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July 13, 1983

Diary ~

Another sunny summer day in sleepy St. Dennis. Spent the morning at the Inn helping the housekeeping staff wash the bed linens, and the afternoon washing the lunch dishes and trying to keep my children out of trouble. Oh, the glamorous life of an innkeeper on the Chesapeake Bay!

Oh—one exciting thing did happen! Over the weekend, Beryl Eberle—the fabulous actress Beryl Townsend, for anyone in St. Dennis who’s been under a rock for the past quarter century—came back and opened up her family’s home as if she intended to stay awhile. I was at the market early in the week and overhead one of the clerks mention that Beryl—Berry, to those of us who have been lucky enough to have known her forever—had called in an order that morning and he was getting ready to deliver it, and just which of those big old houses out on River Road was hers? (I was able to tell him, of course.) There was a time when she and my cousin Archer were sweet on each other, but she’s a huge movie star and he’s a country lawyer, so anyone could tell that was going nowhere.

Anyway. Berry’s nephew Ned had a fatal heart attack and died very suddenly two weeks ago. Berry, of course, dropped everything and flew from California straight to New Jersey, where Ned lived with his family. Berry is taking Ned’s children for the summer. Imagine Berry—who never had a child of her own, and, as far as I know, never missed the experience—having full responsibility for a seven-year-old boy and an eleven-year-old girl for the rest of the summer. Yes, I said full responsibility: It appears that while Roberta did bring the children to St. Dennis, she returned to New Jersey—alone—the following morning.

Word has it that Berry had to back out of a movie she was to begin filming to spend the summer here with her grand-niece and -nephew. While many in town have expressed surprise over this, I do not. Berry adored Ned—he was clearly her favorite of her siblings’ children. It should be an interesting summer.

~ Grace ~      

P.S. I spotted the children with Berry at the park today. The little boy has hellion written all over his face; the girl looks lost and sad and is very quiet. Berry will have her hands full this summer, no doubt about that.


Prologue
July 18, 1983

EVERYTHING in Dallas MacGregor’s life was wrong and she wanted to die. At least if she died, she’d be with her father, and the taunts of these hateful people wouldn’t matter. Her mother had promised her a summer of fun with lots of new friends at her great-aunt’s beautiful house by the beach, but she’d lied. She’d lied about everything.

There was no beach here, no ocean, just the Bay, and the river, neither of which had what a girl from New Jersey considered a proper beach, so that was lie number one. Lie number two: She hadn’t had a minute of fun since they arrived here in St. Dennis. Lie number three: The kids here all hated her and called her names like Pudge and Chub. And her great-aunt Berry’s house was like a museum. All the furniture was old and stiff and uncomfortable and there was only one small television, which her great-aunt rarely turned on except to let Dallas’s little brother, Wade, watch Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood or Sesame Street. What fun was there in any of that?

Dallas threw herself down on the riverbank and sobbed. Even if she died, no one would care. Why, she could walk right into that river and drown and it would probably take weeks before someone missed her. Yeah, no one would even realize she was gone until her mother came at the end of the summer to pick up her and Wade.

Except maybe Wade. He’d probably miss her some.

The thought of her little brother missing her—maybe even crying for her—made her cry even harder. He was only seven, and he still didn’t really understand that his father wasn’t coming back or why. For that matter, neither did Dallas.

It was bad enough that her father had died, but dying so suddenly, without even having been sick, had denied his family the chance to say good-bye. Ned MacGregor’s heart attack, at age forty, had come totally without warning. Dallas had gone to the viewing and the funeral with her mother’s sister, Lynette, who’d flown up from Florida as soon as she’d heard, but the still man in the wooden box surrounded by flowers didn’t look anything like her father, even though everyone said it was really him.

Maybe that had been another lie.

And then to have her mother send her and Wade away for the whole rest of the summer … why, that all but made them orphans. Unwanted and alone like Anne Shirley, in Anne of Green Gables. Her eleven-year-old’s sense of drama awakened, she would now be Dallas of … of …

Did Aunt Berry’s house have a name? She wasn’t even sure what a gable was, so it was hard to tell if the house had any of those.

Dallas sat up and wiped the tears from her face with the backs of her hands. Her arms wrapped around her knees, she stared out at the river, feeling immensely sorry for herself. She just wanted someone to tell her why her father had been taken from them, and why her mother seemed so far away even before they left home to come here, and why she’d left her son and daughter in St. Dennis when she returned to Dunellen where they lived.

Her father had always told her that the only stupid question was the one you didn’t ask when you didn’t know, but what if you ask and no one has an answer that makes any sense? Her mother certainly hadn’t made any sense when she told Dallas she just wanted “you kids to have a good summer and enjoy yourselves.” Obviously another lie.

Dallas began to sob again, so loudly that she didn’t hear the girls who had parked their bikes under the trees and were creeping up behind her.

“Look at the crybaby, crying like a baby.” One of the girls stood in front of Dallas, her fists on her hips, her face an ugly mask of derision. “Do you do anything but cry, little baby?”

“‘My daddy died, boo-hoo,’” one of the others mocked, rubbing her eyes.

“Maybe you should be riding that bike instead of sitting around,” the girl to Dallas’s left taunted. “Maybe you wouldn’t be such a pudge.”

Dallas’s stomach clenched, and for a moment, she was afraid she’d throw up. She tried to think of something to say that would make them shut up and go away, but there were five of them and only one of her, and humiliation had clouded her mind and cut off all hope of coming up with something smart or clever to say.

“Go away,” was the only thing she could think of. “Just go away and leave me alone.”

“Who’s gonna make us?” The girl who was standing behind Dallas poked her in the back.

“Maybe I will.”

The boy had come out of nowhere, but he walked up the riverbank with a fishing rod in one hand and a bucket in the other. “Brooke, why don’t you take your stupid friends and just get lost?”

“Or what, Grant?” A girl with dark blond hair in a long ponytail stepped out from behind Dallas.

“Or maybe I’ll toss this bucket of worms on you.” The boy held up the bucket.

“You wouldn’t dare.” She smirked.

He did.

The girls screamed, swatted the worms away, and ran for their bikes. When the girl who’d issued the dare reached the trees, she turned around and called back over her shoulder in a singsong voice, “Grant’s in love with Pudge!” and the others took up the chant.

The boy ignored them and sat down next to Dallas on the ground. For a long time he didn’t speak. When he did, he said, “You ever been fishing?”

Still so embarrassed she dared not speak, she shook her head no.

“Come on down by the water.” He stood. “If you want to, that is.”

Dallas couldn’t tell him that all she really wanted was to go home and have things be the way they used to be, with her mother and father and brother, so she didn’t say anything. He walked down to the river’s edge and sat on the bank and threaded a worm onto the hook that was hanging from the rod’s line. He turned to look over his shoulder before casting the hook out into the river with a flick of his wrist. She sat and watched while time and again he reeled in the line, only to put another worm on the hook to replace the one that was missing, and cast back out again.

“Why do you keep doing that?” she called to him.

“What?” He half turned. “I can’t hear you. Come down here if you want to ask me something.”

She hesitated, then looked behind her and found the taunting chorus had disappeared. She got up and joined him. “I asked you why you keep putting more worms on that hook and throwing it back into the river.”

He shrugged. “I figure something out there must be eating the bait but is smart enough to avoid getting hooked. Maybe it’ll get careless and take the hook one of these times.”

“Maybe you’ll keep losing your worms.”

“Maybe. Plenty more where they came from.”

They sat for a few minutes in silence, then he asked, “How old are you?”

She looked up into his eyes. “Eleven.”

“You’re small for eleven. I’m almost twelve.”

“Maybe you’re big for almost twelve,” she said, and he smiled, the ends of his mouth turning up.

“I am. Everyone says so.”

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Grant. What’s yours?”

“Dallas,” she told him. “Dallas MacGregor.”

“You’re Miss B’s niece, aren’t you?”

“Grandniece,” she corrected him. “Aunt Berry is my dad’s aunt.” Her throat constricted just to say the word “dad.” When it passed, she asked, “Do you know Aunt Berry?”

“Everybody knows her. She’s a famous movie star. She’s the only famous person who ever lived in St. Dennis.”

He looked down into her face and stared at her for a moment, then said, “You do know that she’s a famous movie star, don’t you?”

“Of course. I’m not stupid.” She frowned. “She’s my aunt. Great-aunt.”

“No one thinks you’re stupid,” he told her.

“Those girls do,” she said softly.

“Those girls who were here before?” He shrugged. “They don’t know anything. None of them do.”

“Do you go to school with them?”

“Uh-huh. They were all in my class this year.” He reeled in the line and started over.

“Why were they mean to me?” she whispered.

“They’re mean to everyone. Especially Brooke.”

“Are they mean to you?”

He laughed. “Like I would care.”

She wanted to thank him for making himself a target for her sake, but couldn’t figure out the right way to say it. Thank you for making them stop calling me names? It just sounded dumb so she didn’t try.

“Why did you chase them away?”

“Because I hate it when people are mean and say mean things for no reason at all.”

They sat in silence again. Finally, Dallas heard herself say, “My father died. He had a heart attack and died while I was at camp.”

“I know.”

“Everyone says I’ll see him again when I get to heaven, but I don’t know where heaven is. People say it’s up there”—she pointed toward the sky—“but if they’ve never been there, how would they know?”

“I don’t think grown-ups know as much as they pretend.”

“Where do you think heaven is?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I think it’s wherever God wants it to be. He doesn’t have to tell us where.”

She thought this over and it made sense. It was the first thing that had in weeks.

“I think I’d better get back to Aunt Berry’s,” she told him after a while. “She might start to worry.”

“I’ll walk you back.” He started reeling in the line.

“You don’t have to, but thanks.”

“I want to. Besides, I’m done fishing for the day.”

“But you didn’t catch anything yet,” she pointed out.

“I didn’t really expect to.” He secured the hook to the rod and picked up the bucket. “I just like to come and sit by the river sometimes. Fishing’s just an excuse to be here.”

She walked off to get her bike then returned to the path that followed the flow of the river, and joined her new friend. They were almost to Berry’s house when he said softly, “My little sister died in April. She was only four, and she was sick for a really long time.”

Dallas was so stunned that at first she couldn’t speak. When she finally found her voice, she said, “I am so sorry.”

“Yeah.” He nodded solemnly. “So am I.…”

*   *   *

From downstream on the riverbank, Grant had watched the small army of girls descend on the unsuspecting new kid who’d been sitting by herself for the past twenty minutes or so. Grant had been on his way to a point about a hundred yards beyond where the girl sat when he’d heard her sobbing as if her heart was about to break. Not wanting to walk past her, because that would likely embarrass her to have someone see her crying like that, he’d set up to fish where he’d been when he first heard her. The sound of her weeping had made him sad: it would make anyone feel sad for her. Except those bored and stupid girls who decided that they’d have a little fun at her expense.

One thing Grant Wyler had no tolerance for was mean.

Not that he’d ever borne the brunt of it. He was the biggest kid in the class and the most popular, partly because he didn’t have an ounce of mean in him. He’d always taken up for the underdog, and anyone in grade school who had a lick of sense knew that on any given day, anyone could be the dog on the bottom. So it made good sense to be nice to Grant—he was everyone’s ace in the hole.

He’d seen Brooke Madison cut down other kids for no reason other than she could, and he didn’t think it was fair that the new girl couldn’t even sit and have a good cry without being bullied.

Grant had known why Dallas was crying—he knew that her father had died not long ago and that she’d been sent to St. Dennis because he’d heard the grown-ups talking. He’d heard his parents talking about how the sudden death of Ned—Dallas’s father—had nearly broken Berry Eberle’s heart: He had been the favorite of her late sister’s children. For a while, back when Ned was a boy, he’d spent so much time in St. Dennis with Berry, there was speculation that he was not her sister Sylvie’s son, but Berry’s. Grant’s parents had pooh-poohed the story whenever they heard it repeated, but there was still the slightest wisp of doubt in some circles.

Not that any of that mattered to Grant, though he suspected it might matter to Dallas if she ever heard the gossip. What did matter was that after he’d sat down next to her, she’d looked up into his face, and the minute he’d looked into those strange-colored eyes, he’d felt a little zip inside, and he knew that she was going to be something really special in his life. He didn’t know how he knew, but since his sister, Natalie, died, he’d had a number of these moments where things just happened and he knew to pay attention to them.

On instinct, he’d offered her his friendship, and she’d accepted. When it came time for her to leave, he’d walked her back to Miss B’s big house on River Road, then walked himself the rest of the way to his home on the opposite side of town. He went into the backyard, where his mother was working in her garden. Since Natalie died, she spent most of her time out there alone.

When his mother asked him what he’d caught, he’d told her honestly that he’d been dropping his line in a place where he figured he wasn’t going to catch much of anything. It was hard to explain to anyone why he wanted to be around the river, but his mother seemed to understand without him telling her that that was where he felt closest to Natalie, because it was quiet there and he could be alone with his thoughts. He figured that was pretty much why she spent so much time tending her garden. Then he told her about the girls teasing Dallas and how he’d thrown all but a few of his bait worms at them.

“You threw a bucket of worms at Brooke Madison?” His confession had stopped his mother in her tracks on her way into the house from the garden.

“She was being really mean to this other girl, calling her names and getting the other girls to tease, too,” Grant said defensively. He wanted to add, Like the way some kids used to tease Natalie when we took her to the library or the park after she lost her hair, but he couldn’t get those words out.

“I’ve raised you better than that.” Shirley Wyler had poured herself a glass of water and took a few long sips.

“Mom, if you’d have heard them, you’d have thrown the worms, too.”

“Well, I can’t yell at you for coming to the aid of someone who needed your help.” She smoothed down his hair where it had been sticking up. “Any idea who the girl was? Is she new in town?”

“Her name is Dallas.”

“Berry’s grandniece?”

He nodded.

His mother took another sip of water, then poured the rest into the sink.

“That girl’s had a real hard time these past few weeks. You know what it’s like when you lose someone in your family.” Her voice dropped and her eyes misted. “And to be sent away from home before she’s really had a chance to deal with it … well, who knows what her mother was thinking? I’d give anything for one more day—hell, one more hour—with Nat, but I guess we’re all cut differently. Anyway, it’s good that Berry was there to take in the girl and her brother.”

“She looked really sad, Mom.”

“I’m sure she is sad. I’m proud of you for sticking up for her, but tossing the worms … We should probably talk about that part. But the rest of it … you did the right thing.”

Grant had wanted to tell her something else, about how looking into Dallas’s eyes had made his heart beat a little faster, but he held his tongue. Maybe she’d make too much of it. One of the reasons why you didn’t tell your mom everything was that you didn’t know who she was going to repeat it to. But on her way back outside to her garden, she’d stopped in the doorway and turned to look over her shoulder.

“You know, you’ve probably made a friend for life, Grant,” his mother told him.

He nodded. He knew. He wasn’t sure how, but he knew.




May 2010

Diary ~

I saw Steffie Wyler the other day and the bags under her eyes were deep enough to carry mail. She says she’s already hired three more high school kids to work at Scoop because, well, doesn’t everyone want ice cream on a hot summer day? I’m afraid I committed a bit of a faux pas, however. You see, I saw her dancing with young Wade MacGregor at Beck’s wedding and it looked to my seasoned eye as if they were … well, let’s just say “interested in each other” is the most polite way I can think of to describe it. But when I asked if she knew if he’d be back in St. Dennis anytime soon, she darn near bit my head off with a short and snappy “How would I know?” I suppose if I really wanted to know I could ask Berry what she hears from her nephew.

Speaking of Berry—I saw one of those tabloid papers in the market that said her grandniece, Dallas, had just wrapped up another movie. Well, I’m delighted to see she’s so successful—I’ve always been fond of the girl. But there’s a bit of scandal brewing, if those rags are to be believed: There were photos of her husband with yet another “mystery” woman! Of course, there have been rumors about him for years—Berry says that she’d put nothing past him because he is totally without scruples. He and Berry never did get along—she’s seen through him from the very start. I certainly don’t know what Dallas ever saw in the fellow—oh, he’s handsome enough, if you like that Hollywood type, but Berry says he’s all style and no substance. She swears that the day Dallas filed for divorce from that man was the first time Berry had set foot in a church in almost thirty years. Hopefully, she’ll be able to say a final good-riddance-to-bad-rubbish before too much longer.

You know, you never see pictures of Dallas with other men, or read tawdry stories about her. She’s always had much too much class for such shenanigans.

Well, they do say opposites attract … though only the good Lord knows why.

~ Grace ~      

P.S. As a newspaper owner myself, I cannot conceive of carrying such rubbish in my paper. Why, the day I’m tempted to print trash in the St. Dennis Gazette is the day I hang up my notepad, and you can take that to the bank!


Chapter 1

AT the precise moment Dallas MacGregor was picking up her son, Cody, from his pricey summer day camp out near Topanga State Park, the home video starring her soon-to-be ex-husband and two of the female production assistants from his latest film had already been uploaded to the Internet. By the time she arrived at her Malibu home—she’d stopped once on the way from the set of her latest movie promo shoot to pick up dinner—the one-thousandth viewing had already been downloaded.

The phone was on overdrive, ringing like mad, when she walked into her kitchen.

“Miss MacGregor, you have many messages. Two from your aunt Beryl.” Elena, her housekeeper, cast a wary glance at Cody and handed her employer a stack of pink slips as the phone continued to ring. “About Mr. Emilio …”

“Would you mind answering that?” Dallas slid the heavy paper bag onto the counter. “And why are you still here? I thought you wanted to leave today by four?”

“Yes, miss, I …” Elena lifted the receiver. “Miss MacGregor’s … oh, hello, Miss Townsend. Yes, she’s home now, she just arrived. Yes, I gave her the message but … of course, Miss Townsend …”

Elena held the phone out to Dallas.

“It’s your great-aunt,” she whispered.

“I figured that out.” Dallas smiled and took the cordless receiver from Elena. “Hello, Berry. I was just thinking about—”

“Dallas.” Her aunt cut her off sharply. “What the hell is going on out there?”

“Not much.” Dallas paused. “What’s supposed to be going on?”

“That numbskull you were married to.” Berry’s breath came in ragged puffs.

She was obviously in a lather over something. Not unusual, Dallas thought. At eighty-one, it didn’t take much to rile Berry these days.

“What’s he done now?” Dallas began emptying the bag, lining up the contents on the counter.

“Not what as much as who.” Berry was becoming increasingly agitated.

“Mommy.” Cody tugged at her sleeve. “Why are all those cars out there?”

“Berry, hold on for just a moment, please.” Dallas glanced out the side window where cars were lined up on the other side of the fence that completely encircled the gated property, cars that had not been there five minutes ago when they drove through the gates. It wasn’t unusual for paparazzi to follow her home, but she hadn’t noticed any cars tailing her today. She raised the blinds just a little, and saw more cars were arriving even as she watched.

“I don’t know, Cody. Maybe the studio put out something about Mommy’s new movie. Maybe we should turn on the television and see.”

“No!” Elena and Berry both shouted at the same time.

“What?” Dallas frowned and turned to her housekeeper, who stood behind Cody. She pointed to the child, then raised her index finger to her lips, their silent code for “not in front of Cody.”

Keeping a curious eye on Elena, Dallas asked, “Berry, why don’t you tell me …?”

“Are you saying you don’t know? Seriously? You haven’t heard?”

“Heard what?”

“That idiot ex of yours—”

“Not ex yet, but soon, please God …” Dallas muttered. “And it’s long been established that he’s an idiot, so anything he’s done should be viewed with that in mind.”

“—managed to get himself filmed doing … all sorts of things that you will not want Cody to see …” Berry was almost gasping. “And with more than one person. It was disgusting. Perverted.”

“You mean …” Dallas’s knees went weak and she sat in the chair that Elena wisely pulled out for her.

“Yes. A sex tape. Not one, but two young women. I was shocked. Appalled!”

“Wait! You actually saw it?”

“Three times!” Dallas could almost see Berry fanning herself. “It was vile, just vile! You know, Dallas, that I never liked that man. I told you when you first brought him home that I—”

“Berry, where did you see this?”

“On my computer. There was a link to a site—”

“Hold on for a moment, Berry.” Dallas put her hand over the mouthpiece and turned to Elena. “Would you mind cutting up an apple for Cody? Cody, go wash your hands so you can have your snack.”

After her son left the room, Dallas took the phone outside and sat at one of the tables on her shaded patio.

“Dear God, Berry, let me get this straight. Emilio made a sex tape and it was put on the Internet? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Yes, and not just any sex tape. This one had—”

“Wait a minute; they allowed you to download the whole thing?”

“No, no, not all of it, just a little peek. You had to pay to see the whole thing.”

“And you did? You paid to watch …” Dallas didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The thought of her elderly aunt watching Emilio and his latest conquests burning up the sheets—and paying for the privilege—was horrifying and crazy funny at the same time. “Wait—did you say three times?”

“Yes, and it was—”

“Berry, why did you watch it three times?”

“Well,” Berry sniffed. “I had to make sure it was really him.”

The rest of the evening went downhill from there.

Dallas made every attempt to remain calm lest Cody pick up on the fact that she was almost blind with anger at the man she’d been married to for seven years.

Seven years, she repeated to herself. Seven years out of my life, wasted on that reprobate. The only good thing to come out of those years was Cody—and Dallas had to admit that she would have weathered a lifetime of Emilio’s amorous flings and general foolishness if she’d had to in order to have her son. When she filed for divorce eight months ago, following the latest in his long line of infidelities, Emilio hadn’t even bothered to beg her to reconsider: they’d done that dance so often over the years that even he was tired of it.

She managed to have a normal evening with Cody and ignored the cars that parked beyond the protective fence. They had a nice dinner and watched a video together, then Cody had his bath and Dallas read a bedtime story before she tucked him in and turned off the light.

It wasn’t until she went back downstairs, alone, that she permitted herself to fall apart.

There was no love lost between her and Emilio. She’d long since accepted the fact that he’d married her strictly to further his own career as a director. For a time, she’d remained stubbornly blind, insisting that her husband be signed to direct her movies, and for a time, she’d been equally blind to his affairs. Lately it occurred to her that she well might be the last person in the entire state of California to catch on to the extent of Emilio’s indiscretions.

For the past five years, she and Emilio had battled over the same ground, over and over until Dallas no longer cared who he slept with, as long as it wasn’t her. Looking back now, she realized she should have left him the first time he’d cheated on her, when the tabloids had leaked those photos of Emilio frolicking with a pretty up-and-coming Latina actress on a sunny, sandy beach in Guatemala when he’d told Dallas he was going to scout some locations for a film he was thinking about making, but it had been so much easier to stay than to leave. There was Cody to consider: Emilio had never wanted the child, but Dallas had hoped—for Cody’s sake—that he’d come around. Besides, Dallas’s schedule had been so hectic for the past three years that she’d barely had time to read the tabloids. She’d had the blessing—or the curse—of having had wonderful roles offered to her, roles that she’d really wanted, so she’d signed on for all of them, and had gone from one set right onto the next, leaving her time for nothing and no one other than her son. It had only been recently that Dallas admitted to herself that perhaps she’d been deliberately overworking herself to avoid having to deal with her home situation.

Well, avoid no more, she told herself as she dialed her attorney’s number. This time, Emilio had gone too far. When the call went directly to voice mail, Dallas left the message that she wanted her lawyer to do whatever had to be done to speed up the divorce.

“And oh,” she’d added, “we need to talk about that custody arrangement we’d worked out …”

While she waited for the return call, Dallas logged on to the computer in her home office. She searched the Web for what she was looking for. The link to the video appeared almost instantaneously, along with a running tally of how many times the video had been watched—all thirteen thousand, four hundred, and thirty-one viewings. Her stomach churning, she clicked on the link and was asked first to confirm that she was over eighteen, then for her credit card number.

“Great,” she murmured. “For the low, low price of nineteen ninety-five, I can watch my husband … that is, my soon-to-be ex-husband, perform daring feats with his production assistants.”

The video began abruptly—“What, no music?”—and while the lighting could have been better, there was no question who was the filling in the middle of that fleshy sandwich. As difficult as it was to watch, she forced herself to sit through it, commenting to herself from time to time (“Emilio, Emilio, didn’t anyone ever tell you to always keep your best side to the camera? And, babe, that is decidedly not your best side.”).

When the phone rang before it was over, Dallas turned off her computer and answered the call.

“Hey, Dallas, it’s Norma.”

“Thanks for getting back to me right away.” Dallas leaned back in her chair and exhaled. Just hearing her attorney’s always cool and even voice relaxed her.

“I just got in and I was going to call you as soon as I kicked off my shoes.” Norma Bradshaw was not only Dallas’s lawyer, she was also her friend.

“So you heard …”

“Is there anyone in this town who has not? So sorry, Dallas. We knew he was a colossal shithead, but this latest stunt even beats his own personal best.” Before Dallas could respond, Norma said, “So we’re going to want to see if we can move the divorce along a little faster. We’ll file a motion to revise those custody arrangements we’d previously agreed to.”

“You read my mind.”

“I’ll file first thing in the morning. If nothing else, I think we should ask for sole custody for a period of at least six months, given the circumstances, which of course we’ll spell out for the judge in very specific terms.”

“Would it help to know that that little forty-two-minute production was filmed in his house? The same one Cody and I moved out of just eleven months ago because he refused to leave?”

“Really?” Norma made a “huh” sound. “Are you positive?”

“I picked out that furniture,” Dallas replied. “Along with the carpets and the tile in the bath and the towels that were dropped around the hot tub.”

“That was really stupid on his part. Now you can say you don’t want Emilio to have unsupervised custody because you don’t know who will be in the house or what they’ll be doing. Or who might be filming it.” Norma paused. “How are you doing?”

“On the one hand, I feel devastated. Humiliated. Nauseated. On the other, I feel like calling every reporter who chastised me for being so mean and unforgiving to poor Emilio when our separation was announced and yelling, ‘See? I told you he was a jerk!’”

“Anyone you want me to call for you?”

“No. I’m not making any statements to anyone. This is strictly a no-comment situation if ever there was one.”

“You know you can always refer people to me.”

“I’ll have Elena start doing that tomorrow. Thanks.”

“How did Cody react?”

“He hasn’t. He doesn’t know what’s going on.”

“You didn’t tell him?”

“Of course not. Why would I tell him about something like that?”

“Do you really think you can keep him from finding out? Isn’t he in camp this summer?”

“He just turned six. He’s only in kindergarten.” Dallas frowned. “How many of the kids at his camp do you think caught Emilio’s act?”

“They could hear their parents talking, they could see the story on TV. It made the news, Dallas.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be a problem.” Dallas bit a fingernail. “At least, I hope it won’t be. But if he hears about it, I’ll have to tell him … something.”

“Well, good luck with that. In the meantime, if you think of anything else I can do for you, you know how to reach me.” Norma’s calls always ended the same way, with the same closing sentence. She never bothered to wait until Dallas said good-bye. She just hung up, leaving Dallas to wonder just what she would tell Cody if he should hear something.

  She didn’t have long to wait to find out. When she arrived at camp the following afternoon, the Cody who got into the car was a very different child from the one she’d dropped off earlier that morning.

“How was camp, buddy?” she asked when he got into the car.

He looked out the window and muttered something.

“What did you say?” She turned in her seat to face him.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Well, how was camp? Did you have your riding lesson today?”

He shook his head but did not look at her.

Uh-oh, she thought as she drove from the curb. This doesn’t bode well …

“So what did you do today?” she asked.

“I don’t want to talk.”

“Why not, baby?”

“Because I don’t and I’m not a baby,” he yelled. He still hadn’t looked at her.

Oh, God. Her hands began to shake and she clutched the wheel in an effort to make them stop.

She did not try to engage him in conversation the rest of the way home, and once they arrived, she drove in through the service entrance at the back of the property to avoid the crowd that was still stalking the front gate.

“Those cars out there, they’re all there because …” Cody said accusingly. “Because …”

It was then that Dallas realized he was crying. She stopped the car and turned off the ignition, then got out and opened his door. She unbuckled his seat belt but he made no move toward her.

“Cody, what happened today?” When he didn’t respond, she asked, “Does it have something to do with your dad?”

“They said he did things … with other ladies. Justin’s big brother said his dad saw it on the computer and he heard his dad tell his mom.” Huge, fat drops ran down Cody’s face and Dallas’s heart began to break in half. “Justin’s daddy said my daddy was a very, very bad man. The big kids said he … they said he …” He began to sob.

Dallas had never felt so helpless in her life. She got into the backseat and rubbed Cody’s shoulders, then coaxed him into her arms. How could she have been so naive as to think he wouldn’t hear something from the older kids at camp? And how could she possibly explain his father’s actions to her son?

“I’m never going back to camp, Mommy. Not ever. Nobody can make me.” He hiccuped loudly. “Not even you. I’ll run away if you try.”

“All right, sweetie.” Silently cursing Emilio for his stupidity and his carelessness, Dallas held her son tight, and let him cry it out. “It’s going to be all right …”

But even as she promised, Dallas wondered if, for Cody, anything would ever be right again.
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