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Dear Friends,



Im always being asked what sparks the ideas for my books, especially after more than one hundred of them. A glimpse into how Mending Fences came about will give you some indication of the process that my sometimes quirky mind goes through.



For many years now Ive worked with the same accountant and during those years have also got to know his wife. Carl and Dianne Margenau are terrific folks, whove recently made a move from Miami to North Carolina, so much of our contact is now by phone. During one of those calls, Dianne mentioned how much they missed their long-time neighbours, how close the families had been over the years and what wonderful people they were.



So I began to thinkWhat would happen between two families whod shared so many important events, so many hopes and dreams and such a deep friendship, if something tragic occurred with the potential to split them apart? From that conversation, Mending Fences was born. Please keep in mind that beyond making me wonder what if there are no similarities between the Margenaus and their long-time neighbours and the characters in my book. Still, Dianne gets the credit for kicking my imagination into overdrive and Carl, as always, gets credit for keeping me out of financial hot water. Im grateful to them both. I wish all of you neighbours you can count on and friends who enrich your lives.



As always,



Sherryl





Chapter 1

Present

Grady Rodriguez had been a police officer for nearly twenty years, but hed never gotten used to interviewing young women whod been the victims of date rape. It wasnt quite the same as talking to those whod been assaulted by strangers. For those women, there was little ambiguity about the attack. It was usually random, unexpected, violent and degrading. It could happen to any woman at any age who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Date rape tended to happen to young, often inexperienced women who knew their attacker. They were left with a million and one questions about what they might have done differently, how their judgment about the guy could have been so wrong, why saying no hadnt been enough. Hed responded to too damn many of those calls, listened to too many brokenhearted sobs, seen too many injuries.

In either case, the women questioned everything about themselves. They dealt with unwarranted shame, sometimes made a thousand times worse by the well-meaning reactions of the people who loved them. In all instances, it changed who they were, made them more cautious, less trusting. Sometimes it destroyed relationships or even marriages.

From everything he could see as he and his partner, Naomi Lansing, walked into the off-campus Coral Gables apartment where tonights attack had happened, Lauren Brown was typical. A pretty college student with shiny, long blond hair, she barely looked old enough to date. A kid that young shouldnt have had her innocence stripped away in a manner that left her eyes glazed with pain and disillusionment. Seeing her huddled in a corner of the bed in her room in tears, Grady wanted to punch his fist through a wall, but Naomi was cool and calm, the kind of soothing presence the situation required.

Naomis compassion allowed him to remain in the background, to study the scene in a coldly analytical way. They were the perfect team for this kind of investigation, something hed never have predicted back when theyd first been assigned to work together and every encounter had been a test of wills.

She was like that when I came in, Laurens roommate, Jenny Ryan, told them in an undertone. Just rocking back and forth and crying. She said her date had hurt her, but she wouldnt say anything else. She asked me not to, but I called nine-one-one anyway. The creep shouldnt get away with this. I dont care who he is.

Something in her words gave Grady a chill, the hint that Laurens attacker was well known, perhaps well-respected in the University of Miami campus community.

You did the right thing, Naomi assured her. Well take it from here. Could you wait in the other room?

For a moment, Jenny hesitated. Im not sure I should leave her.

Naomi sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to crowd Lauren. Youll be okay, right?Youre up to talking to me?

Laurens head bobbed once, but she didnt look up.

As Naomi began murmuring the most intrusive questions in her quiet, matter-of-fact voice, Grady studied the bedroom. Painted and carpeted in the bland beige of inexpensive rentals, it was decorated in a style that was too shabby to be chic. There were mismatched pieces of furniture, a few snapshotsfamily pictures, it looked likestuck into the dresser mirror, a laptop computer next to a stack of textbooks and an antique rocker he would bet had been a prized possession from home.

Other than the tangled spread and sheets on the bed and a few pieces of clothing that had been tossed on the floor, the room was neater than most coed rooms hed seen. Carefully gathering the clothes shed apparently been wearing, he noted the buttons missing from her blouse, the torn strap of her bra and a rip in her panties, all consistent with someone intent on having sex, perhaps with an unwilling partner. He found three buttons scattered around the carpet and added those to the evidence.

Leaving it to Naomi to retrieve the sheets and spread and whatever trace evidence they might contain, Grady walked into the living room to join the roommate. Any idea who Lauren was out with tonight? he asked her.

Evan Carter, she said without hesitation. You know who he is, right?

Yeah, Ive heard of him, he said, struggling to maintain a neutral expression.

Carter was a star football player at the University of Miami. Only a sophomore, there was already speculation about him becoming a top NFL draft choice before graduation. News reports, however, also cited his excellent grades, good enough for the career he hoped to have in the legal field representing professional athletes. He had brains, talent and charmthe kind of trifecta that made it easy for people to miss any hints of a darker side, the sense of entitlement and immunity that came with being a celebrity of sorts.

A local boy, Carter was already used to the spotlight by the time he entered UM. Hed been courted by both the Florida Gators and by Florida State Seminoles, top UM rivals. When hed opted to stay close to home, thered been a sigh of relief from the Miami fans, whod followed his stellar high school career.

Is that the crowd Lauren hangs out withthe jocks? he asked Jenny.

No way. To tell you the truth, Laurens never dated much. Shes basically pretty shy and quiet. Shes here on a scholarship, so she studies a lot. Evans the first guy shes really talked much about. Theyre in the same biology classIm in it, tooand theyve been working on this project together for a couple of weeks now. When he suggested dinner and a movie, she couldnt believe this superjock had asked her out. She was so excited. Her lower lip quivered and her expressive dark eyes filled with anger. Damn him for doing this to her!

Were you here when they left? Did you see them together?

Jenny shook her head. I had to go to the library to do some research for a paper thats due on Monday. I didnt get back till about two minutes before I called you.

So you cant be sure they actually got together tonight, he suggested.

Jenny practically quivered with indignation. Are you trying to say she made it all up or something? she demanded. Lauren would never lie about who she had a date with or about what happened. Lauren doesnt lie. Period.

Maybe a girl who doesnt date much developed a crush on this unattainable guy, built herself a whole fantasy scenario, he suggested.

No, absolutely not! Jenny said emphatically. Shes the most honest, grounded person I know. Her dads a minister, for goodness sakes. She has this whole moral code she lives by. Most of the time the rest of us fall way short of meeting her standards, but she never judges any of us for that.

Satisfied, Grady backed off on any suggestion that Lauren could have exaggerated anything that happened with the Carter kid. Instead, he focused on what Jenny herself knew firsthand. But you yourself didnt witness any part of the date, correct?

She sighed. No. I never saw them together, but I imagine there are plenty of witnesses in the building or on the block. Its mostly college kids living in this area, so theres always somebody going in or out, especially on a Friday night. And Evans the kind of guy who attracts attention. He makes sure of it.

Grady knew the type. They thrived on being the center of attention, being recognized. They also thought they were above the law. Maybe tonight Grady would get lucky and that tendency would seal the case against Evan Carter.

If Detective Lansing looks for me, tell her Im going to knock on a few doors, see what I can find out from the neighbors, he told Jenny. Ill be back in a few minutes. Youll stay put, right?

Of course. Im not leaving Lauren.

The white stucco building on the fringe of the UM campus only had four units, two upstairs, two down. He tried the downstairs doors to no avail, then loped back upstairs and knocked on the door across the hall from Laurens. When it swung open, the sound of classic jazz flowed through the air. The long-haired kid wearing boxers, a T-shirt and flip-flops stared at him with blurry eyes and a bewildered expression.

Is the music too loud or something? he asked Grady. I try to keep it low.

The musics not a problem, Grady assured him. He showed him his ID. Mind if I ask you a couple of questions?

Am I in trouble?

The kid sounded nervous, which made Grady wonder what he was up to. Then he caught a whiff of marijuana and knew. That, however, was a problem for another night.

No, no trouble, he assured him. This is your apartment?

I have a roommate, but hes out on a date.

Grady made a note. Whats your name?

Joe Haas.

And your roommates?

Dante Mitchell.

He plays football, doesnt he? Grady asked, trying to envision the huge defensive tackle sharing a place with this skinny, unassuming kid.

Were from the same hometown. His folks think Im a good influence on him. He shrugged, his grin self-deprecating. As if hed ever listen to me. Still, we get along okay.

Have you been home all night?

Its Friday night, he said as if that was answer enough. Ive been here just chilling out.

Seen anybody? Heard anything unusual?

He stared at Grady with a blank expression. Like what?

Anything that seemed out of the ordinary?

Did one of the apartments get robbed? Is that why youre asking all these questions?

No. Im just trying to get a feel for what was going on around here tonight.

I think everybodys out, except me. Dante left around seven. Jenny headed out about the same time with a bunch of books. She always goes to the library on Friday night. She says its quieter then. The guys downstairs, they always head straight for happy hour after their last class on Friday. I dont think theyve come in yet. Theyre usually pretty noisy, so I would have heard them if theyd come back.

What about Lauren? Have you seen her?

He shook his head. I know she had a date with some jock, a friend of Dantes.

Did she tell you that?

No, Dante mentioned it. He thought it was pretty hilarious for some reason.

Why was that?

I guess because Laurens really shy and this guy thinks hes some big hotshot.

You know a name?

Joe shook his head. Im not that into football. Dante probably said, but it didnt stick.

And you never saw Lauren with this guy?

He shook his head, then frowned. Laurens okay, isnt she? Nothing happened to her tonight, did it?

Grady ignored the questions. Thanks. If you think of anything else, give me a call. He handed him his business card.

Joe followed him back into the hall, his expression filled with concern. He bypassed Grady and headed straight for Laurens door. Grady intercepted him. Not tonight.

Alarm shadowed the boys eyes. I just want to check on Lauren. Shes a sweet kid, you know?

Talk to her tomorrow, okay? Shell need a friend then. He leveled a look at the kid. And you might want to lose the weed before I come around again. Next time I wont look the other way.

Shit! Joe said, his expression immediately guilt ridden. He all but ran back to his own apartment and shut the door.

Grady shook his head. For a fraction of an instant he was grateful he didnt have teenagers, but then he thought of his beautiful little Megan and his heart ached. She would have been sixteen now and he would give every last breath in his body to have his daughter back, no matter what sort of foolish mistakes she might make.

Tonight wasnt the night to travel down that dark path, though. Another young girl needed him.

Inside Laurens apartment, Jenny was exactly where hed left her, blindly thumbing through a magazine, her attention directed toward the room where Naomi was still questioning Lauren.

Did anybody see anything? she asked when she realized he was back.

The kid across the hall was the only one home, and he confirmed she was supposed to go out with some jock tonight, but he didnt see him and didnt have a name. He says his roommate had told him that.

Jenny smiled. Joes a little spacey most of the time, but hes a good guy. It might not seem like it, but hes practically a genius. Hes studying physics, but most of the time hes bored, because he knows as much as the professors. He puts up with a lot from Dante, who thinks hes Gods gift to the universe. Will it help that Dante knew about the date, too?

It might, Grady conceded.

What happens next?

Well need to get Lauren to the hospital, get her checked out, he said. Can you come along? It might make her feel better to have a familiar face around.

If she needs me, Im there, Jenny told him.

A few minutes later, Naomi emerged with Lauren and the four of them made the trip to the Rape Treatment Center at Jackson Memorial Hospital for the necessary indignity of a physical examination.

As they waited outside while a physician gathered evidence and offered counseling to Lauren with Jenny at her side, Grady sat beside Naomi and compared notes. You think shell go through with this? Will she press charges against the Carter kid? he asked. Its a tough road, especially with his high profile. The publicity could be pretty devastating, even if her names kept out of it.

Shes scared, Naomi said. But shes starting to get angry. If she weakens, something tells me her roommate will make sure she fights back.

He nodded. Jennys mad enough for both of them. I wish all the girls we come across had someone in their corner like that.

Naomi nodded. Me, too.

We need to do this one by the book, Grady said wearily. I want an arrest warrant in hand before we go anywhere near that kid.

That could take time, Naomi warned. Its almost morning now and half the judges are going to be on the golf course and the rest are probably out on their boats.

Well call the state attorneys office and leave that problem up to them. I dont care how long it takes, I want that warrant before we say boo to that kid. The medias going to be all over this case and Im not losing it because we didnt cross every t and dot every i.

Just then the weary-looking physician who handled for too many of these cases emerged from the treatment area.

Hows it going, Doc? Grady asked Amanda Benitez.

Im starting to have a very jaded outlook on life in general and men in particular, Amanda said. This guy roughed her up pretty good. He was smart about it, almost as if he knew how to go about it without leaving the kind of obvious visible marks that would call attention to what hed done. Her stomach, her upper thighs have some nasty bruises, though. He was strong and he was mean.

Grady read between the lines. Hes done this before?

Id say yes. You know the pattern as well as I do. Its not just about the sex. This is a guy who gets off on hurting women, the more innocent and defenseless the better. You have a name?

Grady nodded. And when this goes public, the shit is going to hit the fan.



It was well past midnight on Saturday and Marcie had just finished cleaning up the kitchen, putting every dish and glass back into place, polishing every piece of chrome and mopping the floor for the second time that day, when the doorbell rang.

Worried that it would wake Ken and the kids, she hurried into the living room to answer the door. Startled to see two uniformed officers and two other people in plain clothes outside at this hour of the night, she was tempted not to open the door, but weighed her caution against the possibility that theyd wind up waking her family by continuing to ring the bell. She finally opened the door a crack, the security chain still in place.

Can I help you?

Pinecrest police, maam, one of the uniformed officers said. We have two detectives from Coral Gables whod like to speak to your son. Since theyre out of their jurisdiction, we came along.

I dont understand, Marcie said.

Youre Mrs. Carter? the female detective asked. Evan Carters mother?

Marcies breath lodged in her throat. Yes, why?

We need to speak to your son, she repeated. Is he here?

Hes asleep. What is this about?

Im Detective Lansing, the woman told her. And this is Detective Rodriguez. We need to talk to Evan. Would you get him, please?

Though it was phrased as a question, Marcie recognized a command when she heard one. She tried to think what Ken would do. Hed probably tell them to go away and come back at a civilized hour, but Marcie had been brought up to respect authority. Four very somber police officers from two jurisdictions were more than enough to intimidate her.

Youll have to give me a few minutes, she said at last. Hes a sound sleeper.

No problem. Well wait, the woman told her.

Reluctantly Marcie let them inside, then started to climb the stairs. After only a couple of steps, she turned back. Maybe I should she began, her tone apologetic. Could I see some identification? Shed read stories about fake police officers, even in uniform, and home-invasion robberies. Even though she recognized the Pinecrest logo on the uniform and saw the marked car in the driveway, it was smart to be absolutely sure.

Without comment all four of them held out badges and ID, removing any doubt that they were exactly who theyd said they were. She almost wished she hadnt asked. Until that instant, shed been able to hold out a slim hope that this was all some hoax or maybe a case of mistaken identity.

Evan was a good kid. He always had been. Oh, he had a mouth on him. He was like his father that way, but hed never given them any trouble. Hed never so much as put a ding or dent in the car, never gotten into mischief the way some of the other boys in the neighborhood had. His dad had seen to that. Ken was a stern disciplinarian and both her kids showed him a healthy amount of respect.

Thinking about that made this whole scene feel surreal. Once again she hesitated. Why do you need to see Evan at this hour? Is he in trouble?

For the first time, Detective Rodriguez spoke. Maam, could you just get him? Well explain everything then.

Filled with a sense of dread, she climbed the stairs. At the top she debated waking Ken but decided against it. Who knew what he would do or say? He had a quick temper and a sharp tongue. He tended to act first and think later. He might wind up making a bad situation worse. If Evan needed him, there would be time enough to wake him then.

Inside Evans room, she found him sprawled facedown across his bed with a sheet barely covering him. Sometimes when she saw him like this, it caught her by surprise. In her heart, he was still her little boy, not a full-grown man with broad shoulders and muscles toned by hours of training at the gym. His cheeks were stubbled with a days growth of beard and his blond hair, usually so carefully groomed, stuck out every which way. Seeing him reminded her of the way Ken had looked when theyd first met, way too handsome for his own good.

Evan, she murmured, her hand on his shoulder. Wake up! Evan!

He only moaned and buried his head under the pillow, just as he had for years when shed tried to wake him for school. Marcie knew the routine. She yanked the pillow away and then the sheet, averting her gaze from his naked body as she did so.

Wake up! she commanded, shaking him.

Wha? Go way.

Get up now, she said urgently. Theres someone here to see you.

He blinked up at her. What? Who?

Theyre police officers, four of them. Two local and two from the Gables.

Shit, oh shit, he muttered, raking his hand through his hair.

Something in the panicked expression that flitted across his face terrified Marcie. Had there been an accident? Had he left the scene? Or drugs? She knew there were kids at college who used them, but Evan had always been smart enough to steer clear. Hed wanted his football career too much to risk messing it up by experimenting with drugs or steroids. Ken had hammered that lesson home years ago.

Do you know what this is about? she asked. Should I get your dad?

Ill handle it, he said, grabbing a pair of jeans and yanking them on, then snatching up a T-shirt from the end of the bed and pulling it over his head. Dont come downstairs, Mom, okay? Ill take care of this.

Marcie fought to stay calm. I dont like the sound of this, Evan. I think someone should be with you. Do I need to call a lawyer?

I said Id handle it, he snapped. Go to bed.

Marcie winced at his tone. She should have been used to it by now. Ken used that exact same tone when he spoke to her, but it was relatively new coming from Evan.

Youre not going down there alone, she insisted. Now either I come with you or I get your father.

Whatever, he said belligerently.

Marcie followed him downstairs. At the bottom of the steps, the two detectives stood in his path.

Evan Carter? Detective Rodriguez asked.

Yes. What the hell is this about? he demanded, his voice radiating antagonism.

Again, he sounded so much like his father, it gave Marcie goose bumps. Instinct kicked in. She was about to try to smooth things over with the detectives, but realized they were oblivious to his attitude and totally focused on their own mission.

Youre under arrest for the rape of Lauren Brown, the woman said quietly. Anything you say can and will be used against you

Rape! Marcie was incredulous. This simply couldnt be happening. As the detective read Evan his rights, Marcie fought back the bile rising in her throat and ran upstairs to wake her husband. She couldnt shake the sound of the word rape. It kept echoing in her head.

Ken, get up now! The police are arresting Evan. They say he raped somebody.

She didnt have to say it twice. Ken bolted out of bed with a curse and ran for the stairs, Marcie right on his heels. She heard Caitlyns door open and knew that her daughter had been wakened by the commotion as well.

Mom, whats going on? Why is there a police car outside?

Marcie couldnt bring herself to explain. Its all a terrible misunderstanding, she said. Im sure thats all it is. Your father will straighten everything out, but I need to go with him.

Go with him where? Caitlyn asked, her eyes wide. Its the middle of the night.

To the police station. Im going to call Emily and see if you can go over and spend the night at their house, okay? I dont want you here alone.

Whos been arrested? Is it Dad?

No, sweetie, its your brother, but like I said, it has to be a mistake. Her hand shook as she picked up the phone and hit the number on the speed dial for Emily.

Her friend and neighbor answered on the first ring, instantly wide awake. Marcie, is everything okay? I saw the flashing lights on a police car turning onto your street, but I never heard a siren. Whats going on?

I cant explain now. Can Caitlyn stay with you?

Of course, she said at once. Send her over. Is there anything else I can do?

Pray, Marcie said, her voice catching on a sob. Pray that the police have made some horrible mistake. My boy She couldnt even finish the sentence.

They came for Evan? Emily said, sounding as shocked as Marcie felt.

Yes. Please, just watch out for Caitlyn. Shes on her way. I dont know how long well be gone. Ill tell you everything tomorrow.

Go. Dont worry about anything here. Just promise that youll call me if theres anything else I can do.

Marcie sighed as she hung up. She wondered if Emily would sound half as supportive once she found out what Evan had been accused of doing. There were some things even a best friend could never understand or forgive.

And if there was any truth, any truth at all to the charges, Marcie wasnt entirely certain shed ever understand it, either.







Chapter 2

Ten years earlier

Dinner was going to be another rushed affair. Emily Dobbs had spent two hours in a tedious, unproductive teachers meeting after school, then picked up her husbands dry cleaning, run by the post office for stamps, stopped by the drugstore for her prescription for birth control pillsnot that shed needed them latelyand spent fifteen minutes at the market trying to figure out what she could fix for dinner in the twenty minutes she had left after shed picked the kids up from the sitters. Spaghetti with salad and garlic bread had been the quick and easy answer. She supposed that was a step up from stopping for fast-food burgers or ordering pizza, something shed resorted to way too many times recently.

Every week she vowed to come up with nightly menus and a shopping list, rather than improvising every meal at the last possible moment. So far, shed failed to follow through, despite her good intentions.

Lately everything in her life felt as if she were doing it on the run. Maybe she should have waited to go back into teaching, but shed missed being in the classroom after Josh and Dani were born. As soon as Dani had started in preschool, Emily had sought out and gotten a position teaching high school English just a few miles from home. Derek hadnt been overjoyed when shed told him, but he was traveling so much for business, hed hardly been able to complain that she would be neglecting him or their marriage.

The kids, however, were another story. When it came to her son and daughter, she was assailed by guilt on a daily basis. They were growing so fast and she was missing some of it. Josh was a strong, athletic nine-year-old now with a well-developed mind of his own. Dani, with her long dark curls and her preference for dresses and tea parties, was a seven-year-old princess, ruler of the second grade.

As Emily stopped in front of Linda Wilsons house, she watched her two precious children race outside and across the lawn. Well, Josh raced. Dani walked as sedately as if she were on a fashion runway, at least until her brother called back some taunting remark that had her sprinting the rest of the way.

Hi, Mom, Josh said, jumping into the front seat as Dani climbed more demurely into the back, then stuck out her tongue at her brother. Josh rolled his eyes, then directed his attention toward Emily. Guess what?

What?

Weve got new neighbors in back, and theyve got kids. Mrs. Wilson told me that Evans the same age as me and he plays football and soccer and baseball. Theres a girl, too, he added, as if that were of far less consequence.

Her names Caitlyn, Dani said, but shes just a baby.

Josh rolled his eyes. Shes five.

Thats too little to be my friend, Dani said with a dramatic sigh of disappointment.

Emily bit back a smile. Are you sure about that, sweetie? I bet shed love to come to one of your tea parties, she suggested. You were five when we started having them, remember? Maybe shes never even been to one and you could show her how much fun they are. In fact, since shes just in kindergarten, there are probably lots of things you could teach her.

Dani regarded her solemnly. You think so?

You could ask, Emily said.

Dani was silent for a long, considering moment, then nodded. Maybe I will.

And so it began



The kids pestered Emily all day Saturday to let them go play with Evan and Caitlyn Carter. They both knew that there was one rigid rule in their house, that they were never to go to another childs home unless she knew the parents, and she had yet to meet their new backdoor neighbors.

Exhausted from cleaning and grocery shopping and with a stack of English papers still to grade, she knew there would be no peace until she gave in.

Okay, fine. Lets take a walk and see if theyre home, she agreed eventually.

The neighborhood in southeast Miami was shaded by pin oaks and giant banyan trees with their gnarled, twisted trunks that looked as if they belonged in a horror movie rather than in some pleasant, suburban neighborhood. Most of the well-landscaped yards were surrounded by hedges of bougainvillea in colors ranging from purple and fuchsia to red or white. The prickly vines with their profusion of brilliant flowers served as something of a security barrier without the need for fences or gates, though high wrought-iron gates had started to appear at the end of a few driveways as property values went up, along with the crime rate.

Only a few blocks from the waters of Biscayne Bay, Emily thought she could detect traces of salt in the air, along with the lingering scent of night-blooming jasmine. It was enough to remind her how much she enjoyed being outdoors at this time of year, when the Miami air had less humidity and the sky was a clear, vivid blue. She and Derek needed to get back into the habit of taking a walk after dinner the way they had when theyd first moved into their dream house. Back then, theyd pushed Dani in her stroller and Josh had ridden along beside them on his tricycle.

A few years ago, theyd also known all their neighbors in this well-established area, but as prices had soared, many of their older neighbors had sold out and moved to more manageable condos or retirement communities. Lately the turnover had been so frequent that there were only a few familiar faces left from those early yearsthe Wilsons down the block, the Delgados on the corner and Janice Ortiz and her elderly mother on the next street.

Mom, hurry up! Josh said impatiently. Cant you walk any faster?

Emily grinned at him. I can, but Im enjoying the fresh air.

He regarded her blankly. Why?

Someday youll understand, she said, ruffling his brown hair.

Its like stopping to smell the roses, Dani said. Grandma Dobbs tells Dad he needs to do that. She wrinkled her forehead. Im not sure what she means, though.

She means your dad works too hard, Emily told her.

No joke, Josh said with disgust. Hes never around anymore to play ball with me.

He has an important job, Emily reminded him, feeling the need to defend Derek, even though Josh was expressing a dissatisfaction that she often felt herself. Then, as a reminder to herself as much as to her son, she added, We should be grateful that hes such a hard worker. Thats why were able to live in such a great house and you kids get to go to wonderful schools.

Id rather be able to play ball with my dad, Josh grumbled. Dad doesnt even come to my games half the time anymore.

Emily resolved to remind Derek that he needed to get some balance back into his life, that his son needed more from him than a fancy house and every hot electronic game to hit the market, all purchased out of guilt over his too-frequent absences and a string of last-second disappointments.

As they approached the sprawling, Spanish-style house with a red-tiled roof that the Carters had just moved into, she hunkered down on the sidewalk in front of the kids. Now remember to be on your best behavior, she instructed. The way you are when we visit Grandma Dobbs and Grammy and Poppy, okay?

Josh was practically bouncing with excitement. It had been a long time since there had been a boy his age living close enough for him to hang out with. Come on, he pleaded, then made a dash for the pretentious wrought-iron gate that was new to the property. He tried to turn the handle, but it wouldnt budge. He regarded it with dismay. Its locked.

Emily was as startled as her son, but she spotted a buzzer next to the gate. I think we probably need to push that button, she told her son, and watched as he gave it an eager punch.

Yes? The disembodied voice sounded far away.

Im Emily Dobbs, your new neighbor. My kids and I just wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.

A long buzz sounded and the gate swung open automatically. Josh stared at it, then grinned. Cool!

Dani wasnt as enthusiastic. She eyed the gate warily and reached for Emilys hand. What if we cant get out again? she whispered.

Im sure it only keeps people out, Emily reassured her. Its not meant to trap anyone inside.

Are you sure? Dani asked.

Im sure, sweetie.

By the time theyd walked along the curving driveway, two kids were racing in their direction. They skidded to a stop.

Wow, this is so great, the boy said. I didnt think there were any kids in the whole neighborhood. I was really bummed. Im Evan. My sisters Caitlyn.

Im Josh, her son told him. He added grudgingly, Thats Dani. Focusing his attention once again on the boy, he said, I heard you like to play ball.

Any kind, Evan confirmed. You want to throw some passes out back? Footballs my favorite. Im gonna go pro someday and play for the Dolphins.

He said it with such absolute confidence that Emily had to fight to hide a smile.

Josh looked up at her. Is it okay, Mom?

Sure, Emily told him, then looked back to see that Dani was eyeing a dainty little girl in orange shorts, a purple T-shirt and tiny sneakers with dismay. The outfit, with grass stains and streaks of dirt, was a stark contrast to the pastel flowered dress and patent-leather shoes that Dani had chosen for the visit.

How come youre all dressed up? the child asked Dani with a puzzled look. You been to church?

Dani regarded her with disdain. I like to dress up. I like to read books and I like to have tea parties, too.

I play ball with my brother, Caitlyn said. But only cause theres nobody else around. Her wistful gaze shifted to follow the direction in which the boys had disappeared. Then she sighed. My mom just baked cookies. You want some?

Obviously the thought of home-baked cookies was enough to overcome Danis reservations about Caitlyn. Sure. Then she glanced hesitantly toward Emily. Youre coming, too, right?

Absolutely, she said, and followed the girls up the walkway.

When she spotted Marcie Carter waiting in the doorway, Emily couldnt help smiling at the irony. In her fashionable linen slacks, silk blouse and expensive jewelry, she looked as if she ought to be Danis mom, not Caitlyns. Her makeup was flawless, every highlighted hair on her head was in place and her French manicure didnt have a chip in it. Emily immediately felt as disheveled as little Caitlyn, but unlike the child she found herself apologizing.

Im sorry Im such a mess, but the kids were so anxious to come by, I didnt take time to change. I hope you werent getting ready to go out.

No, indeed. Ive been baking cookies. Come in and have some. Youll have to excuse the chaos, though. Weve barely finished unpacking.

Emily glanced around, looking for some evidence of chaos, but as near as she could tell this house was already a hundred times tidier than her own. There was a faint lingering scent of paint in the air, mingling with the far more appealing aromas of sugar and chocolate. The tile floor in the foyer had been replaced since shed been here for a neighborhood cocktail party a couple of years ago. All of the carpets looked brand-new, as well. Every piece of furniture was in place, the pillows were plumped, fresh flowers filled huge, oversize vases in each room. If this was chaos, she wanted to know how to accomplish it.

Do you mind sitting in the kitchen? Marcie asked. Ill be able to keep an eye on the oven. I still have a few dozen cookies to bake for a PTA fund-raiser on Monday. The girls can take some cookies and milk onto the patio.

That sounds perfect, Emily said, following her through the house. In the kitchen, she had to keep her mouth from dropping open. It looked like something out of a design magazine with its expensive cherry cabinets, black granite countertops and professional-grade stainless-steel appliances. Serious stuff must happen in this kitchen. It wasnt meant for someone who threw a meal together at the last second, stuck frozen dinners into the microwave or baked cookies from refrigerated dough from the grocery store.

How did you get roped into a bake sale when youve barely moved in? she asked Marcie.

I always volunteer at the kids school, Marcie replied as she put chocolate-chip cookies onto a plate, poured milk into two tall plastic glasses and artfully arranged it all on a tray. Here you go, girls. Do you need any help?

I can carry it, Dani told her, reaching for the tray.

I can take my own, Caitlyn countered, almost tipping everything onto the floor in her eagerness to grab a glass of milk.

Maybe Id better get them settled, Marcie said, taking the tray from Dani, carrying it outside, then returning. I dont know if youve noticed, but my Caitlyn has an independent streak. She spends so much time with her older brother that she doesnt know her own limits. Her expression turned wistful. I wish she was as much of a little lady as your Dani.

Something tells me theyll balance each other, Emily said. Im so glad Dani finally has someone close to her age nearby and Josh was over the moon when he found out you had a son his age.

How long have you lived in the neighborhood? Marcie asked as she efficiently scooped up perfectly rounded balls of dough and put another huge sheet of cookies into the oversize oven.

About seven years now. Josh was two when we bought the house and Dani was still a baby.

You like it here?

Love it, Emily said. And its a great school district.

I can tell that already, Marcie said. I made it a point to meet Josh and Caitlyns teachers before we made the final decision to move. I wish the class sizes were a little smaller, but unfortunately unless you send the kids to private schools, you wont find that anywhere anymore. Thats one of the reasons I like to volunteer. I figure the teachers can always use some extra help.

I can vouch for that, though most of the parents at the high school where I work are too busy with their jobs to get involved, Emily lamented. I have to struggle just to get them to take time off to come in for parent-teacher meetings.

Marcie seemed surprised. You teach at the high school?

Yes. I teach English, Emily confirmed. I was teaching when I got married and I went back to it once both of my kids were in school. Do you work?

Kenhes my husbandand I think being a mom is a full-time job, she said, a faintly defensive note in her voice.

Emily wasnt about to quibble with her choice. Its great that youre able to do that, if its what you enjoy, she said sincerely. I almost went stir-crazy during the years I was home with the kids. I need that added stimulation of working and I enjoy teaching. Its hard, though. I have to admit there are days when I feel as if the kids arent getting nearly enough of my attention, especially with their dad out of town on business so much.

Your husband doesnt object to you working?

To be honest, he wasnt overjoyed when I went back to work, but mostly because he was afraid it would be a reflection on him. He thought maybe people would get the idea that he wasnt a good enough provider. Derek had a tough childhood, so image is important to him. Hes a real workaholic.

Now that I get, Marcie commiserated. Kens just as bad. Hed work twenty-four hours a day if he didnt require at least some sleep.

She retrieved the baking sheet of cookies from the oven and slid another tray in. There, thats the last of them. Now maybe you and I can relax and you can tell me the scoop on everyone in the neighborhood. Any good dirt?

Emily laughed. Im afraid there are no desperate housewives around here, though I think Adelia Crockett might have a crush on one of the deliverymenor maybe she really is addicted to QVC and thats why there are so many packages coming to her house all the time.

Adelia Crockett? I dont think Ive met her yet.

Three doors down from you. She drives a bright red convertible. She moved in about a year ago. I met her once at a neighborhood barbecue, but mostly she keeps to herself. Shes in her forties, Id say. Doesnt work, so either she divorced well or she has money of her own.

Is she going to show up on my doorstep needing help with a leaky faucet one of these nights? Marcie asked wryly.

Emily grinned. Last I heard, she was more likely to show up with a toolbox and offer to help with your leaky faucet. She seems pretty self-sufficient, but like I said, I dont know her that well.

Any other gossip? Is there a neighborhood borrower who never brings anything back? Someone who throws outrageously noisy parties? A complainer who calls the cops about everything?

Emily stared at her. Where on earth have you been living?

Marcie chuckled. Actually it was fine and the neighbors were all really nice, but you never know what youre getting into when you move. The real estate brokers might warn you about an anticipated bump in real estate taxes, but they wont say a word about the neighbors who cause everyone grief.

Well, rest assured, everyone around here is pretty quiet and friendly. Youre going to like it, unless you were hoping for a little excitement. About the wildest thing that happens is Eddie Delgado doing karaoke at the summer barbecue. The man has the voice of a frog with laryngitis.

For an instant Marcie looked taken aback, but then she put a hand over her mouth and giggled. Im sorry. I met Eddie the other day. I cant even imagine Her voice trailed off and she giggled again. I like you, Emily Dobbs. I think were going to be good friends.

Even though I dont even know what half the appliances in this kitchen are for? Emily said, surveying the array of intimidating stainless steel. It appeared Marcie owned every cooking aid showcased in the Williams-Sonoma catalog.

Marcie patted her hand. I know, and thats all that matters. You make sure our kids get out of school with a basic knowledge of grammar and literature and Ill make sure were all well fed.

Now theres a plan I can get behind, but let me be the one to welcome you with a barbecue. Ill invite all of the neighbors over next Saturday. Derek has figured out how to use the mammoth grill he insisted we needed and Im capable of making a salad and a few side dishes.

Only if you let me bring dessert, Marcie said. Theres a chocolate cake with fresh raspberries Ive been dying to try. If I make two, will that be enough?

That depends on whether one of those is meant just for me, Emily told her, not entirely in jest.

Marcie grinned. Ill bake three. Well share the third one over coffee when we get together afterward to dissect the party.

Let me retrieve my kids and Ill get out of your hair, Emily told her.

Oh, let them stay, please, Marcie said. Ill walk them home later, say around four.

Are you sure?

Positive.

Grateful to have a reprieve so she could grade papers in total silence, she seized the offer. If they give you any trouble at all, just call me or bring them home. She jotted down her phone number and address for Marcie, who immediately stuck the paper onto a bulletin board by her phone.

Theyll be fine, Marcie assured her.

Then Ill say a quick goodbye and remind them to be on their best behavior. When she returned from speaking to Dani and Josh, she impulsively gave Marcie a hug. Ill have peace and quiet to grade papers. I can get it done in half the time it usually takes. You have no idea what a miracle that is! Ill call you with the details about next Saturday.

Dont be a stranger, okay? Promise me.

You bake. You offer to watch my kids, Emily said. Are you kidding? Im ready to adopt you.



The Saturday-night barbecue to introduce the Carters to their neighbors was the first of many occasions the two families shared during that winter and spring. For the first time in her marriage, Marcie actually felt as if she were a part of the community around her. She liked knowing everyone on her block and the next, being able to exchange greetings with people and ask about their families and jobs, rather than living in isolation the way they had in their old neighborhood.

Shed never told anyone, not even Emily who would surely understand, about the early financial struggles she and Ken had had in their marriage. She felt as if it would be a betrayal of her husband. Ken had worked hard to rise above their past. Theyd scraped by and saved until they could afford an impressive house in a well-to-do area, but even before theyd moved, hed insisted they strive for a certain image. Sometimes he worried more about the image than the substance of their lives, but Marcie understood. She knew he wanted only the best for her and their kids. He was single-minded about it. If he was impatient with her when she tried to get him to slow down or questioned his priorities, well, hed earned the right to have things his way. Shed long since reconciled herself to that.

Oddly, though she and Emily had become extremely close, Derek and Ken didnt get along all that well. She didnt understand it. Derek was a great guy. He was warm and funny, the kind of dad who showed a real interest in all of the kids and actually listened when they spoke to him. He and Ken should have had a thousand things in common, but there was a wariness between them that sometimes cast a pall over their get-togethers. If theyd been a couple of kids, she would have described it as some kind of rivalry, but they were both mature adults.

Still, it was plain that Ken was always trying too hard to impress Derek and Derek knew it. It was happening again tonight as they ate by the pool at her house.

You should have seen it, Ken boasted. I had those guys eating out of the palm of my hand. The best wine. Steaks so tender you could cut em with a butter knife. Then Marcie here has to go and ruin it all by bringing in these little cups of pudding. He rolled his eyes. I dont know what she was thinking.

It was chocolate mousse with shaved white chocolate on top, not pudding, she said defensively. And in case you didnt notice, they ate every bite and asked for seconds, so Id have to say it was a hit.

They ate it to be polite, Ken scoffed.

Im sure it was delicious, Emily said loyally. Marcie knows more about entertaining than most people will ever know.

Thank you, Marcie said, feeling her cheeks flushing at the praise. Or maybe it was from embarrassment that her husband was demeaning her in front of their friends.

I dont suppose you have any of that mousse left, Derek asked wistfully. Its one of my favorites. Needless to say, Emily never makes it.

Yes, needless to say, Emily said, shooting him a grateful look. I did make instant pudding a couple of weeks ago.

Ken frowned at both of them and their attempt to elevate Marcies efforts.

I still think some fancy souffl would have impressed them more, Ken grumbled, then brightened. The bottom line, though, is that the next day they signed on the dotted line. Biggest account Ive reeled in yet. Im telling you that vice presidency is mine.

Youve worked hard enough for it, Marcie said, relieved that hed dropped the topic of her cooking. You certainly deserve it.

Damn straight, Ken said. He looked at Derek, and for an instant there was none of the usual bluster in his voice, when he said, Maybe you can give me some pointers on how to handle the boss to make sure I get the job. Youve been a vice president at Jankovich and Davis for a while now, right?

A couple of years, Derek said. Only thing I can tell you is to work hard and do your job. Go above and beyond whenever the opportunity presents itself. In the end thats the kind of thing that gets their attention.

Ken looked flustered. You didnt spend a lot of time schmoozing with em, telling em you were the right guy for the job?

Not really, Derek said, then added diplomatically, but theyre two different companies, Ken. Im dealing with international sales. Youre dealing with public relations. You know how things work with the people in charge where you are. You have to use the tactics that work under those conditions.

Ken nodded. Flash and dazzle, thats what works with my boss, he said confidently. In PR, its all about the sizzle, you know what I mean?

Derek grinned. I know exactly what you mean.

Marcie sat back and relaxed for the first time since the discussion had started. For once it seemed the two men were on the same wavelength. With any luck that would last through dessert.

And tonight shed been smart enough to bake Kens favorite cake with caramel frosting. It had taken forever to get the caramel just right, but it would be worth it if he ended the evening with a smile on his face.

Sometimes it seemed she spent as many hours of her day trying to please her husband as Ken spent trying to win the praise of his bosses. In that regard, they both had tough jobs.

There wasnt a chance in hell shed ever admit it, but sometimes she envied Emily, whose identity clearly wasnt all tied up in gaining her husbands approval. Thered been a time when Marcie had actually known exactly who she wasa pretty girl from a modest background who was smart, but far from brilliant, and more interested in cooking and baking than the corporate world. Shed also known what shed wanted out of life. She wanted to marry an ambitious man with potential, have a family and enough money to buy not only the things they needed, but the things they wanted. Shed thought shed won the lottery when she married Ken, but lately she wondered if she hadnt given up more than shed gotten.

She glanced over at Ken and wondered what had happened to the handsome guy whod pursued her with the same single-minded determination he now used to chase down new accounts at work. He was still good-looking, still driven, but increasingly it seemed he was taking her for granted. Maybe thats what happened after ten years of marriage, but sometimes she longed for the days when he couldnt keep his hands off her, when he used his charm on her, not on everyone except her.

She sighed and focused her attention on the conversation, which had returned to football as Derek and Ken debated the Dolphins chances for making the Super Bowl and lamented bygone days under Coach Don Shula. She glanced across the table and saw that Emily was just as bored as she was.

Time for dessert? she inquired brightly. Its chocolate cake with caramel frosting.

From some can? Ken asked in a scathing tone.

She gave him a chiding look. Have you ever known me not to make it from scratch?

His expression brightened. Okay, then. Ill take a piece. A big one.

Me, too, Derek said just as eagerly. Nobody bakes the way you do, Marcie.

Certainly not in our house, Emily agreed unapologetically.

Marcie marveled at the exchange. Dereks tone hadnt held even a hint of implied criticism of his wife and Emilys response had been just as easygoing. Why couldnt Ken speak to her or about her the same way? And why couldnt she make herself speak up if his attitude bothered her so much?

Knowing she wouldnt find an answer to that tonight, she pushed the topic aside and went inside with Emily to cut the cake. At least shed gotten that right.







Chapter 3

Mom, can Caitlyn spend the night? Dani asked Emily on Friday. Please. Its not a school night and her mom says its okay with her if its okay with you.

Emily thought of her plans to try to bring some order to the chaos around the house. Shed even had some crazy idea about enlisting the kids to clean up their own messes before their dad came home tomorrow after two weeks on the road for business. She gazed at Danis hopeful expression and sighed.

Sure, why not? she said. Well order pizza.

And we can watch videos and have popcorn? Dani asked.

I assume that means a trip to choose the movies, she said, resigned to going back out on the hot, humid evening. Late September was just as bad as July when it came to the Miami weather.

Dani grinned. Uh-huh. She gets to pick one and I get to pick the other one. Thats what we decided.

Emily shook her head. Dani always had a plan and it was always fair. Fine. Well go as soon as Caitlyn gets here.

Dani threw her arms around Emilys waist. Thanks. Youre the best! Ill call her now.

Emily watched her daughter race up the stairs. She was nine now and shed overcome all her reservations about being friends with a girl two years younger. She and Caitlyn were as close as sisters. That they chose to spend most of their time here, rather than in the Carters far more organized household still bemused Emily, but she had to admit that most of the time she enjoyed having all the kids underfoot. Caitlyn and Evan were both polite and well behaved. They set a good example for her own kids.

She glanced out the back door and saw Josh and Evan horsing around in the pool. Sliding open the back door, she called to her son, who trotted over.

Caitlyns spending the night with Dani. Do you want to ask Evan to stay, too?

Awesome, Josh said at once. Hey, Evan, Caitlyns staying over and Mom says you can stay, too, if you want to.

Count me in, Evan called back.

Ask your mom, Emily reminded him. As soon as Caitlyn gets here were going out to get videos to watch. You guys can come, too, and pick your own.

Thanks, Mrs. D, Evan said. Ill be right back.

Already tall for his age, Evan pushed himself out of the pool with an athletic grace that Josh didnt possess. Much as her son enjoyed sports, he didnt have the raw talent that Evan had. Thankfully, though, the two boys werent especially competitive. Josh just enjoyed playing the game, whatever it was on any given day, and was happy enough to see his friend excel at it. Josh seemed to have inherited her laid-back personality, rather than his dads competitive, ambitious one.

As she stepped back inside, Emily heard the phone ringing. Before she could reach it, Dani apparently grabbed it upstairs, then shouted, Mom, its for you! Its Mrs. Carter.

Emily picked up the portable phone and sat at the kitchen table. Hey, Marcie. How are you?

Fine, but wondering why on earth youd let yourself in for having Evan and Caitlyn over after working all week. You must be exhausted and sick to death of kids.

I dont mind. And your kids are never any trouble.

Youre sure you werent trapped into going along with this? I know how persuasive Dani can be when shes on a mission.

Absolutely not. What are you and Ken up to this evening?

Ken has a business dinner, so Im on my own.

Then come on over with Evan and Caitlyn. You and I can watch our own movies and drink some wine.

Really? Youre not too tired?

To watch a chick flick that Derek would rather eat worms than see? Emily asked. Never. Besides, shed heard the note of loneliness in Marcies voice and recognized it all too well. Shed learned to cope with Dereks absences, but Marcie was completely at sea when Ken was out of the house. Shed tried to talk to her once about finding some interests aside from Ken and the kids, but Marcie always claimed she was perfectly content and had more than enough to keep herself occupied.

Where is Derek, by the way? Wont he object to all the commotion?

Hes still in Brazil. He wont be home till late tomorrow.

Great! Marcie said. Gosh, that sounded awful. I know you miss him. I meant it was great that we can have an evening to ourselves. Ill bring the chocolate. I baked brownies today. A lot of brownies. I was bored.

Good luck for me, Emily said with enthusiasm, though the further evidence of Marcies discontent struck her once more. See you soon. You can come with us to the video store to pick out the movies.

By the time shed hung up, Emily already felt rejuvenated. Movies, wine and chocolate with a friend and her kids and their friends upstairs. What could be better than that? It would certainly be a huge improvement over the lonely evening shed been anticipating, one in a long string of lonely evenings that had become the norm as Dereks job kept him away for longer and longer periods of time. She might have adjusted to the stretches of being on her own with the kids, but that didnt mean she liked it. And unlike Marcie, she knew that sooner or later she was going to have to do something about fixing it.

What on earth are you doing? Emily demanded a few weeks later when she found Josh in the backyard with a pair of hedge clippers attacking the bougainvillea that separated their yard from the Carters.

Evan and me need a path, he explained.

Evan and I, she corrected automatically.

He looked up at her, his expression blank. Huh?

Emily sighed. It was a wonder she kept her job, when she couldnt even get her own kids to speak proper English. Why do you and Evan need a path? You can walk around the block.

Its too far. Weve been trying to crawl through the hedge, but this stuff has thorns.

So you decided to chop it down without asking permission?

Dad said it was okay, he replied, snipping away more of the thick hedge with its brilliant fuchsia flowers that thrived in the South Florida heat and humidity.

She doubted Derek had any idea what hed agreed to. Hed probably been on the computer or absorbed in paperwork, which was how he spent the few days he was at home anymore. Whatever hed said to Josh was more conversation than she and her husband had had lately. She was growing tired of feeling like a single parent most of the time, only to have her authority usurped the moment Derek made a rare appearance at home. It was something they needed to discuss, but she couldnt even figure out how to manage that when he rarely came to bed before midnight and fell asleep the second his head hit the pillow. They hadnt had a night out on their own for months now. If hed been a different kind of man shed have wondered if he was having an affair, but she knew his work was his only mistress. Accepting that didnt seem to stop the increasing resentment she was feeling.

She took one more look at the gaping hole in the hedge and shook her head. On the bright side, it would take her less time to wander over to sit in Marcies pristine kitchen with a cup of her special-blend coffee and a slice of her homemade key lime pie. Lately that had become her refuge from the emptiness she felt every day when she got home from school and faced one more night on her own.

On her bad days, she envied Marcie. She was everything Emily was not. She thrived on being a housewife, a roommother in her kids classrooms, an officer in the PTA. Her spotless house could have been a designer showcase. There wasnt a speck of dust that Emily had ever seen, much less a magazine out of place, a dirty glass in the sink or smelly socks or sneakers tossed on the floor. By comparison, the best that could be said of Emilys home was that it looked lived in. The last time shed baked, shed burned the chocolate-chip cookies. Dirty clothes overflowed the baskets in the laundry room and dishes were left wherever anyone set them down until Emily rounded them up.

Back inside, she headed for Dereks office and found him punching numbers into a calculator. When she spoke, his head snapped up and he muttered a curse at the interruption.

Sorry, she said. I thought maybe we could talk.

Im in the middle of something.

Youre always in the middle of something. Do I need to make an appointment to get on your calendar? She couldnt seem to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

It hadnt always been like this. When she and Derek had met in college, shed admired his drive and ambition. Theyd spent long hours talking about his goal of owning his own company someday, not just some little mom-and-pop business, but a corporation. Her parents had been impressed with his single-minded determination, as well.

Hell go places, her father had told her when shed announced their engagement. Hell be a good provider.

And he had been. He was vice president of sales at a multinational corporation based in Coral Gables. Their home off Old Cutler Road was in a neighborhood known for its lush landscaping, architectural diversity, upper-income families and good schools. She and their kids wanted for nothing.

If she longed for the kind of conversations they used to have or for the passion theyd once shared, maybe she was expecting too much. Maybe this was the way things were supposed to be after twelve years of marriage.

Then she thought of the affection still evident in her parents marriage after more than thirty years and knew she was wrong. She and Derek were missing the best years of their lives. They were occasional roommates, not partners.

Lets go out to dinner tonight, she suggested impulsively, draping her arms around his neck from behind and leaning down to press a kiss to his cheek. He smelled faintly of his favorite musky aftershave. Just you and me. Ill see if the kids can stay with the Carters.

Im beat, he said, linking his fingers through hers. I dont feel like going out. Invite the Carters over for a barbecue instead. Well throw some steaks or some salmon on the grill, hot dogs for the kids. It doesnt have to be a big deal.

Emily barely managed to contain a sigh. It wasnt the evening she had had in mind, but it was a concession, especially since she knew Derek wasnt all that crazy about Ken Carter. Truthfully, she wasnt either. She didnt like the way he put down his wife at every turn, mocking her devotion to him and the kids and their home, a devotion he himself demanded. She and Derek had discussed their mutual dislike of the man, but agreed to put it aside in the interest of neighborly harmony. Still, more and more they were keeping the contact to a minimum. She had her friendship with Marcie and the kids had their bonds, but recently the families maintained a more careful distance.

Sometimes she worried that Marcie was aware of how she and Derek felt, but it was the one subject theyd never discussed. She figured if Marcie had found some way to tolerate her husbands demeaning behavior then it wasnt Emilys place to criticize him, any more than it was her place to question Marcies decision to build her entire life around her family, rather than building a separate identity of her own.

If youre so tired, are you sure youre up to dealing with Ken tonight? she asked Derek point-blank. He usually had little patience with him when he was in a great mood.

Ill just let him talk and tune him out, Derek said. Ken gives speeches. He doesnt have conversations. That pretty much takes the pressure off me.

She grinned at him. Sometimes I wonder how Marcie can stand the man, but she seems blind to his faults.

Or maybe shes learned to tune him out, too, Derek suggested, a twinkle in his eye.

Emily chuckled. You are so bad.

But you love me, anyway, right? he said, turning to meet her gaze.

Yeah, I do, she said. Lost in the depths of his eyes, for a moment she remembered all the reasons whyhis wicked sense of humor, the way he could make her feel with just a glance, the solidity of his devotion. I really do. Thats why I wanted to spend the evening out with you.

Another time, I promise. When I get back from this next trip, things should slow down.

She accepted the promise, because she had no choice. Ill hold you to that.

Go call the Carters, then, but tell them well need to make it an early evening, okay?

Sure, she agreed, feigning enthusiasm. Ill see if they can come at six. Do you want time for a shower or should I just let you know when they get here?

Ill run up in a little while and grab a shower and be down in time to start the grill, he promised. Then you can sit back and relax.

Emily thought of the trip to the market she needed to make to pull off this impromptu gathering, the preparations required to stock the patio bar and have everything ready for the grill. She wasnt Marcie, who could entertain at the drop of a hat. In her case, relaxation didnt enter into it.

At least, though, she could look forward to some adult conversation, even if it wouldnt necessarily be with her husband.



Marcie was on edge, though she couldnt have said why. She was as comfortable at Emilys as she was in her own house. Tonight, though, there was some kind of tension in the air that seemed worse than usual. Ken was trying too hard, as always, and Derek seemed to have less patience with him than ever. Shed even caught Emily rolling her eyes once behind Kens back. Shed almost called her on it, but she hadnt wanted to start a discussion that might cause a real rift in their friendship.

There were times when she felt almost as competitive with Emily as Ken obviously did with Derek, and she felt petty for feeling that way. Despite everything Marcie did to create the perfect home, it was evident that her own kids preferred being over here. They didnt seem to notice the clutter or care that the meals were more often takeout than homemade.

Right now they were all in the pool, shrieking at the top of their lungs as they played some silly game theyd devised, mainly to torture the girls as near as she could tell. Ken had told them to pipe down twice now, but Derek and Emily seemed oblivious to the noise. She figured the shouts would last another two minutes before Ken blew a gasket and ordered Evan and Caitlyn out of the water and spoiled things for everyone.

In an attempt to avert a scene, she stood up and walked over to the pool. Evan, Caitlyn, you heard your father, she said quietly. Settle down.

Were just having fun, Mom, Caitlyn said, wiping her wet hair out of her face and looking up.

You can have fun quietly, Marcie said.

Evan scowled up at her. Who put you in charge? he asked belligerently. Were in Mr. and Mrs. Ds pool.

Behind her, Marcie heard a chair scrape back. She froze, terrified that Ken was about to cause exactly the kind of commotion shed been hoping to avoid. Instead, though, it was Emily who came up and slipped an arm through hers.

Evan, thats no way to speak to your mother, Emily scolded gently. And the decibel level is getting pretty loud. Maybe you guys should take a break and go inside for a while. We picked up a bunch of movies earlier today. Josh, why dont you make some popcorn?

Sure, Mom, he said with easygoing acceptance. He immediately climbed out of the pool and wrapped himself in a towel. Come on, Evan, I got that action movie we missed.

Evan gave Marcie one last scowl, but he followed Josh inside.

Thanks, Marcie said, when the kids were gone. I dont know why he listens to you but ignores everything I say.

Most kids would rather obey any other adult than their own parents, Emily said. I see it at school all the time. Theyll be sullen and unresponsive with their mom or dad, then turn right around and be sunny and polite to me.

Marcie hesitated, then asked, Evans never sassed you, has he?

Never, Emily said.

If he ever does, I want you to send him straight home. Dont tolerate it, okay?

I will, but its never been a problem. I swear it. Youre a good mom, Marcie. Dont ever question that. And both your kids are terrific.

Marcie forced a grin. Do you think if kids are this much trouble now, well survive their teenage years?

Of course, we will. Well still be bigger and strongerfor a while anywayand well gang up on em, Emily assured her. Come on. Lets go inside and put together that strawberry shortcake you brought over. My mouths been watering since you got here. I love strawberry season, dont you?

Marcie finally relaxed. I drove down to the fields to get these. They were huge and sweet as candy. She leaned in and confided, I had a fresh strawberry shake while I was there.

Emily laughed. If youre going to make that drive then you have to have a shake. Its a rule. Maybe we can take the kids down to the Everglades next weekend and go for a hike on one of the trails. We can stop for a shake on the way back.

A hike? Marcie asked warily. Wont there be bugs?

Not this time of year. Just alligators, Emily teased, trying and failing to hide a grin.

Is that supposed to reassure me?

Come on, Emily said. The boys will love it.

And the rest of us? Marcie asked, still skeptical.

Will survive by thinking about the strawberry shake well have afterward.

Arent men supposed to take their sons on outings like that? Marcie asked.

Emily merely stared at her. Derek and Ken? You have to be kidding.

Marcie gave in to the urge to laugh. You have a point, though Id pay big money to see it.

Me, too, Emily agreed, handing her two dishes piled high with shortcake topped with huge strawberries and a mound of whipped cream, then picking up a tray with the other bowls herself. Lets go sweeten them up with dessert. Who knows what well be able to talk them into after that.



Paula, Emilys favorite coworker at school, had just undergone breast cancer surgery and it had all of the female teachers jittery. There was a sudden interest in breast self-exams and a flurry of appointments being made for mammograms.

Shaken more than she liked admitting, Emily came home from visiting Paula at the hospital and headed straight for Marcies, where the coffee was waiting, along with a sympathetic ear.

How is she? Marcie asked.

Scared to death, Emily told her. The surgerys almost the least of it. They want to do both radiation and chemo. Shes looking at a long, tough road with unpredictable results.

They both fell silent.

Did you call and make an appointment for a mammogram? Emily asked eventually.

First thing this morning, Marcie told her. My appointments for next week. You?

Im scheduled to go in next week, too. I thought we were too young to be worrying about this. Were only thirty-two, for crying out loud. I thought we had years before we had to start getting tested, but Paulas only thirty-three. If she hadnt found that lump, shed never have known. She teaches the health and PE classes at school, so shes the one woman whos on top of these things. She frowned. I just hope to God it wasnt too late.

Dont even think like that, Marcie admonished. Shes going to be fine. Shes tough.

Emily nodded. And her husbands been a real rock so far. Daves been by her side every step of the way, bless him, and I dont see that changing.

I knew I liked him when you had them over for dinner last year during the holidays, Marcie said. And Ive enjoyed getting together with Paula at your house to talk about books. She and I have the same taste and she always knows when the good books are being released and gives me a heads-up. Im so glad you introduced us.

Maybe you could return the favor while shes recuperating, take her a few books from time to time. She turns her nose up when I try to get her to read the classics.

Probably because she had to read them all in school. Now a good mystery, thats always fresh.

Murder and mayhem, you mean, Emily said. Ive seen your to-be-read pile. I dont know how you sleep at night after you read that stuff.

Oh, for goodness sakes, Im not reading thrillers about serial killers, Marcie retorted. Theyre cozy mysteries with amateur sleuths. Hardly a drop of blood anywhere. Its all about solving the crime.

Whatever, Emily said, grinning at the defensive note in her voice. I love teasing you about your reading material.

Really? Dont think I dont know about the stash of romance novels you have hidden under your stacks of Charles Dickens and Jane Austen, Marcie countered.

Emily flushed. How do you know about those?

Caitlyn, of course. She and Dani have been sneaking them to read.

I swear, I am going to kill my daughter, Emily grumbled. As my child, shes supposed to be reading great literature.

Shes ten, Marcie noted, her lips twitching.

Well, there are plenty of great childrens books for that age.

Obviously her taste is as varied as her moms. Just be grateful shes reading at all.

I should be, shouldnt I? Emily said, then sighed, her thoughts returning to their sick friend. Can you think of anything else we should be doing for Paula?

Besides being there for her? Marcie said. I imagine thats what she needs mostfriends who will stick by her, take her to appointments, whatever. If you see her again before I do, tell her Ill do that, by the way. Im free most days. I can take her anywhere she needs to go.

Shell appreciate that, I know. Now Id better get home and think about getting dinner on the table.

I knew youd be running late today, so I made an extra lasagna, if you want it.

Have I mentioned lately what an angel you are? What would I do without you?

Starve? Marcie inquired wryly.

Emily grinned. Not as long as half the restaurants in the neighborhood deliver, but you do give my children an opportunity to experience a home-cooked meal from time to time. For that, I am eternally grateful.

Marcie chuckled. So are they. Dani asked me the other day if I could teach her to boil water so shed know more than mommy.

Ha-ha, Emily retorted. Very funny.

Well, she did, Marcie insisted. Seriously, both girls want me to give them cooking lessons.

Emily shrugged. Then by all means, go for it. Let me know if Danis any good at it. If she is, maybe Ill be able to stay out of the kitchen altogether.

You hate cooking that much? Marcie asked, her expression incredulous.

I hate most things Im lousy at. Cooking tops the list. Sewings a close second with household organization right on their heels.

All my favorite things, Marcie said. How on earth did we ever become such good friends?

Proximity? Emily suggested. And the fact that youre one of the nicest people Ive ever known.

Marcie grinned. Ditto. Now let me get you that lasagna.

She handed Emily a baking dish big enough to supply dinner for at least three nights.

Are you sure you didnt confuse my family with Joshs Little League team?

Youll have leftovers for another night, Marcie said. Want some cookies for the kids lunches?

Good heavens, no! I still have the ones you sent home with me yesterday. You need to take a day off from baking.

And do what? Marcie asked with an expression that said she honestly had no idea what shed do with herself.

Spend the day with Paula, Emily suggested at once. And take a few dozen cookies to the nurses, so theyll treat her right.

Marcies face lit up. Ill do it first thing tomorrow.

Give her another hug from me and tell her we miss her at school. Let her know Ill stop by the hospital after work with all the gossip.

Marcie walked outside with her. Shes going to be okay, you know.

I know, Emily said automatically as she slipped through the opening Josh had cut in the hedge between the houses. She just wished she could believe it.
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