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Dedication

For Anna—my partner in crime




Epigraph

“The face is the mirror of the mind, and eyes without speaking confess the secrets of the heart.”

—ST. JEROME (C. 342–347—SEPTEMBER 30, 420)
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Prologue

JANE

You don’t see me, but I see you.

Two summers ago, you and your husband hurried past me, so absorbed in each other you had no clue I was framing and storing you in my mental database. Anniversary trip? Excellent idea. Marital relationships also need nurturing. Too often we neglect those we love the most.

Not your adorable children, though. Naturally, you dote on them, kneeling to tie their shoes and wipe their little noses, thereby providing me with an unobstructed view of the cherubs. Gotcha! Two more for my catalog, no upgrade required.

They may be six and four now, but I’ll be able to recognize them when they’re eighteen, twenty, thirty, sixty. (Something facial-recognition software can’t do, I might add.) I don’t envy you having to fly with them whining from here to Disney World, which would drive me up a wall. Still, you know what they say about parenthood: the minutes go by like years and the years like minutes. Treasure every moment.

Are you taking care of yourself? I’m a little concerned about the dark circles. Even with the new highlights (gorgeous!), you look drained. I suppose Christmas did you in, not to mention your job. Talk about stressful. Remember when you had to fly from Atlanta last spring and there were storms up and down the East Coast? You were as white as a sheet getting off that flight. I don’t blame you. Turbulence. Is. The. Worst.

“Where the hell is Delta?” your husband bellows, squinting at the signs above the endless rows of airline counters, as if you’d know. As if you live at the airport. It’s sweet how he trusts you.

Do you trust me?

You should.

I am what stands between you touching down in sunny Florida and ending in pieces scattered among floating fuselage. Those scanners? The metal detectors and pat-downs and X-rays you find so annoying? They’re all useless. If we had to rely on them, we’d all be cooked. They’re simply for show, to keep people like you flying and the stock market booming.

You knew that, right?

Because it’s not what you see that’ll save you, it’s what you don’t see.

Me.

Who am I? Well, yesterday, I was a mother like you, in yoga pants and a Red Sox cap, complaining on my cell about the never-ending construction at Logan. A classic. The week before, I was a gambler on my way to Las Vegas. Leather jacket. Tight jeans. Sparkly pink carry-on. That one’s good, too.

Today, I am a sales rep waiting for a company car, my dark hair in a neat ponytail at the base of my neck. My makeup is a palette of understated natural hues. My suit is navy. One hand rests on the handle of my luggage that happens to be completely empty. The other flips through a phone that is not a phone.

If you notice me at all, you might feel pity for a pretty young woman traveling alone. No boyfriend. No husband. No children. How sad.

Don’t be sad. Be grateful. Be glad that instead of cashing in on my unique talents by surveilling for a ruthless private military firm, I spend my days and nights roaming the bowels of Logan, identifying suspects merely by the shapes of their heads, collaring potential terrorists based on nothing more than a glimpse of their eyes.

Thanks to me, they don’t even get a chance to fake their way through Security. I will alert my point person in the TSA, who will send an undercover agent to tap our unwanted traveler on the shoulder, politely directing him, or her, to what might seem like an expedited security check, but which will in actuality be a gateway to their final departure. Their DNA will be tested and matched, validating my identification. Because I retain ninety percent of the faces I see, not because I choose to, but because I have no choice.

After what I’ve seen, you would not want to be me.




One

JANE

What’re you getting Erik for Christmas?” Renee asks in my earpiece as I cut the interminable line at Customs, two passengers behind my target, a white supremacist nicknamed Radix.

Last week on BitChute, Radix transmitted a coded call to arms urging his followers to cause national havoc by “disrupting” air travel, whatever that meant. Clearly, he didn’t blow up the plane that brought him here, but that doesn’t mean he’s given up. He remains in the midst of a very crowded airport packed with holiday travelers. Lots of potential for mayhem and death.

I flick a thumb to the US Customs and Border Protection agent monitoring camera #9. “A turkey.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a present.”

“Not just any turkey. It weighs twenty pounds and it’s covered with a mat of woven, hickory-smoked bacon and filled with a sriracha-infused chestnut stuffing. I mail-ordered it from a gourmet restaurant in Kentucky and it drained my bank account. Erik and I are gonna be living on ramen for weeks.”

She bursts out laughing. “That’s if you don’t end up in the ER. Hope it comes with a defibrillator.”

“I think that’s complimentary.”

“By the way, your target is in the gray sweatshirt with the eagle. He’s got his phone out and appears to be communicating. Might want to make your move.”

I listen to Renee, who’s an actual detective, holed up in a back office surveying passenger data on her computer. As a natural super recognizer with added training in forensic facial analysis, I’m a grunt in comparison. Any information I gather is likely to be struck down in a court of law as too subjective. Instead, my job is to avert an immediate disaster by identifying passengers I recognize as disguised high-value threats so they can be detained and questioned before entering the United States, or—if I’m working with the TSA on the domestic side—an outward-bound plane.

“Gotcha.” Turning off the mic to save Renee’s hearing, I yell in an exaggerated Boston accent, “Excuse me! This is my spot. I went to the ladies’ and now I’m back so move!”

An older woman in front of my target purses her lips in disapproval. I know what she’s thinking. My generation has no concept of decorum. We are sooo rude because of cell phones. Little does she know that her life might hang in the balance depending on what the guy next to her has up his sleeve—literally.

Unfortunately, the target is bobbing his head to a silent beat streaming from his AirPods, oblivious to my caterwauling.

“What are you looking at?” I bark at the poor woman. “How about getting off my case and minding your own damn business!” I punctuate this with an extended middle finger.

My flailing catches his attention. He turns and I get a clearer shot of his features, noting, with irony, that he happens to possess a disarmingly pink baby face with pinchable cheeks. And while he could be Radix’s younger brother, he is not the infamous white supremacist attempting to pass himself off as another college student heading home for Christmas break. He simply is another college student heading home for Christmas break.

“Learn some respect,” the woman hisses.

“I’m so sorry,” I reply, because I am. Sort of.

Wheeling my bag out of line with apologies to the people behind me, I head for my usual post by the restroom. “That’s an all clear on 15,” I tell the CBP agent at Counter 5, where College Boy will be directed.

“Delta 405 from Paris,” the CBP agent returns. “Alert on number 27 with the green backpack. Originated at BGW connected through CDG.” Originating in Baghdad, the airport ranked number one on the Global Terrorism Index, is the kiss of death.

Who would leave Paris for Boston the week before Christmas? People smuggling in cheese, wine, and jewelry, that’s who. Bless ’em. I pull out my iPad—just another sales rep checking the next day’s calendar—and call up the twenty cameras zooming in on the maze of stanchions as the rear doors open and the passengers of Flight 405 trudge out. They look none too pleased to have to wait in these holiday lines. It’s a long flight and they want to get out of the airport and home to sleep off the jet lag. Gosh, it’s almost ten their time and a lot of them probably had connecting flights, like our number 27.

First class is, of course, first. Easy and familiar. While I wait for 27, I watch the parade entering ahead of him. There’s the couple who fly to Paris monthly and then there’s the businessman with the mole on his cheek. Haven’t seen him in a while. (I bet she ended the affair.) Whoa, there’s that supermodel who was on the cover of Vogue a while back. Man, she’s tall. They head straight to Global Entry and the fast pass to freedom. No tedious questions for them.

In what is bound to be a futile effort, I conduct a quick sweep for Kit, checking each passenger for any one of the trifecta of quirks that can’t be surgically altered—her swanlike neck, the unconscious hair flicking, the way she favors her left leg, the one she broke at sixteen. No match. As always, I feel a fresh pang of disappointment. I don’t know why I put myself through this torture.

Because she might be out there somewhere, an inner voice whispers. Right. I take a deep breath and refocus on my duties. There will be another flight, another group of passengers, another remote possibility. I must never lose hope.

Now comes economy class. Families. Grandparents. Students. I enlarge number 27, my backpacked target from Iraq, and clear him right away. He’s some sort of environmentalist, if I’m not mistaken. He was in a group from MIT on their way to the Arctic last spring.

“AC on 27,” I tell CBP.

“You sure? He seems kind of sketchy.”

I have to resist the temptation to inform CBP for the umpteenth time that just because a man has a beard and dark hair and dark skin and comes from the Middle East does not mean he has come to this country to detonate a car bomb during rush hour on Storrow Drive. “He’s a scientist. Recently returned from an expedition in the Arctic to protect endangered ring seals or something.”

“If you say so. He also visited Iran last year. Never heard of seals in a desert.”

There are no deserts in Iran, a piece of geographic trivia that’s not worth explaining to this numb nut. I sigh and text him all clear on Delta 405.

Five minutes later, the rear doors open again and passengers from JetBlue 924 enter, most of them in short-sleeved Hawaiian shirts, shorts, and sandals because it’s eighty degrees in the Dominican Republic. Wait until they get outside and find the skies are raining ice water.

They dutifully weave through the maze. Only half of these faces are familiar to me. Many of them belong to children whom I haven’t catalogued before. Even so, I have to study each one, hitting pause on my iPad, expanding, resuming play, and working down the line.

Wonder why Customs takes so long? This is why.

“How come you’re working that side today, anyway?” Renee asks in my earpiece. “Don’t tell me DHS understaffed the holiday rotation again. Honestly, they’ve got to get their shit together, budget cuts or no.”

“Who knows?” I flick the screen and text CBP: All clear on 924. There are four hours left in my shift and I’m already counting the minutes until I can hop the Blue Line to the Orange Line and then hike the eleven blocks from the Sullivan Square stop to the top floor of our East Somerville triple-decker to feast on congealed leftovers from last night’s Chinese takeout.

“Intel reports there’s a Level 5 incoming from Bogotá,” Renee says. “All I get from CBP is it’s a potential high-security risk. No further details.”

“That’s helpful.” I still have no idea if the Level 5 is a VIP or a drug lord. CBP can be sloppy that way. “Anything else?”

“Lemme check the manifest and see if I can find out more,” Renee replies.

I can hear her artificial nails clicking on the keyboard. She lets out a whistle. “Definitely a VIP. I don’t know why he didn’t fly private, especially if there’s a security concern. Not like he can’t afford it.”

“Politician?” I ask, standing on my tiptoes for a clearer view.

“More like a pretty-boy trust funder whose daddy made a fortune investing his millions as a hedge-fund manager into his wife’s influencer empire. He is super cute, though, so maybe there’s something to be said for the coffee enemas they’re pushing on everyone.”

“Eww!” Relaxing slightly, I slide onto a plastic seat and kick off my flats, grateful for the break for my feet. “Can’t wait to see this Adonis.”

“Yeah. He’s definitely gorgeous.”

“Copa 311 from BOG incoming,” CBP interrupts. “This is our Level 5.”

So much for the respite. Hopping up, I flex my knees, making a mental note to buy new insoles. “I don’t know, Renee, sometimes I wonder what I’m doing here. It’s not like I’ve ever helped catch a terrorist.”

“You don’t know that. Even I don’t know that. We just have to do our jobs to the best of our abilities and hope our colleagues do likewise. Besides, you’re getting a decent salary, nice bennies. Those are key until Erik lands a full-time job.”

“If he gets a job.”

When it comes to academic openings for MD/PhDs in psychiatry who want to do research instead of actually analyzing people, you’d have better luck winning Megabucks. And even if Erik did land one of these plum positions, research pay would barely cover his student loan debt. I just wish he’d join a practice and rake in the money shrinking depressed Back Bay socialites. But, no, he says that’s not why he invested seven years in grad school. Meanwhile, here I am, keeping us both afloat by making sure bazillionaires like our VIP don’t get harassed while dirtying themselves among the masses.

Speaking of which, the rear doors open and first class from Copa 311 enters. I call up the cameras on my iPad, flicking through the faces: a pair of doctors who fly to Colombia quite frequently. A few men in golf shirts and a handful of small businessmen who are not themselves particularly small. A beautiful couple straight from the pages of Town & Country. Two hikers in muddy boots.

Hold on. I go back to the power couple, numbers 6 and 7. These must be my VIPs. I zoom in on the trust funder Renee’s so gaga about. He is definitely model material. Expensive haircut close on the sides, full on top, with natural sun-kissed highlighting. Square jaw peppered with stubble. Thirtyish, rich, confident, and . . .

. . . disturbingly familiar.

I’m supposed to be scrutinizing those around him for his safeguarding. But I can’t stop staring. I’m riveted.

“What’s the ID on our VIP?” I ask Renee, though I already know the answer.

“William Pease. Family owns Love & Pease lifestyle empire. Hot, right?”

Didn’t you break up with him right before you went missing, Kit? “I know this guy.”

“You know everyone. It’s your job.”

“This has nothing to do with my job.”

I close my eyes and let the memories rush in of warm summer evenings when Kit would sneak home past curfew, her blond hair slightly disheveled, her neck flushed with excitement. “We’re just having fun,” she’d said, perched at the end of my twin bed, jiggling her tanned bare foot. “I’m not like the others who go crazy for him. Some of those girls are psycho.”

A week later, she’d be gone. My only sister, vanished from a deserted Cape Cod beach on a moonless night, leaving me with nothing but questions. The first one being, who was that girl with her when she disappeared?

I suddenly focus on Will Pease’s female companion in the winter-white belted coat. She is slim with long black hair and cherry-red lips, her skin as pale as Snow White’s. She barely resembles the frightened teenager who ordered me to run, hide, and never tell anyone what I saw.

It’s her, I think, dizzy. Can it be?

“Who’s number 7?” I ask Renee, shakily.

“Um. She’s down as Isabella Valencia. Hey, you okay? You don’t sound too good.”

Isabella flashes a smile at Will and pivots on her heels. At that moment her dark eyes meet mine and we freeze. All movement around us slows. Distance and time cease to exist. For what could be seconds or hours, we explode in a silent burst of recognition.

You!

Then she swiftly gathers herself and matches her steps to Will’s as they head toward Global Entry and out of my life. I want to shout, but I can’t. My arms are heavier than concrete, my legs leaden, and when I open my mouth, I am mute.

Don’t let her get away! my conscience cries. Do something!

“Stop 6 and 7!” I holler to CBP. “Fast!”

“What?” he replies.

“Numbers 6 and 7. At Global Entry. Detain.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Renee says. “They’re not the threat, they’re the VIPs.”

My fingers tremble as I enlarge Isabella Valencia on my iPad, assessing her image from all sides. The pointed chin. The heart-shaped face. The long, aquiline nose. Check. Check. Check. I have never been so certain of a hit in my entire career.

Slipping the iPad in the interior pocket of my blazer, I speed-walk toward the front counters, not caring that I’m blowing my cover.

“Agent Ellison . . . Jane!” Renee cries into my earpiece. “You are way out of bounds.”

“Number 7 is a 1073. She needs to be detained ASAP.”

“You’ve made a mistake. I told you, she’s with the VIP.”

“She’s wanted for felony murder.”

“Where are you getting that? It’s not in my . . .”

I’ve stopped listening to Renee. My heart is thudding hard against my chest, pumping out adrenaline. I am an animal. I want to run and pounce, attack and capture.

Oh, no. You’re not slipping from my fingers this time.

I am almost at Global Entry. CBP has pulled Will and Isabella aside. Will is angry, gesturing madly as CBP opens a side door and ushers both of them into the interrogation room before the scene gets any more chaotic. I’m not sure if he’s sequestering them for their privacy or their safety, because Renee is right.

I am out of my mind.

“Stand down!” A massive hand materializes inches from my nose. It belongs to Kurt, a CBP officer, who has struck the pose, legs spread, right hand on his holster. He’s treating me like a threat.

“Number 7 is a fugitive from justice,” I blurt.

Kurt doesn’t budge and I can’t get around him.

“CBP claims she’s the executive director of the Pease Foundation in Bogotá,” Renee informs me. “Will Pease says she’s his fiancée. Doesn’t seem like the dossier of a criminal.”

My gut cramps. “Can’t we at least do a DNA test on her before she’s released?” The blood sample from Kit’s T-shirt. It could be a match.

“Unlikely. CBP says Pease is threatening to call the head of DHS and, considering his family’s profile, that’s a very real possibility. He’s going to have all our jobs unless you can come up with some solid evidence in the next thirty seconds of why you’re accusing a fucking international aid worker engaged to a celebrity multimillionaire of being a 1073.”

Of course, I can’t. I have nothing—but nothing to lose.

“That woman murdered my sister!” I yell at the top of my lungs, a last-ditch attempt to catch her attention, to force Isabella Valencia to explain what happened eleven years ago.

In a flash, CBP officers flank me on either side, hoist me by the arms, and drag me toward Security, my flats slipping on the linoleum, just as the unmarked, solid, gray metal door to the interrogation area opens. An officer gushing apologies escorts Will and Isabella out of the room, past Global Entry, and down the hall.

She does not grace me with a parting look, though Will does. He flashes me a thin, triumphant smile before leading away the only person in the world who knows the truth of what happened to my sister.




Two

EVE

Meg, sweetie, after we’re done, how about we order some lemon rasam and mushroom crepes from the café.” Eve Pease rubs her sore triceps, the reward of extending this morning’s Chaturanga Dandasana an extra two minutes. “This low-pressure system has totally blocked my energy.”

Blocked energy is the culprit behind ninety-nine percent of all problems, from acne and neck creping to poverty and climate change, in Eve’s theory of the world. If people would just adopt a clean Ayurvedic diet based on their own doshas, everyone’s skin would radiate from their inner calm. She is forever preaching her regimen’s anti-aging benefits on her personal lifestyle site, The Eve of Love & Pease, and its linked social media accounts. Yet, even the most ardent of her 7.4 million followers continue to sabotage their physical and spiritual progress by falling off the wagon to gorge themselves at a poison palace like Bob Evans.

Bob Evans! What made her think of that?

Evelyn Lushbaugh Pease may have left Paragon, Indiana, way back in high school, but the Midwest has never left her. On a miserable day like this, when the icy December sleet is pelting the mullioned windows of her Weston, Massachusetts, estate, she craves her childhood comforts of salt and fat. Lots of fat. She would give anything for a bowl of thick cheddar potato soup with bacon bits, a plate of chicken fried steak with buttermilk biscuits, and a chaser of coffee with two creams.

Alas, a fermented turmeric and ginger tea will have to do.

“Let’s shoot you with this.” Megan, her daughter and assistant, places the saucer and cup of tea on the hand-tooled maple table where Eve’s legs are propped while she steals a minute of downtime. “There.” Megan stands back, assessing the tableau. “I don’t know why, but odd numbers are so pleasing. Hang in there, Mom. We’re almost done.”

They’ve run themselves ragged shooting an Instagram video for the Love & Pease “Pause & Reflect” holiday campaign. It takes so much more effort than people realize to appear down-to-earth while wearing a $479 puff-sleeved, champagne-silk Henley top with Italian wide-legged wool trousers. For Eve, it requires heaps of quiet meditation on self-denial, like, for example, not being able to stuff your face with biscuits.

She takes a sip and, indeed, the tea is soothing, if not satisfying. “I wish we were visiting Queenie at her new apartment in Malibu. I can’t take much more of this dreariness.”

Eve never would have settled in a stuffy New England town if not for her late husband and his Boston-based financial services firm. But now that Chet’s gone—God rest his soul—she dreams about trading the ten-thousand-square-foot brick Georgian mansion for a modern house half the size on a hilltop overlooking Zuma Beach. She can’t sell Heron’s Neck, the Cape Cod home, because she doesn’t own it outright; Chet’s three adult offspring were also bequeathed that gem and they are deeply attached to that private island. Plus, it’s the ideal setting to show off her Love & Pease summer collections.

“Malibu is not Christmassy.” Megan positions a whiteboard to reduce shadows from the brass-and-agate wall mirror on the gray wall. “People want traditional around the holidays. Horse-drawn carriages and sugar cookies and snow.”

“What snow?”

“Don’t complain. You look lovely in this setting.”

Megan always says the perfect thing. She’s a natural mother that way, Eve decides, studying her daughter in the golden glow from the antique iron Tuscan chandelier, which unfortunately exaggerates the baby fat under her soft chin. She is twenty-two, the result of a fling between Eve and a flash-in-the-pan musician who went by the name Jonny Walker Blak. Lord knows where he is these days, a DJ in some Swedish disco probably, or pumping gas in Jersey.

If only Megan would knuckle down on her core workouts and skip those decadent coffees and chocolate croissants, she would be stunning. Eve is sure that with a few minor lifestyle changes, her daughter would be worthy of gracing a Love & Pease online catalog. Instead, she’s been relegated to working behind the scenes.

That’s where Jake’s been such a stinker. While her stepson has never said in so many words that Megan is not on brand for the Pease image, he has implied as much through the most devious form of rejection—obsequious flattery. Meg is a genius at staging. Style? Lighting? Patterns? A natural. A rare talent. She’d be wasted in front of the camera! We can’t afford to lose her there.

“So?” Megan prompts, not looking up from her iPhone, her thumbs tapping away rapidly. “Ready to shoot?”

“I’m not sure about this.” Eve frowns at the steaming Danish mug. “Tea’s a bit too Canyon Ranch, don’t you think?” Marketing has shown that the secret of Eve’s success as an influencer is her artful melding of wellness with decadence, and this is a classic example. “Let’s do our signature martini with small-batch Vermont gin and those Spanish Gordal olives stuffed with organic lemon peel. They haven’t been moving like Jake anticipated. They could use a boost.”

“We’ve done martinis to death,” Megan says with a sigh, then lowers her phone and pushes her trendy tortoise-shell glasses back onto the bridge of her nose. “We could do hot herbal Glühwein in the vintage Meissen.”

“No, it’s been done.” Eve taps her front teeth, thinking, thinking, thinking. And then it hits her. “The Virgin Vessels.”

“Oh, my god, yes!” Megan says. “We have so many of those. We were going to mark them down after New Year’s just to clear them out of inventory.” In minutes, she’s returned with a white enamel flask, plain aside from the interlocked silver Vs printed on one side.

After setting the scene, Megan returns to her position on the opposite side of the table and adjusts the camera on the tripod to catch the thin winter light streaming through the side window. In it, Eve could pass for a woman half her real age (forty-seven).

“Let’s open with you sniffing that sprig of rosemary,” Megan suggests. “Deep in thought, happy and tranquil. The presents are wrapped. The tree is decorated. The table set. Guests are about to arrive and you’re taking a moment to . . . reflect.”

Eve doesn’t argue, snapping the rosemary from the table’s centerpiece of eucalyptus, holly, and white roses. She knows better than to question the girl’s judgment.

Megan has been taking candid videos of Eve ever since she was old enough to work a phone camera, about age twelve. Early on, she displayed proficiency for catching her mother performing ordinary tasks as the newest Mrs. Pease: stirring canned soup on the massive burners of her La Cornue range, applying a second coat of mascara at her vanity, and, later, celebrating the sunset with headstands on a back deck at Heron’s Neck.

Proud of her child’s sharp eye, Eve posted these shaky, grainy shots on YouTube, hoping an influencer would declare Megan a prodigy and suggest a collaboration. When none came forward, Eve decided to become an influencer herself because why not? She was used to risks. She excelled at them.

Eve has always been determined to spare her daughter the treacherous path she’d been forced to trod, clawing her way out of central Indiana by humiliating herself on local TV commercials and then submitting headshots and résumés to blasé casting directors in New York who rarely called her back. The process was so dispiriting she almost gave in to her parents’ pleas to return home.

If not for a fluke snowstorm that stranded a dispensable actress, Eve never would have landed a bit role on a soap opera, never would have met and befriended the soap’s star, Queenie Jarvis, and, better yet, Queenie’s financier husband, Harrington. Harrington, even better, better yet, was a close friend of one Chet Pease, newly divorced with an AWOL ex-wife and three rowdy teenagers in dire need of supervision. Had the skies that day been merely cloudy, chances are that right now she’d be cutting out Christmas cookies in a modular split-level back in Paragon.

“Love the daydreaming gaze.” Megan zooms in on her mother. “That’s it . . . go!”

Eve touches the sprig to her nose and inhales deeply, sighing with satisfaction as she swivels to the lens. “Shhh! Can you hear?” Her glossed lips form the conspiratorial smile that has sold a million tubes of Pease Puckers. She cocks her head to indicate there is no noise, aside from the fire crackling in the grate of the room’s marble fireplace. “Silence . . . time for us. You know who you are, the holiday magic makers.”

In under a minute, Eve urges her devotees to remember to carve out moments for themselves during this hectic season. “Breathe. Be still. Hold yourself precious so you can hold those precious to you. And should the kids break an ornament and your mother-in-law quip that parental discipline is a lost art, there’s always this.” From nowhere, Eve holds up the Virgin Vessel flask and unscrews the top, delivering a generous pour into the mug. “You have my permission.” With a wink, she takes a sip. “Because the holidays can be—”

“Shit!”

Eve blinks. “Geez. Really?”

Megan taps on her phone. “No. Sorry. It’s a text from Will. He’s been detained at Customs.”

Eve warily sets down the flask. Will is adorable, but he definitely has his father’s reckless streak. It’d be just like him to smuggle in a few illicit Colombian hug drugs, if only for the challenge.

Will is Chet’s youngest son, whom the Fates blessed with his father’s strong brow, his mother’s Byronian wavy hair, and a gaze of captivating intensity. Family friend Ralph Lauren once begged him to model, though she and Chet nipped that in the bud, her being all too familiar with the cocaine- and Adderall-saturated atmosphere of the fashion industry. Will has never been the type to resist temptation—in any form.

Now that he’s survived his treacherous twenties and is well on the way to becoming the mature, though still hip, online image of Love & Pease, Will definitely can’t afford a scandal so déclassé as drug running. The men who plunk down $95 for 1.7 fluid ounces of PeasePower face cream are not aspiring to be aging addled frat boys.

Eve grips the underside of the table. “What did he do now?”

“He’s saying it’s no big deal.” However, the girl’s body is practically vibrating as she texts her stepbrother. “A simple misunderstanding.”

“Let’s hope.” Relieved not to be dragged into whatever mess Will’s gotten himself into this time, Eve sips the tea, now lukewarm, and drums her fingers on the crafted table. They need to get back to the shoot.

“He says he has a big surprise and he’s reached out to Jake and Dani to make sure they’re around when he gets here. ETA is six thirty.” Megan abruptly looks up, her cheeks flushed pink as her mouth forms a silent O.

“What?” Eve asks, now on alert.

“Mom. He says he’s stopping off on Newbury Street to pick up an order from Cynthia Britt’s.”

A gasp catches in Eve’s throat. There’s only one thing a man like Will Pease would order from Cynthia Britt’s jewelry store. Only one very, very special thing.

“Get the fuck out!” Eve leaps out of her chair and toward her daughter. “Oh, baby!”

Megan drops her phone with a clunk and begins to cry. Eve snaps up a napkin from beneath three shining forks and uses it to dab away the dark rivulets of mascara dripping down the girl’s cheeks. “Sweetie, don’t. You’ll puff up.”

Ice water, that’s what they need, and lots of it, followed by a Love & Pease Totally Cool eye mask. And if that doesn’t do the trick, Preparation H. “Come on. Go and take a therapeutic shower.” She gives Megan a slight shove toward the stairs. “Use the exfoliating brush, too, and borrow my black slouchy turtleneck, the Yang. Casual but sexy. I’ll call Yvonne for an emergency blowout. Hurry!”

Giddy, Megan does as her mother instructs, lashes damp with joyful tears, while Eve grabs her own cell and, taking a deep, empowering breath, calls her stepson, Jake.

Jake has been dead set against Megan dating his brother Will ever since he caught them in bed last summer. He was horrified, and started going off on how their relationship basically amounted to incest, though it was no such thing, not at all. As CFO of the family company, he demanded Will “earn back his dignity” by working for the Pease Foundation in Colombia, Chet’s pet project, which he founded with his former wife, Madeleine, after they adopted Bella.

Despite Megan’s protests, Will complied with his domineering brother’s command, angrily flying to Bogotá the next day to join his drip of an adopted sister, now all grown up and smug. That girl’s so earnest she might as well be a nun, lurking on the sidelines of Eve’s parties with her arms folded and lips pinched in disapproval at the elegant canapés passing by on silver trays. Eve doesn’t have to be a mind reader to know that Bella silently judges her for throwing a dinner party that costs more than what the foundation would pay to feed ten orphans for a year. As if she should be serving friends and business associates thin gruel instead of organic duck breast with fresh Japanese yuzu.

Anyway, who cares? That proverbial water is under the proverbial bridge. Will’s served his sentence at the foundation and paid his penance. Now, he’s back to claim Megan with a fabulous ring and Jake will simply have to suck it up.

This will be the wedding of the century. Eve is already envisioning the months and months of buildup on the Pease website. Glowing Megan in soft lighting, flowers in her hair, her gauzy dress billowing in a summer breeze against a backdrop of luscious, luxurious, irresistible product. There’ll be dress designers to promote and chefs and florists and tchotchkes galore!

“Eve?” Jake answers on the first ring.

“I have huge news,” she blurts. “Will’s back from Colombia and he—”

“I heard. This is a crisis. A fucking crisis!”

She flinches. Surely, he still can’t be that furious at his brother, not after all these months. “I hardly think . . .”

“Just got off the phone with Dani. She’s pissed, too. She’s headed over to your house. If you have plans, cancel them. We need a family meeting. This needs to be nipped in the bud ASAP.”

It crosses Eve’s mind that Jake might attempt to intercept Will to prevent him from popping the question. That cannot happen. It would totally destroy Megan, and the pain of watching your baby’s heart break in real time is too much to bear for any mother, to say nothing of a self-sacrificing mother like her.

“They’re adults, Jake. You can’t tell them what to do . . .”

“I don’t give a shit what you think, frankly.” Jake inhales and exhales, fuming audibly. “Arthur’s on the other line and brainstorming about how we can get Will out of this without too much damage to the family. Meanwhile, please keep your mouth shut. Don’t go blabbing to your seven million lemmings. This crisis needs to stay private.”

He clicks off and Eve stands there, shaking.

From those early dark days, after Jonny Blak made it clear he would not contribute financially to his daughter’s upbringing, Eve feels she has been constantly fighting some man to secure her daughter’s welfare, including a dead husband when Chet’s will revealed he’d cut out Megan entirely. Every morning she awakes prepared to go toe-to-toe with another male, whether that’s Jake or the family lawyer Arthur Whitaker, or, once, a nosy cop whose investigation into her family threatened to unravel the entire Pease dynasty.

Now, with Will’s proposal, all her hard work finally is paying off. Megan will be formally brought into the Pease fold with all the appurtenances, privileges, and wealth afforded by a legal marriage. This is nonnegotiable.

So, no. Eve will not stand by to watch Jake lay waste to her creation. She will do as she has done in the past to guarantee Megan rises to the top—which is to say, whatever it takes.
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EVE

Less than an hour later, calmed by a sauna with mugwort steam and a medicinal elderberry martini, Eve decides she’ll deactivate Jake’s negative energy by holding the family powwow in her sacred space, a skylit room she uses for meditation due to its healing sunlight and ghostly inspiration.

Back in the 1920s, this brick-walled retreat was a studio for artists who painted and smoked and made lazy, passionate love underneath its eleven-foot beamed ceiling. Eve still senses their creative ectoplasm electrifying her neural pathways when she comes here, perhaps even inspiring quirky inventions of hers like the wildly popular Pease Yourself® sex toys.

Tonight, she hopes lightning will strike twice. Having set about several Pease Breathe In/Breathe Out/Repeat® scented candles ($72 a pop) in Mowed Himalayan Hay, Goddess Taleju Sandalwood, and Pendleton Lavender, she assumes the tree pose, resting the instep of her left foot above her right knee, hands brought together in prayer as she meditates on how to break through her stepson’s thick skull.

What does Jake prioritize more than his family’s reputation? Even more than upholding the impeccable Pease name, she knows, Jake relishes the prospect of one day controlling the entire Pease empire with Eve’s support and, it goes without saying, her valuable shares.

Eve’s totally on board with this. Before this disagreement, she and Jake shared a clear vision for Love & Pease. Yes, improving the lives of the brand’s devotees through high-quality organic products and wellness awareness is all very well and good, but at the end of the day, the reason for their company’s existence is the reason for any company’s existence: pure profit.

The only one standing in their way of achieving that is Bella.

Bella, whom Chet granted disproportionate shares of Love & Pease in his will, would steer this company off a cliff if given free rein. She repeatedly dismisses Jake’s practical proposals for cost-cutting by claiming they’re “unethical.” Only Miss Bleeding Heart would impoverish her own family by refusing to employ Chinese labor because she pretends to care sooo much about some Uighurs she’s never even met. Why Chet allotted so much of the company to a young, inexperienced girl who wasn’t even his own flesh and blood is something Eve will never understand.

She can only conclude that Chet must have identified in Bella qualities he found wanting in his biological offspring. She was an exceptionally bright child, eager to learn, and, on some level, achingly vulnerable. He often remarked to Eve that he pitied her, which made absolutely no sense. Bella was one of the fortunate ones, thanks to the whims of Chet’s first wife.

The idea of adoption never would have occurred to Madeleine Pease if she hadn’t watched a documentary about the widespread and appalling murder of children in Bogotáno ghettos by both nongovernmental and governmental entities who considered the atrocious acts to be a form of “social cleansing.” She insisted Chet travel with her to the Colombian capital immediately to see how they could help put a stop to the horror.

The results of their admittedly virtuous efforts were twofold: the Pease Foundation, which consisted of an orphanage and school for young girls impacted by the raging drug war, and a doe-eyed four-year-old named Isabella.

Madeleine was showered with praise for adopting an older child instead of a baby, though behind her back acquaintances questioned her true motives. After all, Jake, Dani, and Will were mostly raised by nannies and then shuttled off to boarding schools while their mother disappeared on shopping excursions and spa vacations at destinations unknown for weeks on end. Some of her cattier girlfriends mocked her for modeling herself after Madonna or Angelina Jolie.

At any rate, the naysayers proved to be at least partly correct. Once the excitement of bringing Bella home dimmed, Madeleine soon grew bored with all aspects of family life and declared herself emancipated from motherhood forever. Last anyone heard, she had relocated to a seven-mile island off Bali, where she keeps company with an elderly energy-drink magnate. At Christmas, she sends the kids a box of prickly pink rambutan as a reminder of her existence.

But this is not the time to muse on the tragedy of Madeleine and Bella. Eve must channel all her energy toward securing the happiness of her own daughter.

She releases a breath and lowers her left foot as she pivots her right foot frontward, spreading her arms and bending until the fingertips of her right hand brush against her right ankle in an expertly executed Trikonasana. If she can convince Jake that Will plus Megan plus her creates a unified front in the boardroom, then he might come around. It’s not in Bella’s nature to fight the five of them; she simply doesn’t care that much about the family company or the Love & Pease mission. Perhaps, with time, they can buy her out and Bella can return permanently to Bogotá to pursue her passion, wiping the snotty noses of orphaned waifs.

But how best to pitch this plan to Jake? He’d been so bruised by Chet’s practice of ridiculing his business proposals, he takes offense at the slightest hint of being overruled. It will require a soft touch to make him believe it was his idea to give in on Will and Megan and bless their union. She must treat him gently, as pink and soft as the inside of a viper’s mouth—especially since he’s never been deferential to any woman. He chose as his wife a compliant Catholic girl named Heather with a fondness for black headbands and biennial procreation, whom Eve has never once witnessed standing up to him.

“Hey! You here, Eve?”

Heavy footsteps clomp up the stairs. Before Eve has a chance to ease out of her yoga pose, Dani bursts into the salon, accompanied by a cloud of cold air and burnt Cannabis sativa. She has tipped the ends of her bleached-white cropped hair in brilliant purple and she is more emaciated than ever in skin-tight black jeans.

“Don’t stop on my account.” Chet’s oldest child tosses her black leather jacket carelessly on the couch. “It takes for fucking ever to get to this place these days with the traffic. I hate coming out here.”

Dani’s hands are stained with blotches of red and green, indications she’s been in one of her manic states, probably painting up a storm in the attic of her architecturally significant Jamaica Plain house she shares with her wife, Cecily. No doubt the two have had another argument.

When Dani is in one of these moods, Eve stays clear.

“Is any of Dad’s booze still up here, or did you pour it all down the drain?” She places her hands on her hips and scans the room.

“I think there’s some scotch in that cabinet.” Eve smooths her fluffy cashmere sweater and gestures half-heartedly to an antique sideboard. She wishes Dani would ease off the toxins. It’s not helping her domestic situation. “How’s Cecily?”

Kneeling, Dani rustles through the bottles with a disturbing clanking. “She’s pissed. I was supposed to attend her school’s holiday concert this evening and now I can’t. It’ll be a whole thing when I get home.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Dani’s wife is the principal of an alternative school for gifted children in JP. It seems to Eve as though there’ve been holiday concerts every weekend. Then again, all those Suzuki violins and, of course, the parents demanding solos. “Don’t blame me for making you come out to Weston. Jake called the meeting and he made it sound like you were all in.”

“Damn straight.” Dani pulls out an old bottle of Glenlivet and squints. “Fifteen years. Not thirty, but it’ll have to do.” Removing a cut-glass tumbler, she asks, “What’s the latest?”

“Megan got a text from Will about him being detained at Logan and broke into tears.” Eve doesn’t want to ruin her daughter’s moment by divulging too many details. “That’s all I know.”

Dani stops mid-pour and holds the bottle aloft. “Aww. She’s such a sweetie, that kid.”

Except not so much of a kid. Eve was a new mother when she was Megan’s age. She is about to make this point when she hears another set of footsteps thumping up the mahogany stairs and Jake arrives, AirPods in his ears, conducting a conversation with the ether.

“Exactly,” he says, sliding down the zipper of his waxed Barbour, his gaze vacant. “No, no. You don’t have to. I’ll write a draft and then send it to you for a quick vetting. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Yeah, don’t worry. I’ll avoid mentioning any legal action. Got it. Not directly. Okay, bye.”

He ends the call and, as if just realizing where he is, says, “Sorry about that. Arthur.”

“And how is the trusty old legal bulldog?” Dani takes a sip, straight, no ice or water.

“On top of it, per usual. He just got off the phone with his contact at Homeland.” Unlike his sister, Jake gently lays his coat on the couch armrest. “He doesn’t want us to do anything until Baby Bro gets here.” Jake practically steps over Eve in his eagerness to get to the whisky. “Please tell me you didn’t drink it all, Pinky.”

“Not yet, J.D.” Dani pours another glass and hands it to him. “How was the drive from Newton?”

“Hell.” He downs it in one swallow. Eve makes a mental note to call the car service to take them home. “So many goddam SUVs clogging up these narrow country roads. They allow anyone out here now. Not like it was when we were growing up.”

“You should try it from JP. I could have made it to New York in the time it took me to get here.”

It’s as though Eve isn’t even present. When two or more of Chet’s offspring are gathered, she is invisible. They even have a coded language among themselves, referring to each other by childhood nicknames—J.D. and Pinky and, for Will, Baby Bro. No affectionate monikers for her and Megan, however. Or, come to think of it, Bella.

Jake pushes back the sleeves of his gray pullover to reveal toned forearms and goes to the window overlooking the back forty. He has the jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes of his attractive mother, the discipline and nervous energy of his driven father. Tonight, he is even more antsy than usual, shifting his feet, checking his phone every two seconds, sniffing back a postnasal drip. His restlessness is rubbing off on Eve, who finds herself growing anxious, too.

“Your brother will be here soon, I’m sure,” she says, wishing Jake would chill like Dani, who has her feet up on a divan and eyes closed, pinching her brow, sinking into her marijuana high. Okay, well maybe not exactly like Dani.

“It’s so hot up here,” he says, pulling off the sweater, exposing a maroon Amherst College T-shirt. “It’s like we’re in a yoga studio.”

“Because it is a yoga studio,” Dani says, and sits up. “Now, walk me through what actually happened. What’s the big surprise, and what does it have to do with Baby Bro getting detained at Customs?”

“Jake, can I make a simple request before Will gets here?” Eve says. “Before you fly off the handle, please consider the positives.”

A burst of laughter explodes from the other end of the room, and Dani brings a hand to her mouth, trying to stifle it. “What could possibly be the upside of being trapped in the seventh circle of hell otherwise known as Logan?”

“Shh! Keep your voice down!” Eve puts her finger to her lips. Megan is one room below them prepping for her big Cinderella moment and Eve will not have it ruined by a wicked stepsister. “Have you two even stopped to consider Will’s feelings? Obviously, he’s old enough to know his own mind.”

Jake furrows his brow, as if she’s just spoken gibberish. “Will’s feelings have nothing to do with anything. I’m sorry, Eve, but this really doesn’t involve you.”

“It sure as hell does! This involves my—”

“Um, excuse me, but you still haven’t filled in the blanks and we’re running out of time.” Dani taps her Apple watch.

Gently nudging Eve aside, Jake joins his sister on the divan. “Here’s the deal. Will’s going through Fast Pass at Customs when he hears someone screaming. There’s a Homeland Security agent, some batshit woman, aiming her finger at Bella and calling her a murderer.”

“Bella?” Eve says, the corner of her vision tunneling.

“Murderer?” Dani leaps to her feet, helping herself to more of the scotch. “Get out!”

“According to Arthur, the agent apparently suffered some sort of psychotic breakdown on the job. Turns out, this woman’s sister was murdered or disappeared or whatever eleven years ago at the townie park across from Heron’s Neck, and for some reason at that moment she starts hallucinating that Bella was the one who killed her.”

A fog has descended over Eve. Why would Bella be in the airport at the same time as Will?

“Oh, man. That is so bizarre.” Dani sits and swings her legs over the divan. “What happened to the agent?”

“If Arthur has his way, she’ll never wear a badge again.” Jake checks his phone. “What’s taking them so long?”

Them? Eve scratches her neck under the suddenly itchy sweater. Jake’s right. It is overly warm.

“You talk to Baby Bro?” Dani asks.

“Only briefly. He was pretty shook up.”

“No doubt. I remember that missing waitress.” Dani brings the glass to her lips and hesitates for a moment. “Hard to forget.”

“Geesh. I don’t remember that at all.” Jake presses on his phone, thumbing in the password.

“You would if you saw a photo of her. She was kind of a stringy blonde. Pretty in a Kate Moss, heroinish kind of way. Used to hang out with Will. They might even have had a thing.”

Jake doesn’t look up from scrolling. “Nope. Not at all.”

“Oh, come on. Yes, you do. She was all over Heron’s Neck that summer, either with Will or working for one of Eve’s caterers.”

“Serena,” Eve whispers, rousing from her reverie. “She still works for me sometimes.”

“That’s it,” Dani says. “And didn’t the girl actually work a party for you the night she went missing?”

Eve nods, feeling her head start to pound.

“No shit,” Jake says, though his voice is a monotone as he remains transfixed by the screen. “How did I miss that?”

Dani rolls her eyes. “Because you see only those of your own class, J.D. The servants are out of sight.”

Jake chuckles softly. “Oh, and I suppose you’re one with the people?”

“At least I make half an effort.”

Eve stiffens, memories of that disturbing night unrolling like a carpet. Bella frantically knocking on their door. Chet getting out of bed despite her urging him to stay. His absence stretching on for what felt like hours . . .

“Eve?”

She blinks back to reality to see Dani and Jake staring at her intently. “Hmm?”

“The name of the waitress who went missing,” Dani prods. “It’s on the tip of my tongue.”

Eve recalls the willowy sprite, a delicate creature too ethereal for this plane of existence. As she’d warned Megan over and over, evil preys on girls who are careless. That’s what happened to Kit Ellison.

“It was so long ago. I can’t—” No. An outright denial is too obvious. “I think it was . . . Kate.”

“Kit. Kit Ellison!” Dani snaps her fingers. “See? The kush hasn’t fried my last brain cells after all.”

Jake shrugs. “Still doesn’t ring a bell. Maybe that was the summer I interned at Lazard.”

“Nuh-uh. That was the summer after,” Dani says. “You were definitely on Heron’s Neck. You and Will had a competition going. Who could get laid the most.”

At this, he finally drags his eyes away from the phone screen. “Obviously, I won. Not even a fair fight.”

“Yeah, right.”

Dani and Jake are so fixated on ribbing each other, they have failed to notice how Eve has balled into herself, ruminating. Wasn’t Bella staying in Colombia for Christmas? Will said as much last week when they were finalizing holiday plans. Eve was certain he mentioned something about how she loved celebrating the holiday with the orphans, Three Kings Day or whatever. At any rate, nothing should detract from Megan. This is her moment to shine.

“Why is Bella coming home?” Eve pipes up.

Jake stops chattering and exchanges a guilty look with his sister, then says, “It was supposed to be a surprise.”

The surprise? Hopefully, no, though the hairs on Eve’s arms rise, a classic portent of doom. She deep-breathes and banishes all negative energy.

“I’ll be pumped to see her,” Dani says as she helps herself to the last of the bottle. “From what Will’s been saying, she’s been doing super-cool stuff down there. Lots of community outreach, connecting girls to local artists, holding showings of their work.”

Jake is glued to his phone again, responding with a brief snort.

“Has it been three years since she’s been in the States? At least since Dad’s funeral.”

“I’m pretty sure you mean the reading of Dad’s will. She made sure not to miss that.”

Dani wags a finger. “Now, now. Don’t be bitter, J.D. You ended up just fine.”

“It was a slap in the face to you, me, and Will and you know it. If Bella weren’t such a saint, I’d hate her guts.”

“But you don’t because you can’t.” Dani rubs his shoulder playfully. “Look, I’m sorry I even mentioned Dad. Let it go for Will’s sake, okay?”

“Wait!” Eve interrupts with a sudden thought. “Did Will mention anything to you about a ring?”

A flush rises up Jake’s neck and for the first time in all the years Eve’s known him, he gives her a sheepish smile. “Nah, I can’t go there. He’d kill me.”

Aha! Eve wants to shout. “Then it’s true?”

“Can’t say. I’ve been sworn to secrecy.”

“I think I hear a car,” Dani exclaims, getting off the couch.

“Helloooo!” Will’s deep voice echoes from the foyer. “Come on down, everybody. We’re home!”

Dani and Jake rush to the stairs, and Eve jumps up, too, not caring that she knocks over the lit Pendleton Lavender candle as she dashes out of the room or that she nearly breaks her neck on the polished mahogany stairs.

“Will!” Megan cries, her heels clicking across the slate hallway as she goes to greet her Prince Charming. She is photo ready, from her volumized hair, mink lashes, and bee-stung lips to her newly applied French manicure.

And then, silence. Reaching the landing, Eve
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