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PART 1
Imaginary Friend




1

You can’t ask your nine-year-old for advice on how to conjure up an imaginary friend, but it might be nice to have such a companion. A confidant for sharing private feelings. A soul mate for lonely nights. Spencer didn’t seem worse for it, most of the time. In fact, since he’d taken Kathy as his friend, he had become a better listener and made eye contact when speaking with Celeste. He never complained of being bored. He performed better in school.

Celeste researched the subject and believed Spencer adopted an imaginary friend to help work through his father’s absence. The therapist she’d taken him to agreed with this assessment, although other self-proclaimed experts on the Internet stated that age nine was too old for such make-believe, potentially indicating an inability to separate fantasy from reality.

How about age thirty-four? What would the experts say if Celeste adopted a pretend pal? She wouldn’t mind a break from reality. She could use some comforting.

“Spencer,” she called from the bottom of the stairs. “What are you doing up there?”

No response, although she could hear him talking.

She climbed the stairs and found him in the hallway sprawled across one of the stuffed plastic garbage bags, rocking back and forth as if on a raft in the water, his face buried in his book, reading aloud.

“Chet Baker’s real name was Chesney,” Spencer said, not looking up from the page. “He started playing trombone, but it was too big so he switched to trumpet, just like me.”

“He was a talented trumpeter, just like you,” Celeste said, kneeling next to her son. He turned to her with his round blue eyes that were so much like Adam’s. Along with his straight, dark hair and angular jaw and sloped nose, Spencer was practically a clone of his father, other than the lush smile and full lips he’d gotten from Celeste.

“Now I need your talents to help carry those bags,” Celeste said. “They have our sheets and towels.”

“Okay, Mom.” Spencer obediently closed his book and stood and lifted one of the bags, holding it from underneath with both arms. He negotiated the stairs and waddled out the front door, straining under the bag’s bulk. Celeste lifted the other one and followed him down.

Stephen returned from loading the truck. “We’ve got room for a few more things,” he said. “A small piece of furniture, if you want.”

Her friends from around the corner—Emery and Stephen Weber—were helping, Emery having volunteered her husband, along with his pickup truck. Celeste’s move didn’t fit the usual protocol for Brookfield’s Cider Mill neighborhood, where residents hired big moving companies that arrived with long, padded vans and muscular men who wrapped and carried every item. By contrast, Celeste, along with Emery and Stephen, managed to jam a bed and dresser each for her and Spencer, a love seat and chair, three lamps, plus their clothes, Celeste’s computer and desk, basic kitchen equipment, and Spencer’s games and books into two loads in the back of Stephen’s truck on an autumn Saturday morning while neighborhood kids played in the street, fathers paused in their leaf-raking to watch, and mothers pushing strollers stared as they walked past.

Celeste was a few anxious moments away from abandoning her home of ten years. A two-and-a-half-story Craftsman built in 1910, with a wraparound front porch, plush lawn, and private backyard fenced by an evergreen hedge. Just forty-five minutes by train to Grand Central Station on the Hudson line, an easy commute for Adam when he still worked in Manhattan; and for Celeste, a safe, idyllic community with her closest friends on the same block and one of the top elementary schools in the state for her son to attend. The house had been too big for the three of them, but at one time she and Adam planned to have more children. They would raise a large family and grow old in this house, they would pay off the mortgage, their grandchildren would visit. If needed, they’d install a wheelchair ramp someday and one of them would lovingly care for the other.

She took a quick survey—what else to take? She hadn’t made a dent in removing their possessions, not surprising considering she was moving out of a 3,000-square-foot home outfitted with the accoutrements of a decade of married life. Almost all of it she was leaving behind, even the cherished bedroom set, a wedding gift from Adam’s parents. It was called the Antoinette Collection, crafted from black walnut and inlaid with cherry accents: the wide dresser and mirror for her, the tall dresser for Adam, the armoire to share, the two night tables, and the spectacular sleigh bed. She’d made love with her husband hundreds of times in that bed; now she didn’t want to look at it.

“What do you think—anything else?” Stephen asked.

“Just a sec.” She started up the stairs and lifted the photos hanging on the wall across from the banister. The one of the three of them hugging a snowman they’d made in the backyard, the snowman four balls high, as tall as Adam, Spencer standing in front, Celeste and Adam to either side, the self-timer capturing three happy faces—four if you count the arrangement of acorns forming the snowman’s mouth. Next was the photo of her and Spencer on the beach in Florida three years ago when they’d visited Celeste’s mom. She looked at herself in the picture and realized she’d changed since then: gained a few pounds, although not so many her clothes didn’t fit, and she wore her hair longer now, all one length to her shoulders rather than the layered style and wispy bangs. And she’d started coloring her hair, adding red highlights to complement her natural auburn shade. At least her eyes were the same green, her teeth still white. The third photo she took from the wall was the one of Adam holding eight-month-old Spencer overhead in the palm of his hand, as if he were a quarterback about to throw a pass, their son squealing with delight. She’d been terrified seeing Spencer perched so high and had rushed the photo, causing a slight blur, but Adam had maintained firm and perfect balance, completely in control, with Spencer safe and secure—her husband could handle things back then.

She returned to the foyer, cradling the frames like books in her arms. “Just these, I guess,” she said. “We’d better get going.”

Emery reached out and held Celeste’s arm. “It’s hard right now, but you’ll feel better. You’ll see.”

“I know I’m doing the right thing, but I still feel guilty with Adam not here and I can’t tell him.”

“You’ve given him a lot of chances. And if things change when he comes back, well, nothing’s permanent. You can always get back together.”

Emery was right, although she didn’t know the full extent of Adam’s offenses. Celeste hadn’t shared all the sordid details, even with her best friend, and Celeste couldn’t contemplate the idea of getting back with Adam—she hadn’t even left yet.

“I’d say this is the best wake-up call Adam could get,” Stephen said. “What more motivation does he need if he finally realizes he’s losing you?”

Yes, but would that be motivation enough for Adam to change? She honestly didn’t know.

“I’m really going to miss you guys,” Celeste said. Emery was a mother to three fine children, fulfilled in her own part-time career writing grants for the Trollope Women’s Foundation, and married to a successful architect who adored her. Celeste and Emery raised their kids together, ran in the park, went for drinks on girls’ night out. They shared recipes. They used the same pediatrician. But they weren’t both moving out on their husbands, and Celeste understood that this difference could change their relationship.

As if reading her thoughts, Emery said, “We’ll still see you all the time, even if we’re not right around the corner anymore.”

She found comfort in her friend’s words, and hoped they were true. “I’ll lock up here and then drive over and meet you,” she said.

“We’ll pick up our kids and get some bagels on the way,” Emery said. “We can eat after we unload.”

“Here, I’m paying.” Celeste reached for her purse hanging on the newel post. “I should at least feed you for the work you’re doing. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Oh, stop. After all you did for us after Maya was born?”

Before Celeste could get out her wallet, Stephen and Emery were in the truck, backing out of the driveway. Celeste started to wave, then put her hand down: This wasn’t good-bye. She went back inside and called for Spencer. Again she got no answer. This time she found him in the bathroom, sitting on the toilet but not using it, his pants still on, reading in a voice at the high end of a whisper. He saw her and quieted.

“Are you ready? We’re all packed—it’s time to get going.”

“Chet Baker went to prison. He had to go to prison because he was a drug addict.”

“Let me see that.” Celeste studied the page. This was supposed to be a children’s book about American musicians; she’d found it in the middle readers section of the library and thought Spencer would enjoy the short biographies now that he was taking trumpet lessons. She scanned the Chet Baker profile. There was one paragraph about how his life as a musician and vocalist derailed when he started using drugs. He was arrested on a number of occasions and spent a year in prison in Italy prior to getting his life back together and reinvigorating his career.

“Did Dad go to prison because he was a gambling addict? Is that why he has to be gone for so long?”

“No, Dad isn’t in prison,” Celeste said. “He went to a rehabilitation center. Remember, I told you it was like a hospital where doctors will help him sort things out.”

“What things?”

“His behavior … his mistakes,” Celeste said. “It’s kind of like when he used to see the counselor but this time he’s staying at a special health center until he gets better.” She’d answered the same questions repeatedly, which Celeste didn’t mind and Spencer’s therapist said was normal. The most important thing was to be patient and caring and respectful of his feelings.

“He’s there so the doctors can help him understand what he did wrong and how to change.”

Spencer pursed his lips into trumpet position while he digested this information. “Will he know where our new house is?”

“Sure he will,” she said, then added, “Everything’s going to be okay. I promise. You know that, right? You know you can completely trust me.”

Spencer mumbled, to himself or his pal Kathy; Celeste couldn’t make out the words.

“You ready?” She reached out to him. He closed his book and held her hand on the stairs and Celeste locked the door behind them, resisting a glance back once she’d turned away.


2

Celeste sat at her computer, doodling variations on a logo she’d been hired to design for a health and healing center in town. The ideas came slowly today, her concentration wandered. The center offered massage therapy, Rolfing, acupuncture, and a host of spa services. Her logo concepts made use of a sun with rays and an orange and yellow palette to foster a sense of healing warmth. Not the most original treatment, although the simplest designs were often the most successful. The project was a rush job and she had to work over the weekend, but at least the center was paying a premium due to the compressed time frame. The client had even thrown in a few massages as part of the deal. She could use one of those massages now. She knew Adam would be coming over today when he got back to town and she was apprehensive about their reunion—would he be astonished and angry that she’d moved out, or contrite and cured from his stay in rehab? She and Spencer had agreed to stay home and wait, and they’d both been distracted all morning, watching the clock, trying to keep busy.

Spencer sat cross-legged on the floor, playing both sides of a chessboard. Celeste had promised to take him ice-skating later. Saturday-afternoon outings were part of the new routine she’d cobbled together since their move to Amherst Street six weeks ago. The main requirement was the outings be inexpensive: apple picking, hiking in Bear Mountain State Park, walking the sculpture fields at Storm King Art Center. Also as part of her routine, two or three mornings a week after the school bus picked up Spencer, Celeste drove to Emery’s and they ran together to the park and back, a three-mile loop, then went for coffee; their friendship hadn’t suffered with Celeste moving to a different neighborhood. The rest of the time she tried to drum up work for her graphic design business by calling and e-mailing everyone she knew, but with the economy sputtering, she didn’t get many projects. A brochure here, a Web site there, an ad or two, a restaurant menu. Enough to pay for Spencer’s trumpet lessons and keep the lights on and refrigerator stocked. She was overdue to have her hair cut and highlighted. Her car needed new tires and an oil change. Spencer had outgrown his bike. She’d been offered work through an agency to design promotional posters for the New York State Lottery that would hang at OTB parlors, but she had turned down that project, for obvious reasons.

Their rented four-room bungalow, at the limit of her current financial means, was situated just within the Brookfield school district boundary on a side street crammed with older houses. No landscaping. No driveway. Parking spaces on the street were as precious as gemstones. A tavern occupied one corner and Sacred Heart Church the other end of the block. Cracks veined the front sidewalk. The loose railing on the stairs wobbled and rot had turned several porch floorboards into sponges. That got you as far as the front door. Inside, half the windows were painted shut; the others leaked cold air. They discovered that the lone toilet clogged easily, so they flushed early and often. Circuit breakers tripped at odd times. But Spencer liked his bedroom, which faced the rear and had a window that let him peer into other yards and houses. They didn’t have to shout up the stairs or room to room to find each other. The woodwork and moldings were natural oak. Living in the house gave Celeste a sense of roughing it, as if she were a pioneer on the edge of a wilderness. She felt resourceful and independent and slept well at night. She didn’t pine for Adam, and the decrepitude of her surroundings didn’t bother her as much as she might have expected—the place reminded her of a flat she had rented in college, and she’d been happy there—although the dramatic change in her living conditions was obvious to anyone familiar with her house in Cider Mill. Case in point: When Adam’s father paid her a visit last month, he spent the first moments openmouthed and speechless, looking around with bewilderment and dismay.

Joseph Vanek had called before stopping by. He’d come to check up on his daughter-in-law and grandson, Celeste knew, making sure they were okay, and she appreciated his gesture. Why else would a banker who worked in Manhattan come to Brookfield in the middle of the day? She took his coat and offered to make coffee. He raised his hand against the idea, as if consuming anything in this house was enough to grind his stomach.

“This is where you’re going to live?” Joseph said. The Vaneks lived in Chappaqua, home to tall shade trees and historic single-family homes and country clubs.

“Spencer gets to stay in the same school, and that was the most important thing in choosing a new place,” Celeste explained. “That, and finding somewhere I could afford.”

“You didn’t have to do this, Celeste,” he said. Joseph Vanek had once been tall, like Adam, but age had stooped him a few inches and stolen hair from the crown of his head. Still, he was a handsome man, with crisp features and those Vanek blue eyes. He said, “I’m covering the expenses on the other house and now it’s sitting vacant. Even if you and Adam decide to put the house on the market, the mortgage has to be paid until the sale closes. There was no reason to move.”

You’d think he’d be tired of writing checks to make up for Adam’s failures. Many times Adam had lied to him the past few years, asking for a loan, sheepishly admitting he and Celeste weren’t careful money managers, they tended to overspend—yet promising to be better. Celeste resented Adam including her as careless with money; she knew how to live within her means.

“I think this is best for right now,” she said. “It’s something I needed to do.”

“Do you think it’s best for Spencer?”

She momentarily bristled that her father-in-law would presume she hadn’t considered what’s best for Spencer, but she decided his question was natural, without insinuation or malice.

“Spencer and I have talked this over. He understands. It’s hard for him—for both of us—it wasn’t an easy decision.”

When Joseph spoke again his voice sounded sad and resigned. “You’ve had enough,” he said. “You’re not giving up the house, you’re giving up on my son.”

Celeste looked at the floor and didn’t respond.

“I want to defend Adam because he’s my son, but I have no ground to stand on and neither does he,” Joseph said. “You’ve already put up with quite a bit from Adam. You’ve stuck by him through a lot.”

More than you realize, Celeste thought.

“Eva is heartbroken, as you can imagine. But I want you to know we support you in every way. It will be up to Adam to win back your trust. I hope he’s up to the task.” He leaned forward in his chair. “Which brings me to the other reason for my visit.”

She’d been expecting this.

“Adam comes home next weekend,” Joseph said. “Eva and I are driving to Virginia on Friday to pick him up. Are you and Spencer planning to come along? We’d like you to.”

“I don’t think we can,” Celeste said. “I …” She faltered.

“What should I tell Adam?”

“Maybe it’s best if I tell him myself when he gets back.”

Joseph considered her response. “Fair enough. I’ll say that Eva and I wanted to come by ourselves, that we all thought the trip might be too much for Spencer.”

Joseph stood and went to the front window, spent a few seconds looking out, then turned and scanned the room again. “Celeste, let me at least write you a check. I’m sure you could use a little extra cash right now.”

She thanked him but declined his offer. She didn’t feel right taking money from the parents of the husband she’d abandoned. Celeste had already borrowed money from her sister to pay in advance the first and last month’s rent on her new place. Chantal, three years older, was a clinical psychologist with her own practice specializing in geriatrics and married to a thoracic surgeon. They lived in Burlington, Vermont. Their two kids attended private schools. They could afford to help her out, and didn’t hesitate to do so. Celeste’s mother, Barbara, a widow for twenty years, lived in Florida on a fixed income; she couldn’t financially contribute, although she managed to contribute a bit of advice when Celeste told her she was moving: “You think it’s easy to start over and meet another man?” she said.

“Mom, I’m not trying to meet another man. And nothing’s permanent at this point.”

“You better think twice about what you’re doing.”

She had thought about it. A hundred times, a thousand times. There was never a clear answer, only the compelling feeling that she had to change her situation.

She was experimenting with different shades of orange for the healing center logo when the front door handle rattled, as if someone were trying to get in. Then the bell rang.

The acid reflux singed her throat. Had she taken her Prevacid this morning? She had. Spencer crawled up on the love seat and peeked out the window. He turned back to Celeste, his face feverish, eyes wide and expectant. “It’s Dad,” he said.

Celeste joined her son at the window. The two of them peered like spies from behind the bunched curtain. Adam looked thinner than the last time she’d seen him. He’d recently gotten his hair cut; the skin on his neck was pale along the trim line. The rest of his face appeared tanned and healthy—he must have spent time outdoors in the Virginia sun. He carried a duffel bag slung over one shoulder, like a sailor about to board a ship, and he stood tall, his eyes alert and observant, as if he’d regained his confidence and control.

Celeste hadn’t known what to expect from this moment: a wave of love or a wall of bitterness? She’d tried to prepare for both, but experienced neither. Rather, she felt a wary flutter, as if a stranger had appeared at the door.

“He found our new house,” Spencer said.

Celeste drew in a breath, straightened her posture, and unlocked the door.

Adam immediately dropped his bag and hugged her, pinning her arms to her sides. “I’ve missed you,” he said, nuzzling his face in her neck.

“Adam, stop. Please.” She tried to raise a hand to separate them. “Stop.”

He let go and stepped back, confused.

“What … Celeste, I haven’t seen you in months,” he said. “You smell so good.” He moved to touch her again.

“Wait.” She leaned back, still in the doorway, Adam a step below her on the porch. After three months, she might have at least welcomed him in her arms, but the sudden physical contact caused her to tense and withdraw.

Spencer stood behind her. Adam looked past Celeste and into the living room.

“Spencer!” he said. “Hey, how’s my buddy boy?” Adam came inside with his duffel. He dropped to one knee. “Come here, buddy, come on. Come give your dad a big hug.”

Spencer stared at a point somewhere past his father’s shoulder, then flicked his eyes to Celeste for instructions; he hadn’t missed her reaction when Adam touched her.

“It’s okay,” Celeste said. “Say hello to Dad.”

Spencer inched closer but stayed out of Adam’s reach. He didn’t know how to behave and Celeste put a hand on Adam’s shoulder to show her son it was okay. Spencer let his dad hug him, and Adam bundled him against his chest. “Hey, hey, I’m still your dad,” Adam said, his voice cracked with hurt. “I missed you so much. So much.” He rubbed his face in Spencer’s hair, then stood back from him at arm’s length. “Look at you—you’ve grown taller. You’re getting so big.” He noticed the game board on the floor. “You’ve got a chess game going. You’re playing Mom? You taught her how to play chess?”

“No,” Spencer said.

Adam straightened from his squat.

“You can tell him who you’re playing,” Celeste said.

“My friend. Kathy.”

Adam quickly scanned the room.

“You can’t see her,” Spencer said. “She’s invisible.”

“What? Oh, ha, ha.” Adam’s brief laugh sounded like a snort through his nose.

“Here,” he said. “I brought you a present.” Adam zipped open his duffel and lifted out a new basketball. He tossed the ball to Spencer, who fumbled the pass and let the ball roll into the corner.

“Remember, squeeze the pass with both hands,” Adam said. “Grandpa said you’re not on the team. I was surprised to hear that.”

“Spencer decided he didn’t want to play sports this season,” Celeste said.

“I got you some pucks, too.” He rummaged in the bag again and his hand came out holding two pucks with the Rangers logo imprinted on one side. He handed them to Spencer, who took one in each hand and let his arms drop without looking at the pucks.

“You’re not on the hockey team, either,” Adam said. A frown crossed his forehead and he sighed. “That’s okay. You can skip one season. It’s been a tough year for all of us. Hey, I know that more than anyone.”

Adam took off his coat and draped it over the duffel. He wore a T-shirt that hugged his athletic frame. Celeste could see the e-s-t-e of her name below where his sleeve ended. A week before they’d gotten married, he’d had her name tattooed down his bicep, a gift to her she had mixed feelings about. She didn’t particularly like tattoos, but the lifelong vow inherent in her fiancé’s gesture was pretty special, and at least the letters weren’t large or garish.

Adam said, “Spence, it’s so great to see you. I thought about you every day when I was gone. Thinking about you—and Mom—getting better and looking forward to coming back home, that’s what kept me going. Every day, that’s what got me out of bed and working hard.”

“I thought about you,” Spencer said, his voice flat and empty as a fallow field.

“I’ll bet you did. Hey—you haven’t forgotten?” He changed to a broadcaster’s banter. “Vanek breaks out of the zone, skates up the left side, crosses the blue line, cuts to the circle …”

Adam waited for Spencer’s response. Spencer glanced at Celeste; she nodded.

“Drops it back to center,” Spencer said.

“The one-timer …”

“… He scores,” Spencer added, but none of the exclamation, the energy and passion, that used to be part of the routine when they announced hockey plays together.

“Okay, buddy.” Adam cupped his hand around the back of Spencer’s neck. “I’m telling you, it’s like heaven seeing you again. But how about you give Mom and me a few minutes to speak in private? You don’t mind, do you? Then we’ll take that new ball to the park and drain a few shots. It’s not too cold out.”

“Mom said we were going ice-skating.”

“That’s an even better idea, although I haven’t been on skates in a while. I’ll probably fall a few times.”

Spencer left the basketball and pucks on the floor and retreated down the hall to his bedroom and shut the door.

“He can still hear us, sound carries in the house,” Celeste said, and a few seconds later the progression of musical scales came from Spencer’s room.

“What’s that—a trumpet?” Adam asked. “He sounds pretty good.”

“He started taking lessons at school this year. He’s in the fourth-grade band.”

“You didn’t sign him up for basketball and hockey?”

“I gave him the choice and he didn’t want to. I think his view of sports has been poisoned.”

“But he loves sports—and he needs to keep up with the other players. He should be on a team, playing with other kids,” Adam said. “And what’s this invisible girlfriend he’s playing chess with? He’s almost ten years old, for Christ’s sake.”

“We’ve been to a therapist, and I’ve discussed the situation with Chantal, too. Spencer’s perfectly normal for his age—it’s just his way of working out some issues. I’m sure he’ll give up Kathy when he’s ready.”

“That’s what your sister said? What a surprise.”

“You know, Spencer didn’t start having an imaginary friend until you ruined our family,” Celeste pointed out.

Adam winced. “You’re right. I don’t want to argue with you.”

“And I’m sorry, I didn’t need to say that.” She didn’t want to argue, either.

“I was hoping you and Spencer would be with my parents when they came to get me.” He studied the room: the love seat, one armchair, a television sitting on a coffee table, Celeste’s desk and computer. The cracked plaster walls and worn wooden floor. When he turned back to Celeste she saw tears gathering in the corners of his eyes.

“I can’t believe you moved out while I was away,” Adam said.

“I couldn’t reach you to tell you.”

“It was all part of the treatment, this isolation from the outside world,” he said; then his voice perked up. “The great thing is it worked. I know I have to say one day at a time, or even ten minutes at a time—that’s something new I learned—but, Celeste, I feel so much better. I feel like some demon has been exorcised from me. I really believe it’s all behind me now.” He stopped and waited for her to agree with him, and when she didn’t say anything, he added, “Honey, you look so beautiful. I can’t believe how much I missed your face.”

Celeste had intended to stick to her wedding vows. She meant for better or worse, she meant in sickness or in health. She had always wanted a stable, traditional family. And she’d never questioned her decision to marry Adam, never doubted his integrity or goodness—until these past few years, when he began to change in ways that made her cringe. Dramatic mood shifts began to appear: one day the outgoing, confident, optimistic man she’d promised her life to, the attentive dad, the loving husband, the hardworking provider building a lucrative career; and the next day a dark, sullen, oppressive mope who wouldn’t make eye contact and treated her and Spencer like two grifters out to cheat him. He became so much more interested in sports—watching, not playing. Adam had played college basketball and always liked sports. Fine. She admired his athleticism and strength. Celeste wasn’t a serious athlete, although she liked to swim, hit the tennis ball, go for a run or hike. She cheered Spencer at his basketball and hockey games and as a team mom helped at the concession stand and arranged car pools to away games and coach’s gifts for the end-of-season banquet. It was all fun. But she had little interest in sitting in front of the television for hours at a time and shouting at the screen. Or watching SportsCenter every night before bed instead of kissing.

The worst was the emergence of Adam’s temper. He didn’t yell, exactly; he seethed and simmered, his tension chaotic and visible, which Celeste found more frightening than shouting. When he got angry for no apparent reason he would lean forward and loom over her like a menacing shadow, clench and unclench his fists again and again. He’d grumble at Spencer over the littlest things: toys left out, a missed pass in hockey, a glass of juice spilled. He stopped talking to Celeste in any kind of confidence, he refused to share with her what was bothering him. At first she feared he had a brain tumor or some other illness; she suggested he see a doctor. Then she suspected an affair.

At the time, he was working in sales for Weir Microsystems—this was before he lost his job for booking revenue he hadn’t earned and taking home undeserved commission checks—and he traveled often, and once after a three-day business trip to Miami he’d been scheduled to fly into LaGuardia. Usually he took a car service back up to Brookfield, but Celeste wanted to drive down with Spencer and surprise him at the airport because it was their wedding anniversary. She checked his flight status online and found out the flight from Miami was delayed two hours, which would put him into New York after nine o’clock, too late for Spencer to stay up on a school night. She canceled the plan to meet him. Then, twenty minutes before his plane from Miami was supposed to land, Adam walked in the house. Huh? He concocted a story about a change in his itinerary—he had spent only two nights in Miami, then flew to Atlanta for an appointment, then back to New York. Oh, come on. She accused him of having another woman and his eyes blazed with panic and he swore she was his only love, forever and always. There would never be another woman. Never! Never!—the spittle hanging in the corners of his lips as if he were some kind of rabid animal.

Okay, okay—she believed him; there wasn’t another woman. Thank God for that. But why had he lied about his trip? What was his problem? She found out a week later when she tried to put a down payment on a new car to replace the Camry, and the dealer came back and said her Visa card was declined, and then her MasterCard, and then the AmEx. When she confronted Adam, he finally broke down and cried like an abandoned child. The trip to Miami she’d questioned him about had been a gambling jaunt to Las Vegas; he’d lost a staggering amount of money. In fact, he’d been juggling the home finances and managed to hide that he’d lost almost everything—income, savings, 401(k) accounts, credit lines—to a gambling habit she didn’t know gripped him until the world crashed down. How she managed not to see the signs of trouble was a question that still gnawed at her. Had he been that stealthy? Or was she that oblivious? Probably a little of both: Adam hiding his habit, and Celeste avoiding stepping into the cracks in their life.

She tried to be sympathetic, she told him they could get him help, she encouraged him to go to counseling and Gamblers Anonymous. Naively, she expected the problem to go away quickly—because she didn’t understand. The lure of an affair she could understand, with its illicit sexual desire, but she couldn’t comprehend how anyone could ruin himself gambling. Where was the joy, the need, the satisfaction in that? What on earth was so compelling that you would lose all your money, your savings … to gambling? How could gambling take such total control of your life? She read about its addictive qualities, the stimulation of the brain’s pleasure centers, the similarities to drugs and alcohol, and the high incidence of drug and alcohol abuse in gamblers. But why Adam? He didn’t have an addictive personality. He never took drugs. He rarely drank. So why gamble? He had a good life, a wonderful son, a wife who loved him. Why wasn’t that enough?

Each time he promised he was through, and then he wasn’t. He attended Gamblers Anonymous meetings, and then he didn’t. He stayed away from his bookie, and then called him. He went to a daytime rehab and counseling center in White Plains and quit gambling for two months, and then relapsed. Celeste gave him many chances, forgave him many times. During those periods of forgiveness—for a few weeks, or a few months—she felt enormous relief: Her husband had given up his destructive habit, her marriage wasn’t ruined, the nightmare was over. She clung to fragile optimism. And then the cycle started again.

Because she didn’t understand the power gambling could exert, every relapse of Adam’s increased her frustration and bewilderment, moved her one step closer to thinking her marriage had been a lie, she’d committed to a man who had been deceiving her all along, a man she didn’t know at all. It was almost impossible to believe this was her husband. One day, after yet another bet was laid and confession extracted and she was expected to grant forgiveness and show compassion, instead she lashed out at him, she lost her composure when she’d sworn to herself she wouldn’t. She threw in his face the meanest words she could come up with—calling him weak and a cheat and a disgrace and a loser—and he coiled and jumped toward her as if jolted by electricity, his fists tight as grenades, a heartbeat from smashing her apart. His hand opened like a claw and he reached out and snatched her chin and jaw between his thumb and forefinger, squeezed for a second and let go, sending her stumbling back against a kitchen chair and she cried out in pain and fear.

After that incident, Celeste asked him to move out, but her husband begged for another chance. She gave him one. She never thought she’d tolerate any kind of abuse from any man, yet she tolerated Adam because she still held out hope that her husband would get better. He didn’t. He went back to gambling. And then on another occasion when she said he was ruining their lives, he grabbed and wrenched her arm. Again she told him to leave the house. This time he didn’t plead with her; he simply refused. She probably should have sought help or called the police, but she didn’t want Adam to get in trouble; she just wanted him to stop. Plus, she was ashamed to be married to a man who could behave this way, and if she told anyone the truth and Adam eventually purged the gambling and violence and they remained together, people would know her husband had struck her and she’d stayed with him despite that. Then one night at the dinner table when Adam told Spencer to stop holding his fork over his head and lowering the spaghetti into his mouth, Spencer responded by saying, “Watch this,” and swallowed a long strand of spaghetti in small gulps and then pulled it back up from his throat, and Adam’s hand shot out and smacked Spencer on the side of his head. The first sound came from Celeste: “Stop it!”—she screamed at Adam, and after a few seconds of stunned silence Spencer burst out crying, his ear and cheek reddened from his father’s hand. Adam apologized, but couldn’t take back the blow he’d delivered. Celeste warned him never to strike their son again—never—even though she herself had been spanked a few times as a kid. But this was different. This wasn’t discipline, this was anger—this was uncontrolled brutality.

And that was the real, untold reason she moved from their home while Adam was in rehab. Not only the repeated relapses into gambling, the evasions, the financial ruin—but the ongoing threat of violence. She could no longer pretend that physical aggression wasn’t a pattern in Adam’s behavior. She couldn’t live in the same house with a man who made her tremble. She would not be one of those trapped, battered women, a helpless victim waiting for her husband to come home and hit her or beat their son. She wouldn’t live each day fearing for their safety. She wouldn’t.

Spencer stopped playing his trumpet, but stayed in his room. Adam lowered his voice. “I have a job, thanks to my father. This company, GeoPol, they make software and do computer systems work for police departments. The job is only in production and shipping, but I swear I’ll be promoted into sales in no time. My father knows somebody on their board and he said once I got my foot in the door … well, I’m going to have a regular paycheck again, it won’t be a lot at first, it will be like our early days together and—”

Celeste interrupted him. “Adam, I’m not ready to take you back. I need to take some time and see how things go. I don’t want to rush into anything.”

“Rush? Like you didn’t rush to move out? I come home after three months and find out my wife and son have left me. My home is empty. Do you know what that did to me? I was counting on you to be there for me.”

“Please don’t make me out to be the one at fault here.”

“I’m just saying—that was a pretty devastating discovery the first minute I got out. And look at this place—it’s a dump. You should have stayed in the house. My father was paying the mortgage. We can still move back there.”

There was something about him, veiled behind his eyes. He wanted to be better, but he wasn’t. She wanted to welcome him home, but she couldn’t. The gambling, the violence—it was still in him somewhere, caged perhaps, but sniffing around the door. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” she said. “I don’t know if I can live with you again. I don’t know if I still love you.”

“Don’t say that, Celeste. I know I let you down, I know you’re angry. But I’m healthy again. The counselors at Glendale were fantastic, they helped me understand my trigger points, they gave me techniques. It was pretty amazing what they can do. This one day—”

She cut him off again. “You can’t just come back here and expect everything to be okay. You can’t pretend nothing happened.”

“I’m not pretending anything,” Adam said, his voice dull now. “I know everything that happened. I was a part of it, I was the cause of it. But we’re still a family, Celeste—you and Spencer and me. I want to go back to what we had.”

“You were deceiving me for years. You’re completely different from the person I thought you were.”

“You know what I mean. Before that. Before I got caught up in … in the gambling. But that’s over now. I told you I’m better.”

“And grabbing me and pushing me,” she said. “That’s worse than the gambling. You made me afraid of you. You hurt me—and you hurt Spencer.” She felt a thread of that fear now, not knowing how Adam would react.

His face flushed and he turned away. “One time I spanked Spencer, and I know it was a mistake. And what happened with you, Celeste, I swear to God, I’m sorry. Never again, I promise. That’s something else they helped me with at Glendale.”

“You can see Spencer if you ask me in advance. That’s only fair.”

She saw his fists clench and unclench, like two mean hearts pumping open and closed, and it made her own heart beat faster. Was he going to hit her now? The acid burned her throat, but she pressed on. “And from now on, you need to call before you come over. That’s the best I can offer. I need to take a break for a while.”

The muscles in his jaw flicked. “You just had a three-month break. Celeste, I—”

“Adam, please. You have to respect my decision. You have to give me time.”

Silence eclipsed the house, the only sound Adam’s quick, hard breaths. His fingers scratched the air at his sides and he looked around, as if searching for something he’d set down but couldn’t remember where.
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At the Y on Saturday morning he played pickup games to fifteen, call your own fouls, friendly but competitive. Adam’s team won all three games he played, although he exchanged hot words and almost shoved one jarhead who cried foul every time Adam challenged him on defense. But losing his temper defeated the reason he came here to play, which was to relax and focus his energies on healthy activities he enjoyed.

He showered and dressed, and on his way out he passed the gym where the kids’ basketball league was now in session. He stopped and sat at one end of the bleachers away from the parents screaming at their children. You could already spot the kids who would be gamers someday: their athletic grace, nose for the ball, their sense of the court and strategy. Spencer had played in this league last season. He was a decent athlete and understood the game, but he didn’t demand the ball, he didn’t have that drive you needed to really succeed. Still, the boy was only nine; he could play, and Adam loved having a son to bond with over sports.

At first, he’d been angry with Celeste for letting Spencer skip basketball and hockey this year. He blamed her for how much Spencer had changed since he and Celeste had been apart. Now on those Saturdays when Celeste let Adam see his son, instead of taking Spencer to his hockey or basketball games, or spending an afternoon bowling, or checking scores and standings in the paper and talking about favorite players, or wrestling on the floor, Adam played chess with Spencer at his parents’ house. They did art projects, which used to be exclusively Celeste’s domain. He took Spencer to the library. Sometimes Spencer would start whispering and Adam would say, What? I can’t hear you, only to realize Spencer wasn’t speaking to him. The boy got this distant look in his eyes, as if he’d been drugged or had some kind of disorder.

His pretend friend. Kathy.

Adam wanted to shout out the alarming fact that Spencer had given up everything he once shared with his dad and now lived in an imaginary, sedentary world; on the other hand, he wanted to slit his own wrists for causing the problem to begin with.

Sitting in the bleachers now, Adam closed his eyes and listened to the sounds, the squeaky sneakers, the calls for the pass, the coaches yelling instructions, and the parents just yelling. Then he heard a voice calling his name, a voice he didn’t immediately attach to its owner because the context was wrong: Adam with his eyes closed, the sounds of children playing, thinking of Spencer, imagining living again with his son and Celeste, wondering how to win them back.

He heard his name a second time and opened his eyes to see Vincent Canto at the bottom of the bleachers displaying his familiar whitened smile, the wormy posture and caved-in chest. Adam’s insides instantly hollowed out, replaced by a shaft of pain shooting from his skull to his stomach. Of all people to run into.

“Adam! Hey, AV.” Canto liked calling Adam by his initials, his own construction, he was the only one to use it.

Adam forced a grin and a halfhearted wave in return.

“I haven’t seen you in ages,” Canto said. “Where’ve you been?”

Adam wished Canto wouldn’t talk to him from down there. Other parents were turning their heads now, noticing him. Adam didn’t want to engage with Canto, but he had to get up and step down from the bleachers to stop Canto from speaking so loudly.

Canto offered his hand. Adam gave him the fish grip and said nothing.

“You haven’t forgotten your old pal Vince, have you? You’re not using someone else?”

“No, I—”

“Hey, that’s Kyle bringing up the ball right now,” Canto said, turning his attention to the court. “Come on, KC! Make a play!”

Canto’s son dribbled left, then back between his legs and got open for a ten-foot shot, which he buried.

“Didn’t your boy play in this league last year?”

“Spencer,” Adam said. “He’s got other interests now.” Last year, when Spencer’s team and Kyle’s team played each other, Adam and Vincent Canto placed a bet on the game. Gambling on a kids’ basketball game, that was bad enough, but Adam had been an assistant coach on Spencer’s team, which made the transgression even worse.

Canto owned a gentlemen’s club called Mario’s that served as a front for a gambling business where Adam had done most of his betting. He was a dangerous man, Adam knew, not only because of the gambling. There were rumors about Canto, that he once tortured someone over an unpaid debt, that he’d been involved in the murder of a jockey a few years ago. Vincent Canto was a man Adam should not be talking to now. Should not even be looking at. Adam was about to make an excuse and put distance between himself and Canto, when Canto said, “You played for Taconic State, right?”

“Yeah, two seasons, a long time ago.”

“Come here a sec.” Canto placed a hand on Adam’s back and led him into the hall, away from the players and parents. “I think they might be ranked this year, definitely tournament material,” Canto said.

“They were Division II in my day.”

“Maybe you’d like to take a ride up there and check them out. I’ve got passes to their practices.”

The alarm sounded in Adam’s head. He could feel his counselors at Glendale looking over his shoulder, telling him to walk away, that’s all he had to do. But Canto wasn’t asking him to gamble. And Adam didn’t recognize an urge he needed to suppress or an insidious seed trying to sprout—the therapy at Glendale was doing its job. This was simply an invitation to check out his old team.

Except not. Canto took a few more steps down the hallway, lowered his voice, and explained how he wanted Adam’s help evaluating a player named Kevin Elevet, a senior forward for the Taconic Tigers. The evaluation didn’t involve scouting Elevet’s game—the book was already published on that. Thirty-nine-inch vertical leap, twelve-foot shooting range, excellent court awareness and speed; but also a me-first player, poor passer, inconsistent work ethic. And Vincent Canto knew more about Elevet than his game: growing up poor on the streets of Albany, arrested at age seventeen for assault, five years of high school and a summer to graduate, the scholarship to Taconic.

What Canto wanted help with was approaching Elevet to participate in Canto’s new business venture, a game-fixing scheme.

“Stop right there. No way,” Adam said. “I’m not involved in gambling anymore.”

“This ain’t gambling, my friend. I’m not asking you to place any bets, or even touch any money—except for the money I’ll pay you. Simply talk to Kevin. A guy like you, a former Taconic player and alumnus, you’ve got instant cred with this kid. You introduce yourself, chat him up, mention a business proposal, ask permission for me to meet with him.”

“I can’t do it.”

“All you’re doing is making an introduction. It’s nothing but a business deal.”

Adam shook his head. No.

“There’s a $3,000 consulting fee in it for you, payable if Elevet simply agrees to meet with me. All you have to do is get him to say yes to a meeting, and then you’re done.”

Jesus. Three grand.

No, he couldn’t. But three grand. He would earn in a couple of hours almost as much as he did in a month in the production department at GeoPol. He could give that money to Celeste. Maybe then she’d appreciate him more. Maybe then she’d stop looking at him with resentment simmering in her eyes every time he picked up Spencer for the afternoon. Maybe then his wife and son could move out of that shitty house, that ugly neighborhood where she’d fled while he was in rehab, and they could find a new home as a family. They had put the Cider Mill house on the market and would use some of the proceeds to help Adam chip away at his pay downs, but there was a long way to go. By Adam’s calculations, at the current rate he was repaying debts he’d be 164 years old by the time he was debt-free. Ha!

Adam had no way to get ahead, or get even; no way to provide for his family again. His father wouldn’t give him money, not anymore; he’d only write checks to Celeste, although she had turned down his repeated offers. And while Adam voluntarily had his paycheck garnisheed for child support, his salary was embarrassingly low compared to what he once earned at Weir, and he hadn’t been promoted into sales at GeoPol, as he told Celeste would happen; he hadn’t even been granted an interview.

Three thousand dollars. It wouldn’t be gambling money, it would be money he earned as a consultant to an athlete. Adam could present a compelling case to this kid Kevin Elevet, and it might be helpful for Kevin to leave college with a little spending money in his pocket if he wasn’t turning pro. Which Kevin Elevet wasn’t. Adam knew about basketball players like Kevin because Adam had been one himself. Not the black part—Adam’s skin was white as winter. And not the impoverished part—Adam’s parents had enough money to send him to college even if he hadn’t gotten the scholarship, whereas Elevet grew up fatherless in Albany’s drug-infested Arbor Hill. What Adam knew about Kevin, and what they shared, was the experience of transition. You could call it a period of maturation, or acceptance of reality, or simply the dream vanishing. That period of slow, grudging recognition of the inevitable: You were not NBA material. You were not even European league material.

Adam recognized his own transition beginning senior year in high school. He starred for Haverton, captain of a team that lost to St. Joe’s in the state finals his senior year. He had attended Haverton—over an hour from his home—because the school was a perennial basketball powerhouse, a secure stepping-stone to Division I. But Adam ran out of stepping-stones when not one Division I school recruited him. How could he have been overlooked? Okay, maybe he lacked expert dribbling skills, maybe he was a streaky scorer. Maybe he’d been goaded into a fight on the court once or twice.

He did get a ride to Taconic State, though, back when they were a Division II program, and he played twenty minutes a game his freshman year and averaged seven points, but sophomore year his playing time decreased because a freshman from Philadelphia, four inches taller and a better athlete in every way, forced Adam to the bench. He raged at the conspiracy against him—the fast-break game the coach wanted to play didn’t fit well with Adam’s pick-and-roll skills, the nagging sprained thumb affected his shot. He simmered on the bench, on a Division II team, a lonely outpost NBA scouts didn’t visit.

This is how he handled the transition: self-pity, moping, cutting classes more than usual. Punching out a teammate in the locker room after practice one day. Dabbled in dope and drinking, though he’d never leaned that way, and never felt better for abusing substances. He couldn’t say his future looked bleak—it looked blank. All along he’d dreamed of an NBA career, and now he couldn’t construct that picture, as if many pieces of a jigsaw puzzle he’d worked so hard to assemble were missing. The missing pieces weren’t still in the box; they hadn’t fallen to the floor. They simply didn’t exist. All that effort and you have these gaping holes in what would have been a perfect scene.

Then in his psychology class he learned about Dr. Kübler-Ross and the five stages of grief, and Adam realized he’d passed through four of them—denial, anger, bargaining, depression—with only acceptance to go before his NBA dream could die peacefully. And he finally did accept his fate. He couldn’t change who he was, no matter how hard he worked or wished.

The dream died. The excitement vanished.

A new dream took its place. He found excitement again when, just for fun, he placed his first bets on NFL games with a guy in the dorm who ran a weekly pool. He had a knack for picking winners. When football season ended, he bet NBA games and Division I college games on the point spread, and hockey games straight up. He became as much a fanatic as the Giants fan who took off his shirt in December and painted his fat belly blue and red and drank himself blind at the stadium. As amped up as the UConn students decked out in blue and white and banging inflatable noisemakers and screaming the lining of their lungs raw when the opposing team took foul shots. The difference being that Adam was in the game again. Part of the action. He won and he lost, just like when he was playing. The adrenaline gushed through him. He passed hundred-dollar bills back and forth and they felt like velvet in his hands. He learned more about the thrill of victory and the agony of defeat as a gambler than he ever had as an athlete.

He didn’t consider himself a problem gambler—never thought about it and would have scoffed at anyone who suggested it—and his habit pretty much disappeared when he started dating Celeste two years after graduating college. He was introduced to her at a meeting with Weir Microsystems’ advertising agency. Celeste Stafford was the art director on a marketing campaign the agency was pitching, Adam the sales associate asked to join the meeting and give his opinion. His opinion was that Celeste was smart, beautiful, and poised. She had a serious, thoughtful, understated glow that mesmerized him. Wide-set eyes that somehow were both green and brown at the same time. Thick, coppery hair. An almost boyish figure, narrow in the shoulders and hips, with just enough curves to churn his imagination.

When he first asked her out, she turned him down because she was seeing someone else. But he persisted and called her every week, and eventually she said yes. And then yes again. And then they were in a relationship. He discovered they were opposites, and it
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