
		
			[image: Book cover for Happy Wife by Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores, with a stylized neon illustration of a waterfront mansion with palm trees and a small motorboat on bright pink water above a dark blue lower half where the title Happy Wife and the words a novel appear, the authors’ names are in bright green block letters, a circular Read with Jenna badge sits in the upper left, and a vertical green band on the right contains the blurb Suspenseful and addictive. — Karin Slaughter.]
		

	
		
			Praise for 
Happy Wife

			“A twisty, dual timeline story about marriage, rich people behaving badly, and an unreliable narrator.”

			—Paste

			“This page-turning debut blends suspense with a compelling exploration of the complexities of marriage.”

			—Library Journal

			“Lavender and Shores have created a fun soap opera of a debut novel.”

			—Booklist

			“Lots of twists and turns and well-written characters and a plot that never drags.”

			—Red Carpet Crash

			“Twisty and gossipy but ultimately filled with empathy, Happy Wife is the perfect summer read for anyone looking for a juicy domestic thriller whodunit.”

			—Criminal Element

			“In a world of the uber rich, a web of deceit, envy, and betrayal leads to one woman fighting for the truth—and her life—in this gripping tale of suspense and intrigue. I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough.”

			—Liv Constantine, New York Times bestselling author of The Next Mrs. Parrish

			“You’ll rip through the pages of this juicy, delicious scorcher of a debut. Happy Wife is a fresh take on Real Housewives that will seduce you with its charm, bowl you over with its whip-smart social commentary, then knock you unconscious with its propulsive, sizzling conclusion. Like the best shaken cocktail, Happy Wife is one part spice, one part salt, one part sweet, and all parts obsession.”

			—Rebecca Hanover, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Applicant and Seems Perfect

			“A witty and well-crafted whodunit with heart and soul…Avarice, glitz, mystery, friendship—Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores found all the right ingredients to cook up a cracker-jack story. Terrific stuff!”

			—Marc Cameron, New York Times bestselling author

			“Deliciously devious and wholly satisfying, Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores’s Happy Wife is everything you want in a summer read. Murder turns a wealthy small town upside down in this twisty, fast-paced whodunit that will keep you turning pages way past your bedtime. I was utterly captivated by this fun, fresh, and clever mystery!”

			—Katherine Wood, author of Ladykiller

			“Suspenseful and addictive…Happy Wife is smartly written and easy to devour.”

			—Karin Slaughter, #1 New York Times bestselling author

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Happy Wife: A Read with Jenna Pick, Subtitle, A Novel, Author, Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores, Imprint, Bantam]
			

		

	
		
			Bantam Books

			An imprint of Random House

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			randomhousebookclub.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores

			Book club guide copyright © 2026 by Penguin Random House LLC

			Excerpt from Perfect Life by Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores copyright © 2026 by Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Bantam & B colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Random House Book Club and colophon are trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Bantam Books, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, in 2025.

			This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming book Perfect Life by Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the forthcoming edition.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Lavender, Meredith author | Shores, Kendall author

			Title: Happy wife: a novel / Meredith Lavender and Kendall Shores.

			Description: First edition. | New York: Bantam Books, 2025.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2025007271 (print) | LCCN 2025007272 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593974391 paperback | ISBN 9780593974384 ebook

			Subjects: LCGFT: Thrillers (Fiction) | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3612.A9442359 H37 2025 (print) | LCC PS3612.A9442359 (ebook) | DDC 813/.6—dc23/eng/20250307

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2025007271

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2025007272

			Ebook ISBN 9780593974384

			Book Team: Production editor: Cindy Berman • Managing editor: Saige Francis • Production manager: Mark Maguire • Copy editor: Susan Brown

			Book design by Mary A. Wirth, adapted for ebook by Vincent Mancuso

			Cover design: Kimberly Glyder and Cassie Vu

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.3a_156673712_c1_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Prologue

			

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Chapter 28

			

			
				Chapter 29

			

			
				Chapter 30

			

			
				Chapter 31

			

			
				Chapter 32

			

			
				Chapter 33

			

			
				Chapter 34

			

			
				Chapter 35

			

			
				Chapter 36

			

			
				Chapter 37

			

			
				Chapter 38

			

			
				Chapter 39

			

			
				Chapter 40

			

			
				Chapter 41

			

			
				Chapter 42

			

			
				Chapter 43

			

			
				Chapter 44

			

			
				Chapter 45

			

			
				Chapter 46

			

			
				Chapter 47

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				A Book Club Guide

				 Questions and Topics for Discussion

				Excerpt from Perfect Life

				About the Author

			

		

	_156673712_

	
		
			To anyone looking for a sign to chase a wild dream, let this book be that sign.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			I watch through the window as a police car turns up my driveway. And then another one. A squad car would usually be out of place on this upscale street, but with everything going on, they’ve been frequenting this neighborhood.

			I should have known better. I should have seen this coming.

			When exactly the fait accompli was set into motion, though, is harder to put my finger on.

			“Uh…Nora…,” Este says from somewhere behind me.

			The tone of her voice drives home the certainty that something bad is about to happen.

			I open the front door and step outside, the Florida heat hitting me about the same time the blood drains from my face. Three more cars follow behind the first two. An ominous processional.

			“Nora, what is going on?” she calls from inside the house.

			I try to answer, but my breath catches.

			Detective Travis Ardell gets out of the lead car, followed by a cop from the shotgun seat. The other cars all have two, three, and four officers in them. They’re taking out kits, brown evidence bags, gloves, and booties. They’re preparing to descend on the property, and they’ve brought enough equipment to dismantle my life.

			Ardell makes eye contact with me, a damning accusation behind his eyes, and I swear I can hear the thought inside his head. The one saying, I’ve got you now, Nora.

			A memory of Will’s face momentarily eclipses the scene unfolding in front me. His piercing blue eyes twinkle—he’s almost in reach. I blink and he disappears. Again.

			“Come inside,” Este calls to me.

			But there’s no point. I stand there, waiting.

			I know they are coming for me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Night of the Party

			It’s just a party, Nora. All you have to do is make it through the next couple of hours. Make it through a party. That’s the whole job.

			Our nine-thousand-square-foot house has never felt smaller, filled up with hundreds of Will’s friends and colleagues. Various shades of pink streak the late afternoon sky, and I can hear the distant hum of conversation coming from the veranda. Guests have spilled out into our manicured backyard to sip cocktails and watch the sun slip beneath the horizon beyond the lake. There’s plenty of room to socialize. The yard stretches from the house to the water, broken only by a huge pool and sweeping lawn that sprawls down to the boathouse and dock at the bottom.

			And here I am, huddled in the corner. Hiding.

			Este walks up to me and nudges my side. “Beau brought a weed pen,” she whispers. “Want me to find him?” She scans the partygoers in my living room for her husband.

			“Jesus. Do I look that nervous?” I try to sound offended, but Este nods without hesitation. “It’s just a stupid party,” I say, more to myself than to her.

			The irony of dreading such a frivolous activity after all of the truly grueling jobs I’ve had in my life is not lost on me. For a brief second, the entry-level dues, mundane tasks, and menial labor of my past life spin through my mind like a shitty highlight reel. Babysitting unruly neighborhood kids, serving up ice cream in sticky Florida summers, lifeguarding on the weekends, and burning my fingers on hot plates as I waited tables.

			You name it, I’ve probably done it.

			But that was all before Will Somerset swept me off my blistered feet and retired me from minimum-wage jobs forever. Before everything changed. Now, I no longer mentally visualize my bank balance before swiping a card at the grocery store or dread the first day of the month and looming bill payments. And the blisters on my feet? Nonexistent thanks to regular spa days and pedicures.

			I have no real problems. I know this.

			Everything I’ve ever wanted is right here. A handsome, successful attorney husband. A sprawling lakefront estate. His influential circle of friends. The only thing I don’t have is the respect of the crowd of people gathered here tonight.

			As Will’s twenty-eight-year-old second wife, I’m something between arm candy and dinner theater to most of his friends. A spectacle to be sure. At best, I am a strange interloper, someone new who doesn’t know any of their inside jokes. At worst, all the wives jeer at me like I’m the Ghost of Christmas Future, a harbinger of younger second wives yet to come. Never mind that Will’s divorce from his first wife, Constance, is well behind him—a divorce she initiated.

			But this party, Will’s forty-sixth birthday, is meant to change Winter Park’s perception of me. After tonight, I won’t feel like an outsider anymore. After tonight, they will see I’m not just the interloper. After tonight, I will be one of them.

			But first, I need my hands to stop shaking.

			Este nudges me again, reaches into her McQueen clutch, and produces a small white pill. “Xanax?”

			I gently push her hand back into the bag. “Are you just keeping loose pills and weed in there?”

			“Nooo,” she says, drawing out the word. “I told you. Beau brought the weed. I brought pharmaceuticals, but only in case you needed them. And stop looking at me like I’m crazy. A whole pill bottle would never fit in this bag.” She holds up the black leather pouch as if that should be obvious.

			“I love you, but I’m not taking drugs six feet away from the mayor.”

			“The mayor’s here? I should offer her something.” Este looks past me to search the crowd. “I bet she fears the country club moms more than you do. They’re always worked up over something inane like adding more quinoa to hot lunches.”

			“Please don’t offer the mayor drugs.”

			“Prescription drugs aren’t real drugs,” she fires back.

			Here’s the thing about Este: If anyone else spoke to me the way she does, I might cry. But with her, somehow dismissive and aloof are part of a breezy, no-fucks-to-give charm.

			Este assures me that the mayor attending isn’t headline news. I should know that by now. We’re talking about a town small enough to fit in your pocket. Spanning a mere ten square miles, Winter Park is known not for its footprint but rather for its sweeping mansions, brick-paved streets, meticulously curated lawns, and wealth per capita. Founded as a sunny escape for well-heeled New Englanders, Winter Park is now a haven for the affluent. And the estates established by snowbirds a century ago have been taken over by anyone willing to pay the steep housing prices in exchange for access to the tax shelters Florida has to offer—from professional athletes to hedge fund managers and old-guard sugar barons.

			When I decided to host this celebration, my brilliant idea was that a party might help nurture stronger connections with some of Will’s friends. I had visions of a small dinner party and good conversation. But when I asked Autumn Kensington—the “it” girl of all things event planning in this part of the world—to help, she made it clear that in Winter Park, gossip and party invitations are social currency. The party rapidly ballooned from an intimate gathering to something more closely resembling a state dinner.

			“I don’t fear the country club moms, by the way,” I say under my breath. “I just see them for what they are: status-obsessed social snipers who hate me.”

			“You worry too much about what people think of you.” Este swipes a flute of champagne off a passing silver tray and hands it to me like a jaded parent soothing a rowdy child with a toy. “Here. Calm down.”

			Again, dismissive and yet somehow not offensive. She silently raises her red wine, and we clink glasses before I take a measured sip so as not to appear unhinged. This crowd can smell fear.

			In smaller groups, I can rely on Will to shield me from the unfriendly wives and unwelcome questions about his first marriage. He always changes the subject and then pulls me close to whisper a compliment in my ear. But as the party got started, the crowd swelled and engulfed him in a sea of backslapping and handshakes, leaving me standing alone. Thank God Este found me.

			“So, you’re just going to white-knuckle it through this soirée? No narcotics? What about hallucinogens?” She looks a little disappointed. As a California transplant with a relatively new, but massive, fortune, Este has not even attempted to fit in among the country club set. We became fast friends once we realized we were both outsiders. But for her, the on-the-fringes lifestyle was by choice.

			“I’ll stick to wine. I should keep my wits about me.” I shake my head, thinking Will might actually kill me if I got high. What a gift that would be to all of his judgy friends.

			“Well, the food is incredible. Have you tried Marcus’s ceviche? That man is a fucking genius. He must have driven to the coast this morning for fish that fresh.”

			I smile. “At least they won’t be able to complain about the food.”

			I still can’t believe Marcus closed his restaurant to cater the party tonight. Even though he and I aren’t exactly seeing eye to eye these days, I’m relieved he’s here.

			“Let’s take a lap,” Este says, grabbing my hand and guiding me toward the terrace.

			The gossip is in high supply tonight, and I’m thankful this means shit-talking me is off the table. For now, Winter Park’s morbid curiosity is focused on something other than my marriage. The topic du jour is a car accident that happened just up the street around two the previous morning. Someone ran off one of the brick roads that curl through Winter Park’s most extravagant estates and crashed their Buick into Carol Parker’s wrought-iron fence. The driver of the Buick was life-flighted to the nearest hospital, leaving a gnarled vehicle at the scene for almost a day before a tow truck could come and collect it. Carol has been beside herself about the damage to her lawn and her grandfather’s prized wrought-iron fence—purchased at the World’s Fair in 1893 and transported here to adorn the house. As hors d’oeuvres circulate through the party, so do second- and thirdhand accounts of the accident. Guests speculate over whether the driver was drunk, whether Carol came out in her house robe to render aid, and whether Will should be hired as the attorney to represent Carol in a civil suit against the driver.

			Petty gossip, small-town intrigue, and fresh-caught ceviche. By all accounts, it’s a perfectly normal night at a Winter Park party. I can’t believe I pulled this off unscathed. Este notices the success of the event, too.

			“I almost hate to say it, but this is a proper Winter Park fête.” She raises her glass and beams. “Hear, hear.”

			But as her arm goes up, a misstep from a nearby guest causes her hand to jerk back, sending the entire glass of red wine hurtling toward me. The glass shatters on impact as it lands at my feet, and the room falls into a tense hush. The wives do a lackluster job of hiding their amusement as they take in the Jackson Pollock splash of wine trailing down the front of my white silk dress.

			Disaster. Of course.

			“Oh, shit,” Este says.

			I catch my reflection in the window, the red stain bleeding across the white silk. I look like I’ve survived a massacre.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Autumn materializes out of thin air, waving a white napkin. “Go change. Leave the dress on your bed, and I’ll stain-treat it before the end of the night. You might have a shot at wearing it again. Might. I’ll have someone bring a broom for the glass.”

			This is why everyone in Winter Park trusts Autumn. Everyone but Este, who rolls her eyes.

			“Go change,” Autumn repeats.

			I know better than to challenge the doyenne of parties in Winter Park. Heading toward my room, I slip through the scullery, where dishes and lipstick-stained wineglasses are being quietly rinsed and wiped clean by two cater-waiters. I try not to think about the wine that’s dripping into my underwear and fake a smile as I pass them and enter the kitchen.

			But the kitchen frenzy I expect to find—a crowded scuffle of dishes being plated—isn’t here. The only person in the kitchen is Marcus, and in spite of myself, I exhale a sigh of relief.

			Maybe he notices the softening in my posture at the sight of him, because his lips bloom into a boyish smile as he says, “What’s up, boss? Dinner’s running on time, and I’ve got a plate of sea bass if you want to give it a try.” His cheer gives way to concern as he takes in my appearance. “What happened?”

			“This is what I get for wearing white.” I gesture at the crime scene on my dress, and he is already in motion, grabbing a clean towel, but I wave him off. “Marcus, it’s an entire glass of red wine on white silk. The only thing that’s going to fix this is lighter fluid.”

			“Have you considered the fact that arson is a dangerous stress behavior?” He raises an eyebrow.

			“This isn’t funny.” My voice cracks, and I fan my eyes to keep the threatening tears from smearing my mascara.

			Marcus puts his hands up in mock surrender as the air falls silent between us. An unspoken tension fills the kitchen. I know why it’s there. I treated him terribly the last time I saw him.

			“Marcus, about what I said…”

			“Hey.” Marcus’s voice tightens a little. “Tonight isn’t about that. We’re good.”

			The tears I have been holding at bay spill over, blurring my vision. I wipe at my eyes as Marcus takes a step toward me. He puts his hands on my shoulders, and his gaze meets mine, concern etched in his features.

			“Are you still worried about winning this crowd over?” I can tell he’s trying to hide the thrum of frustration in his voice. “These people are not your friends, and what they think of you is none of your business. At best, they’re a pack of drunken fakes, and that’s the nicest thing I could say about them. Some of the people out there are truly vile human beings. Sociopaths. And that’s just the stay-at-home moms from the country club. Don’t even get me started on the career politicians.” Then he adds with conviction, “Fuck them, Nora.”

			A genuine, albeit faint smile tugs at the corners of my lips.

			“You’re better than all of them. I’d bet my life on that. So, don’t let them get to you. They don’t deserve it. And besides, you’re throwing the biggest party with the best chef in town, so all is right in the universe.”

			His brown eyes are so intensely kind that it almost breaks my heart. “I’m sorry, Marcus,” I whisper. Because he deserves to hear me say it, and when he’s looking at me like this, the regret is so heavy I can barely stand it. “I made such a mess of things.”

			He shifts on his feet. Something flashes in his eyes, but it’s gone before I can place it. “You want to leave?” He smirks, lightening the mood and changing the subject, closing the door that keeps unlatching. “We’ll let your husband take it from here, then Thelma and Louise our way across the country before they even realize we’re gone.”

			“What a weird way to tell me you have a thing for Brad Pitt.”

			“Cute. But I’m just disappointed I’ve made it thirtysomething years and never properly carried out a crime spree.” Marcus winks before he practically chucks me on the chin. “Go change your dress while I tamp down my itch to go out in a blaze of glory by driving a car over a cliff.”

			I let out a weak but grateful laugh. He gently releases his grip on my shoulders, giving me the space to collect myself. I choke down my self-pity and plaster a coy half smile on my face. My eyes are still watery as I say, “It’s last year’s dress anyway.”

			From the corner of my eye, I try to catch another glimpse of the damage to my dress in the bay window. That’s when I see Will, standing outside, and—is he watching us?

			No. You’re just being paranoid.

			I shake my head and go upstairs to change.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Twenty minutes later, I reemerge, heading outside in a fresh dress—black this time. The neckline of the long-sleeved bandage dress gives away the sunburn on my shoulders from this morning’s boat ride with Will and his daughter, Mia. In my head, my mother chides that tan lines are gauche. But at least the dress is clean.

			Down at the dock, I spot Will engaged in what looks to be a relatively heated conversation with his law partner, Fritz. As in Frederick Hall III, a descendant of one of the founding families of Winter Park.

			A hundred years ago, the Halls split their time between textiles in Chicago and lakeside retreats in Florida, patronizing Winter Park’s artists and pulling strings in every kind of circle that matters—political, social, and the like. Sometime in the 1940s, they became full-time mainstays. In other words: The Halls are hard-core Winter Park royalty.

			I watch as Will and Fritz’s argument goes quiet, and they turn back toward the house to rejoin the party. Will picks up his pace toward me as Fritz sidesteps, half nodding in my direction, looking flushed. Probably from too much bourbon.

			“Why’d you change?” Will murmurs in my ear, wrapping an arm around my waist. “I liked the white.”

			“Unfortunately, white silk and red wine are natural enemies,” I quip, hoping to drop it.

			Before Will can react, Fritz loudly starts to tell the story of a recent weekend he spent at his family’s hunting camp on the St. Johns River, sucking up all the attention within a hundred-yard radius as he is known to do. Fritz is the quintessential example of Florida wealth, an avid hunter with a designer wardrobe. Golf and guns by day with a crisp Brioni tux always at the ready.

			He’s clutching a glass of bourbon that waves precariously over designer shoes, with every gesture threatening to douse nearby listeners. We’ve heard the story before, but we join the listening crowd, playing along. Will pulls me close to him, a warm surge of energy sparking between us.

			“We were there to hunt turkeys, but after a few too many bourbons, catching alligators seemed like a more reasonable pursuit,” Fritz booms, holding court. His faintly Southern accent is an old-money sleight of hand—angling toward gentility. In truth, there’s nothing genteel about him. He’s the kind of person you either love or find yourself needing an escape from.

			People are wide-eyed as he describes “gator shining,” the practice of stunning baby alligators by shining a floodlight in their eyes and lifting them up with a hand wrapped around their snouts so they can’t bite you when they come to.

			In contrast to Fritz’s exuberance, Will embodies quiet confidence. Their partnership—forged in law school and tested through more than twenty years of building a successful firm—has weathered the highs and lows of their journey, including working out of their cars and cherry-picking which bills to pay as they struggled to get their momentum. Will is the careful anchor to Fritz’s inflated ego, but without Fritz’s hubris in the beginning, they might have folded. To put it frankly, Fritz had the name and the money, and Will had the brains.

			Now, they stand at the pinnacle of their profession. Their firm is recognized as one of the most formidable in the state, and their partnership is the longest-running relationship in Will’s life.

			“So, at this point, we’ve got five or six baby gators in a bucket, and we were going to put them in your swimming pool, Nora.” Fritz laughs. “But with Will pushing fifty, I thought that might give him a heart attack. We can’t have him keeling over just yet.”

			“Who’s pushing fifty? We’re the same age,” Will shoots back lightly, but the grip he has around my waist tightens a notch.

			Fritz ignores Will, arriving at the part of the story where he’s in possession of six baby alligators that need to be released back into the wild. “Now, I’m starting to wonder about alligators’ memories and whether they can hold a grudge like crows do, because I can’t say for certain if I’m putting these fuckers back in the right nests.”

			Fritz’s wife, Gianna, rolls her eyes so dramatically that it’s almost audible.

			Gianna Hall is a stunning woman, with piercing eyes and sharp features—a few of them frozen in time by a delicate touch of Botox and the latest technology in peels. From what Autumn tells me, Fritz and Gianna met as freshmen at the University of Florida, when she took one look at his pedigree and locked him down for good. Having grown up perfectly upper middle class, Gianna was by no means born to the fuck-you money that Fritz’s family had. And though she’ll haughtily advise that speaking about money or wealth is tacky—while wearing a blinding stack of diamond rings—she makes very good use of the family plane and their bottomless bank accounts. And who can blame her? She bagged a winning lottery ticket—even if that ticket came in the form of Fritz and all his vainglorious personality.

			Every few years, some gossip about Fritz bubbles up—a DUI or even a cocaine-fueled dalliance with a college-aged babysitter—but the rumors disappear as quickly as they surface. It’s all at the hands of Gianna, or so the urban legend goes. How she squelches the gossip in a town like this, no one ever asks.

			She and Will’s ex-wife, Constance, have always been close, so naturally, Gianna hates me. Constance and I are the antithesis of each other. She is Scully & Scully to my Target home décor. I wouldn’t put it past Gianna having been the one to crown me “Interloper,” withholding the approval of her social connections just to ice me out.

			As Fritz’s oration continues, Will takes a step back from the crowd, pulling on my arm. We’re just out of earshot of the guests when he says tightly, “Seriously. What happened to your dress?”

			“I told you. Este spilled a glass of wine down the front of it. Autumn is going to stain-treat it. I’ll get it to the cleaners.” I sound more defensive than I intend to. I just want everything to be perfect. “It’s not a big deal, really. It’ll get sorted.”

			“Is Este drunk already?”

			Este isn’t Will’s favorite person. She’s too carefree for his taste. He’s worked so hard to get where he is, and he expects everyone else to have his level of care. Still, the accusation stings.

			“No. But accidents happen.”

			“Accidents happen a lot more when you’re high as often as Este is.”

			“She likes to have fun. That’s not a crime.” Behind the group, I watch Marcus step out of the French doors and ring a tiny, tasteful dinner chime. Grateful for the interruption, I nudge Will and point in Marcus’s direction. “I think it’s time for dinner.”

			Will raises a hand for Fritz to pause his storytelling. It’s a gesture that commands respect, carrying the weight of their long-standing friendship.

			“If we wait for Fritz to finish his story, dinner will be cold. The punch line is that the gators got away, but Fritz was convinced one of them was stuck in the trunk of his car for a week.”

			The crowd lets out a polite laugh, shifting their attention to dinner even as Fritz glares at Will for cutting his story short. Then we follow the pebbled path down toward the lake. All morning, I watched as Autumn and her team raised a white tent on the lawn and transformed the space with green garlands and delicate fairy lights. Chandeliers dangle from above, casting a soft glow. In the center of the tent, a long white table serves as the focal point, adorned with elegant candelabra and vibrant bouquets of ranunculus and freesia, the sweet, earthy fragrance mingling with the evening breeze.

			Beyond the tent’s edges, the moonlight shimmers on the surface of the lake, creating a play of light and shadow, and the clean-cut hedges that separate our lawn from Este and Beau’s add a touch of structure to the wild beauty that surrounds us.

			As I go to take my seat at the table, I’m a little worried that Will won’t be able to let the dress thing go, but he pulls out my chair and kisses me.

			“This is something else,” Will says. “Thank you.”

			I smile. “Between Marcus’s food and Autumn’s party planning, I’m afraid I can’t take much credit.”

			Dinner is served with precision, a choreographed dance of waiters in white gloves presenting all the plates in perfect unison. Marcus stands on the edge of the tent, orchestrating the delivery like a conductor.

			“Autumn is a real master of ceremonies,” Fritz says. “She once threw a Monte Carlo–themed party for the firm, and if I didn’t know any better, I would have thought I was in Monaco. I got so caught up in the moment that I lost about ten grand before Gigi cut me off.”

			Gianna’s lips press into a chilly smile as she avoids my eye. “Will, how is Mia?”

			She reaches for her wineglass, and the soft glow of light catches on the bejeweled ring on her pointer finger. I take note of the mosaic of gems, and Gianna’s deft ability to showcase her new bauble. Half-blinded by the sparkle, I can make out seven or eight flawless stones fixed in an artistic shape. Just flashy enough to display power without appearing too gaudy.

			“Land of conspicuous consumption” should be scrolled on the city’s crest.

			Will smiles at the mention of his only daughter. “She’s good. Nora and I took her out on the boat this morning. She wanted to stay for the party, but I couldn’t think of a more boring way for a fourteen-year-old to spend a Saturday night than at a party for her dad.”

			He’s sugarcoating the fact that Constance refused to let Mia stay for the party.

			But Gianna probably already knows that.

			The divorce might be far behind him, but Constance has hated me since Will and I first started dating. While she was fine with Will spending the morning with Mia, hell would freeze over before she entertained the idea of her daughter attending a party I hosted—even if Mia and I have built a sort of friendship. And, unlike some people in Will’s life, she doesn’t seem to wish her parents were still together.

			As dinner progresses—to my relief—the evening finally finds an easier rhythm. Maybe it’s the champagne or just being next to Will, but when he leans in to ask if I’m having a good time, I find myself nodding quietly and smiling. And by the time cake is served with Fritz leading the crowd in a roaring rendition of “Happy Birthday,” there’s a lightness in the air that everyone seems to be enjoying.

			For tonight, for now, everything seems to be just right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The French doors are still open, offering a seamless view from the living room to the pool and the lake beyond. A remaining few stragglers drank the last of their Dom Pérignon and left about a half an hour ago. Out on the pool deck, Will is sitting on a chaise, a scotch in hand, his gaze fixed on the night sky. I slip my Louboutin heels off by the couch and pad out barefoot.

			“I have a good feeling about forty-six,” he says, still looking up at the stars.

			“Oh?” I sit down beside him and pull my knees into my chest.

			“If tonight is any indication? It’s going to be one for the books.”

			It’s almost a compliment. Almost. And I can’t resist fishing for more praise. “Good party, then?”

			“Best forty-sixth birthday I’ve ever had.”

			He’s going to leave me hanging. I roll my eyes. “Very funny.”

			He turns his gaze to me. “You looked beautiful tonight. In white and in black.”

			“Thank you.” I smile. “So how does it feel to be forty-six?”

			“You mean officially closer to fifty than forty? Will you still love me when I’m fifty-six?”

			“Of course.”

			“If my hair goes gray?”

			“Salt and pepper hair? Sexy.”

			“What if I start getting little white hairs in my ears?” he continues.

			I feign disgust, pretending to gag. “Oh, ick. You really know how to flirt with a girl.”

			He turns toward me, amused. “I didn’t know we were flirting.”

			“Well, we’re certainly not now.”

			He plants his feet on the ground, preparing to stand, but the mischievous glint in his eye tells me he has something else in mind. I kick a leg up in the air, mounting a feeble defense.

			“No, no!” I giggle. “Don’t you bring your weird ear hair over here. Stay in your chair.”

			With a burst of energy, he launches toward me, catching my leg and wrapping it around his hip. He pulls me close, settling between my legs and grazing my collarbone with his teeth in a playful nibble. My laughter slows as the nips become tender kisses on my collarbone and then up my neck, his lips warm against my skin.

			I love him like this—unhurried, a little tipsy, and playful. And I can’t remember the last time he was in such a good mood. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him closer and unbutton his shirt, untucking his shirttail so the open shirt drapes around us.

			“Let’s go upstairs,” he urges, pushing the hem of my dress up.

			And I want to say: Who’s going to see us? The house is at the end of a small peninsula that juts out over the lake. We might as well be on an island. I want to tell him to live a little. But I know Will, and he isn’t going to go for spontaneous sex on the lawn furniture when Italian cotton percale sheets are right upstairs. So I sit up carefully and straighten my dress, trying not to break the moment.

			“Let’s go upstairs,” I repeat as I retrace my steps toward the living room.

			He follows close behind, holding my hand so loosely that sometimes it’s just my fingertips balancing in the palm of his hand. As we reach the top of the stairs, I turn to face him, fantasizing that he’ll pull me into him and hike my legs around his waist, then carry me to bed like some scene in a movie.

			Instead, his phone starts buzzing in his pocket. He looks at the caller ID and then to me. “Sorry,” he mouths.

			And the moment—the one I had been hoping not to break—shatters. I nod, letting out a heavy sigh.

			“Hey,” he says, putting the phone to his ear. “It’s Mia. Just a minute,” he whispers to me, and I believe him because he doesn’t walk away like he would if it was a work call. Instead, he wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me close. I put my head on his bare chest.

			“Where?” he says to her. “Okay. Just give me a second.” Her side of the conversation is inaudible, but I can tell from his tone that she’s upset about something.

			He hangs up and loosens his grip on me as he puts his phone back in his pocket.

			“Mia left her Taylor Swift hoodie in the boat.”

			I kiss his jaw. “Get it in the morning.”

			“She’s all worked up. It’s her prized possession, and she’s worried it’ll rain.”

			I wonder if this is when all of the composure I’ve been working so hard to maintain tonight might dissolve. My lower lip is threatening full pout, and Will must see it because he kisses my forehead and says, “Give me five minutes.”

			I don’t agree, but I don’t disagree either. So, I watch him descend the stairs, shirt still unbuttoned, then turn on my heel and head to our bedroom.

			Standing in the bathroom, I debate if I should let him undress me in some sort of tantalizing foreplay, or if I should just cut to the chase and be stark naked and waiting when he gets back. Deciding on the latter—it is his birthday—I slip onto the bed and prop myself up, ready, waiting, my head a little heavy from the wine. But sometime after 1:00 a.m., the wine wins, and I fall asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The Day After

			Every morning at nine, a kayak tour pushes off from a public park called Dinky Dock, near downtown Winter Park. Boaters put in under the shade of mossy trees, and over the stretch of a couple of hours, they paddle through part of what is known to locals as the Chain of Lakes—the six lakes of Winter Park, connected to one another through a collection of canals spanning almost a thousand acres.

			Save for the odd hurricane days, the boating conditions hold up almost year-round, offering a perennial playground for water sports. It takes time and effort to paddle past the waves kicked up by wakeboarders and Jet Skis. And of course the wildness of Florida is never far from view: Snakes and egrets linger near the sandy shorelines. No alligators, though. In a state that boasts a seven-digit alligator population, Winter Park residents will tell you they “got rid of” the alligators in their lakes in the seventies.

			Money really can buy most anything.

			Those who aren’t scared off by the wake or the wildlife are rewarded with views of some of the city’s most historic and beautiful architecture. On Lake Osceola, they can take in the Palms, a Colonial Revival–style home that gained prominence in the 1920s for its architectural beauty and then notoriety in the 1980s when it was occupied by a drug trafficker and seized by the federal government.

			Paddling through the Venetian Canal, the last and longest of the connecting waterways on the tour, will bring you to Lake Maitland. Home to the Rollins College crew team’s boathouse, the Winter Park Racquet Club, and an ultraprivate, less-than-a-quarter-mile-long peninsula called the Isle of Sicily.

			It sounds kind of ridiculous when you say it out loud. It’s a place in Florida with Venetian canals. But around here, you get what you pay for. And people pay a lot for it.

			On a good day, I’m up before the tour reaches our lake. Este and I go for a run through the neighborhood and then grab a coffee on one of our pool decks. But the morning after Will’s birthday party, the blackout shades in our bedroom stay drawn long past the time the tour ends. And it’s not until the sound of a humming vacuum creeps into my dreams that I realize it’s time to wake up. In fact, it’s well past noon, and Autumn’s cleaning crew is downstairs.

			I roll over, stretching out a searching hand for Will. This is wishful thinking, of course. Will doesn’t sleep until noon. Will doesn’t sleep past seven unless he’s at death’s door. But I open my eyes when I feel that his side of the bed is still neatly made. I remember washing my face and brushing my teeth, and then getting into bed naked to wait for him. Did I fall asleep that quickly?

			Poor Will. He came upstairs expecting birthday sex and found me out cold.

			I grab my cellphone off the nightstand. There are three missed texts from Este waiting for me.

			
				11:00 a.m.

				Wanna come over for green juice before hot yoga?

			

			Shit. I completely forgot about the hot yoga torture session I said we’d go to.

			
				11:50 a.m.

				Are you alive?

			

			The most recent message was sent five minutes ago.

			
				12:42 p.m.

				I’m coming over.

			

			Naturally.

			Este lives next door, and we quickly adopted an open-door policy between our houses. It’s not unusual for her to let herself in through the side kitchen door to borrow something, even if I’m not home. She knows the alarm code.

			Looking again at my phone, I see there are no messages waiting from Will, so I fire off a text to him:

			
				12:48 p.m.

				Sorry I fell asleep last night. Where’d you go?

			

			I hurry to the bathroom knowing Este won’t stand on ceremony if I’m still naked when she walks in. As I hear the French doors by the kitchen creak open, I splash cold water on my face, and hastily pull on workout clothes.

			“Morning!” Este trills as she strolls in, making herself comfortable on the edge of the tub while I attempt to revive my blowout from yesterday.

			“Was Will downstairs?”

			She shakes her head. “Just the cleaning crew.”

			“Right. He’s probably at the office.” I call him twice, but each time, it goes straight to voicemail. “Hey, Will, it’s me. Where are you? Call me when you get this.”

			Este’s tastefully Botoxed brow attempts a frown. “Working? The Sunday after his birthday?”

			I give her a “be serious” look. “He’s a trial attorney. He’d work twenty-four hours a day if he could. It was a miracle I got him to take his birthday off. I bet he’s heads down, making up for lost time somewhere.”

			I don’t expect Este to get it. Beau retired at the ripe old age of thirty-four after making a boatload of money out in California in a tech acquisition. Sometimes, I get the feeling the second he sold his company she forgot about the long hours that he undoubtedly had to pour into his job to get to the acquisition stage.

			And good for her, by the way. Who among us wouldn’t take selective amnesia in exchange for endless amounts of cash? It’s not time that heals the wounds. It’s money.

			I open the shared iCal that I had insisted Will make for big cases so that I would understand when he was completely absent even when he was sitting in the same room. He’s never posted anything in it, so I’m not surprised to see it empty.

			“Hey, you know who else I didn’t see downstairs? That world-class kiss-ass Autumn.”

			“Last night was fun, right? She did a good job.” I walk down the stairs with Este trailing behind. “And she went straight from our place to Jacksonville to set up for another job this weekend. I don’t think she sleeps.”

			I can’t help myself. Part of me will always root for a hardworking underdog.

			“It was a good party.” Este shrugs.

			“Was it? I mean, I thought it was. Maybe the icy hearts of the country club shrews are thawing a bit?”

			“Oh, please, there’re, like, ten more parties before you can even expect to get an invite to ‘Carol’s Carols Extravaganza’ this Christmas.” The tone in her voice makes it clear being included in Carol Parker’s holiday tradition would still be one of the lower rungs of the social ladder. “You threw a great party. Don’t give that credit to Autumn. Ask yourself: What did she do besides arrange the flowers? It’s your gorgeous house, Marcus’s amazing food, and your fabulous friends.”

			Will’s fabulous friends.

			Even though I think it, I don’t correct her. “Why do we hate Autumn? Do we have to hate her?”

			Este’s face pinches like she smells something sour. “Autumn has been mainlining the Kool-Aid of this place for too long.”

			She follows me into the kitchen, where I grab a protein bar before we head for the door. “Said the woman who moved here a few years ago,” I say. “Do you not like living here?”

			“I like tax breaks. I like boat rides and sunsets on the lake and summer all year. But people like Autumn act like this place is fucking Paris or something. It’s Florida, not the goddamn center of the universe.”

			“You’re spicy this morning. Who hurt you? Did someone at the party try to tell you the Morse Museum is better than the MoMA again?” The small art museum is a long-lauded Winter Park landmark best known for housing the most comprehensive collection of Louis Comfort Tiffany’s stained glass.

			“It’s just a bunch of glass!”

			“It’s Tiffany glass,” I counter.

			This earns me a deadpan glare. “Thankfully, no one tried to gaslight me with another ‘I’ll never leave Winter Park because everything I could ever need is right here’ speech last night. But Beau did get hammered and hurled in your jasmine bushes on the walk home.”

			There it is. Este is salty because she likely spent part of the evening getting Beau to bed. I pull a face in her direction. “My jasmine? He puked on my jasmine? Damnit. I like those flowers.”

			“I know. They’re going to smell like whiskey for like a month.”

			“Gross.”

			We go out through the garage, and I see Will’s car parked neatly in its space. Maybe his car being here when he’s gone would be suspicious for anyone else, but I know that Will hates to drive when he’s deep in trial mode. He thinks it’s a waste of time. He’s always Ubering.

			I double-check inside the sports car. I don’t know what I think I am going to find. All I see is a coffee cup from last Friday that is probably growing mold. I’ll tackle that petri dish later.

			Just as soon as I figure out where the hell Will is.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			As we pull out of the driveway in Este’s electric Mercedes SUV, I open the Find My app and search for Will’s location. After watching the “loading” wheel spin as we drive a few blocks, I look over at Este.

			“Does your cellphone service suck? I’m trying to find Will, and it’s taking forever to load.”

			“Want me to ask Beau to jailbreak your phone? If you want to start a bar fight in Silicon Valley, ask them about jailbreaking devices. But he swears it improves processing speed.”

			I stare down at my screen, watching the hash marks illuminate and dim as absolutely nothing loads. “No. It’s fine.”

			“Last night, he was talking to Beau about some big trial coming up. Do you think he work-widowed you again?”

			Work-widowed. This is what Este calls it anytime Will has a trial to prepare for and he basically falls off the grid. Holing up in a room at the Ritz-Carlton—somewhere out of the Winter Park bubble to avoid distractions—he works twenty-two-hour days and survives on room service while he storyboards opening statements and talks to his experts and witnesses.

			“Despite his inability to document anything in our shared calendar, usually he has the decency to tell me before he fucking disappears.”

			We pull onto Park Avenue, a street at the heart of Winter Park. The shopping hub—with its oak-shaded walks and brick-paved roads—spans less than a few blocks. It’s about as old as the city itself, dating back to the late 1800s, when the train station that ran parallel to Park Avenue served as the arrival point for travelers. The influence of the New Englanders who settled here can be seen in the architectural style and street names in the Park Avenue district. There’s even a miniature Central Park, an eleven-acre green space that’s home to art and jazz festivals, which sits between Park Avenue and the train tracks.

			The quaint provision shops from Winter Park’s founding era have given way to Rolex dealers, but the shopping district has withstood the pressure of big-box stores, shopping malls, and supercenters. Small businesses line the shopping strip—independent restaurants, including Marcus’s, and the charming local shops and boutiques that sell high-end clothes, books, and home goods. Like a lot of Winter Park’s history, Park Avenue is fiercely protected by people who believe the community stands a cut above.

			Este parallel-parks her car next to the fountain in the center of the park, and we walk to our favorite yoga studio, tucked down a narrow redbrick pathway. Hoping my phone will pick up a better signal on the studio’s Wi-Fi, I outpace Este slightly to grab a mat and sit down. When I open my phone, the network connection seems stronger, but when I try again to search for Will’s location by way of his phone, the processing wheel spins for what feels like an eternity. I know his work can be all-consuming, but I’ll feel better if I know where exactly he’s disappeared to.

			“Just call the Ritz after we’re done,” Este offers, setting up her mat next to mine.

			“Yeah.” I lay out a towel over my yoga mat to keep from slipping when we start to sweat. “Good idea.”

			When Aliyah comes in, dims the lights, and starts the gonging spa music, Este doesn’t seem to notice that I’m getting concerned about Will’s whereabouts.

			

			—

			“I’m sorry, but we are not able to share any information about the guests staying on the property without a confirmation number for your stay,” the front desk employee at the Ritz-Carlton advises when I call from Este’s car on the drive home.

			Este rolls her eyes at my phone, which is on speaker.

			“Ma’am,” she says to the phone. “We just want to know if my friend’s husband is Beautiful-Minding his way through some legal prep in one of your suites. You don’t even have to tell us the room number. Is there a guest that keeps ordering, like, an alarming amount of coffee? Someone you might describe as ‘Howard-Hughes–level sequestered’?”

			“I’m very sorry. But I’m not able to discuss guest activity.”

			“Don’t you know someone there? Can you be transferred to the concierge or something?” Este says to me.

			“All of our ladies and gentlemen follow the same protocol for the safety of our guests,” the desk employee chimes in, her voice firmer than before. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

			“No,” I say, biting at my thumbnail. “Thank you.”

			Este pulls into her driveway. “You want to drive up there? I’m pretty sure if one of us flashed the right bellman, we could have a master key in about fifteen minutes. The traffic to get there will take longer than the actual grift.”

			She’s not kidding. If I asked, Este would beeline it to the hotel and lift her shirt in the name of getting more information about where Will is.

			But I just sigh. “It’s okay. We’d still be looking for a needle in a haystack. We can’t exactly knock on every door.” I press the Ritz number again. “Hang on a minute,” I say. The same front desk employee answers, and in a fit of panic, I choose a weird hackneyed English accent to say, “Mr. William Somerset’s room please.” I sound so ridiculous that Este can’t stifle her laugh. I hear the front desk employee clacking away on a keyboard.

			“I’m sorry, there is no guest here by that name.”

			My “thank you, goodbye” comes out with a full-blown Southern twang, and Este almost does a spit take with her chai latte.

			“You should talk like that all the time. What accent was that? Liverpool by way of the Floribama coast? Christ, you are clearly not destined to be an actor.”

			I crack up for a second before trying Find My again.

			“Want to try any of the hotels downtown?” she asks.

			“He wouldn’t go anywhere but the Ritz. Everyone else’s sheets are ‘like sandpaper and make too much noise.’ I didn’t know sheets made noise.”

			“What about his assistant? She might know what’s on the docket.”

			I shake my head. “It’s Sunday. I’m not going to bother Lenore just because Will is forgetful.”

			Although it might be closer to the truth to say that I don’t want to shoulder the humiliation of telling Lenore he regularly disappears into his job—this time, he up and vanished without a courtesy call to his wife, the town’s favorite punch line. Lenore might tell Fritz, and Fritz could tell Gianna, and Gianna would be all too eager to let Constance know. The Winter Park gossip mill rules more in my life than I’d ever care to admit.

			“You know Will.” Este’s voice softens, and we climb out of the car. “He’s going to come walking through the door at any minute, telling you about some amazing settlement. And when he does, you’ll make him buy you something shiny to repent for leaving you without an explanation.”

			This is entirely possible. Half of Will’s work seems like a professional game of chicken. Will and the opposing counsel run full speed toward each other with all manner of threats, legal motions, and dismissed proposals for settlement. And then the night before a trial—even after weeks of prep—someone floats the right amount of money for a settlement, and a deal is done.

			“You think that’s how Gianna got that new ring she was flashing last night?” Este asks. “The way they packed so many precious stones onto that bony-ass finger of hers is a modern feat of science.”

			I pull a disgusted face. “Neither one of us wants to know what Gianna does for her jewelry.”

			Este laughs and then encircles me in a warm hug. “Go shower and then come over for dinner.”

			This is our usual routine when I’m work-widowed. I third-wheel it with Beau and Este at their house, marveling at the life they’ve made together.

			“That sounds nice,” I say, swallowing how lonely I suddenly feel.

			We part ways in her driveway with me promising to head back over around five, and I take an hour-long bath, soaking until my fingers and toes wrinkle. Every now and then I text Will.

			
				3:00 p.m.

				Going to Este and Beau’s for dinner. Should we set a place for you?

				4:30 p.m.

				What time do you think you’ll be home?

				4:45 p.m.

				Are you mad at me?

			

			By dinnertime, I eagerly accept the glass of Chablis Este hands me, and I don’t even bother putting my phone on the table as I sit down—my worry now boiling over into anger.

			I understand Will is driven, but he can’t find thirty seconds to be considerate? I tried to track him down. If Will wants to find me now, let him work for it.
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