planner on the Cape and islands. She was also my spy.

How would I get in the house with my furry black-and-white friend, you ask? Melissa’s house—Stella Maris, because of course it had a name—had both a hidden key and a code that might not have been changed since I showed Melissa the house last January. My in-laws were the Fairchilds of Fairchild Properties, and they’d been in Bali last winter. Vanessa had called—could I be an angel and show a house for them? Of course I could! Anything to help Vanessa, my beloved mother-in-law, more like a mom than my own mother. Seven months later, the new owner of that house would be marrying my husband. They’d gotten engaged three weeks after Brad moved out, which was also the day our son had left for the University of Montana.

You can’t make this stuff up, right?

When Brad and I had gotten married twenty years ago, I was just about to graduate from Emmanuel College, and he was finishing his PhD at Boston University. We met on Boston Common when he ran past, sweaty, blond and gorgeous, and told me my ice cream cone looked amazing. (It was.) Eight months later, I found out I was pregnant—miraculous, given my medical history—and Brad and I were married in a hasty but tasteful wedding at the Hampshire House, tab picked up by my in-laws, who were utterly delighted that I was expecting.

This wedding—of my forty-six-year-old husband and his barely-thirty-year-old bride—was another animal. The kind my sister specialized in—archways made of orchids, bands flown in from Austin, dinners that cost $500 a plate, wine shipped in from vineyards and, if rumor was true, Bruno Mars dropping in for a quick solo.

Let’s say it stung. Let’s say it ripped my broken heart out of my chest and ground it on the sharpest shells and let the seagulls pick at it. Maybe I should’ve caught two skunks. Or a wolf. A great white shark. Then again, there was Melissa’s kid to consider. Wouldn’t want her to be eaten. I’m not a monster.

Obviously, though, I stalked Melissa on social media. She was filthy rich and loved showing the world how the one percent lived. There was nothing she enjoyed more than photo shoots starring herself, occasionally her kid, but also the apartment she had lived in with Husband #1 in New York City. The vacations they’d taken—Thailand, London, Madrid, Kenya. Over the past six months, her feed had been filled with shots of the mansion on the water here on the Cape. Melissa just adored furnishing with the work of local artists. She posted a walk-through tour, like she was Oprah. The BMW she’d just bought herself, played down in a humblebrag. Felt so strange, buying a $90K car, but want the highest safety rating for my Ophelia! Tried to make up for the guilt by giving money to the local food pantry. #RandomActsOfKindness #BMW #Tweens #CapeCod #SmallTownLife #SafestCar #Donate #EndHunger

And now, she was thrilled to be working with Hannah Chapman Events to design her dream wedding! Would we like to see her vision board? Well, here it was!

So.

Divorce is especially painful when you didn’t know your marriage was floundering. Splitting up is one thing, right? You grow apart, you’re perpetually dissatisfied with each other, you agree that you’d both be happier unmarried. Happened all the time.

That was not the case with Brad and me. A couple of days before Brad told me he’d found love elsewhere, we’d had sex. Really good sex—the kind you could have when your only child was out of the house. Five days later, I was informed that he needed to infuse joy into his life, which meant dumping me.

During the four months since I found out Brad was leaving me for someone else, I swear I’d been running a fever. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since May 12, which wasn’t helping my “woman on the verge” feeling.

But right now, I didn’t care. I was just so dang proud of catching a skunk.

I turned off Route 6 and took a right to go into Wellfleet proper. On Main Street, I slowed down, waving to Bertie, who owned the general store, and Sarah, who owned the package store. At the Congregational church, I saw Reverend White, who lifted his hand at me as he crossed the street. I flipped him off and he nodded kindly. The good reverend, who had baptized me, was performing Bralissa’s wedding. Word had it she’d just donated ten grand to fix the church’s bell tower.

Beth, who had been my friend since kindergarten, was catering the wedding. She and her siblings owned the Wellfleet Ice House, the best restaurant in town, possibly on all of the Cape. She told me she’d do her best to spit in Brad’s food. Again … a spy for me. And we Cape Codders accepted the dynamic—outsiders pumping money into the local economy was just how it was.

I drove slowly, fearful of jostling Flower. Past the shops and restaurants, which would all profit off of Melissa’s money, no doubt; past the beautiful memorial garden where she’d probably already donated money; past Preservation Hall, the fish market, the library. There was the tiny bookstore, Open Book, possibly the only business in town that wouldn’t benefit from Melissa’s money, since I’d bet my right thumb Melissa was not a reader.

The roads became curvy and confusing, but I knew my way. Of course I did. I knew every street, dirt road and path from here to Provincetown. I had ridden my bike on every road in Wellfleet, from Route 6 to the secret dirt roads on Lieutenant Island. When Dylan was a baby, I’d take him for car rides late at night when he couldn’t settle down. So of course I knew about the little road to nowhere that was adjacent to Melissa’s house. Their alarm system didn’t have cameras (yet, though this might change their minds on that issue). It was just the type that notified the police that someone was trying to get in. Someone who didn’t know the alarm code, that was.

The truck bounced over a bump, and I glanced in the rearview to see that my skunk was still covered. She was.

I thought back again to that call last January, the coldest, quietest, grayest time of year on Cape Cod. Vanessa, my then-beloved mother-in-law, had said, “Darling, I hate to ask since it’s such short notice, but we’re obviously in Bali, and Norma”—their Realtor in the Cape office of Fairchild Properties—“is having her knee replaced. Would you mind showing a house or two? We have a new client who seems promising.”

“I’d be happy to,” I said. Not for the first time, I wondered why they never asked Brad. Both of us had flexible hours—Brad was a therapist in solo practice—but only I got the tap. Probably because I was better with people. It was fine. I didn’t mind. “How’s Bali?”

“Oh, darling, it’s paradise! I wish you and Brad had come with us!”

“Well, another time, maybe,” I said. “Once Dylan’s in college, we’ll have more time.” A lump had risen in my throat at the idea that my son would be leaving.

“Of course. Well, next year, we’ll have to go somewhere special. Our treat! Hopefully, it’ll help with the … well, the loneliness. I know what it’s like to have only one child, after all. It’s awful when they first leave. But you do get used to it, and if you’re lucky, he marries a wonderful girl and you become closer than ever.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said, because she loved when I called her that (and because I got to secretly stick it to my own mother, who had the same maternal instincts as a lizard that eats her own eggs). “It’s so nice of you, and we would love it,” I said, smiling. Many times in the past, we’d gone on vacation with my in-laws, with our son, to places we would never have been able to afford on our own.

I had obediently called the client. “Hi, I’m Liliana Silva with Fairchild Properties. I understand you’re looking for a place up here?”

“Oh, yes! Thank you so much for calling me back.” She had a nice, low-pitched voice, and though her area code was 212, she didn’t have a New York accent.

“Are you familiar with the area?” I asked.

“A little bit,” she said. “We rented a house up there last summer in Truro, but Wellfleet seems a little more … civilized.”

I laughed. “It’s true.” Wellfleet had a bustling Main Street, a wonderful old movie theater, restaurants that were open year-round. Truro was wilder and had less to offer tourists.

“It seems like a good place to raise a child,” Melissa said.

“It is,” I said. “Our school system is fantastic. How old is your child?”

“She’s twelve,” Melissa said.

“Such a fun age. My son is eighteen. I’d be happy to show you around. Have you looked online at any particular listings?”

“A little bit. I haven’t seen anything perfect just yet.”

“Tell me what you’re looking for.”

There was a silence. “Something … open. Lots of light. Maybe a water view?”

That would cost millions. No wonder my in-laws wanted someone to talk to her. “And your price range …?”

“Well … to be honest, if it’s the right house, I don’t have one. I’ve been blessed with financial security.”

That must be nice, I thought. “We have some lovely properties. Describe your dream house, and let me see what we can do.”

I could hear the smile in her voice as she answered. “Oh, gosh. Well, big enough, because I like to entertain. Lots of windows, somewhere quiet and safe. It’s time to get out of the city. We need a change, and a small town just sounds so lovely right now.”

“And your partner?” I asked. “Any preferences on their part?”

“Sadly, I’m a widow,” she said.

“Oh, no. I’m so sorry.” Raising a twelve-year-old alone … gosh.

“Thank you,” she said. “That’s very kind.” There was a pause. “Another reason for a change.”

“You won’t regret it,” I said. “I’m a fifth-generation Cape Codder, and I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. What’s your daughter’s name?”

“Ophelia.”

I winced. Who names their kid after the doomed innocent who commits suicide in Hamlet? Rich people, that’s who. “Such a pretty name.”

“Thank you!” There was genuine warmth in her voice. “What’s your son’s name?”

“Dylan,” I said, as ever feeling a rush of pride and love (and panic, because he was a senior in high school and life as I knew it was ending).

“And he’s been happy on the Cape? With school and, um … opportunities?”

I understood the code. Are you hicks? Because I’m from New York. “Very happy. The kids from Nauset High get into the full range of schools, from Harvard and Stanford to the Air Force Academy.” It was true. Our school system rocked.

“Wonderful! I plan to come up this weekend. Would that be okay?”

“That would be perfect.” Wanda, my boss and friend, would be on call at the hospital. “It’s pretty quiet up here, and there’s nothing like the winter beach. It’s so pure and majestic. Can I take you to lunch first?”

“Thank you, Liliana!” she said. “That’s so kind of you!”

“Call me Lillie,” I told her. “And it’s my pleasure.”

Thus began my doom.

She came up, without her child, who was with a friend that weekend, and we met at the Ice House, Beth’s restaurant, which was one of the few places open year-round. Melissa Finch was very pretty, much younger than I had expected. “I can’t believe you have a twelve-year-old!” I exclaimed. “You don’t look a day past twenty-five!”

She smiled. “Actually, Ophelia isn’t my biological daughter. She came from a troubled background, and Dennis—my late husband—well, we just couldn’t say no.”

“How lucky for you and her both.”

Melissa had been born in the Midwest, went to school in Connecticut and landed in New York City. “I was planning on going to medical school,” she said, “but Ophelia came into our lives and I needed to devote all my time to her.” The answer sounded as if she’d given it a hundred times.

“There’s nothing like being a stay-at-home mother,” I said, though I’d worked part-time all through Dylan’s childhood. But Brad had juggled his schedule, and it was only on the rare occasion that we’d ever needed someone other than ourselves to take care of him.

“But now you work in real estate?” she asked.

“Actually, I’m a certified nurse-midwife,” I said. “My in-laws are the Fairchilds in Fairchild Properties.”

“Does your husband work in the business?”

“No, he’s a therapist. But sometimes I show houses or stage them. Family, you know.”

“Of course. Now that Ophelia is a little older, I’m thinking about doing something myself.” She sipped her seltzer water. “I’ve even considered becoming a therapist, but I’m also looking into becoming a yoga teacher. Kind of the same thing, right?”

“Mm.” I admit that I had to smother a snort. I mean, sure, everyone loved yoga. I took yoga classes with Beth. My mother’s wife and Hannah did yoga together twice a week. My father, a crusty scallop fisherman, had to do yoga when he hurt his back last year. The Cape was glutted with yoga studios and yoga on the beach and yoga at dawn and yoga at sunset. Sure, it was wonderful. That being said, if I’d told Brad he and yoga teachers were kind of the same thing, he’d be furious and insulted. He took that PhD of his very seriously.

“Brad has a doctorate in psychology,” I said. “I’m sure he’d love to talk to you.” Insert the sound of my heavy sigh in hindsight.

But in that moment, I thought she was lovely. Her beauty was breathtaking—she wasn’t just pretty, she was perfect, and it all looked natural. Her hair was long and blond, and her eyes were a pale, pure green. Beautiful, subtle makeup of the kind I could never pull off with my chubby cheeks (and lack of patience). Expensive, tasteful jewelry, a cashmere dress in ivory with a funky belt and high leather boots. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been this close to a person who was so beautiful, so … smooth. Her voice, her manners, the way she talked and listened … she was the epitome of grace and class, old money and education, and I wanted her to like me.

We talked about the pros and cons of having an only child, the beauty of the Cape light, the natural glory of the sea and shore. Then I paid the check on the Fairchild credit card with a 30 percent tip for Jake, Beth’s nephew, who’d waited on us.

I showed her two pretty good houses first, as was the Fairchild strategy … two almost-great places, then the big kablammy. We started with a lovely place on Lieutenant Island, which was stunning, but subject to accessibility … the bridge was underwater twice a day.

“Some folks don’t mind,” I said. “The views are incredible, but you would need a vehicle that can handle the tides. Sometimes, it’s too high even for a truck, so maybe with an adolescent, it’s not the best choice.”

She agreed. The next one was an architectural tree house of sorts, one of a kind, weird and beautiful, listed at $2.3 million. But it “only” had three bedrooms, a too-small kitchen and just a glimpse of the bay.

Ah, rich people. That being said, the sunsets on the bay were incredible, and if she could afford it, why not? It was nice to picture her daughter running around at low tide, throwing a stick to a dog, maybe.

The final house was a modern monstrosity of glass and cedar on Griffins Island Road with an unfettered view of Cape Cod Bay and the sky. The driveway was marked by two stone pillars and an engraved granite slab that proclaimed the house’s name: Stella Maris, star of the sea.

As we pulled into the crushed-shell driveway, the sun was setting, and God had graced us with a gorgeous winter sunset of violent red, pink and purple. As soon as I saw Melissa’s face, I knew it was the place for her. Sure, it was over the top, and to me, a bit grotesque. I preferred cozy to … vast.

Stella Maris had a two-story, vaulted living room with a massive stone fireplace. A library had French doors to a private deck and custom-made shelves with a ladder and under-shelf lighting. There was a huge chef’s kitchen with dozens of drawers and cupboards, three sinks, a six-burner Wolf stove, wine fridge, vodka freezer, marble island with six stools and butler’s pantry with two more sinks and another dishwasher. There were five bedrooms, each with their own full bathroom and private deck, each with views of the water and surrounding pine wilderness. The dining room would seat twenty easily, with another smaller screened-in dining room for nice weather. The basement sported a home theater and bar with an area for games.

The lawn was landscaped with pine trees and hydrangeas, a rose bower and half a dozen mature, flowering trees that would, I told Melissa, be stunning in just a few more months. There was an infinity pool in dark granite, a hot tub, a cabana, an outdoor shower and a subtly placed building covered in ivy that housed the sauna, a meditation room and a changing room. Just outside that was an exterior plunge pool of icy salt water. The vast lawn stretched right down to four stairs that led straight into the bay.

“At high tide, you can take a kayak or sailboat right off here,” I said. “At low tide, you and Ophelia can go dig your own clams.”

Melissa Spencer Finch paid a hundred thousand dollars above the hefty asking price, “just in case someone else falls in love with it.” She paid in full, in cash. Within three weeks, she and Ophelia had moved—I saw the trucks as they passed Wellfleet OB/GYN. Since my in-laws were still abroad, I called Melissa for the official welcome, recommended some local vendors for handyman work, decorating and housekeeping, and invited her to dinner with Brad and me at the Mews, one of Provincetown’s best restaurants.

The evening of that dinner, I felt proud of Brad and me as a couple. Me, the local, an earthy midwife who loved to garden and knew everyone, proud daughter of a Portuguese fisherman; Brad, the more erudite, preppy PhD from Beacon Hill. He studied the wine list as if it were a lost gospel and ordered a bottle of ridiculously expensive wine (since his parents’ company would be paying) and listened to Melissa and me chat.

Was there a local florist open year-round? According to her, a house without fresh flowers wasn’t a home, something I agreed with (though the flowers in my house were from my own garden). Did I know of any French tutors, since she wanted Ophelia to continue her lessons and become fluent? My mother’s wife was from France, and I’d put them in touch. Did I know any wine vendors to help her stock her wine cellar? I did—Beth was a second-level sommelier. Were there any parenting groups, because she didn’t know a soul other than Brad and me? I told her I’d call some people I knew who had kids Ophelia’s age.

“You’re so wonderful, Lillie,” she said, her green eyes so pretty and clear. “It was my lucky day when I met you. I just know we’ll be friends.”

In the space of a few weeks, she and Brad were sleeping together, he decided he no longer loved me and that it was imperative for him to discover joy.

I think you can see why I kidnapped the skunk.




CHAPTER 1

Lillie

Let’s spin back a few months.

Brad had never had great timing. Some examples … He booked a weekend for us to New Orleans for September 1. A massive hurricane hit two days before. A decade later, he planned a vacation to Puerto Rico for the last week of October, and New England had a nor’easter that crushed the power grid and grounded all planes for a week the day we were supposed to take off.

When he was twenty, his grandfather died and left him a drafty, never-renovated, single-family brownstone in Greenpoint, Brooklyn, a part of New York that no one had really heard of before. Brad, not telling his parents, wanting to be his own man, sold it immediately for $350,000. (The house is worth upwards of $4 million today … I check Zillow from time to time.) He invested the real estate sale money in the dot-com bubble four months before it burst and lost every penny he’d earned on the sale.

Brad would leave for the airport early enough, but he’d pick the wrong bridge to cross—if he chose the Sagamore, there’d be an accident. If he picked the Bourne, there’d be construction. If he went to the bathroom during one of Dylan’s games, our son would sack the quarterback or make a leaping interception and run the ball in for a touchdown.

He proposed to me as I was vomiting up lunch the day I learned I was pregnant. Literally, as I was on my knees in front of the toilet, gacking, he sat on the edge of the tub and said, “Will you marry me, Lillie?” I had to puke twice more before I could answer.

And then, the night before our son graduated from high school, he told me he was leaving me, mere seconds after I told him I had booked us a trip to Europe come October.

I should’ve known something was up. Brad never arranged our date nights, but that night he had announced he was taking me out to dinner. To Pepe’s in Provincetown, even, one of my favorites, especially because of their incredible coconut cake.

“Wow!” I said. Pepe’s was usually reserved for special occasions, like birthdays or anniversaries. “What a nice surprise!”

And, you know, how lovely. Maybe Brad was doing this to celebrate our eighteen years, four months, two weeks and three days of parenthood. Dylan Gustavo Fairchild, named for a poet and my grandpa, was our near-perfect son, a wonderful human and the sun, moon and stars to us. Maybe Brad was feeling sentimental, too. Maybe he wanted to talk about our boy and thank me, something he had done at every one of Dylan’s birthdays over the years, which never failed to make me tear up.

Maybe he sensed that I was a little terrified of what life would be like without our boy living with us.

How thoughtful. And talk about perfect timing! I’d originally been waiting till after graduation to tell my husband about the big surprise. As a reward for raising a child into adulthood and sending him off to college—and to have something exciting and different to look forward to—I’d booked us a trip. In April, sensing Brad was getting a case of the blues (as I was), I’d decided we should take a vacation, just the two of us, something we hadn’t done since our honeymoon, aside from the very occasional weekend away. I spent hours and hours on travel sites, looking for the best hotels, restaurants, cheap flights, special offers, upgrade possibilities.

Venice for three days, a train ride into the Swiss mountains, where we’d stay at a beautiful hotel on a lake, then five days in Paris, where Brad had always wanted to go. A trip to begin this new chapter of our lives and take the sting of our son’s absence away.

Dylan would be out with his friends tonight, so he wouldn’t miss us. He was the very best of kids—a football player who viewed his body as a temple and all that. Drinking and drugs could seriously screw up his place at the University of Montana. Also, the dangers of drinking, drugs, unprotected sex (and saturated fats) had been drilled into him since his conception. His mommy was a healthcare professional, after all.

When I got home from work that night, I shaved my legs and washed my hair, conditioned it so I wouldn’t break the hairbrush—I took after my Portuguese ancestors with thick, coarse black hair. Last year, I’d found a few white strands, too, but hey. Well-earned, right? After I dried off and put on some lipstick and mascara, I decided I was gorgeous and Brad was a lucky man. Then again, he was damn good looking, too, just a little gray in his blond hair, a neatly trimmed beard, his aqua-blue eyes framed by glasses. He had movie star eyes, Beth liked to tell me. Almost too blue to be real.

I put on a cute summer dress and pulled my long hair into a side ponytail. Earrings, perfume, strappy sandals. Texted my patient Ciara, who was at thirty-eight weeks and felt like the baby had dropped. How are you feeling, goddess? Anything changed?


No, but she just punched me pretty good in the side, and I saw her knuckles, Lillie! So amazing!



You’re growing a human, I texted back. YOU are amazing. Have a great night, and call me with any changes.

Being a midwife was like being someone’s best friend for an entire year, from the first obstetrical visit—sometimes before, if they come to you for fertility or other issues—to the three-month follow-up. The thrill, the responsibility, the honor of guiding the mama through her pregnancy, birth and postnatal care, not to mention any other female issues she might have in her lifetime … it was like nothing else. Ciara was a primipara—this was her first pregnancy—and she was in awe of the whole process, as she should be.

Smiling, I went into the front hall, where my husband was waiting. “You look gorgeous,” I said, kissing him on the cheek.

“Thanks,” he said, looking up from his phone. “Take a sweater in case it gets chilly.”

“Good idea.” He was right … spring nights could be wicked cold on the Cape, and P-town, the narrowest part of our little peninsula, always had a breeze off the water. I grabbed a blue sweater from my bureau.

As we closed the front door behind us, I stopped to check the swallows that had made a home against the beam and ceiling of our porch. They’d been delightfully noisy the past few days, especially when Mama Bird came to feed them.

“Hello, babies,” I said, peeking at their little bald heads. From the nearby lilac, the mama bird chirped, reassuring them that I was good people.

“Let’s go, Lillie,” Brad said, waiting at the top of the stairs that led to our driveway. He didn’t love the birds the way I did, and he often startled when coming in, since Mama Swallow was territorial. Me, on the other hand … I was a bird lover. I’d grown up in this very house, on this land, and I could identify every bird that graced us by their call and markings. Swallows were favorites of mine, swooping on the water, tails spread in their graceful arc. Plus, they were lucky. They represented a happy home … and, if you were feeling morbid, the soul of someone who died. My vovô, I liked to think, because I had adored my grandfather, and he was the one who’d built this house back in the fifties.

“Bye, babies. Sleep tight,” I said, then followed my husband down the walk.

In the car, I texted Dylan that we were going to Pepe’s for dinner and I hoped he was having fun. Ended it with a heart emoji, because I couldn’t help myself.

“He says to have fun and bring him a slice of coconut cake,” I said after the phone buzzed with a response. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to do those little things for my son. “It’s going to be so weird without him.”

“Yeah,” said Brad. “But it’s also a new start for all of us.”

“It is,” I said, but the familiar lump rose in my throat. My little boy, now six foot three. High school had flown past in a blur of driving to and from Nauset High School, parent-teacher conferences, projects and proofreading his papers. I’d spent thousands of hours sitting on the bleachers, watching him at first stand on the sidelines, then become a starter on the football team. He grew seven inches in three years. He had a girlfriend and was on the honor roll most semesters. He was, and always had been, a wonderful son, good-natured and hardworking and funny, and my heart had been aching since September, when the clock began ticking.

Brad was quiet, too. I reached over and patted his leg, and he glanced at me with a quick smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Yes. He was feeling it, too.

Five more weeks before Dylan left for football camp. Five weeks left of the life I’d known these past two decades, happier than I could have imagined. Dylan’s birth when I was barely twenty-three, easy and routine and miraculous. Buying our house on Herring Pond from my dad, ensuring that it stayed in the family, and working for years on its renovation. Getting my certified nurse-midwife degree online (from Georgetown!). I worked part-time until Dylan was sixteen and no longer needed me to drive him around, which I missed more than I’d expected.

Every single day from his birth onward had been based around taking care of him, whether it was walking the floor the first three months of his life, or making him a steak after school during his growth spurt. Talking with him in the car when he still sat in the back seat, hearing things that he wouldn’t admit at the dinner table … a girl he liked, a bad dream he’d had. Teaching him to drive … the time when he’d finally mastered parallel parking the night before his test, and had leaped out of the car to hug me—one of the last spontaneous hugs I’d had from him. Oh, he hugged me every day. Just … you know. In an obligatory way.

In five weeks, I wouldn’t even see him every day. I might not talk to him every day. If he was sick, I couldn’t help. If he broke his leg, I wouldn’t be there.

But that’s what you want as a parent. For your kids to grow into independent, self-sufficient adults. If you do your parenting job right, you’re guaranteed heartbreak when the fledgling flies off and leaves you behind. I sent a thought of sympathy to the mama swallow.

I reminded myself that I was also a wife, a daughter, a friend, a sister. A midwife. A woman about to go to Europe for the first time ever. It would be good to reconnect with Brad, too, because this past year had been so focused on our boy. The last trip we’d taken had been three years ago, when we drove cross-country. Seeing Yellowstone was the reason Dylan was going to school in Montana.

Maybe we could swing a special vacation every year or so, just Brad and me. And sure, Dylan could come if he was on break. We could rent out our house for the month of July and that would pay for the trip. Many adventures still waited for us, I told myself firmly. The best years were still ahead. Traveling, our son in this final phase of childhood, then becoming a man, and hopefully a husband and father. Many adventures, for sure.

We turned off Route 6 and headed down 6A, past the Days’ Cottages, each one named after a different flower. When Dylan was little, we’d read every plaque with great enthusiasm—Daisy! Aster! Zinnia! Cosmos! When had that stopped? That constant surge of nostalgia made my throat tighten for the umpteenth time that day.

When Brad turned onto Commercial Street, Provincetown’s main street, I automatically checked out the gardens, which were in full spring glory—lilacs and peonies, clematis and irises. My own garden didn’t get full sun, being in the woods, so these were a visual feast. There was my mother’s house. Beatrice, my stepmother, was out in the garden, a big straw hat on her head adorned with a jaunty red scarf. Even in the dirt, she looked glamorous and European. I lifted my hand, but she didn’t see me, which was fine.

As we came into the center of town to park, pedestrians and bicyclists meandered on the street. Already so busy, and it wasn’t even Memorial Day. We inched along, smelling the good smells of the dozens of restaurants and cafés. A gorgeous night in the prettiest town ever.

It was a point of pride to be the daughter of a Portuguese fisherman, and I always felt so welcomed in this town (except by my mother, that is). I knew the other fishermen by name, knew the harbormaster, knew the longtime bartender at the Governor Bradford, knew just about every scruffy townie leaving the dock. And everyone knew I was Pedro Silva’s daughter. The Portuguese fishing industry was still alive and well—my father had retired a couple of years ago, but we still went to the Blessing of the Fleet and the Portuguese Festival each year. Dad, never one to sit still, went out a few times a week with Ben Hallowell, who’d bought the Goody Chapman from him.

We parked on the wharf, Brad grumbling about the price as usual, got out and weaved our way down the street through the other pedestrians. When was the last time I’d been to P-town just to stroll? Too long ago. I linked my arm through Brad’s, but we had to part ways when the sidewalk narrowed (or stopped altogether).

At Pepe’s, our table was waiting, a snug little booth toward the front of the restaurant. “Can we have a table with a water view?” I asked the server.

“I requested this one,” Brad said. “It’s more private, and it’ll get chilly when the sun goes down.”

“True. This is great. Thanks, honey.”

We looked at the menus and ordered. Brad got a martini, which was new for him … he’d started being interested in “mixology” at some point this winter. I ordered a glass of white wine, acknowledging silently that I’d be the one to drive home. Brad was a lightweight, despite his somewhat pretentious grilling of the waitress over gin types and how many dashes of bitters he wanted. That’s what marriage was about, wasn’t it? Putting up with little irritants for the big picture of security and contentment?

I was dying to tell him about the trip—Venice! The Alps! Paris!—but he seemed intent on memorizing the wine and drinks list.

“Any speaking engagements this summer, hon?” I asked, knowing he loved to talk about his pet project. It worked. He brightened right up.

About two years ago, Brad decided that being a talk therapist wasn’t enough. He decided to write a self-help book about living your best life, which he entitled Living Your Best Life. Not the most original title, and, if I’m being honest, not the most original content, either. Breathe. Live mindfully. Eat healthfully. Take walks. Keep a gratitude journal. Nothing you couldn’t find in the 3.52 billion hits Google brought up when I’d checked the phrase. But he liked it, so he went with it.

When every agent and publisher rejected or ignored it, Brad went the route of self-publishing, sat back and waited for Oprah to call. She did not. He finagled a spot on NECN (one of the producers and I had gone to high school together, and I asked if she could put him in touch with the person who booked guests). The Cape Cod Times had graciously done a feature on his book and him. Alas, sales were almost nonexistent. It wasn’t exactly a surprise—he knew nothing about indie publishing, after all—but I tried to be encouraging. I even bought a few copies from time to time and gave them to my pregnant ladies as gifts. Brad would mention an “uptick in sales,” and I never had the heart to tell him that it was me.

Tonight, the question got his nose out of the wine list. “Thanks for asking,” he said with more enthusiasm than he’d shown all day. “I’m working on a new marketing plan. I think it’ll get some solid national attention, and I’m planning a blogging tour. Maybe even some signings.” He lifted his eyebrows.

“That’s great, hon,” I said, though he’d said this three or four times in the past. This spring, for example, he’d started an Instagram account and taken a lot of pictures of himself on the beach or kayaking or staring over the ocean, hair ruffling, #LivingYourBestLife #BuyTheBook #ChangeYourLife #amreading #amliving #bestlife. No pictures of Dylan or me, but he said he wanted to respect our privacy, and this was only for the book.

I ordered the seafood puttanesca, and Brad went with the pasta. “No steak?” I asked, because he usually ordered red meat when we were out.

“I’m thinking of going vegetarian,” he said. “Better for me. My thoughts are clearer, and I have more energy.”

I smiled. “Says the king of bacon cheeseburgers. Didn’t you eat two the other night?”

He rolled his eyes. “Maybe I did, Lillie. Typical of you to keep score.”

“I just … Never mind.” He’d been prickly lately, probably because of Dylan.

“Dylan got his roommate, did he tell you?” I said, and no, our son had not, so I filled Brad in. The kid was from Maine, had four sisters, seemed perfectly nice and was also a football player. I told him about the classes Dylan was taking—mostly core requirements, but he’d also chosen Fiction in the Twentieth Century, which made me happy, since I loved to read. I told Brad about my newest client, who was expecting twins.

Our food came, and I inhaled the sauce before tasting it. “God, they should make this smell into perfume,” I said. “People would chase me down in the streets just to sniff me.”

No reaction. Not the greatest date night we’d ever had. I wanted him in a better mood before I told him about the big trip. He seemed both a little bored and a little irritated, which in turn irritated me. I was doing 90 percent of the work here, after all. “Tell me more about the marketing plan,” I said.

He considered his words carefully, tilting his head to one side. “It’s so important, living your authentic life,” he said. “Sometimes, it can take years to even find your truth, you know? People are so burdened by society’s expectations and dated norms.”

“Mm,” I said, taking another bite of food. “I get it.” I didn’t, but I liked that he was talking with such animation.

“We all need a continued sense of purpose and passion. Joy, even. How many times this week have you felt joy, Lillie?”

“Oh. Um … I don’t know. I feel joy right now, being here with you, eating this good food.” I smiled.

His face showed his disappointment. I wasn’t sure why, but it was the wrong answer.

When the waitress came to ask if we wanted dessert, Brad said no. “I’ll have the coconut cake,” I said, because speaking of joy … “We’ll split it,” I added, since we always did. One of our marital habits—Brad always pretended he didn’t want dessert, then shared mine. Denial.

“No, no. All for you,” Brad said, and for a second, I could’ve sworn he glanced at my midsection. He himself was lean. I was not.

Brad was nursing a second glass of malbec. That was funny … I’d never seen him order red wine, not even with steak. He said it gave him headaches, but here he was, sniffing it like he was a bloodhound, swirling it, savoring it. Before I said something snarky, I decided this was the moment.

“Honey, I have something to tell you,” I said. I took a breath and tried to get into the romantic mood. The candlelight made Brad look even more handsome. His blond hair, still fairly full, that WASPy, almost delicate bone structure. His amazing cerulean eyes. He looked younger, the gift of candlelight. I hoped I looked equally beautiful. “It’s pretty exciting.”

“Really? I have something to tell you, too,” he said. “Also exciting. But go ahead.”

I paused for dramatic effect. “We’re going to Europe! I booked us a trip!”

Brad’s face didn’t change. He didn’t smile. He barely blinked.

“Oh,” he said. “Uh … when?”

“October seventeenth. Venice, then a train ride up into the Alps for a few days, and then … wait for it … Paris! Surprise!”

Brad didn’t say anything.

“Honey?” I asked.

“Yes. Um … well.”

Not the reaction I was hoping for. Brad loved traveling. “Aren’t you excited?” I asked. “You don’t seem excited.”

He drained his wine. “Actually, Lillie, I … uh … I was thinking it’s time we … divorced.”

“Here’s your coconut cake,” said the waitress, a pretty girl with dark hair. “Two forks, just in case.”

“Thank you!” I said. “Dig in, honey, before I lay waste to this whole thing.”

“This is hard for me,” he said. “It wasn’t an easy decision, but I’m sure.”

“About what?” God. The cake melted in your mouth. Melted.

“Did you hear me? What I just said?”

“Did you hear me? We’re going to Europe!”

He looked away sharply. “No. We’re not. I want a divorce, Lillie. That’s why I took you here. To discuss our future at this natural split in the path.”

I snorted. “Oh, please. We’re not getting divorced.” God, this cake was so good.

“I’m serious. Please listen and don’t infantilize me, Lillie.”

“Brad. Honey. Is this because Dylan’s graduating? It’s normal to feel blue. But we’re happy. Not like everyone else.” There had been a rash of divorces among our crowd lately, and suddenly my skin felt a little too tight. “We’ve been talking about how fun being empty nesters will be.” Hadn’t we? No, we had. Just not recently.

“I’ve met someone.”

“You know, this trip is going to be perfect,” I said. “Change of scenery, new places, new food, different languages all around us. You can practice your French! Our son is going to college in Montana, and we’ve both been melancholy. I’ve looked at so many pictures of Venice, I already feel better.”

Wait … what was that he’d just said? It wasn’t about Europe. I felt a flush starting in my chest, creeping up my neck.

I took a sip of water. Glanced around the restaurant. There was our pretty waitress, listing off the specials at another table. A gorgeous young couple had just walked in, holding hands. Newlyweds, I thought, judging by the way they gazed at each other. Yep. He’d just picked up her hand and kissed the ring finger, where a gold band gleamed. Sweet.

“Lillie?” Brad said.

“We’re going to Europe,” I said again, more loudly this time. “We deserve it.”

“Are you even listening to me?” he said.

“Are you listening to me?” I snapped. “We’re not getting a divorce! Are you crazy?” Heads were starting to turn. I lowered my voice. “Look. I don’t think … You didn’t mean what you said, honey. I know it’s a strange time, and it’s natural to do some soul-searching, but we’re in this together. It’s going to be great! We’ve been talking about all the things we want to do.” I smiled. Yeah. Keep smiling, Lillie. “And we will do them.” That last line came out as a command.

He didn’t look at me. “I haven’t been happy in some time, and … well, as I just said, I’ve met someone.”

There was a buzzing sound in my ears. “No, you haven’t.”

“I have, and we’re in love.”

“Oh, go fuck yourself.” The words were supposed to come off as funny, as pals saying that to each other, knowing they were just goofing around. Instead, it came out as, well … a curse. The newlyweds glanced our way, concerned.

“I’m sorry this hurts you, but we’re in love,” Brad repeated.

“No, you’re not. Nope. You’re not in love. You love me, your wife of twenty years, I might add. Two decades, Brad.”

“Nineteen years. And I want a divorce,” he repeated in his soft therapist voice. “We’ve been growing apart, and this is a natural separating point. But we’ll always be Dylan’s parents.”

“Is this about your stupid book?” I regretted the words immediately.

He refolded his napkin with sharp movements. “No.”

“Brad,” I said. “I’m sorry. The book is wonderful. But … you don’t want a divorce. We have a great life! We have so much to look forward to.” I smiled firmly and took another bite of cake to prove it. See? Coconut cake! Our life is great!

“You haven’t been that great a wife, to be honest,” he said, and my jaw fell open, a chunk of white cake falling out and splotching onto the table.

I covered it with my napkin. “I’m sorry, what?”

“You’re so obsessed with work. And Dylan. And now you’re suddenly obsessed with Venice? There’s no room for me.”

“Are you serious?” My voice was rising. “I’m a great wife! We have a wonderful marriage, Brad!” Everyone was listening, and I didn’t blame them. Yes. Let them listen and weigh in on what a ridiculous idea this is.

He sighed, gently, kindly, the therapist seeing his patient acknowledge a hard truth. Was he acting? It felt like he was acting. “I just haven’t been feeling a lot of joy. And, Lillie, I want joy in my life.”

“I … What does that even mean? We have a healthy, wonderful son, we have a beautiful home, and all of our parents are alive and well. We’re healthy and still pretty young and we’re going to Europe. There’s your joy right there!”

“I just feel dead inside.”

“No, you don’t. This is idiotic.”

“Lillie?” said a voice, and there was Samantha, one of my clients, whose baby I had delivered last fall. “Hi! Sorry to interrupt, but I just had to say hello.”

“Sam!” I said, switching into nurse-midwife mode. “How are you? How’s Luca?”

“Oh, he’s beautiful,” she said, pulling out her phone.

I looked at the pictures of a fat-cheeked, drooling angel. She’d done an amazing job in labor, even though it was her first. No screaming, no drama, just totally in tune with her body and nature, humming through the pain, her husband murmuring gentle words of encouragement. Three pushes, if I recalled (which I always did). “He’s gorgeous. You were such a champ. Everything good otherwise?”

“Yes! We’re trying for another, so hopefully we’ll be seeing you again. You remember Paul?” She gestured to her smiling husband.

“Of course. Hi, Paul,” I said. “Enjoy your evening, and kiss that little sweetheart for me.”

“We will!” Samantha said, and they went to their table.

For a second, I wondered if I had imagined the conversation between Brad and me, like a weird hallucination. I smiled at him just in case.

“See?” he said. “A perfect example. We’re talking about our marriage, and you drop everything to fawn all over them. That’s how unimportant you’ve made me. I’ve been sidelined by your career, and I can’t put up with your constant invalidation.”

“What was I supposed to do, Brad? I pulled a baby out of her vagina! Should I have told her to shut up because my husband is acting like an idiot?” My Portuguese was rising, as my father used to say proudly whenever I got mad.

“You always put me down. You crush my dreams.”

“What dreams have I crushed? Name one!” I snapped. “Brad. On Valentine’s Day, you told me you were the luckiest man in the world because you had me. Remember? You handwrote three paragraphs about how wonderful I am. That was a beautiful card, and you meant every word.” I swallowed. Eyed the cake.

“I was still hoping our marriage could be salvaged,” he said. “But I’m afraid it can’t be. I deserve to be happy.”

I sat back, my head falling against the back of the booth with a clunk. “Brad—”

“I actually prefer Bradley,” he said.

And there it was. Bradley.

He was seeing another woman, oh, yes he was. If Bradley wasn’t a sign, I didn’t know what was.

Memories sliced into my brain like jagged glass. This past winter or spring, Brad had suddenly started working out with a vengeance—he ran occasionally and swam in Herring Pond during the summer, but that was it. Somewhere in March, however, he joined a gym and started asking Dylan about the football team’s workouts and muscle groups and ketoacidosis. I didn’t complain. Brad had always been slim, but seeing a little bulk on his arms, a little hint of a washboard … it was nice. I naively thought maybe he was doing it, at least in part, for me.

Then there were the clothes. Brad had always been preppy—with the last name of Fairchild, part of the Boston Brahmin, growing up on Beacon Hill, would you expect anything less? Always tidy, always neat, always a little boring, style-wise.

But one day he’d come home with bags and bags from some of the shops here in Provincetown, which was the male fashion capital of New England. Suddenly, he was wearing European-cut floral-printed shirts and slim-fit pants, low leather boots and vintage jeans that cost triple what regular jeans did. I’d just about choked when I saw the credit card bill. He’d even bought a little straw hat. But hey. Our son was going away to school. He wanted to feel young. I understood.

Sex, which had always been fairly frequent and heartily enjoyable, had tapered off. When I’d asked him if everything was okay—when was that? April? It had been a rainy night, I remembered that—he told me he was just sad about Dylan leaving. And I’d believed him.

The mixology. Bradley. The malbec.

Brad was arrogant at times. He never said it outright, but he’d thought he’d make more money as a therapist, be a little more … special. His parents were so flush and successful, dominating the high-end real estate industry in Boston and here on the Cape. Despite what you see on TV, therapists—at least, nonpsychiatrists—didn’t make a huge income, unless you were Dr. Phil or Esther Perel … or wrote a bestselling book. Brad always insisted he was in the profession to help people, but the money bothered him.

A thought occurred to me. “How can you be in love with someone else when we had sex four nights ago?”

He sighed. “I was feeling a little sad that our life together was coming to an end. It was a sentimental mistake.”

“A mistake? A mistake, Brad?” Oh, the Portuguese had risen now, yes indeed.

“I’m sorry if this hurts you, but I’m sure.”

Suddenly, my plate was in my hands, and I was squishing the coconut cake on his head. “How dare you, Brad Fairchild! How dare you!”

“Jesus, Lillie!” he shouted, but I was already leaving. My breath was tearing in and out as if there wasn’t enough air in here. I pushed past the startled servers, out onto Commercial Street. Furious tears blurred my eyes.

He had cheated on me. He was having an affair. I was going to need an STD panel. I didn’t get to finish my cake.

My God. My God.

Brad caught up to me. I smelled his cologne (new, goddamn it!) before I saw him. He grabbed my elbow to stop me.

“Of course you had to make a scene,” he said, brushing a glob of cake out of his hair. “I thought we could talk like adults, but apparently not.”

“Don’t you lecture me!” I shouted, bringing the pedestrian flow to a halt. “You’re having an affair! Twenty years of marriage, twenty years of me having your back and loving you and raising our son and being fantastic to your parents, and you’re cheating on me! And you dump this on me the night before our son’s graduation? How dare you!”

“Preach it, sister,” said a woman. “Let him have it.”

“You are a class-A turd, mister,” said a very beautiful shirtless young man.

“Nice, Lillie,” Brad said, the condescending prick. “You always did love melodrama.” He looked at the gathering crowd. “We’ve been growing apart for years,” he said.

This was happening. This was really happening. My marriage was dying in front of a dozen strangers. My mother was going to feast on this. What about Dylan? What about our son?

My anger went out like a match in the wind.

I didn’t want a divorce. I loved being married. I loved our little family. I loved our life. Could he just … just end it? With no input from me whatsoever? Was that even legal? Two people had to consent to marriage. Shouldn’t two people also have to consent to divorce?

What could I do? I started walking to the car as fast as I could, dodging the tourists like a ninja, outpacing Brad. Thank God I’d grabbed my purse when I left the restaurant. Brad could call an Uber or Cape Cab. He sure as hell wasn’t getting a ride from me.

Was my dad around? Should I drive down the wharf and check the boats? Should I circle around and head for Mom’s? Ha. When had she ever been a comfort or support? No. I shouldn’t talk to anyone right now. Maybe this wasn’t really happening. Maybe it was a joke, or a momentary lapse on Brad’s part. Maybe he had a brain tumor, and so he was sick and didn’t know what he was saying.

I pulled out of the lot and inched down Commercial Street. Past the intersection where the cop jauntily directed traffic; past the Portuguese bakery run by my fourth cousins, where we bought malassadas every time we came here with Dylan; past the clothing shops where Brad had blown two months’ income. Couples were everywhere—Provincetown was a romantic place.

Not for me. Not tonight. My husband wanted joy, and apparently not from me.

The filho da puta.

My brain was in shock, the poor thing, and a high-pitched whine was all I could hear.

When I got home, Dylan’s car wasn’t there. Good. I went up to our bedroom—mine now—and ripped off my clothes, got in the shower and let the water get so hot it burned. Scrubbed my skin with the scrunchie as hard as I could, because I felt filthy. Contaminated.

He was leaving me. He was leaving me. If I was honest, I’d always thought he’d won out in this deal of ours. He was (had been) a good enough husband, but I was an incredible wife. I made our home what it was. I created our family life, arranged our social life, organized our holidays, kept Brad in the loop about Dylan, because Dylan told me more. I listened to Brad, far more than he listened to me, because, as he’d once said, “I can only hear so many birth stories, Lillie.”

I’d never said, I can only stand so many client stories, Brad. Never said, Your book is unsuccessful because it doesn’t have an original sentence in the entire thing. I always told him how proud I was of him. I thanked him for working so hard, shouldering people’s troubles, helping them find the right path. And now he was having an affair.

An hour later, as I sat on my bed in my pajamas, I heard a car come into the driveway and Brad’s voice. The Uber. Brad slammed the front door to make sure I knew he
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