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PROLOGUE 
 
 

I learned the truth about Elena amidst a symphony of beeps, ticks, and the deep breath-like 

sounds coming from the equipment next to my wife’s hospital bed.  

Karen hadn’t opened her eyes in days, and the medical staff had insisted that she 

would have to ride into the weekend on the tails of a miracle. Otherwise it might be best to 

bring Elena, our daughter—her daughter—to say her final goodbyes. 

Given my lack of faith in miracles, I called Elena’s high school this morning and told 

them she would not be there today. No, her mother hadn’t “passed.” No, she hadn’t been 

conscious in almost a week. After answering the administrator’s—Alice? Allie? Alexa?—

thoughtful questions and thanking her for the thoughts and prayers, I crept into Lena’s 

bedroom down the hall. Still with its pink walls and princess curtains, which I knew annoyed 

her, but with her mother being terminally ill she had let up with the bitching and moaning. 

“Lena, sweetie, you’re coming with me today,” I told her, sitting next to her on the 

pink canopy bed.  

There were no miracles in the forecast anytime soon.  

“Huh, why?” she asked, burying her head under the pillows. 

“To say goodbye.” 

I allowed those words to hover in the room, watched her shoulders begin to quake 

underneath the sheets, and then rubbed her back in a slow, circular motion, the way she 

liked when she was a lot younger. It seemed to work, too; her quaking calmed. 

But then she asked me to go away, leave her alone. I kept rubbing her back instead 

and whispered to her that it would be okay, she would be okay, her mother would be okay.  

“She needs to go home,” I choked out, and those words had the same effect as 



 

turning on a faucet. The tears poured down my face in a steady flow, dripping from my chin 

and soaking into Lena’s princess comforter. As much as my daughter might miss her 

mother, losing the love of my life to this sudden and horrible disease hurt me a hell of a lot 

more. I would never love again. Never. I belonged to Karen, every little piece of me, and 

once she died, my capacity to love would die right along with her. I had been telling her as 

much every day since we heard her prognosis. 

Lena and I eventually composed ourselves enough to get through our respective 

showers, brush our teeth, and choke down some coffee. I promised a Keurig once things 

settled down, but until then it would be the shit that dripped out of the Mr. Coffee, with 

small grinds in the bottom of the cup. Then we headed out to the big Chrysler in our 

driveway. As I settled into the driver’s seat, I realized this would be our final ride to Seasons 

Hospice in Madison Heights, the last home Karen would know in her abbreviated life. 

My daughter sat quietly in the passenger seat and stared out the window while I 

drove. At sixteen, Elena didn’t exactly hate her father, but she didn’t love me as far as her 

arms could reach, either. So her silence during the twenty minute ride to the Seasons didn’t 

surprise me. Still I thought she might want to talk a little more about her mother’s 

impending death. The counselors had suggested talking. Openly. Frequently. Stepping 

outside our comfort zones and expressing the things we wanted to bury deep down. 

So I started with: “Your mother’s a brilliant woman, Lena,” I admitted quietly. “She 

had big plans and dreams for all of us.” 

Lena stayed quiet until we hit a red light. “Was dying one of them?” Her tone 

seemed accusatory, typical teenager venom lacing those words. 

“You know, I never asked for her to die either,” I said, snapping back at her despite 

the guilt ripping through my heart. 

“I don’t want to talk about this.” 

Someone behind us beeped the horn when the light turned green. I eased forward, 

checking the intersecting roads to make sure the traffic had stopped. Since my wife had 

gotten sick, I caught myself suspicious of life’s fragile nature, worried that Fate would come 

for Lena or me next. 

“When I was small,” Lena said, still facing her window, “Mom told me that love is to 

humans what sunlight is to flowers. Without that sunlight, the flowers die.” 

I smiled, remembering that conversation. We had been walking through the Detroit 



 

Zoo, Lena just five years old. It had been hot, not even a mild breeze for relief from the 

raunchy humidity, not a cloud to offer a minute of shelter from that deafening sun. And 

even when we could find the silence of a shaded corner, it meant nothing. It just allowed us 

to stop and let the sweat drip down our spines and faces. It had been during one of those 

quiet breaks that Elena declared that she hated the summer, wanted it to go away because it 

was too hot and her little legs were aching. To her, she was dying. That day, my wife had 

explained the importance of the sun to all living creatures, not just the flowers.  

So I didn’t correct Lena now in the car; I was happy to have her speaking, testing the 

limits of her comfort zone. 

“Do you think,” she started as we reached the next red, “maybe we didn’t love Mom 

enough?” 

I adjusted the rearview mirror, the telescopic steering wheel; buying time. The 

question spooked me for two reasons—the first being that I existed exclusively for her 

mother, and the second being that a long time ago, I had questioned whether I could truly 

spend my life with Karen. That uncertainty—which was really unfamiliarity with just how 

much I loved her because I never knew love like that existed—had led me to stray prior to 

our engagement. Yes, regular old me had dated two women for all of six weeks during my 

final year of college, until I realized I couldn’t split my heart. I had to choose the one who fit 

more perfectly. 

“If we loved her more, maybe she wouldn’t have gotten sick. And maybe she 

would’ve beat this.” Lena’s voice cracked as she wrestled with the guilt she was placing on 

her little shoulders. 

I reached across the console and squeezed her leg, gently. “First off, too much sun 

will kill any plant.” 

Next to me, Lena let out a long breath, like she was either relieved at just how 

truthful my statement was, or disappointed that her dying mother had lied to her so long 

ago. 

“Secondly, love doesn’t have a vote when it comes to how long we live. There’s 

always some bigger plan, Lena. Your mother is part of that plan.” 

We didn’t have any time left in our commute to discuss Lena’s worries. Parking in 

my regular spot at the farthest corner of the lot without resorting to the street, Lena and I 

walked into the Seasons Hospice, aware of the stares from the staff. They knew; they saw us 



 

and likely shared the same thought—look at those two, with their fingernails clinging to a hope that 

doesn’t exist. 

In Karen’s room, the slightly overweight nurse approached us with a smile. But her 

eyes told a different story; those eyes had life in them.  

“She’s doing well today,” the nurse confided in a whisper as she placed a hand on 

mine. “But this is fairly common. I have to warn you, in my non-medical opinion, that your 

time with her is probably limited, Elliot. Use that time wisely.” 

As the nurse left, I glanced over at Lena, but she had abandoned me. I looked 

around, a little alarmed by her sudden disappearance, then found her next to her mother’s 

bed, her eyes gleaming with tears, her face flushed with emotion. And then she smiled and 

released an awkward little chuckle at a whisper delivered privately, exclusively for her. 

Seeing Karen awake had an energizing effect. No matter how frail and withered she 

appeared, even at this distance, her slow movement stripped the nurse’s warning of any 

credibility. I wanted, hoped for more from Karen’s disease-beaten body. 

I watched Lena exchange quiet words with her mother, the tears pouring down her 

face as she nodded, made some kind of unknown promises, and then shook her head, 

feigning seriousness. I wondered if I would ever learn about their conversation, if Lena 

would share those private words with me.  

I never thought about it again, though. When Lena glanced over at me and smiled 

encouragingly, I nodded for her to continue, to take her time, but she simply shook her 

head. She leaned over the rail, hugged my wife with one of the fiercest embraces I had ever 

seen, kissed her, and then walked away, her hand brushing against my shoulder as she 

stepped past me. 

My turn. 

Deep breath. 

This woman had meant everything to me since we first met in college. Our 

friendship had been fueled by a passion that had never died, never eased like everyone else’s 

had and would. And as my hand slid into hers, all those memories barreled toward me. Our 

first kiss on the Detroit River, our last kiss three weeks ago before we fell asleep for the 

night and the pain knocked Karen into something of a coma overnight.  

“Elliot,” she breathed, her clammy hand tugging me so gently it was nearly 

unnoticeable compared to her slender cheeks and sunken eyes; they had been healthy and 



 

vibrant not that long ago.  

I wondered if Lena had noticed her mother’s subtle tug, but when I looked up to 

find her, she had left the room. 

“Elliot,” she repeated. “I love you.” 

“I love you right back,” I said, leaning in and kissing her motionless lips. She tasted 

like death, and I sensed the approaching end. 

“You need to find someone,” she told me. “Once I’m gone.”  

I shook my head, my eyes burning up with tears. “No. I don’t.” We had talked about 

this already, at some length, and I didn’t want to spend our last dozen or so words arguing 

about it. 

I waited for her to let it go, but we engaged in a staring contest so intense that I 

swore our standoff would make Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader’s notorious battle look like 

a child’s ballet recital. 

“My heart belongs to you, my Love,” I confessed. “Nobody else. I can’t even think 

about...” I felt the tears dripping down my face. “I can’t love. Ever again.” 

More of that staring as a few tears dripped out the corners of her eyes, rolled past 

her temples, and soaked into her pillow. I wiped them away, kissed her forehead. 

“I’ll be okay,” I promised, whispering. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll survive. I’m 

strong.” I gave a sideways nod toward the hospital room’s door. “But watch over Lena. Our 

baby.” 

My wife blinked back her tears, which seemed to be coming in greater volumes now. 

I leaned forward and kissed her forehead, her eyes, the bridge of her nose. She felt cold to 

me. 

“Elliot,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.” 

“No. Don’t be. You loved me like nobody ever has or will. You’re my soul mate.” 

Silence. And then she shook her head, no. “Please, forgive me,” she heaved a deep 

breath and came across as confused. “You deserved better. Let me finish,” she added before 

I could interrupt her, and it was the firmest her voice had been in our entire relationship. 

“You deserved a daughter.” 

Was she delusional? I have a daughter! Was that what the nurse had been talking about 

earlier when she warned me to use our time wisely?  

I kissed Karen’s forehead. She was tired. I kissed her lips. She wasn’t making any 



 

sense. I kissed her, brushed her hair out of her face, tucked it behind her ears. “Go to sleep, 

Karen. I’ll be here when you wake up.” 

“Listen,” she said with the same firmness as before. “Listen. Listen, listen, listen.” 

I nodded and raised my free hand. Okay, I’m listening. 

“Lena... She’s not...” She closed her eyes, pushing out a steady stream of tears. “She’s 

not yours, Elliot.” The tears rolled down the sides of her face, and when she opened her 

eyes, I saw that the firmness in her voice had spread to her soul. It was cold. This sudden 

ferocity surprised me, but it kept the nurse’s warning at the forefront of my mind. 

“Karen... what are you saying?” my voice broke. 

“I’m sorry.” The life started to wring from her face, but her eyes spoke only the 

truth. “Ask Jamie. My letter. And please. Please, forgive me.” She squeezed my hand, a tight 

and crushing squeeze that contradicted the image of the weak and dying woman I was bent 

over. It felt like the worst kind of betrayal. “I’m sorry,” she said, “that you loved me more.” 

“Karen... why?” 

“You deserve more,” she said, her voice fading to less than a whisper.  

Before I could say anything else, her body went limp and her eyes rolled back. It felt 

like a scene out of a tragic movie where someone important dies at the precise moment 

when they are supposed to. But the beeping machines, the monitors and the rise and fall of 

Karen’s chest confirmed that she hadn’t died. She had simply passed out, too tired and worn 

out from the drugs pumping into her body through those intravenous tubes. 

I stumbled back from the hospital bed and dropped into the nearest chair. Placing 

my elbows on my knees, I stared at nothing. And everything. I stared straight at all the lies 

that had somehow betrayed the foundation of my perfect marriage and wondered one 

question that I never, even in my wildest nightmares, thought I would ask: how could she? 

My wife, Karen, the woman I had loved for more than half of my life, a woman that meant 

more than everything.  

How could she do something like this to me? 

 

  



 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 1 
 
 

Hate consumed me. Of course it did. It came to me like a sandstorm in the desert, or like 

food poisoning. Over the course of the year or so following Karen’s death, I wavered 

between rage and depression, lost weight and focus, and felt like I was rotting inside. After 

learning that our daughter wasn’t mine (not by biological standards anyway), my hatred for 

the woman that had not only betrayed our matrimonial vows but lied to me about the 

daughter I had raised, had started as a blip on a radar, a mild tummy ache.  

But over the following months, I watched that storm approach, the ache spreading 

throughout my body. I didn’t want to hate her—she had given me the happiest times of my 

life. However, like that sandstorm, the hatred arrived with a heaving fury and now consumed 

so much of me.  

She had lied to me about Lena for sixteen years, hatred was fucking inevitable.  

But worse than that hate was the debilitating confusion.  

For the past year, it had been the confusion that perpetuated my ruin, kept me in 

bed, and forced me to question what was wrong with me. 

“Dad? Ugh.” 

I snapped out of my hate-laced daydream, pulled my attention from the depths of 

my coffee mug, and stared across the glass table at Lena in her school clothes, the prized 

Beats earphones around her neck. 

“I said your name a gazillion times, Dad, why don’t you ever listen to me?” 

I shrugged, reached for my breakfast and realized I didn’t have much of an appetite 

anymore. I pushed my plate forward, dismissing it, and afforded Lena my full attention as I 

tried to figure out what parts of her belonged to Karen, and which to her biological father. 

“What is it?” 



 

She glared at me, her eyes, caked in dark-eyeliner, narrowing into the same hatred I 

should’ve harbored for the woman that had betrayed me. And lately, that seemed to feel 

more inevitable than ever—the hatred. Pure fucking hatred for what she had done, for 

dying, and then leaving me with this angry, hormonal monster that didn’t know the truth. 

“Forget it,” she huffed, nearly tipping her chair over as she stormed away from the 

table. 

I tried to forget it, I really did. 

Once she left for school, I walked upstairs and stood in the doorway to the guest 

room, which had been converted into something of a storage space for all of Karen’s things.  

A little more than a year ago, after she had died, I had moved it all into this space so 

that I could clear mine. There had been some kind of madness-inspired reason for it, and it 

went something like this: I only wanted to deal with the cheating, lying, and betraying 

memory of my wife on my terms, not hers. My terms were every Tuesday, which sounded 

easy enough, but it was still fifty-two times per year. 

 At last, I heaved a deep breath and entered, closing the door behind me. I stepped 

over to a pile of boxes next to the bed that remained covered in clothes—her wedding dress 

was buried closer to the bottom of the pile, I knew—and located the right box almost 

immediately. I flipped the lid open and rummaged through letters and cassette tapes from 

our dating days, and then I found it. One of two VHS cassettes from our wedding day. 

When I pulled it out of the box, I collapsed against the wall and closed my eyes, wondering 

why today, of all days, needed to be the day for me to watch this video proof of the day it 

had begun. Karen’s big lie, the bullshit about love and all of those things that I had believed 

would last until the end of time. 

“Whore,” I muttered under my breath, and that word ignited my determination to 

start the process that I should’ve begun the moment she was buried. 

I left the guest room and all of its evidence and memories, with this single cassette in 

my hand, and I headed downstairs, all the way to the basement where Lena now lived. There 

was a bedroom and a large rec room. She would usually only rise to the main level for the 

bathroom, food and other necessities.  

Despite all of the furniture being old and worn out, and the television being one of 

those old-fashioned square-shaped projection flat-screens, Lena didn’t complain. She seemed 

to like her mini-apartment, and the privacy and freedom it afforded her meant she could 



 

have friends and boyfriends over without risk of interruption. For me, it meant being able to 

keep a closer eye on the young woman I had raised, the one who wasn’t my biological 

daughter but still meant enough to me that I would severely injure anyone who tried to harm 

her. 

I came down the worn-carpet stairs to the rec room, which consisted of a brown-

fabric sofa and matching loveseat, a square faux-wood coffee table from my college 

apartment that had seen better days. Clothes, books, Lena’s tablet computer, and a potpourri 

of random papers littered the space.  

I remembered the basement being larger for some reason, which made me think that 

maybe I afforded Lena a little too much space, since I couldn’t remember the last time I had 

come down for a visit. 

The projection television was against the far wall with an entertainment unit built 

around it. Back when Karen and I had first moved in together, this unit had been a thing of 

beauty, something our friends had marveled at and expressed envy that we could find such a 

beautiful piece of art. Now it gathered dust. 

I found the VCR (another piece of state-of-the-art technology from several decades 

ago) on one of the lower shelves and fed the VHS cassette into its wide opening. I pressed 

Play then retreated to the brown sofa, laying across its cushions despite something rigid 

poking into my lower back.  

On the screen, the camera panned across the attendees at our wedding as the 

bridesmaids began their march down the aisle. Our guests had filled a moderately large 

church; most of those same people had attended Karen’s funeral. In my flawed memory, I 

imagined they had taken a similar seating plan the second time they had gathered. The eerie 

thought caused me to shift my position on the sofa, and that rigid annoyance that poked at 

me from between the cushions rubbed against me again, only worse. 

“Fuck,” I groaned, reaching back and wrapping my fingers around what surely had 

to be one of those LED flashlights. I tossed it on the table with everything else without 

looking at it, too focused on the bride that had entered through the big wooden doors and 

was now walking toward the camera. The crowd rose to its feet. I heard gasps, even on the 

poor quality VHS tape, and felt the muscles tighten in my jaw. The crowd was right to gasp; 

Karen embodied everything beautiful. 

I watched the video several times, always starting with the most professional of 



 

intentions. I wanted to find a face, a clue, something in the crowd that could point me in the 

right direction, start my search for Lena’s biological father with a great lead. Although I had 

no reason to think the man who had impregnated my wife had come to the wedding, I— 

The doorbell interrupted my fourth or fifth pass through the forty-five minutes of 

wedding footage. Placing the VCR on pause, I ran upstairs as the doorbell chimed a second 

time. On the other side of that front door, I found a delivery person—a woman, a young 

one, with brown eyes and light-colored hair tucked up into a company branded baseball hat. 

She was wearing a blue and orange uniform and holding an iPad encased in protective 

rubber. 

“Delivery for Elena Fitch,” she said, scrolling through her tablet. 

“I can sign for it,” I said, eager to return to the wedding video. A thought had crept 

into my head, but I couldn’t manage to identify it.  

“I need to see some ID,” the delivery woman said, raising an interested and curious 

eyebrow.  

My eyes moved up the orange stripe that ran the length of her sleeve then veered off 

her arm once I reached her chest. I read the stitching on her breast—Veronica. Odd name 

for such a young woman, but one you’d never forget.  

“Sir?” she asked, and of course she had decided to stop paying so much attention to 

that damn iPad while I read and re-read her stitch. 

I looked up, fully aware that she probably assumed I was staring at her breasts, still 

perfect with their late-twenties firmness and size. 

“I need the ID.” She pointed over her shoulder with her thumb, indicating her blue 

and orange delivery van. “You get your ID, I’ll get your wife’s package.” 

I shook my head. “Elena’s my daughter.” 

Veronica allowed her stare to linger, then forced a grin. “Of course.” 

She walked to the delivery van, and I headed into the kitchen for my wallet. I noticed 

that Lena hadn’t tidied up after this morning’s breakfast exchange, but I didn’t let that 

bother me so much as the fact that I had forgotten to call in sick at work. Again. 

“Shit.” 

I returned to the front door with my wallet as Veronica hauled over a package 

roughly half the size of a carry-on suitcase. On one side, it said: Liberator.  

“Here’s my ID,” I said, wondering what was inside that compact box.  



 

Veronica placed it on the front porch, then grabbed my ID and started swiping and 

tapping on her iPad. My eyes remained low, crawling over to the plain package. The other 

side read: Wedge/Ramp Combo: Greatest invention for sex since the bed. 

“Fuck me,” I whispered, wondering what kind of impression this sex toy delivery 

was leaving on this pretty young delivery woman. 

“Uh, pardon me, Mr… Fitch?” 

I shook my head, aware of the car driving down the street. It belonged to Paul, one 

of my neighbors. He managed one of the bank branches, the Wayne County Credit Union 

on Woodward. He was also nosy and annoying. I wondered if he knew what Liberator.com 

was, or if he could read the smaller writing about the wedge combo’s accolades. 

“Can I sign?” I asked, hoping to speed up the process here. “I’ve got some, uh, stuff 

to get back to.” 

Veronica smirked, then glanced elaborately at the package by our feet. “I’m sure you 

do.” She handed me the iPad. “Sign in the box.” 

“Pen?” 

She frowned. “It’s an iPad, Mr. Fitch. Use your finger, stay within the lines.” 

I scribbled my name with my fingertip, handed the iPad back to her and reached for 

the Liberator box. 

“Sir, your ID,” she said, extending my driver’s license as I hurried the box inside the 

house, in case Paul decided to make another pass down the street. And then I snatched my 

driver’s license back. “Enjoy that thing.” 

“It’s not mine,” I reminded her. 

Veronica smiled, turned, and walked away. I watched her for a bit, but just as I 

started to close the door, she glanced back at me and caught me staring. So I shut the door 

once and for all, locking it and wondering if I could expect the police—between ogling her 

breasts and that long stare just now.  

The video. 

Abandoning the Liberator delivery, I hurried back into the basement and hit Play 

again. It didn’t talk long for a face to stand out, reminding me of the scattered thought that 

had crossed my mind earlier. One particular conversation was jumping out at me—the day 

Karen had passed away, the day she confessed her infidelity. 

“…Ask Jamie… my letter…” 



 

Her brother was Jamie, the Best Man at the wedding (Karen had asked, I had 

obliged). In the video, he had tears in his red, puffy eyes. He loved his sister almost as much 

as I had, which justified having him next to me that day. My friends understood that decision 

because they knew what Karen had meant to me.  

“Jamie,” I said, smacking the table and noticing for the first time that the LED 

flashlight I had pulled from the sofa hadn’t been a light at all, but an, um, er, vibrator.  

“Ugh.” I thought I might vomit. 

 


