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prologue

HE FLASHES A million-dollar smile before getting into his bloodred BMW. It purrs to life and the sound of pebbles crunching under tires reminds me of the first time I was brought here. The circumstances were very different. I was never meant to leave.

That night, I relied on my remaining senses since I couldn’t see where he was taking me. The tidal wind through the trees could have as easily been the ocean in the darkness, the pungent notes of pine and salt mixed together. My heart was at a standstill as I felt the car slowing and heard the rocks beneath the treads. I had no idea how my life would change once we stopped.

The friendly honk of the horn brings me back to where I’m standing, in front of the house. I wave goodbye, the three canary-yellow carats on my finger sparkling in the afternoon sun. The car accelerates, kicking up a wave of smooth rocks. He looks back once more and winks, his handsome profile in the driver’s side becoming obscured the farther away he moves until he is no more. I expect it isn’t the last I’ll see of him.

I step over the threshold and smile as I close the world out. So much has happened to get me to this one step in my new life. I live here now.

I absorb the grandness before me. What has been built around the cold slab I lay on, barely alive that night, is a dramatic contrast to my surroundings now. The double-sided stone fireplace ascends breathtakingly to the top of the cathedral ceiling and beyond. The many surrounding windows create a lovely prism effect on the hardwood floors. I stand in the apex of the foyer for a few minutes, breathing it all in. The open second level looks like a choir loft, and the foyer like a pulpit.

I walk through each room, slowly taking in every detail. I flash back to the last time I was here, in the dark, severely in pain, unsure of my survival. Every inch takes on new meaning now. I run my hands over carefully selected wood, stone, and granite and take my shoes off to feel the various wonderful textures under my feet.

I pass by the basement door, knowing it may be a long time until I can traverse those steps without thinking of that first climb in the darkness. But I’m thankful I’m back now, and on my terms. I’ve resolved to leave the dark pieces below, locked away. Now is the time for new beginnings.

The smell of industrial-grade cleanser hangs in the air, any evidence of what happened here otherwise erased. I don’t care. It is a reminder of how hard I’ve fought. The house around me is silent. Peaceful. I feel a hard-fought new emotion, calm happiness, hovering somewhere between my heart and throat.

Paul is everywhere. He is in the cherry floors below and the pine beams above. He is in the sweeping picture window that dominates the entire back of the house, looking out onto a stage of dense trees and sky. It cuts deeply that this house was not constructed for me. But it was built with love. And desperation.

I close my eyes and picture my first night here. The sound of his car idling. The darkness. Being cast aside, then found again. Another chance for everything I’ve ever wanted.

The darkest roads lead us to the light eventually.






part one








one

REBECCA

After



DUFF ALERTS US to their presence before the doorbell rings.

Paul bolts from our naked tangle into gym shorts and a T-shirt. I stay unmoving under the cool sheets, my back to him. In spite of the collective disappointment and frustration, he kisses me quickly before descending the stairs to greet the unwelcome interlopers into our morning of unsuccessful lovemaking.

Heart pounding, I pull a nightgown over my raw skin. I wait until they move into the kitchen with our excited Newfoundland, Duff, in tow, his nails clicking on the wood and then tile floor behind the men, before I move to the top of the stairs. I am out of sight but can hear their questions and Paul’s calm responses.

I wait for my cue to join him, then quietly repeat a mantra with each step. We will not be caught. We will not be caught. We will not be caught. We will get away with it.

Little do I know that two detectives showing up at our door will be the easiest part of today.
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I PUSH PILLS for a living.

I’m paid ridiculously well for it. I’ve spent the last twenty years getting to know doctors and what they need to help their patients feel better. I know how to talk to them in a way that allows them a feeling of superiority, but they also trust what I have to say and want what I sell. I can make side effects and drug names sound poetic. I can also tell in a matter of minutes which perfect pill will work the best for each person I encounter. I especially know the chemical alchemy that works the best for me. Self-awareness is important.

By the time I reach my desk, it is well past nine A.M. and the morning’s events so far have me rattled. I feel like we composed ourselves as well as we could, but doubt and worry linger. I’ve treated myself to an extra chill pill on the commute to regain some measure of calm.

The red light on my phone blinks ominously. Mark has already sent me an email to come to his office and a nearly simultaneous text reiterating the request. I look up and see him standing in the doorway of his office with his usual Starbucks order in hand. “Marv” is written on the cup in sloppy cursive and I laugh in spite of the day’s tone so far. In his other hand is his usual prop, an unlit Cuban, which he’ll chew and slobber over on and off all day until he can smoke it in the comfort of his home. His face looks more serious than smug, which is unusual. He summons me with a gesture and turns on the heels of his Gucci shoes. Someone could use a Xanax. I guess I can’t blame him. I’ve just learned that he’s also having some trouble at home.

I raise my eyebrows in his direction and deposit my stuff on my chair. I try not to pay too much attention to the conspicuous glances of my coworkers. Most of them are medicated from alprazolam to Zoloft, but there are more than a few whose dosage I could recommend upping. It is a remarkably unhappy group of people given the mood enhancers we have access to.

I swallow back the growing feeling of dread that started brewing with my unexpected visitors this morning, steel myself with a flick of half an Oxy into my mouth, and wash it down with my coffee. Always black. The dairy and sugar will kill you. I head toward Mark’s office.

“Rebecca, take a seat.”

It is immediately apparent that he is not closing the door in the same way he has been in previous weeks, when cubicles emptied and he’s tried to convince me of the virtues of the “magic” bottle of vodka in his desk, known to transform bad decisions into “irresistible ones” (like frantic clothing removal). Unluckily for him, I don’t believe in magic, and both vodka and Mark make me nauseous. But he has been more persistent with Sasha gone, and the alarming rate of my increasing cravings and depleting supply is making it harder to say no to him.

“Mark.” I give him my best coy smile and coil a lock of hair around my finger. “Why so serious?”

He’s unamused. Angry even. And I know why.

His wife, whom he thought had up and left him three weeks ago, turns out, is missing. Whether he knows that I’ve been informed of this by the police yet is undetermined. If Sasha and I were actually friends and not just pretending, I might actually have some clue as to her whereabouts. Whether or not I would have shared this privileged information with the detectives this morning, I can’t say for sure. And I certainly would not have confessed to Paul or to the police that her absence does not bother me one bit.

His face registers something resembling concern, but he unfurrows his brow quickly. This isn’t what he wants to discuss with me. I’m a little surprised that he’s continued coming into the office in the midst of the investigation, but I suppose the routine is comforting for him. I appreciate the need for the predictable during crisis. Paul and I have been doing exactly the same.

I want to feel bad for him, but I know what a terrible husband he is. I’ve heard about his apathy frequently in the locker room at the spin studio from Sasha and heard many whispers down Cubicle Lane of his infidelities. And have been hearing the best of his worst pickup lines firsthand, regularly, for years.

I consider telling him about my early morning visitors but think better of it. He’s pensive while he sips his coffee. His face darkens.

“Rebecca, I can’t protect you any longer. People are asking questions. Someone made an anonymous tip to corporate that our relationship was ‘questionable.’ I’ve got all kinds of heat on me now from the morons in HR. I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but it was monumentally stupid. With the world as it is now, I’ll end up losing my job, not you, over some dumb jokes. And there’s been some speculation about your access to the drug samples.”

It takes a moment for my panic-stricken synapses to connect. The residue of this morning’s painkiller has rendered me a tad paranoid and disoriented. I’m not sure how to respond, so I nod and mirror his seriousness.

“You are a great rep, or you were a great rep. But you’ve gotten sloppy and frankly embarrassing for the company. I get that you like to get fucked up, I like to get fucked up too, but you’ve been taking too much of the samples and people have started to notice.”

Fuck. It is dawning on me where this is headed. Absurdly, I picture his wife, Sasha, pedaling for her life next to me in spin class, where she’d been rain or shine every morning, until she wasn’t.

“I’m not taking anything beyond what you’ve been giving me. Honest.” This is of course a lie.

“Your work has slipped. You’ve been acting strange for months now. Come on, Rebecca, you know better than anyone that all this shit has bad side effects. You’ve been taking too much. This is rookie behavior. And let’s face it, you are getting a little too old to still be a rep.”

Just like Mark to twist the knife. He can’t help himself. My back tenses.

“Mark, you know how much money I’ve made for this company, and how much money I’ve saved for them—”

“Rebecca, please. I have bigger problems than you right now. I’ll make this simple. You’re out. You can do this the dignified way and resign, leave immediately, and not attract any more attention. Or I can make an official complaint about your deep dipping into the samples that will bring a lot of unwanted attention your way. I can keep HR off your back if you don’t make a thing out of this. I think it’s in your best interest to keep your dignity intact, don’t you?”

It’s in his best interest if I quit. If he fires me, he knows I could flip things on him and tell HR about his “stupid jokes.” Even worse, I can tell them what I know about his questionable relationship with the truth as it pertains to a certain catastrophic drug trial. But somehow I know this information will be more useful to me in other ways. I decide to save it for a rainy day. Still, I need Mark more than he needs me.

“Rebecca?”

I open my mouth to unleash.

“Don’t make a scene. Unless you want to be cut off completely from our arrangement outside of work. We’re done here.”

His tone is so admonishing it takes the wind out of me. But I’m relieved that he isn’t cutting me off outright. And I know bringing any more attention on me, and Paul by association, would be monumentally stupid right now.

I feel woozy and need fresh air more than anything. I nod, move from the chair to my workspace, and pause to grab my purse. When I reach for my laptop, Mark’s assistant, Christina, a trout-lipped twenty-five-year-old in a dress better suited for a casino, pounces and yanks it from my hands.

“That belongs to the company.” Her shit-eating smile reveals unnaturally white teeth. She never liked me.

I don’t look back. I can feel them all staring. I keep my composure long enough to make it to the elevator. When the doors close I allow myself one solitary sob and suck it up so hard I feel like my rib cage might break open from the pressure.

By the time I get to the ground floor, I know what I need to do. I may have to deceive Paul slightly in order to get him to the airport. The real question is, do I want him to be part of the new life I’m imagining?


I move to my car and get myself seated and locked and start the engine before I exhale. I pop the glove box open and am relieved to see my passport is still where I left it from last week’s trip to the DMV. I retrieve it and put it in my purse. I debate driving home to pack but decide we can get whatever we need when we are comfortably out of the country. New start, new wardrobe. I calm at the thought of warm sun on my face and shoulders, washing down easily procured painkillers with margarita chasers. We can be free of all this in under five hours if I move quickly. I’ll buy the tickets online on the way to the airport. I’ll even treat us to first-class tickets. God knows, I’ve earned it today.

I fire up my iPad, grateful for the 50 percent battery power, which should be enough for me to get everything I need in place before it needs to be charged again. I haven’t looked at the balance recently enough to know how much exactly is in our joint savings account, but it’s somewhere north of a million at this point. I open the Citibank app and log in with our shared credentials.

I practically choke when I see the puny number on the screen. I’m confused. I refresh a few times and the same much smaller amount remains. It is nowhere near enough money. This can’t be right. I’ll have to go to the bank. I quell the beginnings of a brewing panic attack.

As I pull the car out of the lot, I see their gray Crown Victoria pulling in. The shorter one glances in my direction and I think I see him do a double take, but I look away quickly and pull onto the main road. In the rearview, I watch the car edge into the spot next to where I was. I slow my pace and see their familiar frames stepping out of the car and moving toward the office building.

Things are getting worse quickly.
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I CAN’T REMEMBER the last time I’ve walked past the vestibule of cash machines into the desert of the bank. But when the screen on the ATM displays the same paltry amount of money in our account, I have no choice.

The perspiring bank manager sitting opposite me looks extremely jarred by the fact that I’ve requested human intervention. I can tell that interacting with an irate woman before noon is the last thing he wants to be doing right now. He would greatly benefit from about ten milligrams of Klonopin every three hours for the rest of his sweaty days.

Sorry, Jason, no more access to a case full of pills that I can dip into and slide across the desk to make this encounter easier. Even though the news of my firing has barely permeated, I realize that I no longer know who I am without my job. The next time someone asks me, “What do you do?” I’m not sure how I should respond. Or what I am going to tell Paul.

While Jason struggles to find my money and avoid eye contact, I take inventory of the day so far. A pretty bank employee saunters by and chirps “good morning” so perkily that I want to trip her. Good morning, indeed. Police at our door. Fired from my job. Life savings apparently gone. Pill supply dangerously low. I’m swinging back and forth between disbelief and blinding rage.

He clears his throat a few times before nervously confirming what I already know. His voice squeaks with each word. “Ma’am, the account balance is five thousand dollars. I’m not sure what else I can tell you.”

Our joint account is roughly nine hundred ninety-five thousand dollars less than it should be. This news—and being referred to as “ma’am”—enrage me equally. Panic knocks hard.

“Jason, can you explain to me how twenty years’ worth of savings has suddenly evaporated?” He flinches from the volume of my voice.

“It looks like the cosigner has made a number of large withdrawals and transfers in the last few weeks.” He pulls anxiously at the knot in his tie.

Paul. Whose idea it had been to open the account the day we were married. So we could one day build the house we’d been talking about since our first date. My blood pressure plummets. It doesn’t look as if Paul deserves an invite to my permanent vacation after all.


I fight the urge to take Jason’s pathetic name placard off his desk and shove it down his fleshy throat. I don’t explain that I intended to withdraw all of said nest egg and fly away somewhere far and that he’s significantly clipped my wings.

“I don’t accept this, Jason. How in God’s name could my husband have taken all of the money without my approving or cosigning something?!” I’m jarred by the snarl that comes out of me.

My agitation draws some glances from Jason’s coworkers, who look relieved I didn’t end up in their care. New beads of sweat appear on his forehead and upper lip. As he clicks away on the keyboard and squints at the monitor in front of him, the meds have started to kick in. The chemicals flood my receptors and quiet the nausea and panic slightly. The key is not to flip out. I can do this.

I edge another perfectly oblong pill from my blazer pocket and casually place it in my mouth. The saccharine chemical taste dissolving on my tongue is instantly comforting. I normally don’t take this many pills in the middle of the day. But today’s events have justified some decisions to the left of normal.

My mind wanders and I wonder who the “anonymous tip” to HR could have come from. I’m not surprised that I have enemies at work; the question is which one of them did it. My attention transitions back to the present before I get too tangled up in that. That mystery will have to wait.

I glance around at the wasteland that is the cubicle section of the bank. A few youngish people in starter suits sit in nearby workstations uplit by their phones. I can tell by their hand movements they are swiping away their boredom. I am trying not to scream while Jason stammers that, yes, Paul, my responsible, predictable, reliable husband has been steadily bilking our joint account. As recently as yesterday, as a matter of fact.

As though he had an escape plan of his own.

Jason apologizes again and offers to email me a copy of the withdrawal dates and amounts, and I nod and murmur something resembling a yes as I regain enough composure to stand. When I start to walk, I feel my legs wildly trembling with rage.

In my car, I hear myself singing along to the radio, even though I know that can’t possibly be the appropriate response to today so far. The spring sky is as clear and expansive as I feel, and I realize it is April Fools’ Day. This would be the ultimate prank. I blink and see that I’ve pulled into our driveway with no recollection of the time in between leaving the bank and arriving home. Time is doing funny things today.

His car isn’t in the driveway. Given the time, this is to be expected. Luckily there aren’t any other cars lying in wait either. I change my mind and back out, deciding it would be best if no one knows I’m home, round the corner, and park behind the house on a service road that stands deserted save for a few daily ride-throughs of the kids in the neighborhood.

I walk through our back gate and close it behind me, hearing the lock catch.

I float from the yard, unlock the back door, and beeline through the kitchen to the couch, knowing that’s where I’ll find his laptop. Duff bolts upright, happy to see me. He nuzzles my hands in the direction of the kitchen where his leash is hanging, but all I can muster is a pat on his enormous head.

He turns his broad black-and-white back to me and collapses into a 150-pound heap at my feet, content in his uncomplicated bliss. I love him, but he has always been Paul’s dog first, and the thought of my thieving, lying husband flames up in me. I pull Duff by his collar to the back door and outside. I need to be alone while I investigate. He whimpers for a moment before a squirrel catches his next flash of attention and he’s run to the far end of the enclosure.

Our house is simple and straightforward. The modest two-story cottage is set back from the main road on a corner plot with a white picket fence enclosing a small backyard. The fifteen-hundred-square-foot two-bedroom (one of which Paul turned into a home office), two-bath felt like a palace when we moved in ten years ago from Manhattan, leaving behind a significantly more expensive six hundred square feet.

The days of being perpetually entangled in each other’s bodies cooled quickly after the first few years with the lack of a door and general personal space. And then came Duff, who weighed one hundred pounds by the time he turned six months, so we’d literally run out of space in our own bed.

Duff may have been a bit of a Band-Aid puppy when we couldn’t quite decide about kids. I’d always wanted children of my own, in spite of the deep fear I had of exposing kids to any of the damage that had been done to me. My desire to have a happy family as seen on TV and in movies grew exponentially when I met Paul, and the small voice of doubt was drowned out by the one of hope.

But, in the end, his voice became the loudest on the subject. His well-rehearsed diatribe about how children ruined perfectly good marriages and that most people just had children out of a need to fulfill their own sense of self-importance won out in the end. For better or worse, I let him take the lead on our major life decisions. But there were definitely moments when I wondered if I’d really come around to sharing his view, or if I was just afraid I’d lose him if I challenged it.

A boozy post-brunch stroll past the neighborhood pet store and our collective love at first sight with the deceptively pint-size pup was impulsive but genuine. And co-parenting a puppy seemed like a happy compromise. Neither of us had any pets growing up, and we’d always wanted a dog. He was anointed “Duff” by Paul and would grow to nearly outweigh both of us and eat a quarter of our rent in dog food, becoming the final furry straw for leaving the city.

Seventeen years earlier, we filled one small moving truck with the contents of our apartment, bound for Paul’s hometown of Stony Brook, Long Island, where a family friend offered us a good deal on a newly built starter house. A five-minute walk from the water and a backyard twice the size of our apartment quickly eased the shock of being outside the city looking in. Things were great and seemed like they could only get better. How wrong we’d been about that.

I survey the kitchen, which opens into the living room, and catch my reflection in the large gilded mirror from an estate sale years ago hanging above the fireplace. I look strung out from the day’s events, my eyes wild and puffy like I’ve been up all night crying. My brown hair looks duller than usual and my skin tone is sallow. I’ve been called beautiful, but certainly not today. I have yet to shed a tear, but I’ve never been a big crier.

I decide that noon is a perfectly respectable time to pour myself a large glass of something alcoholic. The blurring effects of the meds are starting to wane, giving way to a lot of feelings that I have no use for at the moment. I know enough not to take any more pills for at least two hours. I refuse to accidentally overdose and give them all the satisfaction.

We aren’t big drinkers, so the only alcohol on hand is a bottle of champagne from our last wedding anniversary. It’s a good bottle. The kind that costs upward of two hundred dollars and is reserved for extra-special occasions. Paul brought it home for our nineteenth anniversary with an armful of long-stemmed red roses and a Tiffany’s gold bangle bracelet. I hadn’t done anything for him beyond getting him a lame anniversary card at the drugstore in a dash on my way home from spin class. Embarrassed and a little ashamed, I got defensive and shut down. It was the first anniversary in at least four years that hadn’t been skipped over and unacknowledged by both of us.

He had gone off script and it shamed me.

He’d been affectionate and nostalgic, and I couldn’t muster any of that in myself, even to be kind to him. We’d been so hot and cold with each other since he’d lost his company, and had all but stopped having sex. I’d been taking probably more pills than I should have and my sex drive was nonexistent at that point. Where I used to feel desire and sweetness for him, I only seemed to harbor irritation. I told him I didn’t feel like having a champagne hangover and wanted to do nothing more than go to bed. He’d been aloof and said if I was going to call it a night, he might go for a drive. I didn’t think to ask him where to.

Suddenly the changes in my dear husband in the last weeks are taking on a much more complicated bent. A thick sense of déjà vu sets in. Clues that I placed out of view in favor of my own interests are coming into focus with alarming clarity. It is remarkable how much we can obscure the glaring things into near invisibility if our will is strong enough.

I pour the first glass and immediately gulp it down. It didn’t even occur to me to call Paul after I left the office. He’s supposed to be the person I call in times of crisis. Especially after everything that’s happened before today. The phone is right next to me, but it feels out of reach. I can’t tell him about getting fired. If I do that, the questions will start, and I know he’ll assume it is the pills. And he’d be right, but I can’t let him know that.

I shouldn’t have ever indulged Mark’s bad behavior, but after things got so out of control that night in our bedroom, I started to allow it, and even expected him to be out of line with me. Perversely, I came to depend on his attention to keep me motivated at work and distracted from home. And there were practical, chemical motivations he had access to and provided.

Part of me had been expecting that the whole aging-pharma-girl thing was careening toward an end. No amount of injectables could change that. But this is the worst possible time for this to happen. This isn’t just about the pocketed samples; this is about my age and competition. And my declining performance. And what I know about Mark.

The new crop of reps was being requested by the new doctors, and my hard-earned relationships with loyal, if not sometimes inappropriate, MDs were coming to a natural end as they were retiring and being replaced by ambitious thirtysomethings out of med school. They flooded the city and surrounding suburbs with thriving practices teeming with the anxious, the apathetic, and the impotent. The younger doctors with their idealism and newly minted practices were the ones who were still green enough to take an hour out of their impossibly full days to give the young, beautiful pharma reps a piece of their time and an order of new meds to ensure return visits. My dance card has become less and less full lately.

The champagne has brought on quite a nice buzz and I assume the position. With Paul’s laptop on mine, I take an exaggeratedly dainty swig of Veuve Clicquot, pull my hair up, and sigh, as though I’m being watched. Quite the portrait of a lady. Given our history, you would think this wouldn’t be the first time I’d spied on Paul. And technically it isn’t. Stupidly, I thought we’d moved past this, though. Amazing how quickly the trust has been replaced by something far more smoldering.

I’m in easily. I know all of Paul’s passwords. They are always the same, my nickname or our anniversary date. I examine the photo on his desktop. It is an old one, taken in the early years of our marriage. The summer we moved to the East Village and started working in earnest to save for the life we both wanted so much, unhampered by fear or doubt. Two dumb kids with optimism about our life ahead, mad about each other. I’m mildly surprised that Paul’s chosen a picture of us. My generic ocean-backdrop wallpaper feels so hollow in comparison. I barely recognize myself. My eyes are brighter, my face smoother. I’m smiling and staring at Paul instead of the camera. He’s facing forward. He’s got a smile so big it seems to expand in real time. He hasn’t aged as much as he should have since this was taken. In this version of him, his body is more lithe and his hairline more prominent, without the smattering of gray it now has. I examine the handsome face that I’ve looked at more times than my own and recognize nothing.

I click on his email, inhale slowly, and get ready to meet my husband again for the first time.
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