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			Prologue

			It’s normally such a quiet street. Small, unassuming, solidly middle class. Not the sort of place one usually associates with the shocking events of that hot July night. Ask any of the residents and they will agree that none of their neighbors seemed capable of committing such a cold-blooded, heinous act.

			How could this happen? they will ask when they gather together the next morning, shivering despite the intense heat, shaking their heads in collective wonder and dismay. I’m stunned. I had no idea. I thought it was a car backfiring. Or maybe some leftover firecrackers.

			The street is what they call a cul-de-sac. From the French, the literal translation of which is “bottom of a sack,” itself derived from the Latin culus, meaning “bottom.” It was originally an anatomical term meaning “a vessel or tube with only one opening,” but here in Palm Beach Gardens, Florida, as in the rest of North America, it has come to mean a short, dead-end street with a circle for turning around at the end.

			Picture a horseshoe. Now picture five houses, virtual carbon copies of one another—modest, two-story, in delicate shades of pink, yellow, and peach, each with a double-car garage—placed at strategic intervals along that horseshoe, one at its rounded tip, two to each side. A variety of palm trees fill in the spaces between the houses, and the street has no sidewalks, only a raised curb separating the paved road from the small front lawns. The lawns, in turn, are dissected by short, flower-lined walkways ending with two steps before each front door.

			
			The street is officially, and for no discernable reason, named Carlyle Terrace, and is situated just off Hood Road, a not overly busy thoroughfare that runs east and west between the Florida Turnpike and Military Trail, about a ten-minute drive to the ocean, and a stone’s throw from any number of private, gated, golfing communities that populate the area.

			On the surface, the people who live on this street seem average, even boring: a recently separated single mother and her two children; a doctor and his dentist wife with their two sons; another married couple and their three offspring; a widowed grandmother; a young couple married barely a year. They have the usual array of problems—money concerns, difficult teenagers, petty jealousies, the everyday conflicts of married life. No one would claim it’s all been candlelight and soft music. There has been the occasional raised voice, an argument spilling out of an open window, an unexpected altercation, even the odd slamming door.

			Rumors abound—this one might be having an affair, that one might have a drinking problem, that one thinks she’s too good for the rest of us. Neighbors talk, after all.

			Especially when you give them something to talk about.

			Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? Sean Grant, one of the residents of Carlyle Terrace, is fond of quoting, referencing an ancient radio show that his parents used to listen to when they were children. The Shadow knows, he’ll answer in the next breath, finishing the quote with an ominous lowering of his voice.

			There are lots of shadows on this tree-filled cul-de-sac, this horseshoe-shaped dead end that leads exactly nowhere. And shadows make excellent places for secrets—to hide, to grow, to flourish. Until some grow too big, too powerful to contain, and they explode, like a deadly grenade tossed from a careless hand, forever shattering the quiet façade so meticulously presented to the outside world, spraying bone and blood and illusions as far as the eye can see, beyond where the mind can grasp.

			
			So indeed, one might be forgiven for initially assuming the shots that rang out in the middle of that hot July night came from leftover Independence Day firecrackers or a car backfiring somewhere along the main road, and not from a gun held mere inches from its target’s head.

			I can’t believe it. How could this happen? the neighbors will mutter repeatedly. This is normally such a peaceful neighborhood. Such a quiet street.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter One

			It’s early May, a couple of months before the fatal events of that sultry summer night, and the clock radio in Maggie McKay’s bedroom wakes her up at six a.m., as it has every weekday morning since the school year began. She reaches across the empty half of the king-size bed to the nightstand and silences the cloying strains of “Oh, what a beautiful morning” with a decisive slap of her hand before the refrain can repeat.

			Probably she should move the radio to the nightstand on her side of the bed so she won’t have to stretch so far. At the very least, she should reprogram the alarm to play another tune. She’s come to hate that stupid song. She doesn’t need reminding that Florida is the land of beautiful mornings. She hates it anyway.

			But she doesn’t move the radio and she doesn’t reprogram the tune. And she probably won’t. Because there have been enough changes in her life lately. Too many.

			The music was Craig’s idea. A gentler way to wake them up each morning than the shrill beeping jolting them into consciousness. Her nerves were frayed enough as it was, he reminded her unnecessarily. What she needed, he said, was less stress. What he needed, he didn’t say—maybe wasn’t even aware of at the time—was less Maggie.

			
			Not that she blamed him for their marriage falling apart, at least not entirely. The move to Palm Beach Gardens had been her idea. A new beginning, she’d told him when she first championed the idea of uprooting their family, abandoning their home, leaving their friends and their careers behind in Los Angeles, and moving across the country. It would be a fresh start. A new beginning. Better for everyone.

			Virtually the same words Craig used when he’d packed up his personal belongings and moved out three months ago. “I’m sorry, Maggie,” he added, managing to look as if he meant it. “I just can’t do it anymore.”

			“Fuck you,” she mutters now, pretty much the first words out of her mouth every morning since he left. “Fucking coward.” She rolls back to her side of the bed, the sheets cool beneath the flimsy cotton of her pajamas, and opens the top drawer of the mirrored nightstand beside the pillow. Her hand feels for the cold, smooth surface of the compact Glock 19, secreted beneath a chiffon swirl of multicolored scarves. The 9mm handgun is by far the most popular handgun in the United States, due to its size and reliability. Or so said the salesman who sold it to her the same afternoon that Craig moved out.

			Craig had been adamant about not having a gun in the house, despite everything that had happened. Despite, God forbid, everything that could happen, and probably would happen the minute they became too complacent, she’d argued to no avail. If you’d really wanted to reduce my stress level, she thinks as she lifts the relatively lightweight gun into her hands, this little guy would have done a much better job of relaxing me than that stupid song from an old Broadway musical.

			But it’s a classic, she can hear him say.

			“Fuck you,” she says in return, refusing to be charmed and returning the gun to the drawer. She swivels out of bed, her bare feet padding across the mock-hardwood floor of the narrow hallway toward the bedrooms of her two children. “Erin,” she calls out, knocking on her daughter’s door before opening it, hearing the teenager moan beneath her mountain of covers. “Time to get up, sweetie.”

			
			“Go away,” comes the muffled response.

			Maggie backs into the hall, understanding there’s no point arguing. Erin will stay in bed until she can no longer tolerate the sound of her mother’s exhortations and only then will she deign to get up and dressed. She will spend the next twenty to thirty minutes in the bathroom, fixing her hair and makeup. She will refuse to have anything for breakfast. She will decline to engage in anything resembling a conversation with either her mother or younger brother. She will check her phone, toss her hair, and roll her eyes more times than Maggie can count. And after finally climbing into the black SUV beside her mother, she will remember that she has forgotten something of vital importance—occasionally the homework she hasn’t completed, usually the cellphone she left in the powder room while doing a final check of her appearance—thereby delaying them further. She may or may not remember to reset the house alarm, in which case Maggie will have to get out of the car to do it herself. Maggie will then chauffeur the kids to their respective schools, dropping Leo off first, then Erin, who will exit the car without a backward glance just as the bell is sounding.

			“This could all be avoided, you know,” she hears Erin say. “All you have to do is—”

			“You’re not getting your own car.”

			“Why not? Dad could probably get me a good deal….”

			“You’re not getting your own car.”

			“What’s the point of having my license if you won’t let me drive? Besides, if I have my own car, you won’t have to drive us back and forth to school every day. You could get a job, get a life….”

			“I have a life.”

			“You had a life. You threw it away.”

			“Okay, that’s enough.”

			“I think you enjoy playing martyr….”

			
			“I said, enough!”

			And enough of that, Maggie decides, banishing the unpleasant thoughts as she enters her son’s room. She touches him gently on the shoulder. “Leo, honey. Time to wake up.”

			The shy eight-year-old flips onto his back and opens the deep blue eyes he inherited from his father. “What day is it?”

			“It’s Wednesday. Why?”

			“So we’re having dinner with Dad?”

			“That’s right.”

			“And he’ll pick us up after school?”

			Maggie nods. “If he’s not there when you get out, you call me immediately.”

			Leo tosses off his Star Wars blanket without further prompting and climbs out of bed, his favorite stuffed Super Mario toy in hand, heading for the bathroom he shares with his sister, experience having taught him that he’d better get in there while he has the chance.

			Maggie returns to her bedroom. She takes a quick shower in the small en suite bathroom, then throws on a T-shirt and a pair of shorts before fluffing out her chin-length, mousy brown hair, hair that used to be lush and shoulder-length. Used to be, she thinks, mindful of all the things she once was: employed, confident, married. “Don’t forget pretty,” she says out loud, staring at the defeated-looking stranger in the full-length mirror on the inside of her closet door. “Who are you?” she whispers. “What have you done with Maggie McKay?”

			“Erin!” she calls as she heads down the stairs, eyes on the alert for anything that looks even vaguely out of place. “Time to get up.” She does a quick check of the downstairs rooms—the combined living-dining room to one side of the stairs, the kitchen, powder room, and den to the other—before turning off the burglar alarm to the right of the front door.

			She knows she’s being silly—Craig would use the word “paranoid,” had, in fact, used it on more than one occasion—that there’s no need to check every room in the house, as she’s done every morning since they moved in eighteen months ago, that no one could circumvent the state-of-the-art alarm system she insisted they install despite its prohibitive cost, and that even if someone did, surely she would hear his footsteps on the stairs, stairs she’s deliberately left uncarpeted for that very reason.

			
			She opens the front door, her eyes doing a quick pan of the small cul-de-sac as she bends down to retrieve the morning paper. Hers is the house at the street’s rounded tip, a location that gives her a clear view of the two houses on both sides. The yellow school bus is already parked in front of the house to her immediate right, waiting to transport Tyler and Ben Wilson to their tony private school in North Palm Beach. Maggie acknowledges the bus driver’s nod with an uneasy wave of her fingers and a sigh of relief. It’s the same man who’s been picking them up for the last four months. No reason to panic, as she did after the last driver retired and this much younger one appeared. She’d even called The Benjamin School for confirmation they’d hired someone new, then questioned his references.

			“I’m sorry. Who are you?” the school receptionist asked.

			“You’re being paranoid,” Craig told her.

			“Okay, so I’m paranoid,” Maggie mutters to herself now, retreating into the house. Better paranoid than dead.

			She would have loved to send her children to a private school like the Wilsons, but the price tag was way too high. The Wilsons are high-earning professionals—he, a well-regarded oncologist and she, a dentist—but Maggie no longer has a job, and even though Craig makes good money selling luxury cars, it isn’t nearly enough to cover the cost of two tuitions, especially now that he has two residences to maintain. Whatever savings they once had went toward the move.

			“There’s absolutely nothing the matter with public schools,” she reminds herself, needing the confirmation of hearing her words out loud. She used to teach in one after all.

			Used to, she thinks, setting the kitchen table, a white plastic oval that occupies the center of the small space. She boils an egg for Leo and puts two pieces of raisin bread in the toaster, glancing at the day’s depressing headlines before turning to the puzzle page, the only reason she buys the paper anymore. “Erin!” she yells, and then again, “Erin! You better be up and out of bed.”

			
			“I’m up!” Erin yells back. “Chill, for God’s sake!” Upstairs, the bathroom door slams shut.

			I would if you’d let me, Maggie thinks, knowing she’s being unfair. It’s not the teenager’s fault their lives have been turned upside down. “This is on me,” she says.

			“What’s on you?” Leo says, entering the kitchen.

			Maggie jumps at the sound of her son’s voice. How did she not hear him come down? “Where are your shoes?”

			Leo glances toward his bare feet. “Oh,” he says, indicating the backpack on the floor beside him. “I think I packed them.”

			Maggie smiles. My little space cadet, she thinks, wondering if this is the reason he and Ben Wilson have never become more than casual acquaintances. She’d been so excited when she’d learned their new next-door neighbors had a son the same age as Leo, and hoped they’d soon become fast friends, but sadly, this has not proven to be the case. She suspects this has more to do with Dani Wilson than her son, the prevailing wisdom being that Dani Wilson considers herself too good for her surroundings, that she would prefer to live in a more upscale development, one with a prestigious address more fitting a family headed by two doctors. Perhaps she also resents the professional deference regularly showered on her husband by the residents of Carlyle Terrace, a deference that, as a mere dentist, she rarely gets to experience.

			Or maybe she’s just a bitch.

			“Is it a spider?” Leo asks.

			“Is what a spider?”

			“What’s on you,” he replies, turning the question he asked earlier into a statement, his eyes growing fearful.

			I put that fear there, Maggie thinks. “Oh,” she says. “No. There’s no spider.”

			
			“Then what?”

			“Just some crumbs, I guess,” she improvises.

			This seems to satisfy him. He sits down in one of the four white plastic chairs, removes his sneakers from his backpack, and pushes his feet into them, struggling with the laces.

			“Here. Let me help you.” Maggie is already kneeling in front of him, hands outstretched.

			“No, it’s okay. Dad says I need to start doing things by myself.”

			“Your father…” Maggie bites her tongue to keep from saying something she’ll regret. She has too many regrets as it is. She’s running out of room. She hears the toaster pop out the two pieces of bread. “Do you want to butter your toast by yourself?” she asks. Surely he can’t hurt himself with a butter knife.

			“No,” he says. “You can butter them.”

			“Okay.” She fights the urge to thank him. “Erin!” she calls as Leo is taking his final few bites. “It’s after seven. School starts in less than half an hour. We’re going to be late.” Why schools have to start so damn early is something she’s never been able to figure out.

			“I’m in the bathroom.”

			“I know you’re in the bathroom. It’s time to get out of the bathroom.” She walks toward the stairs.

			“God, could you be any more annoying?” Erin mutters, flinging open the bathroom door as Maggie reaches the upstairs landing, a blur of waist-length, light brown hair and long bare legs brushing past her down the hall.

			“Probably,” Maggie says as she enters her bedroom and opens the top drawer of the nightstand beside the bed. She reaches inside and extricates the Glock 19, turning it over in the palm of her hand and admiring it before dropping it inside her large canvas bag.

			One of the reasons Maggie chose Florida is that it’s considered “accommodating” regarding guns, the state policy being one of “shall issue” for a concealed carry license. This means it’s legal to carry a concealed weapon and relatively easy to get a license to do so. Which Maggie did, filling out the necessary forms and submitting them, along with her fingerprints and a recent photograph, to Tallahassee for a background check, then waiting five days to receive her permit.

			
			She completed the three-hour-long obligatory course in firearms training within a week of buying the gun. And she’s been carrying it with her ever since.

			Just in case, one day, it becomes necessary to use it.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Two

			Dani Wilson looks out her kitchen window to see the school bus idling on the street. “Boys,” she calls toward the den at the back of the house. “The bus is here. Tyler! Ben! Let’s go. Y’all know Manuel doesn’t like to be kept waitin’.” She counts silently to ten, taking several deep breaths to still her growing irritation at the lack of response, trying not to take it personally.

			After all, it’s nothing new. She deals with this every day at work, her patients rarely replying to her polite queries—about their day, their health, their lives—with more than one-word answers. “Fine,” they’ll grunt, or “Good.” True, their mouths are open wide and often stuffed with cotton, but would it really be so hard to add, “And you?”

			The hard truth is that no one gives a damn whether Dani Wilson is happy or not. No one is interested in the problems of an erstwhile Southern belle with a handsome doctor husband, a thriving practice, and a six-figure income. She is all too aware that the people with whom she spends the bulk of her time would rather be somewhere—anywhere—in the world other than with her.

			Is it any wonder that the suicide rate among dentists is higher than in any other profession?

			
			She looks toward the kitchen’s center island with its four high-top chairs lined against one side. “How ’bout you guys? How you doin’?” she asks the two betta fish, one red, one blue, each as pretty as a peach, swimming aimlessly in separate bowls on the island’s granite countertop. Two bowls are necessary because of a fierce territorial instinct that sees them fight to the death if put with other fish. Even surrounded by glass, they must be kept a suitable distance apart.

			“I thought we agreed, no pets,” Nick said when Dani brought them home one day after work, an impulse purchase she still can’t explain.

			“Well, they were so pretty and I just thought…”

			“You thought what?”

			“Well, it’s not like a dog or a cat….”

			“That’s not the point.”

			“I thought it’d be good for the boys,” she said.

			“Trust me,” Nick said. “They’ll lose interest in a week.”

			Of course, he was right. At least as far as their younger son, Ben, was concerned. After loudly insisting that the blue betta was his, he’d proceeded to largely ignore him. “He’s boring,” he proclaimed. Tyler, on the other hand, has spent hours with his forehead pressed against the smaller red betta’s bowl, talking to it to the point that the fish, whom he named Neptune, now actually allows the boy to put his hand inside the bowl and stroke him.

			Dani finds this amazing; Nick is unimpressed. “I’m worried about that kid,” he’d say, with a shake of his head.

			“He’s sensitive.”

			Another headshake. “Who bonds with a fish?”

			Dani sighs and heads for the back room. “Boys! Let’s get goin’. The bus is fixin’ to leave without you.”

			“No, it’s not,” her husband contradicts, his back to her. He is standing in front of the glass-fronted cabinet that houses his impressive firearm collection, ten-year-old Tyler to his left, eight-year-old Ben to his right. “He’s early. He can wait a few minutes. And it’s ‘let’s get going,’ ” he adds, stressing the final g. “Not ‘goin’.’ The g is not silent.” He glances at his sons. “Proper pronunciation is important,” he tells them. “People judge you by the way you speak. Remember that.”

			
			Dani nods. She knows he’s right. He’s right about most things. But she was born and raised in Alabama, and even though she’s lived in Florida since they got married almost fifteen years ago, a Southern cadence isn’t the easiest thing to lose.

			To which Nick would undoubtedly counter that, last he heard, Florida was still considered part of the South, and that her habit of peppering her sentences with corny aphorisms makes her sound like a hillbilly, and dropping her g’s as well as using contractions like “y’all” has nothing to do with geography and everything to do with being grammatically lazy.

			And he’d be right. Because he’s always right. Although she remembers a time when he found such speech idiosyncrasies endearing. Funny how the very things that once charmed us become the things that irritate us the most, she thinks, remembering that she used to find his self-confidence—some might call it arrogance—appealing. Her father, a successful internist, had been casually dismissive of her stay-at-home mother in much the same way. Wasn’t that at least part of the reason she’d been so determined to have a career?

			Of course, it hadn’t hurt that both men are tall and handsome, saved from being a cliché by being fair-haired instead of dark. Dani has always assumed arrogance went with the territory. And Nick is pretty high on the medical hierarchy, being a well-respected, even revered, oncologist. There’s no question that his patients adore him. His website overflows with tributes praising his diagnostic genius and warm bedside manner.

			Of course, she’s a doctor, too, she reminds herself. Although her father would argue that a dentist isn’t really a doctor, not in the strict sense of the word.

			And she doesn’t need reminding that no one likes going to the dentist, regardless of competence.

			Maybe if she were young and beautiful, instead of forty, on the short side, and still carrying around the ten extra pounds in baby weight she hasn’t been able to shed since Ben’s birth, it would be a different story.

			
			“Maybe if you watched what you ate and stuck to an exercise regime,” Nick has said.

			“I’m tryin’.”

			“Trying,” he corrected.

			He’s right, of course. He always is. She can’t keep blaming her extra weight on her younger son. Ben is eight years old, for God’s sake. It’s time to take responsibility and get proactive, cut back on those calories, get a membership at the gym, maybe even hire a personal trainer.

			“What’re y’all doin’?” she asks now, exhausted by the mere thought of a trainer.

			“Dad’s showing us his new rifle,” Ben answers, swiveling around to face her, pointing a weapon almost as big as he is in the general direction of her heart. “And it’s ‘doing,’ not ‘doin’.’ ”

			Dani gasps and takes a step back, not sure if her reaction is due to the rifle aimed at her chest or her son’s admonishment.

			“Whoa there, partner,” Nick says, quickly removing the weapon from his son’s hands. “What have I told you about never pointing a gun at anyone?”

			“It’s not loaded,” Ben protests.

			“Doesn’t matter.” His father returns the rifle to its proper place, then locks the cabinet door. “Now, listen to your mother. Get moving.”

			The boys respond immediately, Tyler offering up a shy smile as he hurries by.

			“You didn’t tell me you bought a new gun,” Dani says when her sons are out of earshot.

			“Didn’t think you were interested.”

			For an instant, she’s tempted to chide her husband on his frequent habit of leaving out nouns, then decides she’s being petty. Turnabout might be fair play, but she’s learned it rarely works in her favor.

			
			“ ’Course I’m interested. How many does that make now?” Her eyes do a silent count of the many guns and rifles on display.

			“Eighteen.”

			“Well, bless my heart.” Dani has never shared her husband’s passion for guns, and never accompanies him when he goes to the nearby shooting range for target practice.

			“Thinking of taking the boys with me to the range one of these weekends,” he says, as if reading her mind.

			“What?” The unnerving image of eight-year-old Ben pointing the weapon at her chest flashes before her eyes.

			“It’s time they learned how to shoot.” He looks around the room. “Where’d you put my iPad?”

			“What?” she says again.

			“Left it here last night.”

			“I haven’t touched it.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“ ’Course I’m sure. You probably left it in the bathroom.”

			“I didn’t leave it in the goddamn bathroom.”

			Dani tenses at the unexpected irritation in his voice and is grateful for the sudden shouts—“Stop it!” “Leave them alone!” “Mom!”—coming from the kitchen. She runs toward the sound and sees her boys wrestling with the fishbowls, the two bettas being tossed carelessly from side to side as water sloshes from the tops of the bowls to the island countertop. “My goodness! What’s goin’ on here?”

			“Ben keeps putting the bowls too close together,” Tyler says, his voice quivering. “Neptune’s getting all upset.”

			“It’s fun,” Ben says, laughing. “You should see them. They get all puffed up, start banging at the glass.”

			“They’ll hurt themselves,” Tyler argues.

			“So what? They’re just fish.”

			“Okay, that’s enough.” Dani returns the bowls to the counter, leaving plenty of space between them. “Time to go. Manuel’s waitin’.”

			
			“Waiting,” her husband corrects, entering the room, iPad in hand. “You heard your mother. Go on. Off with you.”

			“Kisses?” Dani asks as they race for the front door. Only Tyler returns, offering up the side of his head to be kissed. Her lips brush against a lock of golden-brown hair. “Have a good day,” she calls as the front door opens and shuts.

			“So, what was all the yelling about?” Nick asks.

			“Ben put the bowls too close together again.”

			Nick laughs.

			“It’s not funny. It upsets Tyler.”

			“Kid’s too soft. He could use some toughening up.”

			Dani decides not to argue. “I see you found your iPad.”

			He nods.

			“Where’d you find it?”

			“Bathroom.”

			“So, I was right.”

			“I guess. Is that really so important to you?”

			“I just don’t like bein’ accused….”

			“Nobody accused you of anything. I just asked if you’d seen it.”

			“No, you asked where I put it. There’s a difference. And you shouldn’t be correctin’—correcting—my grammar in front of the kids.”

			Nick shakes his head. “Look. I don’t have the time or the energy to argue with you right now. I have a full day ahead of me and I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night….”

			“Why didn’t you sleep?”

			Another shake of his head, causing several strands of the same golden-brown hair as Tyler’s to fall across his eyes. “I don’t know. Some stupid bird kept squawking. I was tempted to go outside and shoot the miserable thing. And…” He stops, pushing the hair back into place.

			Don’t ask, she thinks. “And?” she asks anyway.

			“Well, I hesitate to say anything, because you seem to be in a mood….”

			
			“I’m not in a mood—”

			“But you’ve got to do something about your snoring, babe,” he interrupts. “I know you don’t do it on purpose….”

			Dani sighs. They’ve been through this before. There’s no point reminding him that he also snores, or that he could at least try the earplugs she bought him the last time he complained about her snoring.

			“Anyway,” he says, “let’s drop it. I have a tough enough day ahead of me.” A third shake of his head. “I have to tell a man his cancer has spread and we’ve run out of options.”

			“I’m so sorry.” Dani feels immediately guilty for giving him such a hard time. At least your patients have the good grace to die, she thinks, feeling even guiltier. When did she become so insensitive to the suffering of others? What’s the matter with me?

			“I’m sorry, too,” Nick says, surrounding her with his arms, drawing her into a tight embrace. “I did imply you’d moved my iPad. You had every right to be pissed. And I had no business correcting your grammar in front of the boys,” he adds without prompting. “That was wrong. I’ll try not to do it again.”

			“Thank you,” she whispers as he withdraws.

			“I love you,” he says.

			“I love you, too.”

			He tweaks her nose. “But you really must do something about that snoring.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Three

			From his usual position at the living room window, Sean Grant watches the school bus pull away from the curb in front of the house next door, taking with it the privileged offspring of the eminent Doctors Wilson. He wonders, not for the first time, why two successful professionals would choose to live on this simple cul-de-sac when they could be living in one of the more upscale gated communities nearby. They had to have a combined yearly income of close to half a million dollars, if not more. Hell, as one of the top cancer specialists in the area, Nick Wilson probably earned that all by himself. Sean knows that if he were making that kind of money, he’d be living in Palm Beach proper, or maybe he’d buy a house at the Bear Club, Jack Nicklaus’s exclusive golf and country club over on Donald Ross Road. He used to be a pretty good golfer. Of course, it’s been a while since he golfed, golf being an expensive habit to maintain.

			One he can no longer afford.

			“Sean!” his wife calls, her high heels clicking against the beige ceramic tile that runs throughout the downstairs rooms. “Where are you?”

			He reluctantly leaves the window, joining his wife in the small center hall at the foot of the stairs before she can ask again. He finds the layout of the house awkward—the combined living-dining room to the right of the stairs and virtually everything else to the left. Who designed these houses anyway? Shouldn’t the kitchen and dining rooms be closer together? he thinks silently, although this sort of thing never bothered him before he became the family’s chief cook and bottle washer.

			
			All kinds of things bother him now, things that never used to annoy him, too many things to dwell on, not if he wants to start the day off on the right foot. One of those things is standing right in front of him, he realizes, trying to mask his irritation at his wife with a smile. She’s dressed in a perfectly tailored suit that shows off her equally perfect figure, and grinning her big Cheshire-cat-that-swallowed-the-canary grin, her full lips emphasized by the bright coral lipstick she’s taken to wearing since she returned to work. Her long dark hair is pulled into a neat bun—she refers to it as a chignon—at the nape of her neck. At thirty-nine, Olivia Grant looks even better than the twenty-three-year-old he married, back in the days when he was a successful marketing executive and she was a lowly account manager with a neighboring advertising firm he sometimes did business with. She considered it a job back then, not the career she calls it now, and she’d been only too happy to give it up after the birth of their twins, Zane and Quentin, now twelve, and then Katie, two years after that.

			Sean didn’t object to his wife choosing to be a stay-at-home mom. His career was thriving, and it was a source of great pride that he could support his growing family on his income alone. Over the years, he continued his steady climb up the corporate ladder, becoming one of five vice presidents of the mid-level firm that employed him and was confidently on track to becoming a full partner.

			And then two years ago—ironically, just as they were considering a move to a larger house—he was handed his walking papers. Business was down, way down. The company could no longer afford the luxury of five vice presidents, something he’d suspected for months, but never thought would apply to him.

			
			Once he got over the shock of losing his job—the idea that he was dispensable hurting even more than his abrupt dismissal—he relished the time off to relax and reassess what he wanted out of life. And what he wanted, he decided during those first few weeks, was more. More money, more power, more respect. He was certain that a man with his experience and credentials would have no trouble securing another job. Plus, he could afford to wait. His severance package was excellent and, combined with a small inheritance from his father, ensured that he wouldn’t have to settle. He could hold out for the perfect position.

			“We’ll be fine,” he assured Olivia.

			“I’m not worried in the slightest,” she said.

			It took several months for his optimism to fade, a year for it to disappear altogether. It seemed that, even with an upturn in the economy, no business wanted to hire a man on the cusp of fifty, regardless of his experience or credentials. Not when they could employ someone half his age at half his salary. Sean reluctantly lowered his sights, tried for positions he’d initially refused to consider.

			And was turned down for all of them.

			“Too qualified,” they said. Too old, they meant.

			He grew increasingly depressed. He stopped wearing the neatly pressed shirts and silk ties he’d been known to wear even on weekends. He went days without shaving. He stopped exercising. He put on weight. What was the point in maintaining appearances when nobody gave a damn whether he appeared or not?

			His wife—ever-supportive, relentlessly optimistic Olivia—urged him to see a therapist. When he argued that therapists were expensive, she offered to pay for his visits with the money she’d been saving to buy a new car, which, of course, only made him more depressed. He didn’t want his wife sacrificing for him. It was a man’s duty to support his family, to be the breadwinner, to “bring home the bacon,” as his father used to say.

			
			His father had been full of such sayings. “Bringing home the bacon” was one. “Never send a boy to do a man’s job” was another.

			Now it seemed that all employers wanted were boys.

			Or women.

			How else to explain the ease with which Olivia found a job? Eight months ago, his wife, who hadn’t worked in over ten years, walked through their front door and proudly announced that, on a lark, she’d driven up to Jupiter to see her old boss, and he’d hired her on the spot. Why shouldn’t she go back to work? she’d asked when he objected. Now that all three kids were in school, she was getting bored sitting at home, doing nothing but laundry and preparing meals. Besides, they’d almost eaten through both his inheritance and his severance, and his unemployment benefits would soon be discontinued. Simply put, they needed the money.

			He couldn’t argue with that.

			But now he’s the one sitting home all day, doing nothing but laundry and preparing meals, while she’s out there, making money and having a grand old time. Dressing up. Wearing four-inch heels. Looking better than she has in years. Taking meetings. Batting those long eyelashes at her superiors. Hell, she was promoted to account supervisor after barely six months on the job. How does that happen without some serious flirting?

			Not that Sean doesn’t trust his wife. He does. Olivia has never been anything but loving, loyal, and supportive. “You’ll find something else,” she’d said when he told her he’d been let go. “You’ve got this one,” she said whenever he went for an interview. “Remember what your father used to say—‘When one door closes, another one opens.’ ”

			Except that when another door opened, she was the one who’d walked through.

			She tries to hide it, but he knows he’s become a thorn in her side. He can see the disappointment in her eyes. It makes it difficult to look at her.

			
			“You smell so pretty,” he tells her now, forcing himself to do just that. “Is that a new perfume?”

			“Yes, and it’s called So Pretty.” She laughs. “Great nose,” she says, kissing the tip of his. The high heels that have become part of her daily uniform add inches to her height, making her taller than he is. A daily reminder of how their situations have reversed. Why can’t she wear flats like she used to?

			Why can’t anything be like it used to be?

			“So, what’s on tap for this morning?” She’s stopped asking him if he has any interviews.

			He shrugs, looks toward the back of the house, where his three children are getting their things ready for the day. In a few minutes, Olivia will drive them to school on her way to work. It will be his job to pick them up when school ends at two-thirty. How is he supposed to make plans when he has to be back by the middle of the afternoon?

			Of course, old Mrs. Fisher, who lives catty-corner across the street, has offered to babysit, even to pick the kids up from school, should that be necessary, but the woman’s eighty-four years old, for God’s sake. He’s not about to entrust the lives of his children to someone whose license probably should have been taken away years ago.

			“I noticed we’re running low on coffee and Cheerios,” Olivia says.

			Sean tenses. His wife never makes a direct request for him to go grocery shopping. She just “notices” they’re running low on various items. Can she not just come out and say what she really means? “I’ll pick some up this morning,” he says.

			“Oh, and Zane was requesting macaroni and cheese for supper. How does that strike you?”

			Right between the eyes, Sean thinks, but doesn’t say. “Sounds good.”

			“Great. I might be a little late getting home,” she adds, almost as an afterthought. “We have this presentation in Fort Lauderdale this afternoon, and with the traffic…well, you know. So if I’m not home by six, just go ahead and start dinner without me.”

			
			“No problem.”

			“I’ll call you when the meeting’s over, so if you haven’t heard from me by five-thirty…”

			“I’ll know to start without you.”

			“Okay. Thank you. Kids,” she calls, “let’s go!”

			Immediately, their children are at the front door, laughing and wrestling with their backpacks. Sean struggles to find a trace of him in any of their faces, but finds only their mother. Dark-haired and hazel-eyed, all of them, while his eyes are the same sandy brown as his still-thick head of hair. At least I have that going for me, he thinks.

			“Bye, sweetie,” Olivia says now, kissing his cheek. “Wish me luck this afternoon.”

			“Good luck this afternoon,” he replies dutifully.

			“Love you,” she says.

			“Love you, too.” He watches his family from his usual spot at the living room window as Olivia backs her Honda Accord out of the driveway and disappears down the main street.

			In his mind’s eye, he pictures a truck come flying out of nowhere to crash head on into the car, the old Honda collapsing like an accordion as his wife’s head snaps back, then forward, and the steering wheel disappears deep into her chest. He sees two uniformed police officers walking solemnly up the concrete path to his front door, mouths downturned, eyes downcast. “We’re so sorry to inform you…”

			God, what’s the matter with me? he wonders, banishing the horrifying images. I love my wife. Where are these thoughts coming from?

			Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men? his father whispers in his ear, another of the sayings he was so fond of.

			Sean glances at his watch and is only vaguely alarmed to realize that almost an hour has passed. “Guess time really does fly when you’re having fun,” he says with a laugh, watching a silver Tesla turn onto the cul-de-sac and pull into old Mrs. Fisher’s driveway. “Uh-oh,” he says as both front doors lift into the air and a man and woman emerge simultaneously. The woman pulls at her short, tight skirt as the two march purposefully toward the front door. “Looks like trouble.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Four

			Julia Fisher is finishing her second cup of coffee and trying to figure out an eight-letter word for “spend wastefully.” It’s the only word in today’s so-called quick crossword puzzle that she hasn’t been able to get, despite knowing the first letter is an S and the seventh letter an E. She’s concentrating so hard that, at first, she doesn’t realize that the knocking floating around the periphery of her conscious mind is intended for her. It is only when the knocking is joined by the persistent ringing of a bell that she understands someone is at her front door.

			And who that someone is.

			“Shit,” she says, although she’s been half expecting them. She takes a deep breath and slowly pushes herself out of her chair, taking a cursory glance up the stairs as she enters the tiny front hall. Arthritis-riddled fingers pat at the short, frosted blond curls she’s been sporting since college, then stretch reluctantly toward the doorknob before falling back to her side. Maybe if she doesn’t answer it, they’ll go away.

			No such luck.

			“Mom!” a man’s voice calls, accompanied by more knocking, more ringing.

			Julia takes another deep breath and opens the door to Norman and his wife, Poppy. Who names a child Poppy? she thinks, staring into their anxious faces. “My goodness. What’s all the fuss?”

			
			“What do you mean, ‘what’s all the fuss’?” her son repeats. “Do you have any idea how long we’ve been standing out here?”

			“It can’t have been that long….”

			“Long enough. We thought you might have fallen and couldn’t get up. Or something.”

			Julia recognizes the “or something” for the euphemism it is. What Norman means is We thought you might be dead. She stands back to let her son and his wife—his fourth wife, if anyone’s keeping track anymore—enter. “I’m perfectly fine,” she tells them. “And you don’t have to worry about me falling. You bought me one of those necklace-alarm thingies I can push—”

			“You have to wear it for it to actually work,” Norman interrupts, glancing at her bare neck.

			“Picky, picky,” Julia says, hoping for a smile she doesn’t get. Has her son always been so humorless?

			“It’s not funny,” he says, as if to confirm her suspicion. His eyes follow his wife’s high, round backside as she wiggles past Julia into the living room and plops down on the chintz sofa, a frown on her already turned-down mouth.

			Julia lowers herself into one of two mismatched chairs opposite the sofa, waiting for her son to occupy the other. Instead he remains standing. How had she and Walter, her husband of more than half a century, managed to produce a son whose four marriages combined don’t add up to half that? Not that she doesn’t love her only child. She does. She just doesn’t like him very much. “You’re looking well,” she tells him, as if to counteract such thoughts.

			Besides, it’s true. Norman and his young wife are indeed handsome specimens, both standing over six feet tall, and in wonderful shape, thanks to daily workouts and regular weekend golf games. She studies Norman’s deeply tanned face, finding it hard to believe her son is fifty-one years old. It’s even harder to believe she could have a son that age since, aside from the standard assortment of aches and pains, she doesn’t feel much older than that herself.

			
			Her glance shifts to Poppy—slim, blond, voluptuous, porcelain-skinned, undeniably beautiful Poppy, Norman’s wife of almost three years, whom he met at the gym in the building that is home to the hedge fund company he helped found, and for whom he promptly discarded wife number three.

			Julia sighs. Not that she was particularly saddened by the loss of wife number three, whose lovely face she can barely recall. The fact is that Norman has always liked his women as stupid as they are beautiful. Unlined, uninformed, and unthreatening, she thinks, and sighs again.

			“What’s the matter?” her son says now.

			“Nothing’s the matter.”

			“You sighed.”

			“I did?”

			“Twice.”

			“Is your arthritis giving you problems?” Poppy asks, leaning forward on the sofa, her surgically enhanced breasts straining against the seams of her tight pink jersey.

			“No more than usual.” Julia holds up her two misshapen index fingers, the tips of which curve almost comically toward each other. “They look like parentheses,” she says with a laugh. “Brackets,” she explains before Poppy can ask. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

			“A couple of things,” Norman says. He walks toward the window, stares out at the street. “Have you seen Mark?”

			“Mark? No. Not since last week.” Mark is Norman’s twenty-year-old son, her only grandchild, courtesy of wife number two. She’d lasted almost a decade, the longest of any of Norman’s wives, probably because she turned a blind eye to his constant philandering. But two years ago, she’d remarried and relocated to New York, and Mark had opted to stay in Florida and move in with his father, an unexpected development that hasn’t exactly gone over big with the fourth Mrs. Fisher.

			
			To be fair, Mark is quite the handful.

			To hell with fairness, Julia decides. “Is something wrong?”

			“We caught him smoking weed…marijuana,” Norman explains.

			“I know what weed is. I may be eighty-four, but I’m not senile.” Not to mention, I might have indulged a few times in my youth, she thinks, but considers it wise not to say.

			“And I’m pretty sure he’s been taking money out of my purse,” Poppy volunteers.

			“You’re pretty sure?” Julia repeats. “You’re not positive?”

			“I’m pretty positive,” Poppy says, as if this settles the matter. “I mean, there was about forty dollars missing from my wallet the other day, and he’s the only one who could have taken it.”

			“Did you ask him about it?”

			“I did. He denied it.”

			“Maybe he didn’t take it.”

			“Anyway, we got into a whole big fight about it,” Poppy says, brushing aside the question of Mark’s possible innocence with a wave of her long, manicured fingernails, “and he called me the C-word….”

			“A cunt?” Julia asks with more relish than she’d intended.

			“Mother, really…”

			“How can you even say that word?” Poppy asks, squirming.

			Julia shrugs. She’s always rather liked the sound of it.

			“Anyway, he stormed out of the house,” Norman says. “We haven’t seen him in two days.”

			“I mean, we’re sure he’s okay,” Poppy says. “It’s not like this is the first time he’s pulled something like this.”

			“But it will be the last,” Norman insists. “There are limits to what we’ll tolerate. He dropped out of college; he can’t keep a job for more than a couple of weeks. If he doesn’t straighten up and fly right, we’ll be forced to kick him out for good.”

			
			Julia is about to say something, but the fact that she has produced a son who says things like “straighten up and fly right” renders her temporarily speechless.

			“Anyway, I know you two have a special relationship,” Norman says, managing to make the word “special” sound vaguely distasteful. “So if he should happen to come by, I’d appreciate it if you’d call us immediately. And whatever you do, don’t give him any money.”

			“Let him see what it’s like out there without Norman paying all the bills,” Poppy adds.

			I’m sure you’ll be able to tell him yourself in a few years, Julia thinks, and has to bite down on her tongue to keep from voicing it out loud. She looks toward her son. “What else? You said there were a couple of things….”

			“We’ve been through this before,” Norman says. “It’s this house.”

			“Oh, dear. Not again.”

			“Look,” Norman says, speaking over her. “I understood your desire to hang on to the place after Dad died. I mean, all the experts agree that you shouldn’t make any major changes for the first year after someone dies, but it’s been almost two years now, and you’re not getting any younger. You shouldn’t be going up and down all these stairs, you could fall and break a hip—”

			“Actually,” Julia interrupts, “they say your hip breaks first….”

			“What?”

			“The hip breaks first,” Julia repeats. “And that’s why you fall. Not the other way around.”

			“Okay, fine. Whatever,” Norman says dismissively. “The fact is that this house is getting harder and harder for you to look after. There are too many stairs, too many rooms to clean. Besides, it’s dangerous, a woman your age, living alone. Someone could break in…”

			“Nobody’s going to break in.”

			
			“…and here you’d be, all alone, at the mercy of some predator….”

			“Nonsense,” Julia states firmly, seeking to put an end to the discussion. “Besides, I have a gun.”

			“What?! Since when do you have a gun?”

			“It was your father’s.”

			“Oh, for God’s sake. That antique? Does it even work anymore?”

			“Why wouldn’t it?” In truth, she has no idea whether the old handgun works or not. “At any rate, I’m not selling this house, so…”

			“The market is hot right now. We could get a good price….”

			“We?”

			“You could move to an apartment, be surrounded by people your own age….”

			“I don’t want to be surrounded by people my own age.”

			“I could invest the money for you. You could live very well….”

			“I already live very well.”

			“Will you at least agree to have a look at Manor Born?”

			“Manor Born? Manor Born? You want to put me in a home?”

			“It’s not a home. It’s a first-class assisted living community.”

			“You can call it whatever the hell you like. I’m not moving there.”

			“You’re being unreasonable,” Norman tells his mother.

			“You’re being an ass,” Julia tells her son.

			“He’s just trying to look out for you,” Poppy chimes in.

			“How sweet.” Julia pushes out of her chair and marches toward the front door with as much speed as she can muster. “Thanks for stopping by, darling. I know how busy you are.” She opens the door just as the young couple who recently moved in next door are pulling their blue Hyundai out of their garage.

			“Nice wheels!” the young man says, stopping in the driveway to admire the silver Tesla. “You just buy it?”

			
			Julia laughs, flattered he could even think such a thing. “It’s not mine,” she says, as Norman and Poppy join her in the doorway.

			“Nice wheels,” the young man says again, this time to Norman.

			Julia can’t remember the man’s name, but thinks it’s one of those new, modern ones. He waves goodbye as he backs onto the street. His wife—Julia can’t remember her name either, but thinks it’s a surprisingly old-fashioned one—also waves.

			“Will you at least consider what I’ve said?” Norman asks his mother.

			“I will not,” Julia says.

			“He’s just looking out for you,” Poppy says, as she said earlier. She follows her husband to their car, stepping back as the doors lift into the air.

			Like a giant insect about to take flight, Julia thinks. Way too intimidating. She much prefers the unfussy Chevrolet her husband bought the year before he was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. She looks across the street to the home of Dr. Nick Wilson, grateful as she always is for the wonderful care he gave her husband in the months before his death. Can almost two years have passed since then? She swallows a deep breath of warm, humid air, then goes back inside the house, shutting the door before the Tesla is fully out of the driveway.

			“They gone?” a voice asks from the top of the stairs.

			“They are.” Julia watches her grandson descend the steps, the long, skinny legs appearing first, followed by the long, skinny torso, then the long, thin face, framed by the long brown hair that falls to his bony shoulders in uncombed waves. “You’re going to have to call them, you know.”

			“I know. I will. Thanks for not giving me away. And for defending my good name, even though…”

			“You took the money?”

			“I did,” Mark admits, walking into the kitchen and grabbing a stale store-bought muffin from the counter. “I mean, she left her wallet just sitting there on the counter, like it was some kind of test.”

			
			“Which you failed.”

			“Or I passed, depending how you look at it.”

			Julia smiles. At least someone in her family has a sense of humor.

			“Do you really have a gun?” he asks.

			“An antique, apparently.”

			Her grandson’s turn to smile. “Where is it?”

			“I have no idea.” Julia assumes it’s in the garage, in one of the boxes full of Walter’s belongings, but she keeps this to herself.

			Mark pops a bite of the muffin into his mouth. “Nana…”

			“Yes?”

			“I’ve been thinking…”

			Not too sure that’s a good idea, Julia thinks, waiting for him to continue.

			He surprises her by saying, “Maybe I could move in with you for a while.
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