
		
			[image: The first Wife cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: The First Wife Title Page]

			[image: Headline Review Logo]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2022 Muna Shehadi Sill

			The right of Muna Shehadi to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			This Ebook edition first published in 2022

			by HEADLINE REVIEW

			An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			Ebook conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Alcester, Warwickshire

			Author photograph © Mark Stodder

			Cover images © Albert Pego, Evannovostro, Nicola Pulham, and Cavan Images – Offset, all Shutterstock. Figure © Mark Owen/Arcangel Images

			Cover design by Alice Moore

			eISBN: 978 1 4722 8648 2

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			About the Author

			By Muna Shehadi

			Praise for Muna Shehadi

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Acknowledgements


			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21


			Bonus Material

			More from Muna Shehadi

		

	
		
			About the Author

			[image: Muna Shehadi photograph copyright Mark Stodder]

			Muna Shehadi’s lifelong love of reading inspired her to become a writer. Muna grew up in Princeton, New Jersey, lives in Wisconsin, and has a much-loved summer place on the beautiful coast of Maine, all of which she couldn’t resist featuring in her Fortune’s Daughters trilogy.

			For more information, visit her website: munashehadi.com.

		

	
		
			By Muna Shehadi

			The First Wife


			Fortune’s Daughters trilogy

			The Summer Sister (previously published as Private Lies)

			The Winter Sister (previously published as Hidden Truths)

			The Spring Sister (previously published as Honest Secrets)

		

	
		
			[image: The First Wife Title]

			has been richly praised


			‘Clear your schedule and dive into Muna Shehadi’s latest triumph, The First Wife! Her vivid characters walk right off the page and into your heart . . . I love this book!’
VICKI LEWIS THOMPSON, New York Times bestselling author

			‘I absolutely ADORED this beautiful book. Profoundly moving and very wise, this stunningly original and touching tale is one to savour and re-read. Although at its heart a love story with a twist, it is so much more, layered with wisdom and a woman’s brave struggle to carry on going after a life changing event. So very beautiful and thought provoking on so many levels, this is a must read for everyone, a wonderfully absorbing tale that I guarantee will make you think, question and change . . . An immersive delight of a book’
RENITA D’SILVA

			‘Very compelling . . . a wonderfully heartfelt, multi-layered story of greed and grief, love and loss. The unravelling plotline tantalises the reader with its clever twists and turns – impossible to put down!’
SARAH STEELE

			‘Captivating right out of the gate. This unique and beautifully told tale, laced with mystery and secrets, will keep readers hooked and rooting for Holly all the way. A deeply moving and insightful story that will stay with me for a long time’
ALISON RAGSDALE

			‘I love the combination of mystery and love story – every time I put it down, I couldn’t wait to get back to it. I really enjoyed Muna’s writing style, too. A compelling mystery, wrapped up in a beautiful romance!’
EMMA ROBINSON

			‘From the very first page The First Wife seduced me with its promise of revelations to come; part mystery, part romance but above all the story of one woman’s lifelong mission to be true to herself. I was charmed by its feisty heroine who faces physical, intellectual and emotional challenges with such grace and fortitude. And the sensual descriptions of food were an extra treat!’
JULIE BROOKS
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			Holly Penny expects that attending the funeral of her ex-husband at the elegant mountain resort they enjoyed together so often will be momentous and emotional. Lyle was the love of her life; they were happier than she’d ever imagined being, until a split second changed their lives and eventually destroyed their marriage.

			Surrounded by luxury she could once take for granted, what Holly doesn’t expect is to discover that Lyle kept their long, loving relationship a secret from the two women he married after her. Even more troubling, stories the other wives tell bear little resemblance to the man Holly knew so well.

			As the weekend unfolds, guided by detailed instructions Lyle left behind, new jarring surprises surface and new connections are formed that will force Holly to redefine both her future and, more wrenchingly, her past.

		

	
		
			To my mother, Alison Shehadi,

			into whose life much rain fell, yet who saw only sunshine.
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			Chapter 1

			Subject: re: Lyle

			Date: July 15, 2017

			From: Caleb@FrederickIndustries.com

			To: Holly_Penny@Qmail.com

			Dear Holly,

			Sorry I haven’t been in better touch over the past weeks. Or has it been longer since we spoke? Feels like I’ve lost track of everything since Lyle disappeared. Whenever it was, it was great to hear your voice again, and to catch up, even under such horrible circumstances. I don’t think we’ve been in touch since our dinner together in 2009. Understandable, but I’ve missed you. Let’s make sure a gap like that doesn’t happen again.

			As for my brother, I don’t have good news. We’ve exhausted every avenue, pulled every string, called in every favor. The US State Department and local authorities in Thailand, where Lyle was last seen, have been unable to locate him and have called off the search. Even though nothing has really changed, it feels as if we’ve lost him all over again.

			Because there was no body, Wisconsin law dictates we have to wait five years to pronounce him dead. So we sit in this ghastly limbo and wait.

			I wish I had better news, Holly. We’re all still in shock, as I’m sure you are. Lyle must have become seriously ill, or he was caught in the wrong place at the wrong time by the wrong people, or . . . You and I talked about this, I know, a useless circle of questions that refuses to stop spinning.

			I’m sorry to drop this on you by email instead of calling, but I’m grabbing a rare minute on a business trip in China and it’s the middle of the night where you are. Selfish, maybe, but I needed to share this with someone who loved Lyle as I did. I hope you are reading this on a beautiful day, and that you can do something fun for yourself.

			I’ll call when I’m back in the States. I’d like to stay in touch. You were the only one of Lyle’s wives I truly loved.

			All best,

			Caleb

			Caleb Frederick

			President and CEO, Frederick Industries

			Milwaukee, WI

			May 15, 2022

			Via US Mail

			Please join us as our guest(s)

			July 20–24, 2022

			to celebrate the life of

			Lyle Anthony Frederick

			at

			Senneck Lodge Resort

			Askatste, New York

			RSVP

			When Holly Penny was a girl, before her father did time in jail and bankrupted the family, she and her parents would spend summer vacations in the forested hills north of her future college town of Santa Cruz. From their spacious beachside home in Santa Monica, Mom, Dad, Holly and their dog Muffin would drive up the starkly beautiful California coast. Muffin would sit or lie in the backseat, weathering the trip calmly until Dad turned off Highway 9 on to the series of roads that led to Robin Hood Lane, near whose end sat the house they rented every year. Two yards down that turnoff, even after miles of the same forest, Muffin’s head would come up, her nose would twitch, her furry body quiver. Then she’d repeatedly trample Holly’s lap running window to window to taste the air she knew so well, a special part of her present and her past.

			Today, four decades later, turning on to the elegant sweep of Senneck Resort’s long-ago-familiar driveway through a piece of the Adirondack woods, Holly knew exactly how Muffin felt, down to the craning neck and trembling body. One big difference: since her backseat view was from a Mercedes chauffeured by a member of the resort’s staff who’d met her at the Albany airport, Holly skipped the panting and sniffing.

			She and Lyle had stayed at Senneck many times during their courtship and twelve-year marriage for cost-be-damned getaways of varying lengths. On each visit, the staff would welcome the couple as if their return was the most anticipated event of the day. Holly would straighten her back, raise her chin and widen her smile to queenly proportions, smirking inside at the knowledge that the royal welcome was deliberately designed to make her – and every other arriving guest – feel exactly as pampered and important as it did.

			Leisurely self-indulgent days, long passionate nights – she and Lyle had spent appalling amounts of money here. But beautiful times, part of a completely different life, so far away for so many years, now being brought closer again in leather-upholstered comfort.

			The Mercedes drew up to the familiar stone and wood lodge, its entrance still flanked by urns with stone rims that embraced flowers they could barely contain, today purple and cream blooms over trailing ivy.

			Almost before the car had come to a stop, its trunk was being unloaded. Holly’s suitcase would be whisked off to her suite, where her clothes would be unpacked, ironed if necessary, and hung in the wardrobe or folded perfectly into antique dresser drawers. In the large private bathroom, her meager collection of drugstore toiletries would be neatly arranged on vanities, marble counters or brass and glass shelving, within easy reach of wherever the staff thought she might need them. Laid across the bed would be a hotel-monogrammed silk robe and matching slippers, both of which would fit perfectly, ideal for breakfast on her private balcony, watching the surrounding mountains change color with the morning light. On the room’s flawlessly varnished table, a welcome basket of top-quality seasonal fruit and house-made delicacies tailored to her taste would be waiting next to a bouquet of her favorite flowers.

			Not your average in-and-out motel.

			For one last time in Holly’s life, Frederick money would make this kind of luxury possible, luxury Holly had never been able to take for granted or comfortably immerse herself in in the way Lyle could, having been born to it. However, since very little of her life over the past twenty-plus years since The Change – not menopause, the other one – had allowed for self-indulgence, she’d promised herself that during this stay at Senneck, she was going to wallow in everything the resort offered, guilt-free, like a hippo in mud.

			A slender, attractive hippo, with good taste and manners.

			As she fumbled for the handle, the car door opened for her – of course it did – letting in a swish of fresh late-afternoon mountain air, a welcome change from the smoggy heat of the Los Angeles summer she’d woken up to that morning.

			‘Welcome to Senneck, Ms Penny.’ The handsome blond kid assigned to greet her wore khaki pants, a blue shirt and a delighted smile. ‘I’m Tom. We’re glad to have you back.’

			‘Thank you so much.’ Tom looked all of fifteen to her, but was probably in his twenties, probably not even born the first time she came here. ‘It’s wonderful to be back. Hard to believe it’s been so long. It feels like forever.’

			It would be a lot longer than forever before Holly returned, since on her budget she could afford about a five-minute stay.

			One foot out of the car, she swung the other leg parallel and, in a series of walrus-on-land bounces, moved forward until the other foot touched pavement, as she’d been taught decades earlier by the eternally patient staff at the rehab facility.

			‘Your room is in the lodge, second floor. Mr Frederick is here already.’

			Holly started, jolted by hearing ‘Mr Frederick’, before realizing they didn’t mean Lyle. To her, Lyle’s younger brother was just ‘Caleb’.

			‘Thanks, Tom. Are the others here yet?’ By others, she meant Lyle’s next two wives, who’d also been invited to arrive Wednesday. Other family and friends would be joining later, for Saturday’s memorial service.

			‘Not yet.’ Tom extended a hesitant hand, probably afraid that if he didn’t offer to help, Holly would sit in the car for the rest of the afternoon.

			Not out of the realm of possibilities.

			Taking that kind hand, Holly hauled herself up and out with a decent amount of fluidity, in spite of fatigue from the long travel day. Giving her legs time to adjust, and also because simultaneous walking and looking were no longer part of her skill set, she paused to reconnect with Senneck, head full of memories, heart full of bittersweet. Nearby trees had grown impressively in her twenty-year absence, but the impeccably groomed greenery of the grounds still looked as if an invisible army of ants worked continuously to straighten each blade of grass and arrange each flower’s petals for maximum perfection. The surrounding mountains still played with shadows and sun on their evergreen-frosted sides, making her want to stretch her arms wide and sprint through the gardens, over the meadows beyond, and up the side of the nearest slope.

			Not gonna happen.

			Having looked her blissful fill, Holly sallied forth to start her luxury adventure, then stopped at the curb, back to ugly reality. ‘Sorry, Tom, I must have left my cane in the car. After sitting on a plane all day, my legs aren’t sure what to do about a step up.’

			‘No worries.’ He offered a bronzed arm. ‘I’ll help you in. Someone will bring your cane along in a minute.’

			‘Thank you.’ For the next five days the staff would fix every one of her blunders, scratch each of her itches, feed all her hungers, a remarkable condition experienced only by the very rich, the very sick and the very young. Holly smiled at Tom, thinking how nice it was to see a kid without tattoos or piercings. That thought was followed by the unsettling realization that she sounded like her mother, complaining about Holly and her friends’ fashions in the seventies. And that was followed by the awful thought – happening more and more frequently around young adults – that Holly was old enough to be Tom’s mother.

			Given that every person, plant and animal on earth aged naturally and predictably at the same time and at the same rate, why did it come as a total surprise every time she noticed?

			She let Tom lead her on toward the lodge’s grand front entrance, passing under the grape arbor, immature fruit hanging in tiny ineffectual-looking bunches, leaves tangling and weaving through the supporting white lattice. A picture hopped into her mind, of walking beside Lyle, still a whole, strong young woman, body muscled and slender, that of the dancer she’d worked so hard to become, before she found out life didn’t particularly care what you intended to accomplish. Lyle would be gesturing broadly as he laid down possible plans for the next several days, activities that might or might not happen, because that wasn’t the point. Planning was half the fun for him, the way he intensified his happiness and anticipation, the way he tackled all the myriad trips they took together, whether around the block or around the world.

			‘Would you like afternoon tea in your room, Ms Penny? Or out on the terrace?’

			Afternoon tea! The Senneck staff must have dug up preferences for Mrs Frederick the First, probably typed on paper for her and Lyle’s earliest visits in the 1980s. Someone would have been assigned to excavate Holly from an archived cardboard box. She liked thinking her old life still existed somewhere in a sturdy, reliable manila folder.

			Her mind was wandering again. Hadn’t Tom asked her a question?

			Yes. Tea in her room or on the terrace? Probably one of the hardest decisions she’d have to make over this long weekend. ‘Is the terrace crowded? I’m not ready to be in my room, but I’d rather not be around a lot of hubbub.’

			Hubbub. A great word, retrieved from the murky depths of her brain, one that deserved to be used more often.

			‘Definitely not a lot of . . . hubbub.’ Tom’s lips curved wryly. ‘Maybe one or two tables occupied.’

			‘Then the terrace sounds perfect. Bring on the terrace.’

			The spacious, quiet lobby had been redecorated since she’d last been there; shades of blue, green and gold had replaced the yellow and peach tones, an improvement, though it had all been Terribly Tasteful even when it looked like sherbet. As Holly stepped forward, another good-looking employee caught up to them with her cane, which Holly accepted with thanks and relief.

			‘I’ll have your tea brought right out. Milk and shortbread alongside, yes?’

			Holly pretended surprise. ‘It’s like you know me.’

			Tom’s laughter was genuine and easy, as if he hadn’t heard that joke probably every day he’d worked there. ‘Would you like me to show you to the terrace?’

			‘No, no, I remember the way. Thank you.’ Trying to move with her old energetic grace, she followed the carpeted corridor toward the terrace doors, anticipating its peaceful tile-floored beauty, creamy lemon-colored walls accented by watercolor landscapes and potted plants, huge windows wide open in summertime to let in fragrant breezes. With every step her happiness rose. For a few days she could reabsorb this guiltiest of pleasures, feeling like an elegant duchess from a time long . . .

			‘Ma’am?’ Tom had been following her.

			Holly turned too quickly. Her feet tangled. Unbalanced, she pitched forward, yelping in panic. No, no, no.

			Tom grabbed her, stopping her fall. Holly clung gratefully to his supporting arm, adrenaline pushing her breaths too fast, humiliation heating her cheeks.

			‘You’re okay. I’ve got you.’ His eyes were wide with alarm. Poor kid.

			‘Yes. Thank you.’ She tried to step back and stand on her own, to recover at least some of her duchess dignity, but wobbled dangerously and had to grab for his arm again. ‘Thank you so much.’

			‘No problem. Do you want to sit down? Rest a little?’ He gestured behind him toward blue upholstered chairs in the lobby. So polite. Handling her mess like a champ.

			‘No, no, I’m fine. Fine. I’ll make it to the terrace.’

			‘Yes. But . . . the terrace is actually in the other direction.’ He spoke very, very kindly. ‘The other side of the building.’

			The onslaught of dismay was so strong, Holly’s smile sank, unable to muster an appropriate defense. Her sense of direction, gone. Grace, energy, her ability to manipulate numbers, gone. Her thriving actuary career, her marriage, gone. Twenty-three years of being this other person.

			‘Of course. I remember now.’ She didn’t remember. She was still certain she was going the right way. ‘I don’t suppose they moved it?’

			Tom smiled the perfect smile, not pitying, gently amused. ‘I’m afraid not.’

			‘Well then, I’ll go that way. Thanks again for the rescue.’ Holly retraced her steps, cane in one hand, Tom’s strong arm in the other, abandoning her attempt to walk like a normal person in favor of her defeated old-lady shuffle.

			She should have had tea in her room. She was not her old self coming to Senneck ready to take it on full speed. She was her new self, and her new self needed rest at regular intervals. Her new self couldn’t do things like turn on a dime when she was this tired. Not even on a quarter.

			Quite frankly, even after all these years, her new self still sucked.

			On the terrace, as lovely as she remembered, Tom guided her to a corner table with the best view of the bloom-filled garden and mountains beyond. Holly nodded to a middle-aged couple, the only other terrace-people, who appeared to have nothing better to do than watch her unsteady progress toward her seat, into which she dropped gratefully, treating herself to a few deep breaths. The couple returned to staring glumly – he at his phone, she at the tablecloth.

			During their twelve-year marriage, Holly and Lyle had never run out of talk. They used to pity couples like this one, a self-congratulatory smug pity that any of the silent couples would probably have liked to smack off their faces. Not surprising so many memories were resurfacing after so long without them. Doubtless they’d continue to bob up while she was here.

			Tom saw her settled and handed over her room key, one of the long, ornate metal ones that Holly was tickled to see they still used. He left, brushing off her next round of thanks, casually mentioning that the lobby elevator opened on to the second floor not far from her room.

			Translation: Stay away from the stairs, old woman.

			Not old, not old, only fifty-five, which sounded so much older than Holly felt, though she’d aged most of it all at once after The Change. At least during the year or two of slow recovery she’d been able to regain more and more function, in a perverse way growing younger.

			As Tom walked out of the terrace, her tea arrived on a silver tray in the hands of another attractive Senneck staff member – ugly dour people need not apply? – a friendly-looking blond woman. On the tray, a teapot kept warm under a rose-embroidered cozy; a silver strainer resting in its cut-crystal stand to catch drips after each use; a tiny pitcher of heated milk – they knew not to bother with sugar or lemon – a green and white china plate offering two sand-colored wedges of what she knew would be crumbly all-butter shortbread made on the premises in kitchens open 24/7, ready to whip up whatever any guest decided he or she wanted at a moment’s notice. Beside those, a teacup, a silver spoon and a small bowl of hulled strawberries looking so perfectly red and ripe, Holly’s mouth started watering.

			Two cups of excellent tea later, all the strawberries and both cookies, even though she’d told herself to stop after one, Holly was fully recovered, optimism restored, ready to explore her room.

			She did take the elevator. No more disasters today, thank you, even near ones. Outside her door, 204 set dead center in gleaming brass, Holly paused, smiling already, savoring the anticipation. She and Lyle had always booked one of the two-floor private cottages on the grounds, so she’d never seen one of the lodge rooms, but even before she pushed open the door, she knew she wouldn’t be disappointed.

			The suite was cheerful and bright, full-length windows facing the mountains – not an ounce of pesky civilization in sight. Holly adored California; California ran through her blood. But in the LA basin, if you wanted acres of private space, you’d have to visit a virtual reality studio or swim really, really far out into the ocean. Like miles.

			Comfortable-looking chairs in subtle shades of green and tan sat in front of a fireplace that would be fantastically cozy in winter months; against a wall, a slant-top writing desk whose inside would be stocked with paper, stationery, stamps and postcards for the one in a hundred who still communicated via pen and paper; next to it a bookcase contained a variety of novels, non-fiction works, games and puzzles.

			No, she was not disappointed.

			In the bedroom, the king-sized bed was made up in muted blues and yellows that complemented the sunny colors in the wallpaper and rug, and yes, the ivory floral silk robe lay picturesquely draped across the duvet, waiting for some prolonged and exquisite lounging. On the table by the window, the goody basket and a vase of flowers: faintly peach and cream roses, calla lilies and freesias.

			Holly caught her breath. Her wedding bouquet. What was it doing here? The original was still in a box somewhere at home, faded brown and fragile.

			No. Not at home. Home since her divorce from Lyle had been the Santa Monica guest house of Melinda, her best friend from childhood. That tiny cottage had no room for ancient memories.

			Mom and Dad must still have it, then.

			She wrinkled her nose. Her parents would have tossed it, either when she and Lyle split up or when they moved. They’d have gleefully picked off the crunchy dried petals one by one and set fire to the whole mess, wishing they could toss Lyle out of her life retroactively with exactly that much fun and ease.

			Now here it was, bizarrely, as fresh and lovely as the one she’d held in her hands so many times. What made anyone think Holly would want this reminder of her and Lyle’s special day? Lyle had gone on to marry two other women, both of whom would be showing up later tonight, according to Caleb. Eliana and Megan also had Special Lyle Days. Did they have wedding bouquets in their rooms too? She’d like to know who thought that was a good idea. During the triple-groom’s funeral weekend no less.

			Holly crossed over to the blooms and inhaled. The scent took her back to the island of Hawaii, which as far as Holly was concerned was paradise. Literally. She fully intended to find herself back there after she died.

			Until The Change, every year on June 30, her and Lyle’s wedding anniversary, they would return to Carlsmith Beach Park in Hilo, where they’d eloped in 1990 during a six-month trip to celebrate their marriage and her graduation from UC Santa Cruz. Every year, clasping this same bouquet – typical Lyle, he never forgot to arrange for it to be ready – she’d stood facing him on that stunning beach as the sun was setting, and the two of them had repeated their wedding vows, giggling on years when it felt silly – like when other people on the beach were partying raucously, or the year it poured. But when the pieces fell perfectly into place, their gazes had been full of the same awe and love they’d felt the first time. For better or for worse, until death . . .

			No one who took that vow could really understand how bad ‘worse’ could be, or how he or she, adoring husband, loving wife, would react when that beast entered their marriage.

			Holly gently touched the baby-lips texture of a rose. They were just flowers, a beautiful arrangement.

			She turned away, then back, frowning at the blooms, something niggling at her slowed brain. How had the hotel known what flowers were in her wedding bouquet?

			Caleb must have . . .

			No, Caleb wouldn’t know either. Would he? Holly put a hand to her forehead, struggling to keep her thoughts from jumbling. This would take some pondering, and like Dr Seuss’s Grinch, who puzzled his way to a sore puzzler, the longer and harder Holly pondered, the less effective her ponderer became.

			Caleb hadn’t been at the wedding or any of the anniversaries. How would he know what flowers to choose? Had he seen a picture?

			Holly and Lyle hadn’t bothered with wedding photographers. If they’d hired one for an anniversary, she didn’t remember, couldn’t always trust her memory, though long-ago had stayed more intact than recently.

			Caleb must have seen a picture. Or Lyle had described the bouquet to him at some point. The brothers had kept up a correspondence, communicating more often through the written word than on the phone, though they’d talked sometimes too. Lyle believed in paper trails. Even with no illusions that history would want to remember him or explore his thoughts, his love of pen and paper and his eventual grudging use of emails – printed out and saved – reflected his belief that it was important to leave behind more of yourself than bills and a pile of ashes.

			He’d also been extremely observant, noticing details most men wouldn’t. She could imagine him describing to his brother what flowers had been in his bride’s bouquet. Couldn’t she?

			Maybe.

			All water under the dam . . . or no, under the bridge. The flowers were beautiful, and Holly would only confuse herself if she kept wondering how they got here. She’d ask Caleb later.

			It would be so good to see him.

			Yawning, she crossed to the bed and ran her hand over the soft comforter, tired, but still keyed up from excitement, caffeine and, mixed in there somewhere, a little dread. You couldn’t come to the funeral of your ex-husband, the love of your life, and be all skip-around-the-room fluttery, not that Holly could skip worth a damn anymore. There would be complicated, emotional days ahead that neither Holly’s parents nor Melinda had wanted her to go through. But Holly had been adamant that she come here, her first trip alone since The Change. Lyle had been her husband. She needed to be here, to tell people what she knew to be true.

			And to be pampered within an inch of her life.

			She took off her shoes and painstakingly unzipped the plain, slightly worn, probably unfashionable navy A-line skirt she’d worn for years. Mom had insisted on sending Holly new clothes for her stay ‘among the elite’. Holly had let her, not caring one way or the other how she looked. She only hoped she could get all of the unfamiliar pieces on the right way.

			Sometimes the least consequential life changes from her near-death experience were the funniest, or most humiliating, depending on her mood. Lots of adults might have a poor sense of direction and go searching for terraces in the wrong place, but very few had trouble getting a skirt or shirt on both the right way around and right side out. Nothing made Holly feel like an idiot faster than laying out a favorite dress and having to stand there trying to remember how to start getting it on, as if she were still two years old.

			She pulled her strappy purse off over her head – keeping it attached to her body meant she wouldn’t put it down and forget where – dug out her phone and texted her mother and Melinda that she’d arrived safely, including a couple of pictures of her fit-for-a-duchess room. They’d be relieved she’d made it in one piece. Another consequence of The Change – people who loved her had a lot more worrying to do.

			She moved aside the ivory silk robe, its slippery, lustrous material stuttering over her unlotioned hands, and relocated the embroidered linen bag into which the staff had folded her nightwear, which she’d chosen with a deliberate wink at her surroundings: hot-pink polka-dot shorty pajamas with cartoon monkeys clambering over coconut palms. With a deep sigh of appreciation, Holly climbed on to the so-comfortable bed and lay back on her elbows, drinking in the freeing space of this lovely room after so many years living in Melinda’s ‘cozy’ quarters.

			Adding to her Cheshire Cat grin, the knowledge that if Holly suddenly felt like having a glass of Burgundy accompanied by snails swimming in butter, garlic and parsley, or a cup of sake alongside yellowtail sushi, or a flute of champagne with iced Osetra caviar and blinis, she could pick up the phone and speak the words. In an impossibly short time, those words would materialize in concrete form wherever on the property she wanted them served, no charges, no tipping – as if she were a guest in the house of her friend the trillionaire.

			Crazy.

			Silencing her cell, she pushed it carefully on to the two-drawer oak nightstand, on which sat a box of tissues in a blue lacquered holder, a tumbler and a small crystal pitcher that would be filled with chilled spring water by the turndown crew in the evening. Then, suddenly remembering, she cautiously pulled open the shallow top drawer of the stand. Her grin stretched about as wide as it could.

			Alongside a pen, notepad, bookmarks and hand lotion, there was a pack of Life Savers. Unlike the bouquet, Senneck staff would certainly have documented her passion for those. A roll had been in their bedroom every time she and Lyle had visited, a little winking gift. The original five flavors – cherry, orange, lemon, pineapple, lime. None of this newfangled raspberry or watermelon stuff.

			Since childhood, the treats had been her favorite candy, a pop of sweet that wouldn’t add to her calorie intake when ballet required her to be rail thin. A comfort-food addiction when Dad took the rap for his company’s financial misdeeds and imploded the family’s life. A tiny burst of energy when she’d been exhausting herself studying for actuary exams. The two-pack-a-week habit amused Lyle, who took to calling her his Life Saver and would periodically surprise her with a roll tucked into her briefcase or bathroom medicine cabinet, or under her pillow.

			On one of her birthdays, some February not long before The Change, Lyle had assembled one complete roll of orange, her favorite flavor. He’d repackaged the candies so convincingly that until she saw his face, brimming with adoring mischief, Holly had assumed the prank to be a remarkable factory error.

			Holly closed the drawer. So many happy times. So many more that she and Lyle were unfairly cheated out of.

			She let herself fall back on the mattress, closing her eyes, willing her muscles to loosen and her brain to slow its firing. But it was hard to relax being back in this memory-charged place. She’d be seeing Caleb again, and meeting Lyle’s other two wives, then later in the week more people who’d loved him. Holly would have to find a way to tell them that her ex-husband wasn’t dead. That he was out there somewhere, maybe not intending to return any time soon, if ever, but definitely still alive.
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