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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Audrey always prided herself with having good intuition.

      Like when she was a kid and her cat disappeared. Her mother said the cat went to live at a farm, but Audrey eventually realized something bad happened to it. Or like when she had a good feeling she’d aced the SAT—she’d studied several months in advance for the test. Or like when she currently sat in the pontoon boat next to her friend Ivy and the smell of salt water wafted through the air and stars sparkled against the night sky. The red marks on Ivy’s neck hadn’t gone unnoticed when Audrey’d arrived at Ivy’s earlier in the evening. And Audrey only needed one guess to realize the bruises hadn’t appeared out of nowhere—more specifically, someone must’ve hurt Ivy.

      Ivy bit her lip. “Something wrong?”

      “Forget it. It’s none of my business.”

      “If you have something to say, then say it.” Ivy paused for a beat. “You can talk to me about anything.”

      Audrey wrinkled her nose. “Sure … about that?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Audrey sighed. “I couldn’t help noticing the bruises on your neck.”

      Ivy gaped. “Oh.”

      “It’s fine if you don’t wanna discuss what happened. Perhaps you aren’t ready for that conversation.”

      “I tripped while doing laundry.”

      Audrey tucked a lock of platinum blonde hair behind her ear. “If you say so.”

      “You think I’m lying?”

      “Not for me to say.”

      “Why don’t I make us some drinks?”

      Audrey raised an eyebrow. “Sure that’s a good idea?”

      “We have a while before we head back to shore, so it’ll be fine.”

      “Whatever you say.” Audrey rubbed her forehead while Ivy’s neck injuries remained etched in her mind. In an ideal world, Audrey would’ve believed Ivy. But life was anything but perfect. And that meant people lied. No explanation necessary about how the greatest betrayals were committed by the people you knew best, not strangers.

      Another thought popped into Audrey’s head. Tanner. Nine times out of ten, it was always the husband or boyfriend that was responsible when something bad happened to a woman. Yet in all the years Audrey had known Ivy, she’d never witnessed Tanner even so much as raise his voice.

      Appearances were deceiving, though. Nobody knew what happened behind closed doors. And that included Ivy’s home life.

      Audrey’s pulse drummed in her ears. Accusing Tanner of being violent wasn’t right. She didn’t have any proof. And Ivy had also never hinted at having any marital problems. So, Audrey had only one choice. Believe everything was fine until given a reason to suspect otherwise. It was the most logical option. Audrey would drive herself insane if she got over analytical. And that was the last thing Audrey needed on a Friday night. Tonight was supposed to be about relaxing—not inventing problems that didn’t exist.

      “Here you go,” Ivy said. “Gin and tonic okay?”

      Audrey looked up, and took the red Solo cup from Ivy. “Sounds great.”

      “Didn’t mean to get snippy with you earlier.” Ivy plopped down next to Audrey, almost spilling her drink. “Arguing with you is the last thing I want.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Audrey nibbled the inside of her lip. The latest thought that popped into her head was no better than the previous one. But Audrey didn’t have a choice. The news always talked about how everything seemed fine with the person right before tragedy struck. And that was why Audrey couldn’t ignore the knots in her stomach.

      “You’d tell me if something bad was going on, right?” Audrey asked.

      Ivy scowled. “What are you getting at?”

      “Everything okay with Tanner?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” Ivy exclaimed. “Tanner is a great husband. And I couldn’t have asked for a better father for Cooper.”

      “Cool.”

      “Do you think I’m lying?” Ivy sipped her gin and tonic.

      “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” Ivy spat, turning bright red.

      “Come again?”

      “If you’re implying I’m in an abusive marriage, then you’re wrong.” Ivy drew in a quick breath. “Tanner wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

      “Good to know.”

      “I’m serious.”

      Audrey took a big swig of her drink. And for a second, Audrey thought the drink had a strange taste. But Audrey soon put that idea out of her head. Nothing good ever came from being paranoid. Ivy was her friend, and Audrey could create a long list of things that were more likely to happen than Ivy drugging her. Alcohol also had an acrid flavor to it, so Audrey chalked it up to that.

      “Something wrong?” Ivy asked.

      “I’m fine. Just a little tired.”

      “Perhaps we should’ve done this another night.”

      Audrey didn’t know if she should be annoyed or pity Ivy. Even the smallest details provided insight into someone’s character, including someone’s tone. Ivy should’ve spoken in a more confident manner; Audrey would have to observe Ivy more in the future to see if Ivy’s defeated attitude was a pattern.

      “It’s fine,” Audrey said. “Not like I have anything better to do—Sawyer and Lucky went out to dinner with a client tonight.”

      “That sounds fun.”

      Audrey snickered. “Hardly. I wouldn’t wanna work in the evening.”

      “Maybe the dinner will count as billable hours.”

      “Sounds like you should’ve been a lawyer.”

      “Nah. I enjoy being a reporter.”

      “If you say so,” Audrey said.

      Ivy gave Audrey a playful look. “How are things with Sawyer?”

      “They’re fine. Why do you ask?”

      “If you can ask questions about my life, then I can inquire about your life. Only fair.”

      “Touché.” Audrey drank more of her mixed drink, then giggled. Her stomach grumbled. And Audrey could’ve smacked herself. Drinking on an empty stomach wasn’t ideal, regardless if Audrey only planned on having one drink before she and Ivy returned to shore and cooked dinner.

      “Maybe one day you and Sawyer will get married.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Ivy’s eyes bulged. “What’s wrong? Does marriage frighten you?”

      Audrey shrugged. “No, I just never contemplated getting married. Hard to be optimistic about my love life when I never had a serious boyfriend before Sawyer.”

      “Don’t dwell on the past—it’s not healthy.”

      Audrey smirked. “Didn’t realize you were moonlighting as a life coach.”

      “I was only trying to help.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      “Gonna be lonely again without Tanner being around this weekend?” Audrey asked.

      “Not really,” Ivy said. “I’ve still got Cooper, and I couldn’t be prouder of him if I tried. Not every college-aged kid would wanna spend time with their mother.”

      “True.”

      Ivy gripped her neck with her free hand. “I shouldn’t complain—Tanner’s business trips are important. If Tanner wasn’t successful in business, then I couldn’t afford this lifestyle.”

      “The CEO of an energy company should be able to afford a yacht instead of a pontoon boat.”

      Ivy gave Audrey a dirty look, then Audrey’s jaw quaked. Audrey might’ve only been on her first drink, yet the alcohol already seemed to be going to her head. And losing control was the last thing Audrey wanted or needed. Nothing good would come from that.

      “I’m sorry,” Audrey continued. “That was insensitive of me, and I should’ve chosen my words more carefully. How you and Tanner spend your money is your business.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “I really didn’t mean anything by my comment.”

      “Apology accepted. Already forgotten.”

      Relief pulsed through Audrey’s body. Thank goodness Ivy was a forgiving person, because Audrey would’ve rather died than lose one of her best friends. So, she’d have to be more careful in future. Especially if there was more to Ivy’s story about the neck bruises than what she was willing to admit. If Ivy really was in trouble, then Audrey couldn’t alienate Ivy. Only a fool would do that.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ivy asked.

      “Nothing important.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “I’m serious.”

      Ivy glanced at Audrey’s cup, then met Audrey’s gaze. “Something wrong with the drink? You’ve hardly touched any of it.”

      “I don’t want to get drunk before dinner.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “You won’t get intoxicated from one. And I can always call Sawyer and tell him you’re spending the night at my place if you drink too much.”

      Audrey narrowed her gaze. “How much do you plan on drinking?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Audrey wagged a finger at Ivy. “You’re trouble.”

      “What fun would life be without a little mischief?”

      “Okay. Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Birds screeched when Audrey opened her eyes. She yawned, then stretched. Her back hairs stuck up. Audrey might’ve been lying on the seating of the pontoon boat, but black no longer veiled the sky. Instead, sunlight beamed from the cloudless sky.

      Audrey scanned the boat. Ivy was gone.

      Dread filled Audrey’s insides—she couldn’t think of one logical explanation as to why Ivy would no longer be on the boat. Audrey did the only thing she could and leaned up against the edge of the boat and peered into the water. No sign of Ivy.

      Something vibrated from her jean’s right pocket and she whipped out her iPhone. Sawyer was calling her. “Hello?” Audrey asked.

      “I wanted to see how you were doing this morning.” Sawyer chuckled. “And don’t worry. I’m not mad you decided to have a fun night with Ivy. Just glad Ivy texted me about you staying over at her place. Most people wouldn’t be so courteous.”

      “I’m still on the boat,” Audrey blurted. “And Ivy is nowhere to be found.”

      “Come again?”

      “We never went back to shore and had dinner.”

      “How much did you drink last night?”

      “Just one gin and tonic.”

      A folded piece of paper on the driver’s seat of the boat caught Audrey’s attention, and she rushed over to it. “I’m sorry, but I’ve gotta go,” she said. “I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

      Audrey pressed END before shoving her iPhone back into her pocket. Then, she unfolded the note and read it.

      
        
        Dear Audrey,

        I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but I’ve been very unhappy with my life for a long time, and I’ve decided to end my life.

        I know my suicide will probably come as a shock to you. However, please always think of me fondly.

        Love,

        Ivy

      

      

      Audrey crumbled the note and it fell onto the floor of the boat. After that, she screamed. Tragedies were supposed to be something that she watched on the news, not witnessed first-hand. But no explanation was necessary about how cruel life was and the universe often had a twisted sense of humor.

      Tears welled in Audrey’s eyes. Nothing could’ve prepared her for this moment, because she wanted to cry. And cry. And cry. Ivy couldn’t be dead; she was only thirty-seven. So, she still had a little more than half her life left.

      Ivy was in trouble and Audrey hadn’t seen the signs. So, Audrey’d never forgive herself for Ivy’s suicide. Audrey had failed Ivy, and she couldn’t fathom how she’d continue with life.

      Audrey’s throat tightened. Perhaps Ivy’s death was only meant to resemble a suicide and was really murder. There was a reason people always touted the saying about life being stranger than fiction. Audrey shook her head. Yeah, that had to have been it. Ivy couldn’t have been desperate enough to commit suicide.

      The only thing Audrey was certain of was that Ivy was nowhere to be found. And that was why she’d get to the bottom of Ivy’s death. Whether someone murdered Ivy or Ivy actually committed suicide, there had to be more to the story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcia hated surprises.

      Like when she was a teenager and Marcia’s parents planned a sweet-sixteen party without consulting her. Or like when her husband told her she needed to accompany him to a dinner party only a couple of hours before the event. Or like years ago when her son, Ben, was in elementary school and needed brownies for a holiday party and he informed her about the request the night before. Or even like when Marcia had just pressed END on her iPhone as she sat on her living room couch.

      Dealing with death at eight o’clock in the morning wasn’t on her daily agenda. And Marcia couldn’t snap her fingers and wish away the tears trickling down her cheeks. She hadn’t misheard the news delivered to her moments earlier. Ivy was dead, and there wasn’t a fucking thing she could do about it.

      Footsteps squeaked, getting louder and louder. Marcia looked up from the coffee table. Ben entered the living room.

      Marcia feigned a smile. “Hi, honey.”

      Ben bit his lip. “Everything okay? No offense, but you don’t look great.”

      “Ivy’s dead,” Marcia blurted.

      Ben’s Adam’s apple throbbed. “What’d you just say?”

      “It’s true. Ivy killed herself last night.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      Marcia cracked her knuckles. “I can’t imagine how Cooper is feeling. Losing a mother at nineteen is something nobody should experience.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      “That’s sweet.” Marcia paused for a moment. “Cooper is lucky to have you as a friend.”

      “It’s not a problem.”

      Marcia let out a small laugh. “Don’t be so modest. Most people are too selfish to think about anyone but themselves.”

      “Is this about Dad?” Ben asked.

      Marcia maintained eye contact with Ben for a beat. Sometimes, she forgot how perceptive Ben was. And Marcia would be more mindful of that in the future. Being honest was one thing, but she didn’t need her life to be an open book. The only thing about Ben that mattered to Marcia was that Ben got good grades and had occasional fun. Because Marcia would’ve rather gone on a roller coaster than let Ben know every single detail about her marriage. Some things were better left unsaid. Sometimes, people just needed to live with the pain. And Marcia’s marriage to Lucky was no exception.

      Marcia snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. I was only making a general comment.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You’re lucky you and Cooper never drifted apart.”

      “True. Good point.”

      “I’m serious,” Marcia said. “It might not seem like it now, but maintaining friendships is important as you get older.”

      Ben chuckled. “Whatever you say.”

      “I’m not joking—time flies faster than you think it does.”

      “No need to get defensive.”

      “It’s the truth. And before you know it, you’ll be done with college.”

      Ben frowned. “Let me enjoy the college experience. Sophomore year has barely begun.”

      “Okay. Okay.”

      “All joking aside, I’m here if you need to chat.”

      “Thanks.” Marcia wrapped her pearl necklace around her fingers. “Anyway, don’t wait up for me for dinner tonight. The girls and I are going out for drinks in honor of Ivy.”

      “Cool. I hope you have fun.”

      “It’s not about having fun. It’s about honoring a friend.”

      Marcia could’ve slapped herself when she realized how harsh her response sounded. Ben hadn’t done anything wrong, and Marcia would be more careful about not being curt with him again.

      Ben quirked his eyebrows. “Sure everything’s okay? I mean, besides from the Ivy situation.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I’d never lie to you. Not intentionally, at least.”

      Ben raised his palms. “Relax. I believe you.”

      “Good.”

      Ben’s jaw lowered. “You aren’t mad I’m still living at home, are you?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous—you’re great company,” Marcia declared. “More than can be said for your father … sorry. I shouldn’t have criticized him in front of you.”

      Marcia nibbled the inside of her lip. If she wasn’t careful, Ben would discover how she really felt about her marriage. And Marcia couldn’t have that. Not ever. Outrunning situations wasn’t always the smartest idea since issues often caught up with people. But Marcia could put her marriage in a box and not think about it. Ivy’s death was the only thing that currently mattered.

      Ben sighed. “It’s fine. You don’t have to protect my feelings.”

      Marcia tucked her hands behind her neck. “Every marriage has challenges. In fact, maybe you’ll realize that one day.”

      “Don’t go planning my whole life for me.”

      “You’re right. It’s up to you to choose your own path, and your father and I will support you no matter what you choose.”

      “That’s good to know, because I’ve always dreamed about being a tattoo artist.”

      Marcia eyed Ben with a blank expression. She prayed Ben was joking. But with young people, it could sometimes be confusing when someone was being serious and when a comment was meant to be sarcastic.

      “It was a joke,” Ben continued.

      “Okay.”

      Ben tugged at his backpack strap. “But in all seriousness, I’m only a text away if you need anything.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ben left without another word, leaving Marcia to her thoughts. Marcia took several breaths while Ivy remained etched in her mind. Imagining what drove Ivy to suicide was the last thing Marcia wanted to consider; yet, like other situations in life, Marcia couldn’t help herself. Marcia needed to do something, anything to rationalize the situation. It was human nature, after all. But that was the thing—tragedies often didn’t make sense. And Marcia would have to do the next best thing: hope Ivy was in a better place.
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        * * *

      

      Numerous chattering voices echoed throughout the bar while Marcia, Audrey, and Cassandra sat at a table in back and music pulsed through the air. Marcia hated it when bars and restaurants blasted music. Socializing meant talking and that was hard to do if the place was too loud. But starting an argument within twenty-four hours after Ivy’s death didn’t seem like the smartest thing she did. So, Marcia would do the only thing she could: place the current situation in a box just like she did with her marriage.

      Cassandra, Audrey, and Marcia raised their glasses, then clinked them together.

      “To Ivy,” all three said.

      Marcia sipped her Cosmo, letting the cranberry flavor linger in her mouth before swallowing. Cosmos weren’t Marcia’s drink of choice, but the beverage she and her friends drank didn’t matter. Nope. The only thing that mattered was reminiscing about Ivy.

      Cassandra giggled. “Hopefully, this wasn’t in bad taste.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Audrey sipped more of her drink. “This was a lovely idea.”

      “Good,” Cassandra said. “Offending either of you was the last thing I wanted to do.”

      Marcia eyed Audrey. “How are you dealing with everything? I can’t imagine making the discovery.”

      Audrey ran her fingers through her hair. “How it happened makes zero sense.”

      “Come again?” Cassandra asked.

      “One minute we were enjoying gin and tonics,” Audrey said, “then I woke up and it was morning.”

      Cassandra finished her Cosmo. “Maybe they were stronger than you realized.”

      “I only had one,” Audrey said.

      “What are you saying?” Marcia asked, looking puzzled. “Are you suggesting Ivy drugged you?”

      Audrey shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “But why would she drug you?” Cassandra asked, stunned.

      “Who knows?” Audrey asked. “But I’m not convinced it was suicide.”

      Cassandra blinked. “Come again?”

      “You heard me,” Audrey said. “I mean, yeah. People can suffer mental health problems in silence. But there’s something about this situation that seems off. And I’m gonna get to the bottom of it.”

      Marcia’s head ached. Going out for drinks shouldn’t have entailed discussing murder. Yet here they were. And Marcia’s confusion increased with each passing moment. She couldn’t fathom why someone would wanna harm Ivy; the idea was nonsensical. Murder seemed like the type of thing that happened in television shows and movies, not real life.

      “Who would wanna kill Ivy?” Marica asked.

      “I don’t know,” Audrey answered.

      Marcia exchanged a look with Cassandra. “Was Ivy working on a dangerous story?”

      Cassandra sneered. “If she was, she didn’t tell me.”

      “Being the editor-in-chief means it’s your job to know these things,” Marcia said.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I’m not a dictator—I don’t micromanage every little thing.”

      “Could have fooled me.” Marcia chugged the remainder of her Cosmo.

      “If you’ve got something to say, then say it,” Cassandra demanded.

      Marcia grunted. “I didn’t even wanna go to this bar, let alone order Cosmos.”

      “Cosmos were Ivy’s favorite cocktail,” Cassandra said.

      Marcia rolled up her sleeves. “Actually, they’re your favorite drink. Not everyone has to emulate the Sex and the City lifestyle.”

      “What’s wrong with enjoying Sex and the City?” Cassandra asked.

      Audrey rubbed her eyebrow. “Let’s change the subject.”

      Marcia mouthed “thank you” to Audrey. In a perfect world, Marcia would filter her opinions. Yet life was anything but ideal. So, Marcia was more than grateful for Audrey playing the peacekeeper. What Marcia had said to Ben earlier in the day remained true. Friendships were important, and Marcia didn’t know what she’d do if a misunderstanding caused a falling out with the group.

      “That’s a smart idea.” Cassandra grabbed a chip from the nacho platter, and munched it.

      “All I know is I’m gonna get to the bottom of Ivy’s death, if it’s the last thing I do.” Audrey flicked her hair behind her neck.

      Cassandra patted Audrey’s hand. “I’ll support you anyway I can. You have the site’s full resources at your disposal.”

      Audrey shifted her attention to Marcia. “Anything new with you and Lucky?’

      Marcia shook her head. “No. Why do you ask?”

      “Just trying to make conversation.” Audrey grabbed a handful of nachos.

      “Nothing exciting going on with Lucky and me—just the same old same old.” A warm feeling washed over Marcia before she removed her leather jacket and placed it on the back of her chair. Summer might’ve been winding down, but it—and the humidity—wasn’t gone yet; there were still a couple of weeks before the official start of fall. Marcia had never felt so warm before. Almost as if she were sitting in a sauna.

      Cassandra grinned. “Let me know if you and Lucky need a few tips to spice up the bedroom. I’d be happy to help.”

      “Cassandra!” Audrey exclaimed.

      “What?” Cassandra asked. “Girlfriends are supposed to be able to discuss anything, including sex. Or do you want one of those superficial friendships?”

      “There’s a time and a place for that.” Audrey placed her arms onto the table. “And this isn’t it. Just because Samantha is your favorite character from Sex and the City doesn’t mean you have to embrace the character.”

      “It’s fine,” Marcia said and yawned.

      Chastising Cassandra for her comment would’ve happened any other time. But not now. Marcia just didn’t have the energy for it. Escalating things also wouldn’t help matters—not like that would bring Ivy back from the dead. Nothing would.
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        * * *

      

      Marcia and Ben sat at the dining room table the following evening while moonlight shined through the window. Life always had problems, but at least Marcia wasn’t by herself. Being alone with her thoughts would’ve more than frightened Marcia. And she couldn’t have that. There was no telling where her mind would’ve gone.

      “Sorry Dad isn’t here.” Ben grabbed a slice of pepperoni pizza from the box on the middle of the table and put it on his plate.

      A mixture of cheese, tomato, and other herbs wafted through the air while Marcia nibbled more pizza. Marcia wasn’t thrilled about ordering takeout, yet even she had exceptions. And if Marcia was gonna be honest with her herself—even for a moment—then she needed to admit that making a fancy homecooked meal wasn’t worth the effort if Lucky couldn’t keep her company. Nothing worse than working for hours on a meal, only to have Lucky be too busy to enjoy it.

      “Don’t worry about it.” Marcia grabbed a napkin, then wiped tomato sauce from her lips. “Not your fault.”

      “I know. But you deserve better.”

      Marcia remained silent. When Ben was right, he was right. Marcia couldn’t disagree with Ben’s comment.

      “Sorry if that was too blunt,” Ben said.

      “It’s fine.”

      “Just hope Dad stops with these late nights at the office.”

      “You and me both.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben hated lying.

      Like when Ben used to tell Mom he brushed his teeth when he hadn’t. Or like when he was a freshman in high school and never informed his parents he was in danger of failing algebra. Or like when Ben said he’d take out the trash, even though he had no intention of actually doing the chore. Or even like when he stood in the living room while his parents sat on the couch. Ben’s throat constricted and he couldn’t help his nerves. But Ben couldn’t lie—not this time. Not about something so important.

      Ben coughed, clearing the scratchiness from his throat. “Thanks for making time to chat.”

      Dad snickered. “You don’t have to thank us for anything. It’s our job to support you no matter what.”

      “Your father’s right, honey,” Mom said. “Nothing is too terrible to share with us. I don’t mean to state the obvious, but we have a lot more life experience than you. So, it’d take a lot to shock us.”

      Dad nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “This has been going on for a while,” Ben stammered. “However, I didn’t know how to broach this topic. Just because it’s not the 1950s anymore, doesn’t mean that honesty and vulnerability are easy.”

      “That’s fair,” Mom said.

      Dad gave Ben a small smile. “If you don’t tell us what’s on your mind, then we can’t help.”

      Mom made a clucking noise with her tongue. “Your father is once again right.”

      Ben laughed. “Wow. I’ve never seen you two so in sync.”

      Ben meant what he said. He might’ve been a lot of things, but clueless wasn’t one of them. Between the tension when Mom revealed Ivy’s death to him and the uneasiness when he and his mother ate pizza without Dad the previous evening, Ben’s life was more than a little complicated.

      Ben’s parents showed up, though. And that was what mattered. Ben only needed to watch the news or read a newspaper article about how some teenagers and college-age students weren’t as lucky as him. And that fact sucked. Everyone deserved unconditional love, and Ben didn’t know what he would’ve done if he didn’t have the parents he did.

      “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.” Mom placed her hands in her lap.

      Ben sniggered even louder this time. When Mom was funny, she was funny. What she said was true. Broken clocks were right twice a day, and he couldn’t fault Mom for saying that. Ben just prayed Mom’s comment wasn’t some passive-aggressive dig at Dad. This conversation was about Ben, not any possible dysfunction lurking below the surface of his parents’ marriage. Any problems were for his parents to solve, not him. The most Ben could do was offer a sympathetic word or two. Getting caught in a parental tug of war was the last Ben wanted. Life was supposed to be calm and relaxing, not reminiscent of a soap opera.

      Dad glared at Mom.

      “It was a joke,” she responded.

      “I’m bisexual,” Ben said.

      Dad raised his eyebrows. “That’s all?”

      “Yeah, that’s it.” Ben glanced at the beige carpeting.

      “That was very brave of you to be so forthcoming with us,” Marcia said. “Can’t imagine how difficult this was for you.”

      “I’m not ashamed or embarrassed.” Ben brushed a piece of lint off his shirt. “Just didn’t know the right way to tell you.”

      “I’m glad you were honest with us,” Dad said.

      “Me too.” Mom picked at her nail.

      “Seeing anyone?” Dad asked.

      Ben’s heart pounded faster while sweat dripped down his back. Dad’s question was simple enough, yet that didn’t mean he had to answer it. Especially when someone’s privacy was at stake. No explanation necessary about how some people weren’t always able to come out of the closet.

      Ben sucked in a breath. “Sort of.”

      Dad’s lips curled. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s complicated, but hopefully it works out,” Ben told him.

      Ben hadn’t lied. In an ideal world, Ben’s current romantic situation would be okay. He’d just need to have a little patience.

      Dad winked. “Anyone we know?”

      Mom elbowed Dad. “Don’t be so nosey. It’s Ben’s prerogative if he wants to tell us who he’s dating.”

      Dad exhaled. “Fair enough.”

      Ben gripped his neck. “I’ll give you one clue.”

      “And what’s that?” Dad asked.

      “You’ve probably met him before,” Ben said.

      “The only thing that matters is that he treats you right.” Marcia stood, then approached Ben and looped her arms around him. “We’re so proud of you. Hopefully, you know that.”

      “I do,” Ben mumbled.

      Dad got up, then walked over to Ben and Mom. After that, Ben and his parents hugged. Relief washed over Ben while they maintained his embrace. Ben had spent all this time worrying about coming out as bisexual. Yet the revelation hadn’t been a big deal at all. And Ben was more than thankful for that; the universe wasn’t always so generous.
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        * * *

      

      Ben ran his fingers through his spiked hair after answering the front door the following evening after coming out to his parents. A smile tugged at his lips while he eyed the guy standing in front of him. Cooper sported a tee-shirt, basketball shorts, flannel, and sneakers. And Cooper’s look never tired Ben. There was a certain comfort in repetition. Almost like when people listened to the same song over and over again.

      Cooper gave Ben a mock frown. “Gonna invite me in?”

      “Yeah, sorry.” Ben gesticulated at Cooper to come inside. Then, he locked the front door.

      Cooper’s lips quivered. “Positive your parents won’t return home anytime soon? The last thing I need is for my father to find out about us.”

      “Relax. They’ll be out all night.”

      Cooper’s gaze narrowed. “How do you know that?”

      “Because they booked a hotel for after dinner.”

      “Good to know married people still have sex.”

      Goosebumps formed on Ben’s arms, back, and legs. “Gross. Thinking about my parents having sex is the last thing I want to do.”

      “It was only a joke.”

      “Well, you need new material.”

      “Maybe you’ll give me some inspiration.” Cooper pulled Ben against his body, then kissed him.

      Ben let Cooper massage his mouth with his tongue. Cooper placed his hands on Ben’s cheeks. Kissing Cooper never got old for Ben. Expressing affection was important, because there was no relationship without passion or romance. And it didn’t matter if Ben’s dynamic with Cooper only existed in private. A secret relationship was better than no relationship. Ben’s stomach had never tingled so much before Cooper. And Ben wouldn’t have it any other. Feeling emotions meant he was alive. And that was more than could be said for Ivy.

      Ben detached from Cooper after a couple more minutes of kissing.

      “Something wrong?” Cooper asked.

      Ben smirked. “We should take this up to my bedroom? That okay with you?”

      Cooper gave Ben a quick peck on the lips. “What do you think?”

      Normally, Ben hated rhetorical questions. But an exception could be made since it was Cooper.

      Cooper stared Ben down. “What are you waiting for? Lead the way.”

      Ben took Cooper’s hand, and they ascended the staircase in a matter of seconds. Euphoria flooded Ben’s mind; he couldn’t help getting caught in the moment. Fairytales and rom-coms might’ve been idealistic, but Ben deserved a fantasy every now and then. Because that was exactly what guiding Ben to the bedroom felt like.

      Ben and Cooper stepped into Ben’s bedroom after another beat. And before Ben knew it, he and Cooper were making out in Ben’s room. Cooper lifted Ben’s shirt off his body while they continued kissing. Ben removed Cooper’s shirt and flannel before kneeling. One tug later and Cooper’s basketball shorts and boxers were at his ankles.

      Ben met Cooper’s gaze, then Cooper nodded. Ben approached Cooper’s waist, and Ben’s head bobbed up and down. Cooper grunted a couple of times before Ben pulled back.

      “What the hell?” Cooper said. “I didn’t finish.”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s gonna happen next.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Cooper remained silent for a moment. “I assume you have everything we need?”

      “Yup.”

      Cooper linked his fingers with Ben’s after throwing the bed comforter over his back. Then, Cooper looked into Ben’s eyes.

      “Ready?” Cooper asked.

      Ben nodded, not saying a word. He closed his eyes while Cooper’s hands continued touching his hands. For Ben, sex wasn’t a big deal—it was as natural as breathing. Something refreshing existed from giving into a basic animal instinct. Wanting to be loved and touched only meant Ben was human. He couldn’t imagine what going through life without experiencing such intimacy entailed. Must’ve been pretty lonely. Because Ben wouldn’t trade his current moment with Cooper for anything in the world. Nothing compared to this pleasure. Not ever.

      Ben and Cooper rolled onto their backs sometime later. Ben grabbed a tissue from the nightstand and wiped sweat from his forehead while Cooper panted.

      “Wow!” Cooper exclaimed.

      “You don’t have to say that every time we have sex.”

      “I can’t help it.”

      “I’m only teasing.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Ben scooted closer to Cooper. “I want you to know that you can talk to me about anything.”

      “Okay. Great.”

      “I’m serious, Coop.”

      Cooper blushed. “Don’t call me that—you know I hate that.”

      “But it’s okay for you to call me Benji?”

      Cooper heaved a sigh. “Whatever. Do what you want.”

      “I’m not trying to force you to discuss your feelings,” Ben said. “But I want you to know that you aren’t alone.”

      “Thanks,” Cooper murmured.

      “You don’t need to state the obvious.”

      Ben swallowed the lump in his throat. No point in continuing the current conversation. Starting an argument with Cooper was the last thing he wanted to do. No explanation necessary about how relationships—whether casual flings or long-term relationships—were delicate. Sometimes, one wrong comment was all it took for a dynamic to implode. And Ben wouldn’t allow that. Ben had something in his life that was exciting and new and he’d cling to his newfound dynamic with Cooper tighter than he would a lifeboat.

      Cooper pouted. “You don’t know how many lies I had to tell so my father wouldn’t know I was here.”

      Ben massaged Cooper’s shoulder. A simple gesture was the only thing Ben think of. Something, anything, to let Cooper know he wasn’t alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Cassandra

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra generally believed the best in people.

      Like when she was ten and her parents promised her a dog. Anyone with half a brain could tell they were stalling, yet Cassandra’s faith in getting her first pet never wavered. Or like when she turned seventeen and her parents vowed they’d make it up to her after forgetting her birthday. Or like when her hairstylist ran late; she was sure her hairdresser would offer something to compensate.

      Cassandra’s stomach knotted while she sat at a bar, sipping a Cosmo. This moment was one of those times when she couldn’t give the benefit of the doubt. There was just no excusing the woman who sat in the seat next to her.

      The woman cocked her head. “Long time no see, sweetie.”

      Cassandra scoffed. “Don’t call me that.”

      “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Ever heard of a pet name?”

      “What happened between us was a long time ago, Selma.” Cassandra finished her Cosmo before gesturing at the bartender to give her a refill.

      Selma cackled. “If memory serves, I’m the one who should be mad at you.”

      Annoyance flared through Cassandra’s body. Everyone had a past and Cassandra was no exception. That didn’t mean Cassandra wanted to dwell on her mistakes, though. Cassandra had better things to do with her time. Like doing the best job she could running an online news site. Or even with helping Audrey solve the Ivy issue.

      “Don’t start this shit with me,” Cassandra said.

      “Relax. It’s all in the past.”

      Cassandra looked Selma over. “Like I’d ever believe anything you say.”

      “I just wanna express my condolences about Ivy.”

      “You don’t have an ounce of genuineness in your body.”

      “Ouch. That hurt.”

      Cassandra’s eyebrows inched up. “Really?”

      “No. I was being sarcastic.” Selma paused for a moment. “Don’t you know drinking Cosmos is cliché?”

      “Says who?”

      “Me.”

      “You could go to any restaurant or bar in the world, so there’s no reason for you to be here.” Cassandra smiled at the bartender when he handed her the drink.

      Cassandra meant what she said regardless of how the United States was a free country and Selma had the right to drink at whatever bar she wanted to. There was no reason to start trouble. Not this evening. Cassandra still hadn’t forgotten about how she and Marcia went at it the other night. Because Cassandra never wanted something like that to happen. Not now. Not ever.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way.” Selma studied the cocktail menu. “I actually wanted to do you a favor.”

      “And I’m the Queen of England.”

      “You could be with the amount of ambition you have.”

      The bartender walked over to Selma after handing beers to two men at the opposite end of the bar. “Can I get you anything to drink?” he asked.

      Selma twirled a strand of her black hair around her finger. “I need a couple of more minutes.”

      “No problem.” The bartender exited the bar, disappearing into the kitchen.

      Selma leaned closer. “Tell me something. How are things with Felicia?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “No need to get defensive. I’m only trying to help.”

      “I don’t need your assistance.”

      Selma grinned. “Do you trust Felicia?”

      Cassandra counted to ten in her head. There was stupid. And then there was stupid. Cassandra never once doubted Felicia in all the years they were married. Cassandra prided herself on reading people. If there was a problem with Felicia, then Cassandra would discover the matter.

      Cassandra’s eyes bulged. “What kind of question is that?”

      Selma slid her elbows onto the bar. “When’s the last time you checked the joint savings account that you share with Felicia?”

      “A few days ago. Why?”

      “You might wanna check it again.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Cassandra said.

      “Felicia withdrew all the money from your account the other day.”

      Cassandra gaped. “What …?”

      “It’s the truth. God strike me dead.” Selma leaned forward even more. So close that the acrid stench of her perfume stung Cassandra’s eyes and nostrils.

      Cassandra dug her nails into her palms, almost drawing blood. Selma was a lot of things, but Cassandra knew Selma wouldn’t shut up until Cassandra verified what she said. So, Cassandra did the only thing she could; she unzipped her purse and whipped out her iPhone.

      Sweat coated Cassandra’s brow while she waited for her login on the banking app to finish. Selma had lied to her—Cassandra was certain of it. Felicia couldn’t have withdrawn all the money from their shared account. That was like believing Earth was flat.

      Cassandra’s pulse echoed in her ears once the app showed the current balance. Selma was right. Felicia had taken all the money out of the account.

      “Something wrong?” Selma asked with a smirk.

      Cassandra stuttered. “H-how’d you know?”

      “Have you forgotten that you aren’t the only one who runs an online news site?”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Cassandra demanded.

      “I do my homework.”

      Cassandra snarled. “Bet you couldn’t wait to drop this bombshell on me. Hope you’re happy.”

      “I didn’t do this to hurt you.”

      “Then why?”

      “You deserve to know the truth,” Selma said. “Liars are the one thing I can’t stand, and I’d hate to see someone taking advantage of you. Especially your wife.”

      Cassandra gulped her cocktail. “How’d you come across this information? Did you pay someone at the bank to tip you off? Or perhaps you hacked the app and got into my account.”

      “If you think I’m lying, then ask Felicia directly.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “Good.” Selma’s lips brushed against Cassandra’s ear.

      Cassandra shivered.

      “I promise I’m over the past. I have no use in trudging up ancient history. I got over you dumping me a long time ago.”

      “Even though I ended our relationship because my father paid me too?” Cassandra choked. She wasn’t used to being in such close proximity to someone who wasn’t Felicia. Almost as if Cassandra was playing with fire.

      “Yup.”

      “What about how I founded the online news site—the one we talked about starting together once we graduated from college?”

      The words lingered in Cassandra’s mind while the hairs on the back of her neck rose. What she did wasn’t the nicest thing in the world. Yet it wasn’t like she killed someone. Nope. She wasn’t a murderer. Cassandra didn’t have it in her to kill anyone. In fact, she even hated killing spiders.

      Not being a psychopath didn’t mean Cassandra was perfect, though; she wasn’t. And that was why Cassandra had to find a way to live with using her father’s bribe to start the venture she and Selma had once dreamed about starting.

      “I’m so over that,” Selma stated.

      Cassandra pulled away from her. “That doesn’t mean I trust you. Because I’m not gonna be played for a fool.”

      “Were you always this cynical?”

      “It’s not cynicism if it’s true.”

      Selma pushed the cocktail menu to the side. “Whatever you say.”

      Cassandra closed her eyes after finishing her second Cosmo. To a stranger, it might’ve looked like she was savoring the drink. In reality, Cassandra was fighting back her tears. In a perfect world, her father wouldn’t have made Cassandra choose between Selma and the money. Yet Cassandra couldn’t bring herself to alienate her family. Besides, she and Selma were both young at the time. And Cassandra had hoped Selma would get over it.

      “If only you’d been a little nicer,” Cassandra murmured.

      “Are you seriously gonna blame the victim?”

      “Have you forgotten what you were like back then?”

      “Whatever.”

      “If I’d brought home any other woman, then my father wouldn’t have reacted the way he had.”

      “Not like we can change the past,” Selma snapped, turning bright red.

      “You’re right about that.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra sat on her living room couch, returning work emails while she waited for Felicia to come home. Afternoon sunlight beamed through the window, yet summer not being completely gone wasn’t enough to cheer her up. Nothing could lift her mood. Not even if both her birthday and Christmas were today. Nothing could make the fact that Cassandra was about to confront Felicia okay.

      The lock clicked and Felicia entered the house as Cassandra looked up from her iPhone. Felicia placed her purse on the front table by the door, then shuffled over. Cassandra’s stomach churned while various thoughts raced through her mind. Thinking about how a conversation would unfold and actually having said conversation were two different things. Cassandra was going to chat with Felicia about the missing money, and nothing could change that fact.

      Cassandra stood after putting her cellphone on the coffee table—nothing would distract them from their impending discussion.

      Felicia gave Cassandra a quick kiss on the lips. “How was your day?”

      Cassandra crossed her arms. “We need to talk.”

      “Something wrong?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me.” Cassandra hated testing people with vague statements—passive-aggressive behavior wasn’t always the smartest choice. Yet she couldn’t help herself. If Felicia cared about Cassandra even a little, then Felicia needed to confess.

      “If you’re angry about something, then we should discuss it,” Felicia said.

      “I know about the missing money.”

      “What now?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me,” Cassandra said firmly. “Selma revealed everything to me … in addition to how I confirmed it by checking the app.”

      “You must be mistaken.”

      “Don’t lie to me!” Cassandra exclaimed.

      “Fine.” Felicia sobbed. “You’re right. I withdrew all the money from our joint account without thinking.”

      “How could you be so reckless?” Cassandra asked.

      Cassandra didn’t care about sounding harsh—her question needed to be asked. She couldn’t fathom how Felicia had morphed into a different person. Almost as if Felicia wasn’t the same person Cassandra married.

      “It was to pay off a gambling debt.” Felicia rubbed her right eye.

      “W-what?” Cassandra stammered.

      Felicia looked away. “I started gambling once I got fired from the interior design firm.”

      “You never told me that.”

      “Wasn’t exactly my finest moment.”

      “I’m sorry you got fired.” Cassandra drew in a breath. “But that didn’t give you the right to start gambling or take the money without telling.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t gonna fix things—not this time.”

      Felicia cried louder. “What are you saying?”

      “You aren’t the person I thought you were,” Cassandra finally said. “And I don’t know if I can remain married to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy had contemplated a lot of things during her life.

      Like whether any guys would ask her to Senior Prom. Or if any prestigious colleges would accept her. Or if anyone would ever see the real version of her husband—the Tanner that was only visible behind closed doors.

      Faking her own death was the biggest thing Ivy had ever thought about, though. And that was why her stomach coiled while her head remained pressed against the train window as each landscape rolled into the next.

      Ivy massaged her neck, tracing the bruises Audrey noticed that night in the pontoon boat. Being evasive wasn’t ideal, yet Ivy didn’t have a choice if she wanted everything to go according to plan. No amount of good intentions mattered; Audrey couldn’t help Ivy. Nope. There was only one person who could help Ivy. And that was why the origin of Ivy’s current situation remained etched in her mind. It didn’t matter how time passed since the chain of events had been kicked off. Some events stayed with people for the rest of their lives …
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        * * *

      

      Ivy stood in front of the bathroom mirror and coated her lips with purple lipstick. Cooper was busy studying with friends and Tanner had left town on a business trip. And that meant Ivy had the evening to herself. More specifically, she didn’t have to worry. And Ivy relished that fact more than breathing. There was more to life than surviving, and Ivy would be damned if she couldn’t make herself forget that she was a shell of her former self. For the evening, that was.

      “Nice lipstick,” someone said.

      Ivy cocked her head. “We shouldn’t be talking.”

      Selma giggled. “Relax. I’m not gonna tell Cassandra you chatted with the competition—I’ve got more discretion than that.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “No need to be so hostile.” Selma unzipped her purse before applying more makeup.

      “I’m not kidding, Selma. We shouldn’t be seen together.”

      Selma shoved her makeup back inside her purse, then zipped it. After that, Selma wrapped her arms around Ivy’s shoulders. “It wouldn’t kill you to be less uptight,” she said solemnly. “Anyway, what are you doing here?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” Ivy asked. “I’m at a club.”

      “That’s my point.”

      “Come again?”

      “A person like you doesn’t belong here.”

      Ivy snorted. “Thanks. I’ll be sure to get that tattooed on my forehead.”

      Selma pointed at her. “What’s with the black eyes?”

      “I had an accident. It’s not a crime to be clumsy.”

      “Didn’t say it was.”

      “If you’ve got something to say, then say it,” Ivy told her.

      Selma gritted her teeth. “I’ve seen a lot of women like you over the years.”

      “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

      “You can only have so many accidents before people get suspicious of your husband.”

      Ivy hissed, “You don’t know a damn thing!”

      “I know more than you think.”

      “I don’t have time for time this.” Ivy walked away, but Selma grabbed her arm before she was out of reach.

      “I could help you find a divorce a lawyer.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Sure about that?” Selma dug for a business card in her purse and handed it to Ivy.

      Ivy made a fist. “I’ve made up my mind.”

      “Doesn’t hurt to have options.”
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        * * *

      

      Ivy returned home from errands one day, discovering Tanner sitting at the island in the kitchen. In fact, Ivy would’ve recognized that slicked-back black hair anywhere, never mind that he sported one of his usual business suits.

      Fear filled Ivy’s insides once Tanner finished the drink and made eye contact with her. Having Tanner come home during the middle of the day wasn’t something she’d anticipated. No explanation necessary how time was money for some people. And that meant most people like Tanner wouldn’t piss away the day. At least in Ivy’s mind, that was.

      “Do you want me to make you lunch?” Ivy asked.

      “I want you to start being a fucking decent wife.” Tanner placed the drink down, then stormed over to Ivy. He gripped her neck and shoved her against the wall. “I mean, is that too hard for you to do? Having a job doesn’t exempt you from fulfilling your duties as a wife and mother.”

      Ivy’s lips quivered. “Excuse me?”

      Tanner’s grip tightened, and Ivy gasped. “You need to step it up around here. It’s bad enough our son is fucking gay.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Don’t tell me what I know!” Tanner said, slurring his words.

      “Maybe you should lie down.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do. It’s bad enough you never put out for me. Spreading your legs for me whenever I want is the least you should do. Don’t you appreciate the lifestyle I provide for you and Cooper?” Tanner released Ivy from his hold, then slapped her.

      Ivy collapsed to the floor; she couldn’t stand. She was too busy thinking about how her life had gotten so fucked up. Nobody deserved to have their life be so difficult.

      Tanner kicked Ivy’s stomach several times, then Ivy coughed. Perhaps the time for hoping her life would get better was over—even if false hope was better than no hope. If Ivy was destined to leave her marriage, then it should’ve happened already.
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        * * *

      

      Rain pattered the ground as Ivy pulled into her driveway. Her heart lurched. A man stood by the front door—someone Ivy didn’t recognize. She turned off the car, then exited it.

      She flinched once she stood by the front door. The zigzagged scar below his right eye was enough to invoke fear in anyone.

      “Can I help you with something?” she asked.

      He sniggered. “It’s the opposite.”

      “If you’re gonna kill me, then just do it already.”

      The man laughed even louder, prompting the fine hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. His voice was the opposite of soothing.

      Ivy wouldn’t wanna run into this man in broad daylight, let alone a dark alley. “What’s so funny?”

      “Tanner knows you met with a divorce lawyer and offered me one hundred thousand dollars to kill you.”

      Ivy’s jaw trembled. Tanner was a bastard, yet Ivy would never have expected him to approach a hitman about murdering her. The idea seemed illogical. If Tanner were going to kill her, then she’d expect him to do it himself.

      “Why are you telling me this?” Ivy asked.

      “Because I really don’t wanna have to kill you.”

      “When did hitmen develop feelings?”

      He licked his lips. “The feds are already hounding me enough as it is, so the last thing I need to do is implicate myself in more crimes.”

      Disbelief trickled through Ivy. She’d never have expected a hitman to turn down a job. That was like saying the grass was purple instead of green.

      She folded her arms. “How do you know my husband?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Don’t you want the money?”

      “Haven’t you been paying attention? It’s not worth it.”

      “You didn’t give Tanner an answer?”

      “He gave me two weeks to decide.”

      A lump formed in Ivy’s throat. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Leave and never come back.” The man tugged at the sides of his frayed leather jacket. “Faking your own death is your best bet.”

      A scorching sensation flared through Ivy’s stomach. Making people think she was dead and starting over somewhere new was no easy task. Yet stranger things were known to happen all the time. It wasn’t like someone tasked her with turning pennies into gold. So, maybe, just maybe, this man was correct. Perhaps there was a way out of her abusive marriage.

      The only problem was Cooper, though. One person escaping was one thing, yet two people was something else. And that was why Ivy’s heart ached. It took all of five seconds for her to realize Cooper wouldn’t be coming with her if she went through with the plan. The only problem was … she needed help.

      Wait. Perhaps Selma could help her. Ivy hadn’t forgotten how Selma had given her the business card.

      “This isn’t some sort of bigger con?” she asked skeptically.

      “Do I look like the type of person to waste time?”

      Ivy shook her head. “No, you don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Tree branches rattled in the wind while Ivy shuffled down the street. An icy sensation washed over her, and she couldn’t help her current uneasiness. Ivy had never been to this town before, and something going wrong was the only thought that occupied her mind.

      “Thanks for meeting me.” Ivy grinned when she entered the front passenger seat of the SUV.

      “No problem,” Selma said.

      She exhaled. “You were right about everything—my husband has been physically abusing me for years and I can’t take it anymore.”

      Selma patted her shoulder. “You came to the right place.
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        * * *

      

      Moonlight glinted in the sky while Ivy stared at Audrey. Audrey had been snoring for several minutes now, so it was time to execute the next part of the plan. And that meant she had to jump out of the pontoon boat and swim back to shore. Luckily, she didn’t have that far to go.

      Ivy’s stomach summersaulted while she saw her note from the corner of her eye. Hopefully, she wouldn’t get bad karma for making people think she’d commit suicide.

      She shuddered as she continued standing in the same spot. She could only imagine what Audrey would feel like when she woke up in the morning.

      Wind whipped across the water as she took a deep breath. She dove, splashing against the water. It was time to meet up with Selma back on shore.

      “We shouldn’t have drugged Audrey,” Ivy said a few seconds after she got out of the water and reached Selma.

      Selma’s hair bobbed in the wind. “We didn’t have a choice. Anyway, we’ve gotta go.”

      “You have the money, new ID, and hair dye?” Ivy asked.

      “Yes. And I hope you like pink.”

      “I’ve always wanted to dye my hair pink … but Tanner wouldn’t let me.”

      “After tonight, you’ll never to worry about Tanner again.”

      “It was nice of your cousin to help out,” she said gratefully.

      “Don’t mention it.”
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        * * *

      

      The train screeched as it pulled into the station. Ivy had never spent several days on a train before, and she wasn’t keen to do it again. She just wanted to settle down in her new life and forget her previous one.

      Grabbing her duffle bag, she got off the train. Her sneakers squeaked against the ground while she made her way through the crowd.

      Someone tapped her shoulder and Ivy spun. She cracked a small smile. “Hello, Quentin.”

      “Nice to see you,” he said, “although we shouldn’t linger. We wouldn’t want someone to recognize us.”

      “You really think that could happen?”

      “Probably not. But we can’t take any chances.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Gray clouds remained clustered in the sky while Audrey stood by Cooper and Tanner’s front door. Audrey’s stomach sank after a realization dawned on her; this was the first time back at the home since Ivy had died.

      Audrey didn’t have time to be spooked, though. She hadn’t changed her mind about the vow she’d made to herself about uncovering the truth about Ivy’s death. Being wrong was the worst thing that could happen. And that risk didn’t bother Audrey. Doing some amateur sleuthing was the least she could do.

      Audrey rang the doorbell, and her pulse hammered in her ears. No amount of hypnosis or illegal drugs would make Audrey forget her last encounter with Ivy. More specifically, how Ivy got defensive about her marriage and bruise marks. And that was why Audrey prayed Cooper would answer the door. Audrey didn’t know what she’d do if Tanner opened the door. If the man was guilty of domestic violence, then even the slightest comment might set him off. And Audrey couldn’t allow that. Having a target on her back was the last thing she wanted or needed.

      The door opened. It was Cooper.

      Audrey bit her lip. “Sorry for your loss. Hope it’s okay that I stopped by.”

      “It’s fine.” Cooper gestured Audrey, and she followed him inside. Cooper locked the door behind them.

      “Can’t imagine how you’re feeling.”

      “I’ll live.”

      “Up for answering a couple of questions?” Audrey followed Cooper into the kitchen.

      Cooper poured himself a glass of water. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “They’re about your mother.”

      “That’s fine. Not like I have anywhere to be.”

      Audrey’s heart almost skipped a beat. The desperation in Cooper’s voice was palpable. She wasn’t a psychologist, but she would’ve recognized that inflection and tone anywhere. The way people spoke said a lot about themselves, and this moment was no exception. Almost as if Cooper was just coasting through life without a care in the world. And for that, Audrey pitied him. Audrey couldn’t imagine having life changing for the worse at nineteen. Some ideas were true, despite how obvious they sounded. Like how people were only young once and it wasn’t healthy to live life with a lot of regrets.

      “You don’t have classes today?” Audrey asked.

      Cooper shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Okay. Cool.”

      “What’d you wanna know?”

      “The whole thing bothers me more than you’ll ever know.”

      Cooper chuckled. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      “It’s not a joke.”

      “I know.”

      “Blacking out from one drink is impossible,” Audrey said.

      “That does seem strange.” Cooper finished his water, then placed the glass in the sink.

      “Ivy doesn’t seem like the type of person to commit suicide.”

      Cooper narrowed his gaze. “What are you saying?”

      Audrey shrugged. “Maybe it wasn’t suicide.”

      “Are you implying you think someone murdered her?”

      “Possibly.”

      “That’s crazy.” Cooper’s jaw twitched. “No offense or anything.”

      “None taken.” She remained silent, refusing to take her gaze off Cooper. Once she asked the next question, there was no going back. The problem was that there was no right way to approach what she suspected about Ivy. More specifically, how Tanner could’ve been abusive to Ivy.

      Cooper rubbed his nose. “Something is clearly on your mind, so just ask me whatever it is that you need to ask me. Takes a lot to offend me.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Well?” he pressed.

      “How are things with your father?”

      Cooper scrunched his eyebrows. “Why would you ask that?”

      “I saw bruises on Ivy’s neck that evening.”

      “So?”

      “Was your father abusive to your mother?” Audrey met Cooper’s gaze. “Whatever you tell me will stay between us.”

      He huffed. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Then make me.”

      “It’s best for everyone if they think my mother killed herself.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re a smart woman—you can figure it out,” Cooper stated.

      “If something is going on, then Cassandra, Marcia, and I can help you. You don’t have to be afraid of your father anymore.” She tried patting his shoulder, but he recoiled.

      Cooper made a small fist. “Please drop it. You have no idea what you’d unravel.”

      Audrey put her hands on her hips. “Fine, I’ll put it a different way. Do you think it’s possible your father didn’t really go on a business trip that weekend and killed your mother? Or perhaps he arranged for someone to kill her?”

      Cooper threw a gaze towards the kitchen’s entrance. “You should go. Wouldn’t want my father catching you here.”

      “Does he come home a lot during the day?”

      Footsteps echoed, growing louder and louder. Tanner entered the kitchen after another beat.

      “What do we have here?” he asked, raising his voice.

      “Audrey was just paying her condolences,” Cooper replied.

      Tanner squeezed Cooper’s shoulder tightly. “That’s sweet. But it’s probably best if you leave, Audrey.”

      “No problem.” She exited the kitchen without another word, yet almost lost her balance by the front door when Tanner’s yelling echoed behind her.

      “Don’t you ever let Audrey into this house again! Do you understand me?”

      “Yes,” Cooper said.

      “Good!”

      Slapping reverberated through the house, followed by a loud thud.

      Audrey clapped a hand over her mouth, muffling her scream. She rushed out of the house without bothering to wait and see how the rest of the conversation between Tanner and Cooper unfolded. Having an Albert Einstein level IQ wasn’t required for inferring how Tanner had hit Cooper, thus making him loose his balance. And that realization was why Audrey ran all the way to her car, parked at the end of the driveway. If Tanner would be abusive with his own son, then there was no telling how he’d ill-treat her.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey entered her dining room hours later. Two lit candles stood at the center of the table, in addition to boxes of Chinese food, soy sauce, and a bottle of Moscato on the table.

      “What’s all this?” she asked.

      “A romantic evening for two.” Sawyer walked over to Audrey and hugged her.

      “It’s lovely.”

      Sawyer looked her over. “Everything okay?”

      “It’s been a long day.”

      “Don’t tell me Cassandra is piling on too much work?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what is it?” Sawyer pressed.

      They took seats. Sawyer opened the bottle of wine—it was a twist-off cap—and poured them each a more than generous serving.

      “It’s complicated,” Audrey finally said.

      “You should know by now that I don’t judge.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “I stopped by Ivy’s.” Audrey sipped her wine, yet the sweet flavor escaped her. And she wasn’t surprised the wine hadn’t given her the same pleasure it usually did. Dealing with people like Tanner didn’t inspire excitement and joy.

      “Oh, boy.” Sawyer scooped rice onto his plate.

      “My intentions were good.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      “What I’m about to tell you has to stay between us,” Audrey told him. “I don’t even know if I’m gonna tell the girls about this.”

      Sawyer’s tongue wet his lips. “Secrets can be sexy.”

      Audrey nudged him. “I’m serious, Sawyer!”

      “Sorry. Didn’t realize this was a sensitive matter.”

      “I witnessed Tanner abusing Cooper while leaving Ivy’s. And I’d bet my life that Tanner abused Ivy during their marriage.”

      Audrey’s breathing slowed, returning to normal. Confiding in Sawyer more than helped. At least this way, she didn’t have to bottle the knowledge inside her. Her relationship with Sawyer would’ve been meaningless if she couldn’t share everything with him. Secrets were toxic, and she wanted to avoid them at all cost.

      “Does Tanner know you witnessed his altercation with Cooper?” Sawyer asked.

      “No, I was by the front door.”

      “Good. I’d hate to see anything bad happen to you—especially since Tanner has a temper.”

      “Glad to know you care.”

      He poured soy sauce on his rice. “Always.”

      “Either Tanner killed Audrey and made it look like a suicide … or he hired someone to do his dirty work.”

      “Interesting.” He shoveled some rice into his mouth before putting more General Tso’s chicken on his plate.

      “Don’t you believe me?”

      “It’s not a question of that.”

      “Then what?” Audrey asked.

      “Conjecture isn’t the same as having concrete evidence.”

      “And the whole blacking out thing doesn’t make sense.” Audrey guzzled the remainder of her wine, and Sawyer gave her a refill. “One gin and tonic isn’t enough to black out. It’s not like Ivy poured the bottle into my cup. And if there’s one thing I can confirm, it was that Tanner wasn’t there when Ivy made the drinks.”

      Yup. Audrey wasn’t about to forget about the passing out after one drink. Somehow, there had to be more behind that. Audrey just didn’t know what that was, and she’d make it her mission to uncover what really happened that night if it was the last thing she did. It was a promise. Not only because Audrey owed it to Ivy to uncover the truth, but also for Audrey’s own peace and sanity.

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “Mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Why does this matter to you so much? I mean, besides Ivy being your best friend and all.”

      “Do you even have to ask?” Her attention shifted to her General Tso’s chicken and rice that were on her plate yet eating was the last thing on her mind. And that sucked since Audrey wasn’t oblivious to how some people weren’t lucky enough to have partners plan a romantic evening. Like Tanner’s marriage to Ivy. She had no problem assuming Tanner never did anything romantic for Ivy.

      “Sorry. Should’ve realized this was about your sister.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Audrey had no problem cutting Sawyer slack, despite the numerous emotions and thoughts simmering in her mind. Making an enemy out of Sawyer—the man she imagined spending the rest of her life with—wouldn’t help anything. Life was supposed to get less complicated, not more.

      “If you want to pursue this, then I’m not gonna stop you.” Sawyer’s jaw set. “But there’s one thing I want you to promise me.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Please be careful. If Tanner is as despicable as you claim he is, then I shudder to think about him discovering you’re onto him.”

      “Fair enough.”
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            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Street lights illuminated the block while Marcia stood outside the lesbian bar. She was a lot of things, but she was done playing the role of miserable housewife. Marcia was keeping a secret—something that she’d never revealed before. That she was bisexual and had experimented with a couple of girls in her youth before she dated Lucky and got pregnant with Ben, thus sealing her fate.

      Marcia blew a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. She didn’t have one ounce of guilt for what she was about to do. Lucky made the effort with that one date night, but it didn’t take long for him to slip back into old patterns. And it wasn’t that Marcia was certain that she’d hook up with a woman this evening; she just wanted that to be an option.

      It wasn’t like Marcia had to lie to Lucky about her plans. He’d decided to spend another late night at the office, so Marica refused to sulk at home.

      A few people flocked by Marcia, walking in the opposite direction. If she was going to do this, now was the time. She silenced any lingering doubts in her head, then entered the bar. A quick look around revealed only one person at the bar, which was perfect. That way, she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone she knew discovering what she was up to.

      The bartender approached her. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked.

      “I’ll have a Margarita.”

      “Certainly.” She walked away from Marcia as quickly as she appeared.

      Someone giggled, and Marcia tilted her head. It was Cassandra.

      “The fuck are you doing here?” Cassandra asked.

      Marcia tsked. “I could ask the same thing about you. Does Felicia know you frequent lesbian bars without her?”

      “Touché.”

      Cassandra sat in the seat next to Marcia.

      “Didn’t say you could join me.”

      Cassandra snorted. “Wasn’t asking your permission.”

      “Whatever.”

      The bartender walked towards Marcia and Cassandra, placing the drink in front of Marcia.

      Marcia gave a weak smile. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” The bartender glanced at Cassandra. “Can I get you started with a drink?”

      “I’ll have a Cosmo.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll be right back.” She scurried away, leaving Marica and Cassandra to themselves.

      “Should’ve known you were gonna get that,” Marcia smirked.

      Cassandra gave her a warning look. “If I wanted your opinion, then I would’ve asked for it.”

      “Did something happen with Felicia?” Marcia sipped her Margarita and the combination of sweet and sour electrified her taste buds. No doubt existed in Marcia’s mind that Margaritas tasted better than Cosmos. There was something annoying about Cosmos that Marcia couldn’t put her finger on … probably that they were dehydrating.

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “Just a question.”

      Cassandra took a deep breath. “Do you want a real answer or some made up bullshit?”

      “The truth would be nice.”

      “Felicia emptied our joint account without telling me so she could pay off a gambling debt.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, right,” Cassandra said bitterly.

      “I owe you an apology for how I acted when you, Audrey, and I went out for drinks awhile back.”

      Admitting she was wrong wasn’t the easiest thing in the world for Marica, but she didn’t have a choice. Apologizing was the right thing to do. If Marcia was going to get through life without Ivy, then she couldn’t drift away from Cassandra and Audrey.

      “I’m listening.” Cassandra removed her hair tie, springing free her ponytail.

      “I’ve been unhappy in my marriage for a long time, and I took my anger out on you. It wasn’t fair, and I’m sorry for my behavior.”

      Marcia rubbed the top of her blouse while her comment weighed on her mind. It was the first time she’d admitted the truth. And somehow, her world didn’t seem so heavy.

      Cassandra didn’t even blink. “Apology accepted.”

      “You aren’t gonna make me work for it?” Marcia couldn’t help asking the question. If the situation were reversed, Marica would’ve Cassandra work for it. Nothing good came from tolerating disrespect. And there was no point in starting a precedent for excusing bad behavior.

      The bartender returned with Cassandra’s Cosmo, then left to greet new customers that just sat down at the bar.

      “Did Lucky do something specific to piss you off, or is it more a general feeling?” Cassandra guzzled a good third of her cocktail.

      “Lucky looks for any excuse to work late nights at the office, which is ridiculous since he and Sawyer have a small practice and don’t take on a lot of cases.”

      “That can’t be easy.”

      “And Ben came out as bisexual,” Marcia blurted.

      Cassandra elevated her eyebrows. “Does that bother you? Is that why you’re here? To try and understand what same-sex attraction feels like?”

      “I don’t care that Ben is bisexual. Anyway, I’m here for myself.” Marcia drank more of her Margarita.

      “Oh.” Cassandra made brief eye contact with Marcia. “Mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Go for it.”

      “Is coming here a new thing for you?”

      “No, I’ve always been attracted to both men and women.”

      “Well, I won’t lie. You got a little more interesting.” Cassandra laughed, then a couple of patrons at the opposite end of the bar glanced at Marcia and Cassandra.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I never would’ve expected something like this from you.”

      “Did you kick Felicia out?” Marcia finished her drink.

      “Yeah, she’s staying with her parents until further notice.”

      “That sounds fair.”

      “Just don’t know what the hell is wrong with me.”

      “Nothing is wrong with you—it’s not your fault that Felicia betrayed you.”

      “And the worst part is I found out the truth from Selma Diamond of all people.” Cassandra grunted. “You have no idea how humiliating that was.”

      Marcia forced a smile. “Why don’t we change the subject?”

      “I don’t care what we discuss, as long as we don’t talk about Lucky or Felicia.”

      “Do you think I’m attractive?”

      “What made you ask that?”

      Marcia slouched. “Just curious.”

      The two women held eye contact for the longest time before Cassandra kissed her. Cassandra even placed her hands on Marcia’s cheeks, which gave Marcia a rush—the kind of rush an adrenaline junkie got when speeding down the highway at a hundred miles per hour. Something different existed from the way Cassandra kissed Marcia, as opposed to how Lucky kissed Cassandra. Marcia just didn’t know what it was.

      Cassandra pulled back after a beat.

      Marcia gasped. “Wow.”

      “That answer your question?”

      Marcia nodded.

      “Good.”

      Marcia brought her fingers to her lips, tracing where Cassandra kissed her. The kiss was palpable yet fleeting, which created a cruel paradox. Because Marcia couldn’t lie to herself. Not this time.

      Cassandra’s face lit up. “I’m just gonna shoot my shot. Would you wanna come back to my place?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great.”
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, Marcia and Cassandra remained on their backs in bed with the comforter wrapped around them. Sweat trickled down their faces while they caught their breath.

      “Wow,” Marcia murmured.

      “Never thought that was gonna happen.”

      “Neither did I.”

      Cassandra’s eyes widened. “Do you regret what we did?”

      “Nope,” Marcia said without hesitation. Surprise bubbled inside her. Apparently, she didn’t know herself as well as she thought she did. Having regret would’ve been a normal reaction. Yet Marcia couldn’t regret it. Not this time. If Lucky wanted to drown himself in work, then Marcia wasn’t going to put herself on some pedestal and be some paragon of virtue. Marcia wasn’t the same person she was when she’d first met Lucky, and nothing she did changed that fact.

      “Neither do I.” Cassandra placed her hand over the comforter. “But there’s one thing I need. Do you think Lucky is having an affair?”

      “No. I can tell when he’s lying.”

      “Good to know,”

      “This probably goes without saying, but nobody can ever find out about this tryst.”

      “Agreed.”

      Marcia moved closer towards Cassandra. “There’s something else we should get straight.”

      “Funny choice of words.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Say whatever’s on your mind—this is a no-judgment zone.”

      “Was this a one-time thing, or do you want to do this again?”

      “Good question …”

      Marcia sighed. “Just curious. I won’t be offended if you don’t want this to be an ongoing thing.” She didn’t have a choice with what she’d said. Putting pressure on Cassandra was the last thing she wanted to do. No sense in renewing a possible good thing before it even started. But Marcia wanted nothing more than to continue what had just happened between her and Cassandra.

      Cassandra sat up. “Why don’t we take it one hook up at a time?”

      “I can live with that.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcia entered her kitchen the following morning while Ben sat on a stool, sipping coffee.

      “Hi,” she mumbled.

      “Rough night?” Ben asked.

      “Not at all.”

      “You’re wearing the same clothes that you had on yesterday.”

      “What’s your point?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” He drank more coffee.

      “If you have something to say, then don’t be bashful.”

      “Dad didn’t come home last night and I assume he’s not with you.”

      “We’ll, you’re right about that.”

      “Relax, Mom. I’m not gonna tell Dad you cheated on him.”

      In all the possible parenting scenarios, Marcia never once imagined Ben would accuse her of infidelity. But it wasn’t like she could get too angry with Ben. What he said was true—Marcia had broken her marriage vows and she’d have to find some way to live with herself.

      “Ben!” she exclaimed.

      “I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      “Didn’t say you were.”

      Ben rolled his eyes. “Why don’t I make you breakfast and we discuss what you did last night.”

      Marcia yawned. “I think I’m just going to go lie down, but thanks.”

      “Cool.”

      “Your father really didn’t come home last night?”

      “Nope. I just assumed he worked late and fell asleep at the office.”

      Marcia shook her head. She had no idea how her life had spiraled so far out of control, but it appeared to be her new normal. There was just no debate to be had about the matter. It wasn’t like she could turn back time and magically fix her marriage to Lucky. Nope. That was the type of thing that only existed in people’s delusional daydreams.
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            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben sat by his mahogany desk in his bedroom watching Netflix on his laptop while his conversation from earlier with Mom weighed on his mind. Sometimes, Ben was too smart for his own good. Ben shouldn’t have inferred Mom cheated, yet wearing clothes from the previous day told him everything he needed to know about his mother’s actions.

      Ben couldn’t judge Mom too harshly, though. Doing so would’ve made Ben a hypocrite. And Ben couldn’t have that. Because Mom wasn’t the only one keeping secrets. Ben compartmentalized something from his past, and it’d only be a matter of time before someone discovered his secret. His bisexuality wasn’t the only thing Ben withheld. And Ivy’s death could be a catalyst for the truth being discovered.

      Ivy was the one Ben had had an affair with the previous year during his freshman year of college…
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        * * *

      

      Ben didn’t have classes on Wednesdays during his first semester of college, so he had no problem dropping something off at the post office for Mom. But bumping into one of Mom’s friends was the last thing he expected.

      Ben offered his hand, pulling Ivy up from the ground. “Sorry about that,” he said. “Should’ve watched where I was going.”

      Ivy batted her eyes. “Don’t worry about that. It was an honest mistake. It wasn’t like we got hurt.”

      “True.”

      “How have classes been?” Ivy asked.

      “It’s still early, but everything is off to a great start.”

      “Fantastic!” She pulled her purse strap up further. “Cooper misses hanging out with you.”

      Ben fanned himself with his tee-shirt. “I’ve been meaning to text. Hopefully, he isn’t too mad at me.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing too serious.”

      “I was just headed to Starbucks,” Ben said.

      Ivy grinned, yet didn’t respond. Sweat soon stuck to Ben’s palms. Embarrassing himself in front of one of Mom’s friends was the last thing he wanted.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Ben asked.

      Ivy waggled her eyebrows. “Not at all. It’s just that I headed to Starbucks.”

      “What a coincidence.”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “Really?”

      “Well, generally speaking.”

      “Would you wanna go together?” Ben asked.

      His heart thumped louder and faster. The words left his mouth before he could even think about the ramifications of what he’d said. Coming across as awkward was the last thing he wanted or needed.

      Ben wasn’t blind, though. Being his best friend’s mother didn’t mean Ivy wasn’t attractive. Ivy was absolutely one of the most gorgeous women Ben had ever met, and he hoped her husband appreciated her. It was the least Ivy deserved—to Ben, that was. No explanation necessary about how values varied from person to person. Ivy’s husband might have had very different ideas about how to treat a woman than Ben did.

      Ivy frowned. “Like a date?”

      “No, I meant as friends.”

      “I’m teasing, Ben.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      She tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “But, yeah. Nothing wrong with you hanging out with one of your mother’s friends. It’s not like you’re jetting me off to Paris.”

      “Your husband ever do that for you?”

      Ivy averted her gaze. “I wish.”
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        * * *

      

      Ben and Ivy snickered while they stood outside the motel room in a neighboring town. Having a tryst with his best friend’s mother was the last thing Ben had ever expected to happen. Yet Ben was only young once, and he’d wondered what being entangled with an older woman would feel like.

      Ivy gave him a mock scowl. “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good. Now, let’s get to it.” Ivy opened the door with the keycard and locked it behind her and Ben.

      In one swift motion, Ben pulled her in for a kiss. Then, he caressed her cheeks while she pushed her tongue further into his mouth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ben and Ivy lay in bed with the comforter wrapped around them in his bedroom. Sweat dripped down their faces, yet neither one of them spoke since they rolled onto their backs minutes earlier.

      She placed her head on his chest. “I can’t believe I’m in your bedroom.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is to me.”

      “Just be glad my parents are out of town for the weekend, and you don’t have to pay for a motel.” Ben snaked his fingers through her hair, enjoying the smooth texture.

      “You make a good point.”

      “Hopefully, this isn’t difficult for you.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Since you’re married.”

      “Oh, that.” Ivy remained silent for a moment. “Don’t worry about my husband—he doesn’t suspect a thing.”

      “Good. Keep it that way.”
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        * * *

      

      The wind whistled, pushing a pile of red, orange, and yellow leaves into the distance. Ben rang the doorbell while he paced back and forth.

      The door opened. It was Ivy.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      Ben waved a wallet at Ivy. “This look familiar?”

      She clapped. “I was wondering where that was.”

      He handed over her wallet.

      “Don’t mean to sound ungrateful,” Ivy said. “I’d just hate for Tanner to catch you.”

      “I would’ve made up some lie if he opened the door.”

      “You shouldn’t even have to be in that position.”

      Ben coughed into his right arm. “It’d be nice to see you again.”

      “We’ll work something out.”

      Ben pulled Ivy against his body. “I just can’t live without you. You don’t know how much excitement and joy you bring to my life.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Would it be okay if I gave you a quick kiss since nobody’s watching us?”

      Ivy beamed at him. “Sure, that’d be great.”

      Ben kissed her, then closed his eyes. This embrace was fleeting, like everything else in life. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy the moment while it lasted. A little pleasure was the least he deserved. Ben also wasn’t oblivious to how she always lit up around him—he needed all of one second to guess she probably didn’t do that around her husband.

      Ben pulled away. His pulse soared. For a split second, he swore he’d spotted Cooper from the upstairs window.
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        * * *

      

      Ben entered Starbucks before making his way to a table in back. The only problem was the sour expression on Ivy’s face. He didn’t need to be clairvoyant to know she was probably gonna say something he didn’t wanna hear.

      “Everything okay?” he asked casually.

      She fretted. “We can’t keep doing this, Benjamin. I’d never forgive myself if Tanner discovered what was going on between us.”

      “Wait? You’re dumping me?”

      Ivy let out a long breath. “Yes, we’re done. Not to mention, you should be dating someone more age-appropriate.”

      “But I’m eighteen.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Is this because I brought up those bruises the other day?” Ben asked. “I didn’t mean to upset you—I was just being honest. Because you and I both know you didn’t get them slipping on the ice.”

      She slid her elbows onto the table, then leaned closer. “I don’t know if you know this, but Cooper has a thing for you.”

      “I know.”

      “You should ask him out. And don’t worry—I’d help you hide this from Tanner. Because I’m pretty sure you know how he’d react to Cooper dating a guy.”

      Tanner. The name lingered in Ben’s mind for a minute, because little details once again revealed profound truths. In Ivy’s case, that meant referring to her husband as “Tanner” instead of “my husband” like she had when Ben and she first started the affair, Ivy distancing herself from Tanner. And that infuriated Ben even more. If Tanner made Ivy feel dead inside like Ben suspected, then ending their trysts was the last thing they should do.

      Ben whimpered. “You can’t do this.”

      “Goodbye, Benjamin.” Ivy stood, then walked away.

      Tears welled in Ben’s eyes. He could only be strong for so long. He and she were in different stages in their life, yet that didn’t mean the feelings weren’t real. They were. And maybe the problem was the situation was a classic example of “right person, wrong time.”

      Another thought popped into Ben’s head. He couldn’t get over her mentioning how Cooper had a thing for him … almost as if Ivy had pimped her own son out to Ben.

      Ben could do worse than Cooper, though. So, he’d consider seeing if Cooper was interested in exploring something romantic. Perhaps linking up with someone new was the easiest way to move on.
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        * * *

      

      An owl resting on a tree branch outside Ben’s bedroom window hooted, snapping him out of his daydreaming. It was sophomore year of college, not freshman. And that meant Ben needed to leave the past in the past. Dwelling on what could’ve been with Ivy wouldn’t do him any good. It wasn’t like he’d settled by dating Cooper. Cooper was a great guy, and Ben could do a lot worse. Ben only needed to read advice columns to realize that there were people worse off in love than him.

      Ben closed his laptop, then walked to his bed and plopped down on it. A good night’s sleep wouldn’t solve his past worries, but it was a good start.
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        * * *

      

      Ben and Cooper sat at a table in back of the pizza shop. Somehow, they were really doing it—having a date in public. The only stipulation was that it had to be in a different town from the one they lived in.

      Ben didn’t care about Cooper’s condition, though. Only a fool would’ve punished someone for good behavior.

      “Glad we’re doing this.” Ben slurped his diet soda.

      Cooper grabbed a slice of pepperoni pizza from the tray on the middle of the table. “Me too. But I have one question. When were you planning on telling me about your affair with my mother?”

      He must’ve had earwax stuck in his ears. Cooper couldn’t have said what he had. Yet Ben wasn’t tripping on drugs or under the influences of any other substances. So, he must’ve heard Cooper correctly. And it’d take a miracle for Cooper not to hate Ben by the end of the conversation. Because Ben couldn’t lose Cooper. Not after losing Ivy.

      Ben pursed his lips. “You know?”

      “Of course I know.”

      Ben’s throat burned. “Wow.”

      “Anyway, I deserve an explanation.”

      Ben snickered. “You’re one to talk.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I’m old enough to know the black eye and bruises on your neck aren’t because you’re clumsy.”

      Ben’s jaw shook. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t ignore Cooper’s current injuries. If he didn’t know better, Ben would’ve bet his life on how history was about to repeat himself. And he didn’t know what he’d do about that fact. Having Cooper suffer the same fate as Ivy was less than ideal.

      Cooper grimaced. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I know enough.”

      “Please, drop it!”

      Ben whipped his head back and forth. “Have it your way.”

      Not pressing the topic further proved best. And it wasn’t because Ben didn’t care about Cooper—alienating Cooper wasn’t a smart move. Cooper didn’t have any other friends. So, Ben would be Cooper’s life line. Even if that meant ignoring the obvious. Some people were beyond help until they helped themselves, and Cooper was no exception. But Cooper’s evasiveness didn’t mean Ben would do nothing; he wouldn’t.

      Ben would watch Tanner like a hawk—that was a promise.
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      A couple of days after cheating with Marcia, Cassandra sat on a park bench while a thick layer of fog masked her surroundings. She would’ve laughed under any other circumstances—a foggy morning provided fodder for a murder mystery book. Yet this wasn’t just a normal morning.

      Felicia had called her about meeting, and Cassandra almost regretted agreeing to chat. Felicia hadn’t yet appeared and she didn’t know how much longer her patience would hold. Felicia wasn’t in a position to demand favors, and Cassandra didn’t know when or if she’d ever be able to trust Felicia again. Emptying their joint bank account wasn’t the same as forgetting an anniversary or birthday; that type of mistake could happen to anyone and be forgotten about when enough time passed.

      High heels clicked the ground and Cassandra lifted her gaze. “Didn’t think you were gonna show.”

      Felicia bit her lip. “Sorry. Got stuck in traffic.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Thank you for giving me a chance. Not everyone would be so kind.” She sat on the bench next to Cassandra.

      Cassandra scooted away from Felicia. “You’ve got five minutes, so you better start talking. Time is money, after all.”

      “When did you become so cold?”

      Cassandra glared at Felicia.

      “Sorry. Shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Four minutes.”

      “I got all the money back.”

      “What’d you just say?” Cassandra demanded.

      “I’m not kidding. My parents gave it to me.”

      “Great.”

      “And I put it back into the account. You can check for yourself and see that I’m not lying.”

      Cassandra whipped out her iPhone from her jacket pocket and did as Cassandra suggested. The banking app logged her in after a beat, and she smiled for one fleeting moment. Felicia hadn’t lied; she’d returned the money.

      “Wow!” Cassandra exclaimed, relieved.

      Felicia sighed. “I want you to know that I’m really sorry for what I did. And I might not be able to regain your trust overnight, but I’m willing to put in the work. You’re worth it because I can’t imagine my life without you.”

      Cassandra didn’t know whether to be annoyed or flattered by Felicia’s sentiment. She was a lot of things in light of her recent betrayal, but Cassandra couldn’t say Felicia didn’t care. The inflection and tone in her voice told Cassandra everything she needed to know about her sincerity. The only problem for Cassandra was that she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to trust Felicia again. Trust wasn’t handed out freely; it was earned.

      Cassandra’s hand fell to her lap. “Why didn’t you go to your parents in the first place if they had access to all this money?”

      “I was embarrassed.”

      “Oh.”

      Felicia stared Cassandra down. “Can I move back in?”

      “No. You should continue living with your parents for the time being.” Cassandra tucked her hands into her jacket pockets. “If you need to get more of your stuff, then text, and I’ll have someone deliver the things to your parents’.”

      “I never took you for the vindictive type.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      Felicia sobbed. “You could at least be happy I returned the money—most people wouldn’t do that.”

      “So, I should congratulate you for doing the right thing?” Cassandra shook her head. “Wow. I don’t know you at all.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “This wouldn’t have been an issue if you hadn’t taken the money in the first place.”

      “I can’t undo the past,” Felicia whined.

      “You’re right—you can’t,” Cassandra stated. “But you can get out of my sight.”

      “Fine.” Felicia got up and walked away.

      Cassandra remained where she was. In a perfect world, she would’ve also gotten up from the bench and headed back to work. But she needed a couple of minutes to herself. The reality of how she and Felicia were no longer living under the same roof hadn’t sunk in yet.

      Cassandra also couldn’t help being overcome by nostalgia thanks to two women holding hands as they trekked through the park together. Her twenties seemed a lifetime ago, and Cassandra couldn’t believe how fast life was moving forward. Before she knew it, she’d be 45. Then 50. Then 60. Then 70. Then 80. Then dead.

      Cassandra turned her iPhone on again and sent a text to Marcia: Can we meet tonight? I wanna continue whatever it is that we’ve been doing.

      She whistled while she waited for Marcia to reply. Normally, she hated that sound. But Cassandra needed something, anything, to distract her from being alone with her thoughts. Whether she accepted the truth or not, she was caught in the middle. On the one hand, Cassandra had this amazing life she’d built with Felicia that might not have been worth abandoning over one mistake. On the other hand, Cassandra enjoyed her tryst with Marcia; she hadn’t felt that kind of excitement in years.

      Her iPhone chimed and she checked it. Marcia had texted: Sure. Tonight works.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra and Marcia lay in bed with the comforter covering them from the waist down while sweat clung to their faces.

      Marcia giggled. “Imagine if you hadn’t texted.”

      “Don’t even think!”

      “Mind if I ask how things are going with Felicia?”

      “You don’t need to ask my permission. If you wanna know something, then just ask.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Cassandra looked into Marcia’s eyes, and her heart beat faster. Somehow, an affair was what made the whole world halt. Nothing else mattered at the moment because Cassandra wouldn't have traded this moment for anything. Not even her marriage to Felicia. Cassandra and Marcia understood each other in ways nobody else did—they were both grappling with challenges in their marriages. Cassandra nodded to herself. Yeah, that had to be it.

      “What are you thinking about?” Marcia asked.

      “Nothing important.”

      “Hopefully, this will be an ongoing thing.”

      Cassandra moved closer to Marcia. “Gonna ask that every time we hook up?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We can do this as much as you want.”

      “Good to know.”

      “I’m serious.”

      Marcia scratched the back of her neck. “Do you think we’re playing with fire?”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      Marcia shrugged. “Just curious.”

      “You don’t have regrets, do you?”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth.” She cracked her knuckles. “This has nothing to do with regretting what’s going on between us. Just don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

      “That’s big of you.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      Cassandra’s smile widened. “That’s really amazing of you to not wanna cause any collateral damage, despite how Lucky and Felicia wronged us.”

      Marcia squeezed her hand. “This isn’t about revenge. It’s about fun.”

      “Good to know I bring you excitement.”

      “I’m gonna go take a shower. Wanna join?”

      “In a minute.”

      “Sure. No problem.” Marcia kissed Casandra before jumping out of bed and heading towards Cassandra’s bathroom, which could be accessed from the bedroom.

      A thought popped into Cassandra’s head while she sat in bed. She wondered if she and Marcia were on borrowed time. No amount of fun changed how they were both married. And Cassandra dreaded the possibility of she and Marcia having to choose between their affair and their marriages. Only an idiot would’ve been oblivious to the saying about how things didn’t last forever.
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        * * *

      

      Overhead lights flickered while Cassandra approached the bar the following evening and sat next to Selma.

      Selma beamed. “Thanks for coming.”

      “No need to thank me. Just say whatever it is that you wanted to say because I know you won’t stop hounding me until you talk.”

      “You know me all too well.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      Selma sipped her bourbon. “Let me guess. Felicia didn’t deny the accusation?”

      “Are you stalking me?” Cassandra asked nonchalantly.

      Selma flipped her hair over her shoulder, her gaze fixated on Cassandra. “If you discovered I lied, then you would’ve started with that.”

      “You’re right.”

      Selma winked. “Did you kick her out?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “Fine. Have it your way.”

      “You didn’t have to give me the head’s up about Felicia.”

      “What are frenemies for?”

      Cassandra forced a laugh. “True.”

      “How about you stay for a drink? And don’t worry, it’ll be my treat.”

      Selma’s words lingered in Cassandra’s mind. One drink wasn’t the end of the world—they were in a public place with witnesses. But Selma was the type of person that if you gave an inch, she’d take a mile.

      Cassandra didn’t have anything better to do, though. So, maybe, just maybe, she’d accept Selma’s offer.

      “It’s not like I’m gonna hurt you,” Selma said.

      “Fine. I’ll have one drink.” Cassandra plopped down in the seat next to Selma as a new song echoed throughout the bar.

      “Cool.”

      “But only one.”

      Selma jabbed her fist through the air. “You take the fun out of everything.”

      “Just a little thing called common sense.”

      “Wow. You really don’t trust me.”

      “What gave you that clue?” Cassandra asked with a fleeting smile.

      Selma licked her lips. “When do you think you’ll start dating again?”

      “Nobody said anything about dating.”

      “I had to ask.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’ll indulge you.”

      Selma finished her bourbon. “Whatever.”

      Cassandra continued looking at Selma; her fingers tingled. Hanging with Selma would’ve given anyone anxiety. So, Cassandra couldn’t beat herself up too much for being guarded when it came to her ex. No explanation necessary about how emotionally-ugly people often masked their ugliness with charm and witty conversation. And that truism was why Cassandra hoped Selma wouldn’t put a knife in her back—whether physical or metaphorical. More drama was the last thing Cassandra needed. Having an affair with one of her best friends proved scandal enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Thunder echoed while the pitter-patter of rain hammered the ground outside as Ivy sat by the desk in the bedroom Quentin had assigned to her. Ivy opened the laptop—Quentin was kind enough to give her a spare laptop to use. She couldn’t bring her laptop from her previous life. Doing so would’ve been too dangerous.

      Ivy wasn’t a technology geek, but she didn’t wanna risk being traced. If her old life was dead and buried, then she needed to act like it. Nothing good would come from dwelling on the past. For the most part. She was human like everyone else. And that meant she couldn’t resist watching her memorial service—it was being streamed online.

      Tears welled in her eyes. This was really it. The pastor walked up to the podium, and it was only a matter of seconds before the service started.

      Ivy closed her eyes for a beat. Audrey. Marcia. Cassandra. Cooper. Ben. All people she’d never see again. But that was the way it had to be. Ivy couldn’t half-ass fake her own death. Not if doing so meant risking Tanner finding out. She would’ve rather been trapped in a life-sized cage filled with massive spiders than face Tanner one more time. Even death would’ve been more preferable than crossing paths with that man again.

      Ivy grabbed a tissue before blowing her nose. The pastor droned on about the importance of appreciating your loved ones even when they were no longer physically present. And Ivy couldn’t disagree with the pastor. Death shouldn’t erase someone’s legacy. People lived on—in their accomplishments and surviving family members.

      Her breathing became belabored while she cried louder. In fact, Ivy might as well have been trapped in a coffin. Claustrophobia was the only word that fit the situation. Starting over and escaping death was a positive thing. Yet that didn’t change how she was trapped in this new life with Quentin.

      Cooper approached the church podium before leaning into the microphone; he sported a black suit. “My mother was a lot of things. But to me, she was just Mom. Someone who loved me unconditionally. Someone who was there for both the highs and the lows. Someone who helped with my self-esteem. Someone who listened to me vent about the difficult teachers I’d endured when I was growing up …”

      Closing the laptop was the only thing Ivy could do. It didn’t matter how beautiful Cooper’s speech was. Watching it would only bring more tears. And she couldn’t have that. If Ivy wanted this new life with Quentin to work, then Ivy needed to believe it could work. People always cited the dangers of self-fulfilling prophecies. And this situation was no exception. Positive thinking was the least she could do.

      Someone knocked and she clapped her chest.

      Quentin gave an apologetic look. “Didn’t mean to startle you. Just wanted to let you know I made breakfast.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Everything okay? I mean, besides the obvious.”

      “I thought I could watch my memorial service,” Ivy said. “But I was naïve. It’s just a painful reminder of what will never be.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.” She linked her fingers together. “What’d you make for breakfast?”

      “Waffles and fried chicken, plus a little bacon.”

      Ivy let out a small laugh. “This isn’t the South.”

      “You don’t have to live in the South to enjoy waffles and fried chicken.”

      “True. Good food is good food.”

      “The breakfast is ready whenever you want it,” Quentin said. “Don’t worry, though. I can always reheat it.”

      “Great.”

      Ivy’s pulse no longer echoed in her ears. Quentin’s response was simple enough, yet she couldn’t help her current calmness. Quentin was the opposite of Tanner. And for that, Ivy would never be able to fully express her gratitude. If it were Tanner standing in front of her instead of Quentin, then he would’ve probably yelled at her to get downstairs and threatened to throw away the food if she dawdled.
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        * * *

      

      Ivy nibbled on a piece of bacon while she sat at the dining room table with Quentin. And the calmness hadn’t left Ivy. Enjoying the company of another man—even if it was something simple as eating breakfast together—hadn’t happened in a long time. Probably not since her affair with Ben.

      So, she’d enjoy every second of breakfast. This meal would be fleeting, like everything else in life, and she didn’t even want to speculate about what the universe might throw at her next.

      Quentin blushed. “Hope the food is okay.”

      “It’s great.”

      “Good. Everyone deserves to have a decent meal.”

      “I’m not sure how much Selma told you about my situation.” Ivy grabbed maple syrup—a bottle of the real stuff as opposed to the fake stuff—and poured it over her waffles.

      Quentin sipped orange juice. “She told me everything I needed to know.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “That you’re the victim of a terrible situation.”

      Victim. The word was simple enough. Yet Ivy would scream if she heard that word one more time. She loathed being a victim, because that was the only word that described her marriage to Tanner. And that fucking sucked. Marriage should have been about love and joy. Not wondering when your spouse would go ballistic.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Quentin asked.

      “No, you’re fine.”

      “Good. The last thing I wanna do is offend you.”

      “Don’t worry; I’m a big girl.”

      “Clearly.” Quentin grabbed a napkin to the left of him and wiped syrup from his lips. “I don’t mean to pry, but you can vent to me whenever you want. If that’d be helpful to you, that is.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And only if you’re comfortable with it.”

      Ivy bit into her fried chicken, devouring the crispy skin in a matter of seconds. Quentin’s offer was kind enough, so maybe sharing her feelings with him wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Quentin was the only human contact she’d have for the foreseeable future, so she might as well get used to him.

      “Yeah, it might be good to talk about everything.”

      Quentin guzzled his remaining juice.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” she continued. “I can’t help being consumed with all this guilt for leaving my son behind. Yet I know I didn’t have a choice—Tanner is the most vile, disgusting person I’ve ever met.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Bumping into Cooper while grocery shopping was the last thing Audrey expected to happen. However, she wouldn’t complain about the universe handing her a gift. She was still determined to uncover the truth about Ivy’s death.

      Cooper sighed. “Sorry. Should’ve watched where I was going.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Have a good day.” Cooper started walking away.

      “Do you have a sec to chat?” Audrey asked, gripping Cooper’s arm.

      Cooper brushed Audrey’s arm off. “I shouldn’t be seen talking to you.”

      Audrey narrowed her gaze. “Because you’re afraid your father will beat the shit out of you if he catches us?”

      Cooper’s jaw lowered, yet he didn’t speak. And Audrey didn’t blame Cooper for his silence. Some situations lacked a positive spin no matter how optimistic someone was. There was no excusing an abusive home life—she didn’t know what she would’ve done if she were Cooper.

      “No so loud!” he spat, turning redder than a tomato.

      “Sorry.”

      “You have no idea what my life is like.”

      “Then why don’t you tell me?” Audrey asked with a disarming smile.

      “You wouldn’t believe me.”

      Audrey nibbled the inside of her lip. “Try me.”

      “My father’s just … a complicated person.”

      “That doesn’t give him the right to abuse you.”

      “Maybe I let him down.”

      “Don’t say that!” Audrey pushed her cart to the side, allowing a woman and two kids to stroll down the aisle.

      “My mother’s dead, so just leave the situation alone,” Cooper said flatly.

      “She was one of my best friends.”

      “No need to state the obvious.”

      Audrey took a deep breath. Cooper’s response wasn’t ideal. Yet she was the older of the two. And that meant she had to be the mature one, no matter how tempting it was to lash out. She couldn’t forget that Cooper was a grieving son and how he wouldn’t get over his pain for a long time.

      “I don’t have all the facts,” Audrey said. “But something is clearly going on. I didn’t black out for no reason.”

      “I wasn’t there when you hung out with my mom.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Cooper made eye contact with Audrey. “I might know something that can help you. But you can’t tell anyone this information came from me.”

      “It’ll stay between us.”

      “My mom called Selma Diamond the day she died.” Cooper paused for a moment. “Truthfully, they exchanged a lot of calls over the last few months.”

      “How can you possibly know that?” Audrey asked, puzzled.

      Cooper looked away. “I have my mom’s iPhone.”

      “Why don’t the police have it?”

      “Because her death was ruled a suicide.”

      Audrey scratched the back of her neck. She couldn’t disagree with what he’d said—it was true. But Audrey remained shocked. Audrey never heard of police closing a case in less than twenty-four hours, yet they had. The handwriting in Ivy’s note matched samples of her handwriting, proving someone hadn’t forged the note.

      “Did your mother exchanged texts with Selma?”

      “No-o,” Cooper mumbled.

      She remained silent while Cooper’s revelation lingered in her mind. Ivy being in contact with Selma Diamond was the last thing she’d expected. Working for Selma’s rival—Cassandra—meant Ivy had no reason to be in touch with Selma. But Audrey had no reason to doubt Cooper. If he’d just lied to her, then Ivy should’ve sensed his hesitation.

      Audrey hadn’t sensed any nervousness with his bombshell, though. The only problem was she had no idea why Ivy and Selma would be in contact; Audrey couldn’t think of a solitary reason. Not one. She also appreciated the universe’s twisted sense of humor. One revelation prompted more questions. And if Audrey wanted to get to the truth, she’d have to chat with Selma herself.

      “Why do you still have your mother’s iPhone?” she asked.

      Cooper shrugged. “Could be useful one day.”

      “Like having leverage over your father?”

      “Maybe.”

      Audrey’s stomach flipped upside down. Her heartbreak for Cooper increased with each passing second. A college-aged kid shouldn’t need leverage over a parent. Yet here she was, staring him down.

      Audrey gave Cooper an apologetic look. “I’m sorry for everything you have to go through—you don’t deserve it.”

      She didn’t care if her words wouldn’t change his situation. Acknowledging Cooper was the right thing to do. It was what Audrey would’ve wanted if the situations were reversed.

      “No shit!” Cooper exclaimed.

      A thought popped into Audrey’s head and she didn’t care how crazy it was. Audrey had to make her point. If Cooper turned her down, then that was one thing. But she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t try.

      “Your situation doesn’t have to continue as is,” Audrey said. “Marcia, Cassandra, and I would do anything for you. Just say the word.”

      “My father would find me.”

      Audrey’s heart leapt. Cooper’s reply wasn’t the one she’d wanted to hear. But some situations were out of her control. And her current conversation with Cooper was no exception. People like Cooper couldn’t be helped until they were ready to help themselves. He had to want to change—Audrey couldn’t transfer her willpower to him or live Cooper’s life for him.

      “Do you think it’s odd my mother left her iPhone inside while you two went on the pontoon boat?” Cooper asked.

      “Maybe she forgot to bring it with her.”

      “Maybe.”

      “What room did you find her phone in?”

      “Her office.”

      Audrey gave Cooper a pleading look. “I promise you I’ll get to the bottom of things—you deserve closure.”

      “There’s another thought on my mind but I haven’t told anyone.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “The whole thing seems kinda staged.”

      Audrey arched her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “First Mom forgets her iPhone inside when you two go boating. And then you end up being drugged.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      Cooper coughed into his free hand. “Maybe there’s an option that doesn’t involve suicide or murder.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like she faked her death,” he responded.

      Audrey didn’t say anything; she couldn’t. Cooper’s response was the furthest thing from her mind. The idea seemed far-fetched. Staged deaths were the type of thing that happened in television shows and movies, not real life. Yet that explanation could be why nobody had found Ivy’s body.

      She shook her head. His suggestion couldn’t be true. If Tanner was abusive, then Ivy wouldn’t leave her son behind. No decent mother would do that. Doing so would’ve been a shitty thing to do!

      “Have you told anyone else your theory?”

      Cooper shook his head. “Nope. And I don’t plan to. Starting trouble is the last thing I wanna do.”

      “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      Cooper gave Audrey a small smile. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      “Do me one favor, though.”

      “Name it.”

      “Keep a low profile if you insist on playing amateur detective.” Cooper’s lips trembled. “I’m sure I don’t have to explain to you how my father is a powerful person and how I’d hate it if anything happened to you.”

      “Understood.”

      Audrey didn’t know if she should be grateful or terrified by Cooper’s unsolicited advice. On the one hand, his comment proved he cared. On the other hand, she didn’t know what she’d do if Tanner discovered she was investigating Ivy’s death.

      Tanner abusing Cooper would remain etched in Audrey’s mind for the foreseeable future. Witnessing the attack was bad enough. Audrey didn’t even want to contemplate what being abused actually entailed. No explanation necessary about how Cooper must’ve died a long time ago. She watched enough news and consumed enough pop culture to understand that the type of situation Cooper endured wasn’t good for a person’s emotional wellbeing.

      She put her arms back on the cart. “Take care, Cooper.”

      “You too.”

      Audrey wheeled her wagon down the aisle without looking back. Then she wouldn’t have to contemplate what hell Cooper might endure when he crossed paths with his father later in the evening.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey stood outside the local Starbucks the following afternoon. After doing some digging, she’d discovered that Selma usually went to that particular Starbucks every day at three o’clock.

      Selma exited the Starbucks a couple of moments later and a smile tugged at Audrey’s lips. The universe was once again on her side. And she’d seize the opportunity. Not doing so would’ve been foolish.

      Audrey’s grin widened. “Selma Diamond!”

      “What do you want?”

      “I know you were in contact a lot with Ivy before she died, including the day of her suicide.”

      “So?”

      “I’d bet my life that you know something.”

      Selma threw a gaze towards the alley, and Audrey nodded. She followed her into it while sunlight beamed on the street.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” Audrey demanded.

      Selma hissed, “You have no idea what’s going on here! And if you ever cared about Ivy, then you’ll drop this.”

      Disbelief flooded Audrey’s body. Selma being direct was the last thing she’d expected. In this type of situation, most people would play coy till their last dying breath.

      “You aren’t gonna deny my accusation?” Audrey asked, surprised.

      “There’s no point. It’s clear you do your homework.”

      Maybe, just maybe, this was the one-time Selma hadn’t lied. There was just something palpable about the desperation in her voice that Audrey couldn’t shake.

      Audrey rolled her eyes. “Wow. I’m flattered.”

      “I’m serious! And if I find out that you’re continuing to poke around Ivy’s death, then you’re gonna be in big trouble.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Audrey lay in bed next to Sawyer. She yawned before placing her bookmark in the book.

      Sawyer looked up from his iPhone. “Something wrong?”

      Telling Sawyer about her conversation with Selma earlier in the day wouldn’t be easy, but she didn’t have a choice. Sawyer was her confidant, her everything. Anything that bothered Audrey was something Sawyer needed to know about.

      “Ivy was in contact with Selma Diamond before her death.” Audrey played with her ponytail. “And Selma definitely knows something. The only question is if I can wear her down and get the information from her.”

      “Interesting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcia lay in bed with Cassandra, making out. Infidelity wasn’t the nicest thing in the world, but Marcia pushed aside her guilt. Lucky had texted her several hours ago about how he was going to spend another late night at the office so he could get ahead on his current case.

      Marica refused to spend the evening alone. She deserved more out of life than to spend night after night by her lonesome. It wasn’t like she’d done anything to justify Lucky’s coldness—she hadn’t.

      Ben also wasn’t an option. Being a college student meant he deserved to have a life of his own because she refused to be a burden to her son.

      The two women continued making out while Cassandra’s strawberry-scented shampoo wafted through the air, teasing Marcia’s nostrils. Every neuron in her body became electrified after Cassandra shoved her tongue into her mouth. Marcia closed her eyes. Tuning out the rest of the world was best. Nothing else mattered during this moment than the two of them.

      Surprise still bubbled inside Marcia’s body, though. Having an affair with her best friend was the last thing Marcia had expected. Sure. She’d never denied Cassandra was attractive. But sleeping with a best friend was the type of wild plot that happened on a soap opera, not real life.

      Marcia and Cassandra rolled onto their backs sometime later, panting.

      “Wow!” Cassandra exclaimed. “That was something.”

      “Good to know I haven’t lost my touch.”

      “That would never happen.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      Cassandra leaned forward and rested her free hand under her chin. “Truth time. Still have no regrets about what we’re doing?”

      “Nope.”

      She laughed. “I’m impressed.”

      Marcia’s gaze constricted. “Come again?”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I would’ve expected you to start feeling guilty by now.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      Marcia hadn’t lied. Guilt was a wasted emotion. If Lucky would continue keeping her at arm’s length, then she wouldn’t so much as blink at her newfound relationship with Cassandra. She deserved to be touched … and feel like she was alive. But that was what made the situation bizarre. Lucky was a man, and Marcia would’ve never guessed that there’d come a point in time when Lucky wouldn’t want to jump her bones. Some stereotypes—such as how men were often horny—were true. Yet somehow, the passion had left their marriage. If Marcia was going to be honest with herself, then she needed to admit that Ben was the only thing her and Lucky had in common.

      Cassandra nodded. “Good for you. Everyone deserves to have occasional fun.”

      “Amen to that.” Marcia gripped the comforter tighter. “What about you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “No regrets about hurting Felicia?”

      “None.”

      Marcia let out a small laugh. “Good to know we’re on the same page. It’d suck if one of us let our conscience stop us from enjoying a good thing.”

      “Felicia taught me a valuable lesson.” Cassandra’s fingers snaked through her hair. “You can never be too careful when it comes to trusting people.”

      Marcia blinked. “Do you trust me?”

      “Absolutely.”

      She wiped sweat from her forehead. “How long do you think we can keep this going?”

      The words stung Marcia as soon as she realized the implications of what she’d said. Applying pressure to her affair with Cassandra was the last thing she wanted or needed. Yet she was human like anyone else. And that meant wanting to control situations, including the timeframe of a relationship.

      Knowing the universe, Marcia’s dynamic with Cassandra would implode. And she couldn’t have that. Not ever. Not when she’d finally discovered happiness.

      “As long as we want,” Cassandra said lightly.

      Marcia’s heartbeat slowed down. Cassandra’s response was exactly what she’d wanted to hear. Nothing in life came easy, but that didn’t mean the situation wasn’t worth fighting for. Cassandra was worth fighting for. And that was all there was to it. In fact, Marcia would’ve considered making a bargain with the devil so she wouldn’t lose Cassandra. It was almost as if she were a teenager all over again, falling in love for the first time.

      Marcia’s shoulders tensed. Love. The word’s nice connotation didn’t mean she hadn’t jumped the gun. She had. Lust was what Marcia shared with Cassandra.

      Sex often developed into something more, though. So, Marcia wouldn’t despair. Good things took time. She only needed to look back to her high school history to realize things didn’t happen in one day; Rome, for sure, hadn’t been built in a day.

      Cassandra raised her eyebrows. “Something wrong?”

      “I’m fine.”

      Omission didn’t mean Marcia was a bad person. Not saying things was sometimes necessary for self-preservation. She needed to trust the process. Her dynamic with Cassandra was going fine, and it’d continue to go fine. It had to.

      “Okay,” Cassandra said.

      Marcia beamed. “Just know you’ve made me happier than you’ll ever realize.”

      Exchanging a love confession was premature, but Marcia could still express her feelings in a less intense way. No explanation how life was short and she deserved to tell whoever was important to her that they mattered.

      Cassandra giggled. “Glad to hear.”

      Marcia plopped her head onto the pillow, then lay on her back. The image of Lucky popped into her mind, but a burning sensation didn’t jab her stomach. Marcia was as determined as ever not to feel guilty.

      “Don’t mean to sound corny,” Cassandra said. “But you mean a lot to me too—just thought you should know.”

      “Thanks,” Marcia said, eyes closed.
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        * * *

      

      Marcia fiddled with the lock, trying to open the front door the following afternoon while rain fell to the ground, louder and faster.

      The lock clicked before Marcia picked up her bags and entered her home. She placed her shopping bags and purse on the table by the front door. Then, a warm sensation washed over her cheeks.

      Lucky sat before the living room table with a bottle of wine, two glasses, and platter of Brie cheese and crackers on it.

      “What’s going on?” Marcia asked.

      Lucky chuckled. “How dumb do you think I am? Only an idiot would be oblivious to how I’ve been ignoring you.”

      An itch shot up Marcia’s neck, and she scratched. She’d never get over the universe’s twisted sense of irony. Lucky was finally acknowledging her feelings, yet it was a little too late. In a perfect world, Lucky would’ve done something like this before Marcia had started sleeping with Cassandra. When Lucky had previously made an effort, he hadn’t once mentioned how he let Marcia down. The superficial niceties were what did the talking.

      Lucky bit his lip. “Something wrong, dear?”

      “I’m fine. Just tired from a long day of shopping.”

      “Hopefully, you didn’t do too much damage to my credit card.”

      She remained silent. Being distant with Lucky meant she could no longer tell when he was joking and when he was being passive-aggressive or harsh. And that was a big problem. Being in sync was essential to a healthy marriage. Lucky shouldn’t have resembled a stranger. Because Marcia hadn’t married a stranger all those years ago; she’d married Lucky.

      He gave her a funny look. “Gonna join me on the couch?”

      “Sure.” Marcia shuffled into the living room before sitting next to him.

      Lucky opened the wine, then poured generous servings. Marcia snatched the glass as soon as he placed it on the living room table and took a big swig. She didn’t even bother appreciating the Chardonnay’s buttery taste. If she was going to put Cassandra out of her mind for the evening and play the role of doting wife, then she needed all the alcohol she could get. Non-negotiable.

      Lucky’s eyes bulged. “Someone’s thirsty.”

      She glared at him, but didn’t make a snarky comment. A warning look would be enough. Starting a fight was the last thing she wanted or needed. She simply didn’t care enough to fight with him anymore. Bickering would’ve meant their marriage was worth saving, and it wasn’t. Not anymore.

      Lucky pressed his hands together. “I really am sorry.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I believe you.”

      “Don’t be mean to be blunt, but is something troubling you?” Lucky sipped his wine, then placed some Brie on a cracker.

      Marcia didn’t wince. Lucky couldn’t have known about her and Cassandra, but if he knew the truth, then he wouldn’t be so calm—she was certain of that much.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Don’t put up a wall.” He nibbled his cracker before looping his arms around her shoulders.

      The harsh smell of Lucky’s spicy cologne pricked Marcia’s nose. If only their marriage could be fixed by buying a different cologne. But no. It couldn’t. Simple solutions rarely happened in life.

      She also couldn’t help almost screaming at Lucky’s response. He was the one spending a lot of extra time at the office; thus, he’d put the wall. So, he shouldn’t lecture her about being distant.

      “Let me in,” he urged. “Losing a best friend isn’t easy, no matter how old you are, and I wanna be there for you.”

      Marcia pushed Lucky off her.

      “Something wrong?” he continued.

      “When do you plan on being there for me?”

      His pupils dilated. “Huh?”

      “You’re hardly home,” she said.

      Lucky grimaced. “I’m making an effort now. Doesn’t that count?”

      “Maybe we should swap places.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      “You have no idea what my life is like.” She stood, her eyes glued on him. “If you did, then you’d realize how lonely I am.”

      She didn’t care about oversharing. Trying to get through the evening while being civil was naïve. She just couldn’t take it anymore. She was only human and shouldn’t be enabling her husband’s bad marriage habits.

      “I can’t change the past, but I can change the future,” he said.

      Marcia snorted. “Where’d you read that quote? In a self-help book?”

      “When did you get so cruel?”

      “I could ask you the same thing about your cluelessness.”

      For a split-second, she contemplated blurting how she was sleeping with Cassandra. Yet common sense stopped her. Telling Lucky the truth about her infidelity would make their marriage problems more real, and she couldn’t have that. Having a secret—such as cheating—meant she had the upper-hand. And she’d be damned if she didn’t best him. It was the least he deserved after being a terrible husband.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Some things never got old for Ben, including spending time with Cooper. More specifically, having sex. He remained on his stomach while Cooper’s breath prickled Ben’s skin. There was nothing like being so close to another human being. Ben wouldn’t trade this moment with Cooper for anything in the world. Not even for automatic A’s as final grades for all his semester classes. Nobody was perfect, but Cooper was Ben’s world. He also couldn’t alienate Cooper. He hadn’t forgotten how Cooper’s father was abusing him. The whole situation still gave Ben goosebumps.

      Nothing lasted forever, though. And that was why Ben hoped Cooper’s situation would be remedied eventually. Despair was no way to live.

      Cooper rolled onto his back sometime later while Ben remained face down, head on the pillow. “We need to talk,” he said.

      Ben’s pulse hadn’t soared. No point in getting worked up before he listened to what Cooper had to say. There could be an endless number of topics that he wanted to talk to Ben about. And jumping to the worst possible conclusion would’ve guaranteed stress. And that was the last thing he wanted or needed. This was easier said than done, but Ben needed to simplify his life. Not make it more complicated.

      “Everything okay?” Ben asked.

      Cooper looked away. “I can’t keep doing this.”

      “What are you talking about?” His breathing lowered, returning to normal. “Didn’t you enjoy yourself?”

      “This has nothing to do with sexual compatibility.”

      Ben sat up in bed. “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

      “This relationship is a liability I can’t afford.”

      Ben couldn’t have heard Cooper correctly. He couldn’t have said what he had. Yet he had. Ben hadn’t ingested any illegal drugs, so Ben couldn’t deny his current reality—how Cooper’s words had just stung him.

      Ben’s eyebrows arched. “Is this because I dated your mother?”

      “No. I’m not mad about that.”

      “Promise not to bring up your bruises anymore … until you’re ready to deal with your situation.”

      “It’s not about that.”

      “Don’t do this! We deserve to be happy.” Tears welled in Ben’s eyes; he couldn’t fight them back. Not this time. No explanations about how emotions sometimes creeped up on people. And Ben’s current conversation with Cooper was no exception.

      Anger flared through Ben’s body. Cooper had waited till after they’d sex to break up with him. That was a shitty thing to do. Almost as if Cooper had wanted to use him. Ben would’ve never done that to Cooper, or anyone else.

      “I’m not trying to hurt you,” he said.

      Ben shrilled, “You should’ve thought about that before you opened your mouth!”

      He made a small fist. “You’ve got no idea what my life is like. My father was all I could think about while we were having sex.”

      Ben gave Cooper a look.

      “I didn’t mean that like it sounds,” Cooper said sheepishly. “My point was … I was worried about my father catching us.”

      “Okay.”

      He let out a long breath. “You really are a good guy. Hopefully, you know that.”

      If Ben were a more impulsive person, he would’ve punched a pillow. Anyone with half a brain wouldn’t have said what Cooper just did. Being told he was “a good guy” was the last thing Ben needed to hear, and stating the obvious would get him nowhere.

      “Time for some real talk,” Ben said, raising his voice. “You aren’t responsible for how your father treated you or your mother. But you are responsible for how you move forward.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “You deserve a better life than you’re getting.”

      “That’s for me to decide.” Cooper scooted further away from Ben. “Last time I checked, it was my life, not yours.”

      “It’s not controlling if it’s true.” Ben picked at his nail. “You could help yourself, but you refuse not to.”

      “Do you think leaving my father is that simple?”

      “It can be.”

      “You’re so out of touch with reality.” Cooper grabbed his tee-shirt, boxers, and basketball shorts from the middle of the bed before hastily sliding into them.

      “You’re legally an adult,” Ben declared. “And that means you no longer have to live at home—not if you don’t want to.”

      Cooper sniggered. “Captain Obvious strikes again!”

      “Don’t be like this.” Ben counted to fifteen in his head. Pausing wasn’t about being dramatic, it was about survival. Choosing his next words carefully was essential if he wanted to save his relationship with Cooper. “You’re pushing me away because you think that’s the easier thing to do. But you’re wrong … because you’re behaving like a coward. And if you break up with me, then you’re gonna lose your only lifeline.”

      “Don’t need you to ‘shrink’ me!” Cooper hopped out of bed, then put on his Crocs.

      “If you think your father killed your mom, then you need to be honest.”

      Cooper whipped his head back and forth. “That’s the least of it.”

      “Please don’t do this, Coop.”

      He looked back at Ben. “Goodbye, Benji.”

      “Once you walk out my bedroom, that’s it.”

      “I know,” he whispered.

      Cooper darted out of Ben’s bedroom without another word while Ben’s pulse echoed in his ears and his breathing grew heavy. Ben’s relationship with Cooper was over, and there wasn’t a fucking thing he could do about it.

      More tears trickled down Ben’s face. Cooper hadn’t died like Ivy, but it felt like a part of Ben had died.

      He had no idea when he’d find happiness again.
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        * * *

      

      Ben sipped his Iced Caramel Macchiato while sitting at the rear of Starbucks the following day, after his classes had finished for the day. It hadn’t even been a full day since Cooper dumped him, yet the despair filling Ben’s insides only increased. In fact, he would’ve gone so far as to say anger and disappointment were suffocating him. He simply didn’t know how he was supposed to continue with his life.

      He couldn’t tie his whole life to a relationship, but life was about building experiences. And that included the time he’d spent with Cooper.

      Heels clicked against the floor. Someone giggled and Ben gave the woman a brief smile.

      “Thanks for meeting me,” Ben said.

      Audrey sat in the chair across from him before sipping her coffee.

      “Never thought you’d wanna talk to me,” she said.

      “You’re one of my mother’s best friends.”

      “No need to state the obvious.”

      Ignoring Audrey’s comment was best. Getting worked up over what she said wouldn’t help, despite how Ben had almost scoffed at her; sometimes, stating the obvious thing was the only thing a person could do. He needed to have a productive chat with her. He needed something, anything, to go right.

      “Don’t even know where to begin,” Ben said.

      Audrey rubbed Ben’s right hand. “Take your time; there’s no rush.”

      “That’s sweet of you.”

      “Sure your parents shouldn’t be here?”

      “I’m an adult.”

      “Okay. Okay.”

      “The rage is just too much.” Ben forced a breath. “First, Ivy died. Then someone dumped me. And I can’t forget about the abuse.”

      Audrey’s eyes widened. “You know?”

      “Yeah, Tanner abused Ivy and he’s still abusing Cooper.”

      “I’ve chatted with Cooper a few times.” Audrey tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I even overheard one of his altercations with Tanner.”

      “Life shouldn’t be like this.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I still don’t know why I’m here.” She drank more of her coffee.

      “You’re a common link between Ivy and my mom. And I know Cassandra is also, but she’s probably far too busy to chat.” Ben slurped his frosty drink. The caramel’s sweetness tickled his taste buds, providing fleeting relief. That was the thing about Iced Caramel Macchiatos. They provided a sweet treat, yet weren’t as much of a sugar high as a Frappuccino; a Frappuccino overpowered Ben because they always left him dehydrated.

      “Are you mentioning Ivy because you and Cooper are friends?” Audrey asked.

      “Ivy and I had an affair last year,” Ben told her. “But then she dumped me and suggested I ask Cooper out—he had a crush on me.”

      “Oh.”

      “I never thought things with Cooper would end.” Ben grabbed a napkin from the metal dispenser on the middle of the table before rubbing his eyes.

      “This probably won’t be of much comfort, but sometimes situations are beyond our control. It doesn’t make an outcome right. It’s just a way to learn to live with the pain.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Tanner being Ivy’s killer has crossed my mind.”

      “Mine too.”

      “Regardless of what did or didn’t happen with Ivy, I’m worried Tanner will end up killing Cooper one day during one of his violent outbursts.”

      “Do your parents know about you and Cooper?” Audrey asked.

      “They know I was seeing a guy, but I never gave them a name.”

      “I see.”

      “Hope you don’t think I’m a coward,” Ben pouted. “You have no idea how worried Cooper was about Tanner uncovering the truth about us.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “Do you want my honest opinion?” she asked.

      Ben nodded.

      “You need to tell your parents the truth about Cooper’s abuse. The situation is bigger than both of you. And if Cooper can’t help himself, then you need to do the heavy lifting. It’s the only way things will change.”

      Ben massaged his temples while Audrey’s response weighed on him. At first, her idea seemed impossible; Ben couldn’t make Cooper do anything he didn’t want to. But Audrey was right. Inaction and silence weren’t options. Those choices only enabled Tanner further, and Ben couldn’t have that. Not ever.

      “You’re right,” Ben agreed.

      “It won’t be easy, but you gotta do it.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “It was brave of you to confide in me.”

      “Didn’t have a choice.” Ben consumed more of his beverage. “But hopefully, Cooper doesn’t hate me.”

      “You’re entitled to your feelings, but situations are often worse than they seem.” Audrey moved forward, so close that if Cooper were doing this, Ben would’ve thought he was going to kiss him. “And don’t worry about Ivy. One way or another, I’m going to get to the truth about her death.”

      A lump lingered in Ben’s throat. “Good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Cassandra

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t feel bad about blowing up at Lucky.” Cassandra adjusted her posture while she and Marcia remained in bed. “Getting angry only makes you human. Besides, I would’ve said way worse than you did.”

      “I’ve got a confession to make, but you’ve gotta promise not to judge me.”

      Cassandra snorted. “Please stop worrying so much—I’m the last person to judge you. Or have you not been paying attention to what’s been going on between us?”

      Marcia looked away. “I almost told Lucky everything, but I didn’t. Not because I didn’t wanna be impulsive … but because I enjoy having this over him.”

      “Wow!”

      “Do you hate me?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!”

      “There’s another thing I didn’t even consider at the time.” Marcia lay down, back pressed against the bed. “Lucky is unreliable.”

      “How so?”

      “He has these fleeting moments where he decides to play the doting husband,” she explained. “But there’s no point in his fake sincerity since he’s more devoted to his job ninety-eight percent of the time.”

      “Have you asked him why he’s this way?” Cassandra asked.

      Asking a dangerous question didn’t matter. If Cassandra cared about Marcia, then that meant Cassandra had to put their friendship first. Even if that included something that could push Marcia back towards Lucky. No explanation necessary about how uncovering the root of Marcia and Lucky’s problems could be a good step in healing the distance between them.

      Marcia faced Cassandra. “There’s no point. He’d find some way to spin the situation.”

      “That’s fair.”

      “I also need to be honest about something else.” She pouted. “We never really had anything in common besides Ben.”

      Cassandra frowned. “Do you regret having Ben?”

      “No, not at all.”

      “That’s good … because you can never let Ben know that he was the reason you and Lucky are together.”

      “We’re a little beyond that.”

      “Marcia!”

      “It’s not like Lucky or I were ever that blunt with Ben. It’s just that anyone with even a little common sense would realize that.”

      “Okay. Okay.”

      “What’s new with Felicia?”

      Cassandra glared—Marcia shouldn’t have asked that question. Felicia was the last thing she wanted to discuss. Their moments together were just that, their moments—not Felicia’s. But maybe, just maybe, she was being hypocritical. She had no problem asking Marcia questions about Lucky.

      “Felicia is still staying with her parents,” Cassandra finally said.

      “Cool.”

      Cassandra wrinkled her nose. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      Cassandra needed to choose her next words carefully. If she didn’t proceed with caution, then she might say something that could infuriate Marcia. And she couldn’t have that. Not if she wanted to further explore her dynamic with Marcia. Cassandra didn’t know what she’d do if her relationship with Marcia ended before it even began.

      She clapped her hands. “Here’s an idea. Why don’t we order takeout?”

      “Yeah, I could go for that.”

      “It’ll be my treat.”
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        * * *

      

      Saturated gray clouds remained stacked together in the sky the following morning as Cassandra walked down a street. She approached the SUV, then got into the front passenger’s seat.

      Selma craned her neck. “Hello, gorgeous!”

      Cassandra grunted. “Don’t ever say that again.”

      “Have it your way.”

      “Why’d you call me? Have you forgotten how I have better things to do than associate with the likes of you?”

      Selma gave her a mock frown. “Ouch. You really know how to hurt my feelings.”

      “And there’s more where that came from.”

      “If you could put aside your distrust of me for even a second, then you’d realize I’m doing you a favor.”

      Selma couldn’t have said what she had. There was no situation where Cassandra imagined Selma would ever do her a favor. Informing her of Felicia withdrawing the money from the joint account—she wasn’t convinced Selma did that for altruistic reasons. Cassandra only needed a second to realize Selma must’ve gotten some sick, twisted pleasure from pitting her against Felicia. Didn’t matter if the information was true. Her marriage to Felicia was still in trouble; she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to trust Felicia. Some misdeeds were just unforgivable.

      Cassandra waved her head back and forth. “That’s a good one—and I’m the richest person in the world.”

      “Take a look at this.” Selma handed her the manilla envelope that had rested on her lap. “You’re gonna be glad you did.”

      She made a pig-like snort. “And now you presume to know how I feel?”

      “Just open it!”

      “As you wish.” Cassandra obeyed Selma and emptied the contents of the envelope. Her chest burned after she glanced at the various photos: they were of her and Marcia. She stuffed the photos back into the envelope.

      Selma snickered. “Guess you should’ve closed the curtains.”

      “You stalking me?”

      “It’s not stalking. Just think of it as your guardian angel watching out for you.”

      “This is low, even for you.”

      “Be glad it was me and not someone else,” Selma declared.

      Cassandra squeezed the envelope tighter. “You want me to thank you?”

      “No. Just be more careful.”

      “What do you get out of this?”

      “Just looking out for an old friend.”

      “Whatever.”

      Selma sat up straighter in the driver’s seat. “The bad blood between us doesn’t mean I stopped loving you.”

      “How touching.” Cassandra handed Selma the envelope.

      Selma raised her palm. “Keep it. And yes, it’s my only comment.”

      “This doesn’t mean I’m gonna do you any favors.”

      “Wasn’t even on my mind.”

      Cassandra stroked her chin. Even vile people were occasionally correct, and her current conversation with Selma proved that. She was thankful Selma possessed the photos of her and Marcia, and not somebody else. At least she knew Selma—the good and the bad. No telling what would happen if somebody else snooped into Cassandra’s life—more specifically, if Felicia hired a P.I. to trail Cassandra so she could get leverage on Cassandra and take her to the cleaners in a possible divorce. Being a mogul meant Cassandra needed to consider all possibilities—big or small.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra opened the front door several evenings after her most recent tryst with Marcia, only to be greeted by someone that wasn’t Felicia or Selma. It was Marcia. And the red that dotted her cheeks made Cassandra wonder if she’d been crying. Marcia’s ruffled hair didn’t inspire much confidence either.

      She slid her purse further up her arm. “Sorry I didn’t call first. I just had to see you, because you’ll never believe where Lucky is.”

      “At the office.”

      “Bingo.” Marcia whimpered. “May I please come in?”

      “Absolutely.” Cassandra gesticulated Marcia, then locked the door behind her. “Sure he didn’t do something else besides spending another late night at the office?”

      “Why’d you say that?”

      “Well …”

      “Just say whatever’s on your mind,” Marcia said. “You’re the last person who could offend me.”

      “You seem a little distraught.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      Cassandra gave Marcia a look.

      “Sorry! That was harsh of me.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Marcia pulled Cassandra in for a kiss before Cassandra could blink. And Cassandra indulged the embrace. She needed all the passion in her life that she could get. In a perfect world, they’d last forever. But the universe had a funny way of messing with people’s plans. And that meant Cassandra needed to enjoy whatever was going on with Marcia for as long as she could.

      Selma popped into Cassandra’s head while she made out with Marcia. But not because she had unresolved feelings for Selma … because she couldn’t shake her most recent conversation with Selma. More specifically, that Marcia had a right to know that Selma was privy to their affair.

      Cassandra pulled back after a beat. Telling Marcia what Selma knew was the right thing to do. If roles were reversed, then she would’ve wanted Marcia to tell her the truth. Doing so was the right thing to do. Besides, if Cassandra wanted her relationship with Marcia to last, then she needed to always be honest. Secrets were the death of relationships, so Cassandra couldn’t have that. She only needed to look at how Felicia snatched all that money from their joint account to prove her point about secrets.

      “Don’t tell me you’re not into this anymore?” Marcia asked with a creased brow.

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “I’ve got something to tell you. So, brace yourself.”

      “You aren’t mad at me, are you?”

      Cassandra held her hands behind her neck. “Don’t be silly!”

      “Please, don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Selma Diamond knows about us,” Cassandra stated flatly.

      “How?”

      “She had someone follow us.”

      Marcia shrieked. “This can’t be! Do you realize that this could implode our lives?”

      “Don’t think Selma is gonna backstab me … not this time.” Cassandra’s teeth jabbed her lip, almost drawing blood. Didn’t matter how old Cassandra was. Stressful situations would always cause her anxiety.

      Reassuring Marcia was her only option, even if she could never be completely certain about what Selma’s true intentions were. Having Marcia freak out wouldn’t do either of them any good either. If anything, Marcia’s current state could make the situation worse. No telling what people were capable of under certain circumstances.

      “You better be right about that,” Marcia said.

      “Reading people is one of my specialties.”

      “Don’t know what I’d do if our affair became public knowledge.”

      “Then let’s pray that doesn’t happen.”
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            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Prodding her Fettuccini Alfredo with her fork was the only thing Ivy could do while she sat at the dining room table next to Quentin. It didn’t matter that the wine and candles created a warm atmosphere. When she didn’t feel like eating, she didn’t feel like eating. There was only one person on her mind: Cooper.

      Ivy didn’t even want to imagine what Cooper’s current life entailed. In an ideal situation, Ivy would’ve brought Cooper with her, but that wasn’t an option. Having Tanner become suspicious would’ve defeated the whole purpose of faking her death and starting over someplace new.

      A twinge of nausea overcame her, and she pushed her plate to the side. Vomiting in front of someone she didn’t know couldn’t happen. She didn’t need to look even more pathetic than she already was—the kind of pathetic that someone might feel if they had their regular clothes stolen from them when they switched out of their gym uniform. Because that kind of naked vulnerability encompassed Ivy’s current life to a T.

      Whether she accepted the truth or not, she was completely dependent on Quentin. And that thought terrified her more than watching a slasher film at night when nobody was home. Being a grown woman meant she should have had the tools to succeed. Yet somehow, life had other plans for Ivy. And the sooner she accepted the truth, the better off she’d be.

      Quentin eyed Ivy. “Something wrong with the dinner? I tried not to make it spicy.”

      “It’s not the food.”

      “Oh …”

      “Just gonna have to suck it up and move on with your life.”

      Quentin grinned. “My opinion might not change your situation. But for what it’s worth, I don’t think less of you. You did what you had to do.”

      “Thanks,” Ivy murmured.

      “I’m serious!”

      “I believe you.” She scratched her nail. “If there was a way to save Cooper, then I would’ve done so.”

      “Beating yourself up isn’t gonna change things.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Quentin sipped his Moscato. “Mind if share something with you?”

      “Go for it. Not like my life can’t get any worse.”

      She meant what she’d said, even if she normally wouldn’t want to tempt the universe. She was without her friends, son, and job. So, she’d hit rock bottom as far as she was concerned. Because it didn’t matter how many times Quentin was friendly and warm. Nothing would replace her old life.

      Quentin chuckled. “That’s the spirit.”

      “You were saying?”

      “When I was in high school, I forgot my mother’s birthday one year.” Quentin twirled some fettuccini on his fork. “I had been slammed with tests and projects.”

      Ivy quirked her eyebrows. “Was your mother angry?”

      “You bet.” Quentin scarfed down some pasta. “And to make matters worse, my father wasn’t in the picture … and I was an only child.”

      “I see.”

      “My mom eventually forgave me.”

      “I’m happy about that,” she said. “But the difference between our situations is that Cooper can’t forgive me if he thinks I’m dead.”

      “My point is that life isn’t always as bad as it seems. That doesn’t mean that your thoughts and emotions aren’t valid—they are. It’s just that life can get better. The trick is believing it can.”

      “Never thought about it like that.” Ivy chugged some wine before grabbing her plate and having a few bites of Fettuccini Alfredo. The dish was as creamy as Ivy remembered it, which was great. If people only lived once, then she’d do her damnedest to eat great food. A decent meal was the least she deserved after everything she’d endured.

      “Hopefully, you like it?” Quentin asked with a small smile.

      “It’s great.” She snatched the napkin next to her plate, then wiped her lips. “But there’s something we need to get straight.”

      “Did I fuck up?”

      “Not at all.” Ivy exhaled at length. “I just wanna make sure we’re on the same page.”

      “What the fuck you getting at?”

      “The candles and wine are great, but this is all it’s ever gonna be. Wouldn’t want you to mistake me enjoying those things for flirting or possible sex.”

      Being blunt didn’t matter. Not after everything Ivy had suffered. She meant what she’d said; she didn’t want to accidentally lead Quentin on. Doing so would’ve been cruel in light of how Quentin saved her from Tanner.

      And no. Having this chat with Quentin didn’t make her presumptuous. Tension—including possible sexual tension—sometimes happened when people lived in close quarters. If Ivy was going to truly be honest with herself, then she couldn’t deny how attractive Quentin was. His dimples helped. A lot of women would probably gawk at a guy with dimples.

      Quentin finished his wine. “Understood.”

      Ivy swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m not saying this to hurt you.”

      “It’s fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Impulsivity wasn’t always a bad thing, and that was why Ivy knocked on Quentin’s bedroom door several hours after dinner.

      She couldn’t lie to herself—not this time. She hadn’t had that chat with Quentin to discourage him from making a pass at her. The chat was only an excuse to forget how Quentin provided something exciting and new. Novelties often had that effect on people, and she wouldn’t apologize for feeling that way. Besides, Ivy couldn’t get Quentin’s dimples out of her mind.

      Quentin opened the door. “Need something?”

      “I was wrong with what I said earlier.” Ivy pulled Quentin in for a kiss, and Quentin didn’t stop her.

      Quentin’s hands caressed Ivy’s cheeks, and she enjoyed every second of it. She needed to feel alive; there was no debate to be had about it. She’d lived in survival mode for too long, and it was time to change her luck. She wouldn’t get anywhere by sitting on her ass, passively waiting for life to change. Nope. Those days were over. Ivy would no longer resemble some helpless, scared child. She was a fucking grownup.

      They detached from each other after several seconds.

      Quentin smirked. “Wow.”

      “I’m not being too forward, am I?”

      “You aren’t. But I do have a question.”

      “And what’s that?’

      “You aren’t doing this because you feel obligated, are you?”

      “Nope. Just want you to fuck me.”

      Quentin lit up. “Okay then.”

      Ivy and Quentin made out once they entered his bedroom. Euphoria pulsed through Ivy’s body as Quentin’s tongue massaged her inner mouth. She inhaled the earthy, sweet aroma of whatever deodorant Quentin wore.

      Life was often cruel, but this was the first time in a while, she wouldn’t feel alone. And that was worth everything in the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Audrey clenched her jaw after she rang the doorbell.

      Confronting Tanner wasn’t the smartest idea, but she was out of options. Something had to be done about Cooper’s situation. Cooper deserved support; she refused to let him be another statistic. And if Audrey was lucky, Tanner might say something he shouldn’t. No explanation necessary about how people with big egos sometimes got tired of people talking. So, maybe, just maybe, this conversation would provide a clue about Ivy’s death.

      She rang the doorbell again.

      The door opened, revealing Tanner. He arched his eyebrows. “The fuck you want?”

      “Is that any way to speak to one of your wife’s best friends?”

      “Answering a question with a question is something a lawyer would do,” Tanner replied flatly. “Perhaps Sawyer rubbed off on you.”

      Audrey maintained eye contact, yet didn’t speak. Anyone with even a small amount of common sense could infer that Tanner might’ve been goading her by mentioning her relationship with Sawyer. But she wouldn’t fall for a possible trap—not this time.

      Audrey chuckled wryly. “I’m putting you on notice.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Does abusing your wife and son make you feel like more of man?”

      “How dare you!”

      Audrey snickered. Amusement couldn’t be helped, despite the seriousness of the current moment. More importantly, Tanner hadn’t even denied the accusation. That was what a smart person would’ve done.

      “I’m not kidding.” Audrey paused for a moment. “If you harm one more hair on Cooper’s head, then I’ll kill you myself.”

      “Sounds like a threat. Perhaps I should call the police.”

      “It’d just be your word against mine.” Audrey smirked. “Kinda like how it was Ivy’s word against yours that she was a battered wife.”

      Tanner pointed a finger at Audrey. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

      “I know more than you realize. Like how you beat the shit out of Cooper that day I was at your house.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “How’d you do it?”

      Tanner sneered. “Please leave. You’re wasting my time.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I’m only gonna say this once—I didn’t kill Ivy.”

      Audrey’s rapt attention remained glued on Tanner. He hadn’t gasped, trembled, or winced when speaking. However, she couldn’t give him the benefit of the doubt. People like Tanner didn’t deserve a second chance. He’d shown his true self that day when she’d visited his home and he’d abused Cooper, and she’d never forget that. That kind of causal violence was something Audrey expected in an R-rated movie, not the real world.

      “People don’t vanish into thin air,” she said.

      Tanner wrapped his argyle tie around his hand. “You were the last person to see her alive. Besides, her death has been settled.”

      “Are you blaming me for Ivy dying?”

      “Just stating a fact.”

      “Here’s another fact: things aren’t always what they seem.”

      “You really should go!” he bellowed.

      “Why can’t you just admit that you killed Ivy?” Audrey extended her arm, blocking Tanner from closing the front door.

      “Because I didn’t.”

      “Ivy deserved a lot better than you.”

      Tanner’s lips curled upward in a sneer. “I don’t have to stand here and listen to this.”

      “If you were a decent person, then you’d confess. Taking responsibility for your actions is the least you can do.”

      He shrieked, “Fine! You wanna know the truth? I gladly beat the shit out of Ivy and Cooper. And I’d do it again.”

      Goosebumps formed on Audrey’s arms, legs, and back. Getting him to say something he shouldn’t have was great, yet nothing could’ve prepared her for this moment. Audrey hadn’t experienced a feverish dream; this conversation was actually happening. And somehow, the confession hadn’t satisfied her as much as she’d hoped. Tanner’s response was just another reminder about how cruel life was.

      “I didn’t kill my wife, though.” Tanner continued matter-of-factly. “And if you continue to pursue this, you’ll discover how dangerous I really am.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Perhaps I should go back inside and get one of my guns. I could end this right here and now.”

      Audrey’s pulse pounded loudly in her ears. Tanner threatening her wasn’t something she’d expected. Yet here she was, having to choose her next words carefully.

      She leaned closer. So close, that strong odor from Tanner’s breath prickled her skin. She’d have recognized that stench anywhere: bourbon. “You don’t wanna do that,” she warned. “Having to clean up a crime scene would just create another problem.”

      “You’re right,” Tanner finally said. “But I still want you to get the fuck off my property.”

      “Fine.” Audrey walked away from Tanner without another word and headed to her car, parked on the curb.

      Being stubborn was one thing, but continuing the conversation wouldn’t have helped. Audrey wouldn’t get anything more from Tanner. And that was fine. She’d force herself to come up with another plan, no matter how difficult doing so was—it was the least Ivy deserved. No explanation necessary about how Audrey would’ve wanted someone to defend her memory if the situation were reversed.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey sipped her Cosmo as she sat at a table in back of the bar. Hole-in-the-wall places weren’t normally her thing, but she didn’t have a choice. A lowkey setting was best for clandestine conversations …and chatting with Selma was the only thing Audrey could think of doing.

      Selma grunted. “This better be important.”

      “It is.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Selma chugged the remainder of her drink.

      Audrey giggled. “Someone’s thirsty.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t call me here just to banter?”

      “I was only making a joke.”

      “Time is money.”

      “As if you don’t have enough.” Audrey took another swig of her Cosmo, not even savoring the pleasing mix of sweet and tart flavors. She needed to act quickly if she was gonna say what was on her mind.

      Selma glared at her.

      “Let’s stop dancing around this. You know more than you’re letting on about Ivy’s death, and I deserve to know the truth.”

      “Not everything is about you.”

      Audrey rolled her eyes. Uncovering the truth about Ivy’s death didn’t make her selfish—it made her human. And if Selma couldn’t see that, then she didn’t know what she’d do. “I’m not gonna drop this until you confess.”

      “What makes you so certain I know something?”

      “Have you forgotten that reading people is an essential skill for reporters?”

      Selma ran her fingers through her hair. “I’ll tell you the truth, but you’ve gotta promise not to tell anyone.”

      “Promise.”

      After revealing what she knew, Selma asked, “Do you believe me?”

      “Yes.” Audrey ordered a second Cosmo.

      “Now that you know the truth, I hope you understand why discretion is so important.”

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      She cupped Audrey’s chin. “Cheer up.”

      “I’m not a robot and can’t turn my feelings on and off. So, forgive me if I need time to adjust to finding out Ivy’s still alive.”

      Audrey stared into space, digesting Selma’s revelation. This wasn’t some high octane-thriller, this was Audrey’s life. Yet Ivy had faked her own death. And she didn’t know if she should be hurt or shocked that Ivy sought out Selma’s help instead of hers.

      What was done was done, though. The only question was if Audrey would ever see Ivy again. She didn’t need a crystal ball to realize Ivy was on borrowed time. Secrets only stayed hidden for so long, and Audrey didn’t know what she’d do if Tanner discovered Ivy was still alive. That brought up the most shocking thing of all: Tanner really hadn’t killed Ivy.

      Not murdering Ivy didn’t mean she wouldn’t make Tanner pay—she would. Tanner was still an abuser, and something had to be done about that. Crime shouldn’t pay, so Audrey would make sure Tanner got what was coming to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcia sat on the living room couch after she finished her cocktail. Her focus then shifted to the martini glass to the right of her, which remained filled to the brim. This evening was supposed to be different. Yet here she was, all by her lonesome. And that fucking sucked. Not because she was drunk—she wasn’t. Marcia’s cheeks weren’t even flushed.

      A small part of her was still clinging to a marriage devoid of passion. She chugged the martini she’d made for Lucky. The life she shared with him played in her mind like a movie montage. There was no excusing it. People shouldn’t make commitments they couldn’t keep.

      The front door opened and Lucky placed his leather briefcase on an adjacent table.

      “Sorry, I’m late.” He darted into the living room. “I just couldn’t help myself—my clients deserve the best from me.”

      “What about what I deserve?” Marcia asked solemnly.

      Lucky glanced at the two empty glasses on the living room table, and then resumed eye contact with Marcia. “Looks like someone got the party started without me.”

      “The other martini was for you.”

      Lucky gaped. “Oh.”

      “That’s all you have to say? Because you promised we could have cocktails and dinner tonight.”

      “It’s not my fault I got caught up in my work.”

      Marcia put her hands on her lap. “How is it that Sawyer has time for Audrey, but you never have time for me?”

      “Huh?”

      If she were a violent person, she would’ve given him one of those famous soap-opera slaps. Lucky shouldn’t have responded the way he just had; Marcia deserved more than this after all the years she’d shared with him.

      “I’m not kidding,” she said, raising her voice. “I want an explanation.”

      He shrugged. “Guess Sawyer and I must have different priorities.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.”

      Lucky crossed his arms. “If you have something to say, then say it.”

      “How long are we gonna keep doing this?”

      “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

      “Is our life a joke to you?” Marcia asked.

      Lucky shook his head. “How can you even suggest that?”

      “… I’m having an affair with Cassandra,” she blurted.

      Previously, she would’ve rather died than have Lucky discover she was cheating on him. But even she had her limits. If this was going to be what their marriage entailed for the next forty to fifty years, then she needed to do something different. The definition of insanity was doing the same thing over and over again … and she refused to participate in this farce any longer.

      Lucky chuckled. “I must not have heard you correctly, because you wouldn’t cheat on me. It’s not who you are.”

      “You don’t know a fucking thing about me.”

      “I must’ve missed something when you started cursing.”

      “Cut the bullshit, Lucky! Only a real piece of human shit would treat their wife as an afterthought.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Even you can’t be this clueless.” Marcia stood.

      “You’ve never complained about the lifestyle I’ve provided you.”

      “Buying me nice things isn’t an excuse to act like a roommate and not a husband.”

      “How dare you! I don’t need this kind of shit!”

      “Do you realize this is the most honest conversation we’ve had in a long time?” Marcia asked quietly.

      His eyes widened. “How long have you been fucking Cassandra?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Marcia clasped her hands behind her neck. “It’s time we admit that we’re only together because of Ben.”

      She could only escape the past for so long; her response was the truth. If she hadn’t gotten pregnant with Ben, then there was no telling what could’ve happened. Even Marcia couldn’t deny how she’d sometimes contemplated what an alternative life would look like—she was only human, after all.

      “T-that’s not t-true and you know it,” Lucky stammered. “If I had to do it all over again, I’d still choose to be with you.”

      “That’s a lovely sentiment, but you need to stop lying to yourself.”

      “I’m not lying—I love you and Ben.”

      Marcia looked away. “Aren’t you exhausted by this charade?”

      “Every marriage is work; you should know that.”

      “That’s just it. You aren’t putting in the effort.”

      Tears rolled down Lucky’s cheeks. “What are you saying?”

      Marcia didn’t know whether to scold him or cry as she paced back and forth. Lucky’s current state was the most expressive one she’d seen in a long time. And that further proved she was ready for change. Something, anything, that made her feel alive. She would’ve bet all the money in the world that her future happiness couldn’t depend on staying with Lucky.

      “It’d be best if you stayed at a hotel for the foreseeable future,” Marcia advised. “So, you should go pack a bag.”

      Lucky curled his fingers into a fist. “Don’t do this, Marcia.”

      “It’s too late. It’s already done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Tree branches creaked in the wind when Ben exited one of the academic buildings on the campus. Ben’s stomach lurched. But his increased nervousness wasn’t because of cooler temperatures. Cooper was a few feet away from him, and Ben needed to decide if he was going to do the mature thing and say a quick hello to his ex-boyfriend or if he’d let his pride get in the way and run in the opposite direction.

      Cooper flashed a smile. “Nice to see you, Benji.”

      The nickname lingered in his mind while he looked Cooper over. One simple word shouldn’t have impacted him so much. However, he was only human. And that meant Ben couldn’t control his emotions by snapping his fingers.

      “Cooper.”

      He pushed his backpack strap up his shoulder. “How’ve you been doing?”

      Being friends with an ex was a noble idea in theory. Yet surviving real life meant being practical … and that Ben needed to protect his feelings. The word would survive if Ben kept his distance from Cooper—it wasn’t like the fate of the universe rested on him being friendly to Cooper.

      Ben bit his lip. “We don’t have to do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Pretend everything is okay between us. Breakups take time to get over.”

      Cooper sighed. “What if I don’t wanna get over you?”

      His heart almost skipped a beat. Cooper was the one who had put up walls, not Ben. And that meant Ben accepted they weren’t meant to be. “Are you serious?” he asked.

      “Nothing wrong with making conversation.”

      “I can’t do this.”

      Cooper pulled Ben to the side when several people flocked by.

      “You aren’t the only one who has been struggling—this hasn’t been easy for me either,” Cooper said.

      “No longer dating means it’s not my job to prop you up and make you feel good about yourself.” Ben let out a quick breath. “Actions have consequences, and you’re gonna have to live with what you did.”

      Cooper remained silent.

      “Telling you off isn’t fun,” Ben continued. “But somebody has to do it.”

      “Fine. Out with it.”

      “I gave you a lifeline, but you’re the one who would rather continue this Stockholm Syndrome arrangement with your father.”

      “Do you think I like living with my father?” Cooper spat, veins visibly pulsating on his forehead and temples. “Because I don’t!”

      Ben scratched the side of his head. Talking in circles was never his thing, and he didn’t know how much more of the conversation he could take. Dating required both people making an effort, and he couldn’t care enough for both of them. Doing so would’ve been unfair to Ben.

      “We could still see each other in private,” Cooper suggested.

      “You can’t have it both ways. Either you want this, or you don’t.”

      “Wow.”

      “Harsh truths sometimes need to be stated.” Ben darted away from Cooper, without looking back.

      Tears collected a moment later, and Ben didn’t fight them. He could only be strong for so long. He wanted to scream. And scream. And scream. No amount of time would make it okay that he cared more than Cooper.

      He had to tell Mom and Dad the truth about his situation. Doing so was the only way Ben’s dynamic with Cooper might change. It wasn’t like things could get worse, after all. No, that was for sure … and that was the only advantage of hitting rock bottom.
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        * * *

      

      Ben faced his parents while they remained seated on the living room couch. He coughed into his right arm. Telling them the truth wouldn’t be easy, but was out of options.

      “Thanks for meeting on short notice,” he said.

      Dad laughed. “You don’t have to thank us for anything, because it doesn’t matter what’s going on between your mother and me. We’ll always be there for you.”

      Mom nodded.

      “Glad you two can agree on that,” Ben said.

      Mom’s eyebrows inched up. “Out with it.”

      “It’s about this guy I’ve been seeing.”

      Dad gave him a funny look. “Okay?”

      “Cooper’s the guy I’ve been dating up until recently.” Ben rolled up his sleeves. “But Tanner physically abused Cooper and Ivy, and Cooper refuses to do anything about it. Cooper’s really okay with just letting his life pass him by.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Mom said ruefully.

      A lump returned to Ben’s throat—one he couldn’t swallow. “It’s so unfair, because you have no idea what it’s like to have your future stolen from you. Tanner is stealing my happiness, and I’m not gonna let him get away with it.”

      “Cooper would have been public about your relationship if it weren’t for Tanner?” Dad asked.

      “Yes,” Ben mumbled. “And the whole thing fucking sucks—there’s a good chance Tanner killed Ivy.”

      Mom pushed her glasses further up the bridge of her nose. “And what makes you think that?”

      Sweat dripped down Ben’s back. He’d have to tell his parents the truth about his affair with Ivy last year—whether he wanted to or not. Giving them all the information was the right thing to do in order to receive the best possible advice.

      “I had an affair with Ivy last year before I started dating Cooper,” Ben told them softly. “But don’t worry. I was eighteen when I started sleeping with Ivy.”

      His parents exchanged looks.

      “Are you mad?” Ben asked.

      “It’s more complicated than us just being angry,” Mom replied.

      Dad clapped his hands together. “I’ve got it. Cooper can move in with us—we have the room. And I’ll also be moving back in.”

      “But just for the short-term … till the situation blows over,” Mom said.

      Dad beamed at Mom. “Absolutely.”

      “I shouldn’t have kept this a secret for so long,” Ben said regretfully.

      “The important thing is you told us,” Mom said with a quick smile.

      Ben cried again. But they weren’t tears of anxiety or sadness; they were tears of joy. He’d done something he’d never imagined: revealing everything about his complicated life to his parents. And the world hadn’t ended from his bombshell, proving that he should’ve had a little more faith that situations weren’t always as bad as they seemed.

      Mom and Dad approached Ben, then embraced their son in a group hug. Ben’s breathing continued slowing down. His parents’ romantic future might’ve been uncertain, but knowing they’d still be a family unit comforted him. Nobody should’ve endured the events that Ben went through.

      “What if Cooper doesn’t accept the offer?” Ben asked worriedly.

      “Then your mother and I will talk to him,” Dad promised.
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        * * *

      

      Cooper took his eyes off the road for a beat while Ben sat in the front passenger’s seat. Rain fell to the ground as Cooper approached a stop sign.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Ben gave Cooper a weak smile. “You don’t have to thank me for anything—I would’ve rather died than give up on you.”

      “No need to be melodramatic.”

      Ben patted Cooper’s shoulder. “It’s the truth.”

      “Whatever.”

      “I’m just relieved you changed your mind.”

      Cooper honked at a squirrel in the middle of the road, and it scurried onto nearby grass. “When you’re right, you’re right. I was lying to myself. My life wasn’t gonna get better until I stopped being passive.”

      Ben let out a nervous laugh. “I might’ve been too harsh.”

      “It’s only because you cared.”

      “True.”

      “I’m just glad we took my car for picking up my things.” Cooper turned left before barreling down a new street. “That way we don’t have to worry about risking a run-in with my father when we go back and get my car.”

      Ben pressed his head against the window. He didn’t know how long his reconciliation with Cooper would last. But there was one thing he was certain of: not even Tanner could take away his current joy. Cooper was escaping his father’s clutches, and that fact was the only thing mattered to Ben.
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            Cassandra

          

        

      

    

    
      The blue in the afternoon sky was waning as Cassandra headed towards her pool. A quick swim before dinner was exactly what she needed after a hectic day of work. She didn’t anticipate crossing paths with Felicia after unlocking the gate, though.

      And Felicia’s stern expression revealed everything Cassandra needed to know about her current mood. The only question was what might’ve happened to make her so angry. Felicia emptied the money from their joint account, not Cassandra. So, she’d be damned if she let Felicia stand on any moral high ground over her.

      Cassandra put her hands on her hips. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “You could’ve texted or emailed.”

      Felicia rose from the pool chair. “Even you should know me better than that.”

      “And that’s supposed to mean?”

      “It’s better to do this type of thing in person.”

      “If you’ve got something to say, then say it. I don’t need you ruining my evening.”

      Felicia tsked. “Not everything is about you, Cassandra.”

      “That’s rich coming from you.” She removed the hair tie from her wrist and placed her hair in a ponytail. “You seemed to think the whole world revolved around you when you took our money.”

      Her gaze constricted. “You’re no longer in a position to hold that over my head.”

      Cassandra gave Felicia a confused look. “What are you getting at?”

      “I know that you’ve been fucking Marcia.”

      In an ideal world, Felicia wouldn’t have confronted Cassandra about her dalliances with Marcia. But being the editor of an online news site meant Cassandra couldn’t stick her fingers in her ears and make immature statements. The world was a complicated place, and secrets often leaked—whether people wanted them to or not.

      Cassandra didn’t even blink. “It happened after your misdeed.”

      Felicia’s nostrils flared. “Doesn’t matter. We’re still married.”

      “Have you forgotten we’re no longer living together?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “What? Gonna divorce me and take me to the cleaners?”

      “Nope. Just want a clean break and sever all ties from you.” Felicia jabbed Cassandra’s chest with her right index finger. “You are such a hypocrite for judging me.”

      “Let me guess? Selma Diamond told you about this?”

      “Nope.”

      “Wow.”

      “It was Lucky, you idiot!”

      If Cassandra needed proof that her and Felicia were meant to last, then Cassandra had it. Real love didn’t involve insults no matter how difficult a marriage got. That wasn’t a nice thing to do; there were always healthier ways to communicate.

      “Selma must’ve told Lucky,” Cassandra shrugged.

      Felicia let out a sharp exhalation. “You aren’t very bright for an editor-in-chief.”

      “Enough!”

      “It was your precious Marcia who outed your affair to Lucky.”

      “They were having an argument or something. Anyway, we’re done and I never wanna see you again.”

      “Fine by me.”

      “Goodbye, Cassandra.” Felicia shuffled away and the pool gate slammed shut.

      Cassandra grabbed a potted plant from a nearby table, and smashed it against the ground while she screamed. It didn’t matter if Felicia wasn’t gonna be vindictive in the divorce. Not asking her permission before blabbing their affair to Lucky meant Marcia had broken their trust. And something had to be done about the betrayal.

      Cassandra could forgive a lot, but disloyalty was something she wouldn’t tolerate. If she overlooked this misdeed, then there was no telling what Marcia might try to get away with in the future.

      She didn’t have a choice. Cassandra would confront Marcia; she wouldn’t be able to go to bed until she did.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra counted to fifteen in her head while Marcia closed her the door and joined her on the front porch. Something howled, and Cassandra didn’t even care if the plaintive sound came from a coyote. Confronting Marcia about Felicia’s revelation was the only thing that mattered to Cassandra. She couldn’t fathom how the person she had become intimate with had done something so foolish.

      Marcia’s jaw twitched. “Hope this isn’t about Lucky moving back in—it isn’t about romance. There’s just a lot going on.”

      “It’s not about that.”

      “Then what?”

      “How could you have been so stupid as to tell Lucky about us?’

      Marcia gasped.

      “Lucky went to Felicia and told her everything.”

      “Did Felicia file for divorce and threaten to take all your money or something?”

      Cassandra frowned. Did Marcia just ask what she thought she did? It was the principle that mattered, not what Felicia actually intended to do. Without trust, a relationship was doomed. And she’d rather listen to someone drag their nails against a chalkboard then spend one more moment chatting with Marcia.

      “It’s not about that.” Cassandra shoved her hands into her jacket pockets. “I can’t trust you … you aren’t the person I thought you were.”

      “So … what? We’re done?”

      “Yup.”

      “Don’t be like this, Cassandra.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve made my decision. We’re over.”

      “You can’t do this.”

      “I just did.”

      “Have y-you forgotten everything w-we’ve been through?” Marcia stammered.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      She pouted. “How can you say that?”

      “If you wanted to tell Lucky the truth, then you should’ve come to me.”

      Marcia wailed, “You’re right. I’m sorry!”

      “Sorry isn’t good enough—not this time.”

      “No wonder Felicia wants to divorce you. You’re such a bitch.”

      “I’d have to care about you to be upset by what you just said.” Cassandra descended the front steps, leaving Marcia to herself.

      Felicia and Marcia might’ve both disappointed her, but she wouldn’t close her heart off to love forever. Only a fool would do that. When the time was right, Cassandra would fall in love again. It was a sure bet.
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            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      The bitter aroma of coffee wafted through the air as Ivy entered the kitchen. She met Quentin’s gaze, giving him a brief smile. Then she adjusted her bathrobe belt and yawned. The trickling of liquid from the coffeemaker echoed. There was nothing like that first cup of coffee in the morning. It didn’t matter how old she was. Coffee wasn’t just a beverage—it was a miracle. Mornings would always be the most difficult time of the day because it meant another day of wandering around the house doing nothing.

      Guilt bubbled inside Ivy; she needed to banish any lingering resentment. She’d survived her abusive husband, and that was all that mattered. Some women weren’t as lucky as her. And she’d always be thankful the universe had handed her a lifeline with Selma’s help practically falling into her lap.

      Quentin cocked an eyebrow. “Something wrong?”

      “No, but we should clear the air.”

      “It’s okay if you hated sleeping with me. I’m a big boy, and can handle the truth.”

      Perhaps she wasn’t the only one in a state of constant anxiety. Ivy would’ve hated it if she did anything to give Quentin the impression that she hadn’t enjoyed their trysts. Because that couldn’t be further from the truth.

      She giggled. “We can keep having sex. But I don’t wanna rush into any sort of commitment. Hope that’s okay.”

      “It’s fine—don’t worry about it.”

      “Cool.”

      “I have one question, though.”

      “And what’s that?” Quentin asked.

      “What do you do for a living? Because you’ve never mentioned your job.”

      “I’m a descendant of the Vanderbilts, so I never had to work a day in my life.”

      “It must be nice to have everything handed to you.”

      Quentin didn’t respond. Instead, he hurried over to the coffeemaker and poured a cup of coffee.

      Ivy’s comment weighed on her mind. Being an ex-journalist didn’t mean she needed to state the obvious; sometimes, filtering was a good thing. And she’d make a mental note to be more careful in the future. Alienating the person who’d saved her life was the last thing she wanted to do. No telling what would’ve happened to her if she’d remained in Crescent Hills. The thought of Tanner was enough to make her shudder.

      “Sorry. That came out the wrong way. Obviously, you aren’t a soulless prick.”

      “Thanks,” Quentin murmured.

      “I really am grateful for your help.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Ivy gritted her teeth. “I just pray that Cooper is doing okay.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine.”

      Ivy wouldn’t argue with Quentin’s response. People sometimes needed to be told things, no matter how idealistic they might’ve been. If believing that Cooper wasn’t struggling would help her sleep at night, so be it. The little lies were what got people through the day. Ivy just couldn’t imagine the alternative. Doing so would’ve been too grim.

      “Because of you, I’m not alone.”

      “Don’t be so formal.”

      Ivy blushed. “Can’t help it. It’s who I am.”

      “Fair enough.” Quentin sipped his coffee before placing the chipped mug on the counter and walking over. Quentin pushed a lock of Ivy’s hair to the side. “Just know that words can’t describe how special I think you are.”

      “Okay, Romeo.”

      “I’m serious. Besides, everyone needs to be fussed over every now and again—only makes you human.”

      “True.”

      Quentin licked his lips. “You deserve to know that you matter, and I’ll be damned if I don’t remind you of that every day.”

      “Okay. And I’m cutting you off from romance novels and Hallmark movies.”

      Quentin wagged a finger at Ivy. “Don’t be such a downer.”

      “It’s nothing personal. It’s just hard not to be cynical when disappointment is the only thing I’ve ever known.”
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        * * *

      

      Ivy lay on her back while specks of moonlight peaked through Quentin’s bedroom window. With the comforter wrapped around them, Quentin looked down at Ivy, and she nodded.

      He kissed her neck while he leaned into her, their fingers linked. Ivy closed her eyes. It didn’t matter how many times they had sex. The experience would never get old. This feeling of not wanting the moment to end is what she wished she’d experienced with Tanner.

      He scooted closer sometime later. “Hope you enjoyed that as much as I did. Because if I could only do one thing for the rest of my life, it’d be this.”

      Corny sentiments would’ve normally made Ivy roll her eyes or scoff. But she wasn’t the same person she’d been in Crescent Hills. And that meant a part of her had softened. It wasn’t that she’d been opposed to romance and love. She just hadn’t had the right person to experience those things with. No explanation necessary about how Tanner didn’t have one romantic bone in his bone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Audrey scanned her surroundings as she sat on the living room couch. The Avril Lavigne poster hanging on the wall added to the atmosphere, but the beige colored couch told a different story. She wouldn’t have wanted to be buried in beige—nothing exciting existed about the color.

      Selma handed Audrey her Cosmo. “Enjoy!”

      “Thanks.” She took a more than generous swig before placing it on the glass table in front of her.

      “Didn’t think I’d hear from you so soon.” Selma joined Audrey on the couch.

      “I don’t mean to be a bother. However, you’re the only one who knows what I’m going through.”

      Selma chuckled. “You haven’t blabbed the secret to your friends?”

      “How clueless do you think I am?”

      “Okay. Okay.”

      Audrey sighed. “How do you live with the secret? Don’t get me wrong. I mean, it’s an amazing thing you did. But it sucks how Marcia, Cassandra, and I are here, and Ivy is on the opposite side of the country.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “Excuse me?” She took another sip.

      “If I hadn’t helped her, then Ivy would be dead.”

      Selma’s comment lingered in Audrey’s mind. Something ironic existed about how simple statements could be so harsh. A simple response shouldn’t have been so telling. But she couldn’t disagree with Selma’s comment. She only needed to see the news to realize what often happened to battered women.

      “That’s one way to put it,” she said.

      Selma winked. “You aren’t angry Ivy drugged you that night?”

      Audrey shrugged. “I won’t lie. I wasn’t thrilled about it. But Ivy had to do what she had to do.”

      Selma patted Audrey’s knee. “Way to be a trooper.”

      “I would’ve helped Ivy if she’d come to me.” Audrey didn’t care about seeming selfish for how she would’ve helped Ivy if given the opportunity. That was what best friends did for each other. And she couldn’t deny that she might not have known Ivy as well as she’d thought she did if Ivy chose Selma over her with the staged death scheme.

      “That’s what makes this plan brilliant.” Selma grabbed a cracker from the platter on the living room table, then nibbled it. “Tanner would never suspect me.”

      “True.”

      “Ivy wasn’t trying to exclude you.”

      “I know. I know.” Agreeing with a person was sometimes best, regardless of holding lingering resentment or regret. Audrey couldn’t undo the past, so she needed to accept Ivy’s actions.

      Selma’s eyebrows swung upward. “Something else wrong?”

      “It’s nothing. It’s a moot point.”

      “Let me be the judge of that.”

      “Ivy left Cooper behind.”

      Selma drank more of her beverage. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Marcia, Lucky, and Ben are taking care of Cooper.”

      “How could you possibly know that?”

      “I’ve got my spies.”

      Audrey sniggered. “I’m sure you do.”

      “You doubt me?”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      Selma adjusted the bottom of her dress. “Anyway, there’s one thing I need to know.”

      “Sure. What’s that?”

      “What motivated you to start digging around Ivy’s ‘death’?” Selma asked. “It can’t be because you’re a good person.”

      Audrey couldn’t swallow the lump in her throat—not this time. There was no dancing around her sister’s death, because it didn’t matter how much time had passed. Sally would always be in the back of her mind.

      “Did I say something wrong?” Selma asked.

      Audrey shook her head. Selma was a lot of things, yet she couldn’t fault Selma for her nosiness. Being inquisitive only made Selma human. Audrey realized she would’ve been hypocritical for judging Selma. Audrey was the one who couldn’t let go of that nagging feeling that something was off about Ivy’s “death”.

      “It’s about my sister.” Audrey sipped her Cosmo and her gaze remained on the gray carpeting.

      “You have a sister?”

      “Wow. For once you didn’t do your homework.”

      “Even I don’t know everything,” Selma said with a wry smile.

      Audrey let out a loud laugh. “But I bet you wish you did.”

      Selma looked her in the eye. “Did something happen to your sister?”

      “She was murdered when I was a little.” She scratched the back of her neck. “And the police never found her killer.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s fine. I don’t need your sympathy.”

      “Ouch. You really don’t think I’m capable of empathy?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “If you ever feel like digging into your sister’s murder, then I’d be happy to help. My resources are at your disposal.” Selma gripped Audrey’s shoulder for a beat.

      Audrey’s skin tingled and she didn’t look away from Selma. Nothing could’ve prepared Audrey for this situation. The woman sitting next to her couldn’t be the same Selma Diamond that Cassandra whined about every chance she got. If Selma was as bad as Cassandra made her out to be, then Selma shouldn’t have been so sympathetic about her sister’s death.

      She brushed Selma’s hand away. “If I wanted help, then I’d ask Cassandra.”

      “How is our dear Cassandra?” Selma asked flatly.

      “Fine. But if you ever breathe one word about our clandestine chats, then you’ll regret it.”

      The both of them sharing a common interest with wanting Ivy to be okay didn’t mean Audrey would behave like a complete softy; she couldn’t. The possibility of Cassandra discovering Audrey’s alliance with Selma always lurked in the back of her mind. And Audrey didn’t know what she’d do if Cassandra uncovered the truth. Seeming disloyal was the last thing she wanted—that was one of the most important traits in a friend.

      Selma raised her palms. “Calm down. I’ve got no interest in turning you against Cassandra.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Don’t believe me?”

      “My opinion doesn’t matter.”

      “Let’s change the subject. How are things with you and Sawyer?”

      Audrey scrunched her eyebrows. “We aren’t girlfriends, Selma. So, we aren’t gonna exchange juicy details about our love lives.”

      “You keep seeking me out, not the other way around.”

      “Because of Ivy.”

      “Tell yourself whatever you need to sleep at night.”

      Audrey nibbled the inside of her lip, drawing a hint of blood. It didn’t matter if she was a full-grown adult as opposed to being a little girl. Her constant state of anxiety was the one thing she’d never be able to shake.

      Maybe, just maybe, sharing one detail about her love life wouldn’t hurt Audrey. Tanner being alive meant Audrey couldn’t burn a bridge with Selma because they might need to work together to help Ivy.

      “Things with Sawyer are great,” she said. “But now it’s my turn to ask a question. Is there anyone you’re interested in?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Don’t be coy with me.”

      Selma’s cheeks turned bright red. “Fine. There’s someone that’s caught my attention.”

      “Do I know this person?”

      “I’m not answering that.”

      “Whatever. I couldn’t care less about who gets you off.”

      “Didn’t take you for a crude person.”

      “Sometimes, you can’t put lipstick on a pig.”

      “Touché.”

      “This was fun.” Audrey got up.

      “You’re providing the drinks next time,” Selma told her.

      Audrey must not have heard Selma correctly. Discussing Ivy was one thing, yet their meetups couldn’t become a regular thing. She couldn’t be friends with someone she only trusted as far as she could throw. She gave Selma a dirty look. “Who says there’s going to be a next time?”

      “I did.”

      “You wish.”

      “Goodnight, Audrey.”

      She locked her hands together. “One more thing.”

      “Okay …”

      “I didn’t mean to dump my sister’s murder on you.”

      Selma wrinkled her nose. “Don’t apologize for that. There’s nothing more annoying than people who can’t own who they are.”

      Audrey hated admitting Selma was right, but she couldn’t argue with logic. She might as well be comfortable with who she was, because she only had this one life. So, Audrey needed to make the best of it. Hesitation also wasn’t an option—no telling who’d revel in exploiting weakness. In her version of life, everyone would’ve been nice. But life didn’t always meet expectations. And that meant realizing life was a kill or be-killed place. Audrey only needed to look at the Tanner situation to realize how true that point was.

      “Will do,” she said.

      “I’m serious.”

      Audrey picked at her nail. “Do you think Tanner will ever get what’s coming to him?”

      “Most definitely.”

      She wished she could believe Selma as she exited the living room and approached the front door. But life would always be filled with doubt. And that meant people didn’t always get the karma they deserved.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey stood in her kitchen the following evening while the trees outside the window shook in the wind.

      She grabbed a lighter from one of the kitchen drawers, and lit the cup she held in her right hand. Sally being dead didn’t mean Audrey couldn’t honor her sister on her birthday; she could. So, she lit the candle before blowing it out as quickly as she’d lit. After that, she removed the candle from the cupcake and licked the frosting at the bottom of the candle. The rich, sweet flavors electrified her tastebuds, and she tossed the candle into the garbage.

      Footsteps echoed nearby and Audrey craned her head. Sawyer entered the kitchen.

      “What’s with the cupcake?”

      “Today was Sally’s birthday.”

      Sawyer’s Adam’s apple throbbed. “You should’ve told me. I would’ve been there for you.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It’s important to you, so it’s important to me.”

      Euphoria pulsed through Audrey’s body. She needed all of two seconds to realize how lucky she was. Dating someone great was a luxury to some, because some people wouldn’t have extended themselves like Sawyer had.

      “How was work?” she asked.

      Sawyer kissed her. “It was fine. But don’t think you’re changing the subject that easily. If Sally is on your mind, then we should discuss it.”

      “She’s dead. Nothing will change that.”

      “Kinda morbid, don’t you think?”

      “It’s the truth.” Audrey devoured the cupcake in seconds, then guzzled a cup of water.

      “If you say so.”

      “The worst part is her killer is still out there.”

      “Unfortunately, crime does sometimes pay.”

      Audrey wagged a finger at Sawyer. “You’ve been watching too much Netflix.”

      “But it’s the truth.”

      “I’m teasing.”

      “Okay, good.” Sawyer looped his arms around her shoulders. “You and your parents really have no idea who killed Sally?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “Hopefully, she’s in a better place.”

      She wouldn’t criticize him for his comment, which some people might deem insensitive. If she had had any doubts about Sawyer’s character, then she’d never have started dating him.

      “I barely even remember Sally,” Audrey confessed.

      Their age difference—fifteen years—was something she didn’t often dwell on. Losing a sibling was bad enough, yet dealing with such an unspeakable emotional violence while she was only in elementary school magnified the tragedy of the situation.

      “Mind if I change the subject?” Sawyer went over to one of the cabinets and pulled out a bottle of tequila. He poured to the halfway point in the shot glass.

      “Go ahead.”

      “I made reservations for the Crescent Hills Yacht Club tomorrow.”

      Her eyebrows curved upward. “Are we celebrating something?”

      “Sure, you could say that.”

      “… Looking forward to it.”

      “Besides, we could use a night out.”

      “Damn right!” Audrey exclaimed.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey and Sawyer sat at a table in the back of the restaurant, overlooking the water; that was the beauty of the restaurant being made out of glass. And the dim lighting didn’t bother Audrey. She tolerated it since the lit candle on the center of the table added a certain ambiance and squinted at the menu.

      “Would you mind putting the menu down for a second?” he asked. “There’s something I wanted to ask you, because I can’t wait till after dinner.”

      “Sure.” She pushed the menu to the side.

      He whipped out a black box from his inside blazer pocket while she refused to break eye contact. “Audrey Wesley, will you marry me?”

      Audrey didn’t even blink. “Yes. Absolutely.”

      Sawyer slid the ring onto her finger and she basked in the diamond’s sparkle. Life wasn’t perfect, but she was enjoying this fairytale moment. After everything Audrey had endured the last couple of months, she needed something positive to focus on. Not even Ivy’s staged death or Tanner’s abusiveness could ruin this moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Having difficult conversations was sometimes necessary, no matter how many things someone had going on in their life. And that reasoning was why Marcia glared at Lucky when he entered the kitchen. Ben and Cooper’s situation had forced a truce between Marcia and Lucky. But that didn’t mean she’d behave like a bumbling idiot. He needed to be confronted about blabbing the affair to Felicia, and she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to forgive him.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Something wrong?” Lucky made himself a cup of coffee.

      “I was trying to be civil in light of everything going on, but I know what you did. And it fucking sucks.”

      He whirled around, then sipped his coffee. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Was snitching on Cassandra and me about revenge?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, Lucky.”

      “Felicia had a right to know what was going on.” He smirked. “What if she caught an STD?”

      “You think this is a joke?”

      “Hardly.”

      “Cassandra dumped me,” Marcia revealed. “She doesn’t think I’m trustworthy.”

      “Sorry to hear. But maybe it’s for the best.”

      “How can you say that?” she asked, annoyed. “Being involved with Cassandra was the happiest I’ve been in a long time, and you just had to take it away from me. You must be up for asshole of the year if you’re willing to stoop so low.”

      “Ouch.”

      “This isn’t a game, Lucky.”

      “Don’t expect you to take me back.” He drank more of his coffee before placing the cup on the counter and grabbing a banana from the fruit bowl.

      Marcia gesticulated with her hands. “We’re gonna get something straight. You moving back in is only about protecting us against Tanner.”

      Lucky snorted. “I got that when you demanded I sleep in the guestroom. But don’t you think it’s inappropriate that Ben and Cooper are sleeping in the same bed?”

      “Grow up! This isn’t the 1800s!”

      She wouldn’t mince words—she’d meant what she said. Ben and Cooper sharing a bed was the least of her problems. In fact, she’d go so far as to say her son’s sleeping arrangement was the last thing on her mind. More important issues existed—like how Cassandra and her had lost what they’d had, and how Tanner still posed a problem.

      “I’d have the same issue if it was a woman that Ben was sleeping with,” Lucky said defensively.

      “Doubtful.”

      “Our problems can’t get in the way of being there for Ben and Cooper.”

      “That’s the only thing you’re right about.”

      “Cassandra really dumped you?” He ate the last bite of his banana before throwing the peel in the garbage.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Don’t get snippy with me—I was only asking a question.”

      Marcia grimaced. “Hopefully, one day you’ll know what it’s like to experience so much pain and misery.”

      “Perhaps I should return all the nice things I’ve gotten for you over the years?”

      “That’s laughable, even for you.” She poured herself a cup of coffee, not caring about seeming hypocritical. The nice things he’d bought her were the least she deserved after having to deal with an absentee husband all these years.

      “How’s that?”

      “All the stuff you’ve gifted me is beyond the return by date.”

      “Doesn’t change how you know I’m right.”

      Footsteps squeaked along the floor, growing louder with each passing second. Marcia smiled when Ben and Cooper entered the kitchen.

      “Would you like me to make you breakfast?” she asked.

      Cooper looked at his feet. “You don’t have to do that.”

      Marcia beamed. “It’d be my pleasure.”

      “You never offer to make me breakfast!” Lucky quipped.

      “You’re a grown man, so you can make it yourself.” Marcia pushed up her sleeves.

      Not bickering in front of Ben and Cooper was ideal. Yet life often had other plans—Marcia couldn’t let Lucky get away with his comment. As long as they lived under the same roof, she didn’t need to be undermined. Besides, there were no lies in what Marcia had said. Lucky was more than capable of making his own breakfast. The days of being the doting wife were long gone. There were no debates to be had about it.

      Lucky frowned. “Ben and Cooper are both over eighteen.”

      Ben turned to Marcia. “Waffles would be great.”

      “Agreed,” Cooper said.

      Marcia clapped her hands together. “Coming right up.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcia and Audrey strolled through the park while afternoon sunlight radiated from the sky. People could only be avoided for so long, and that was why Marcia didn’t have a choice meeting Audrey. It was also important that Audrey hear Marcia’s side of the story before Cassandra slandered her.

      Audrey’s hair whipped her face after the wind picked up. “I’ll make this easy for you. I know something’s going on with you.”

      Marcia faced her for a beat. “Have you chatted with Cassandra recently? I mean, besides at work?”

      “Nope.”

      “Okay. Good.”

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure it can’t be worse than me discovering Ivy’s note.”

      “Just promise not to judge me.”

      Audrey raised her hand. “Scout’s honor.”

      “I had an affair with Cassandra.”

      Her jaw lowered. “What did you say?”

      “Please lose the judgement.”

      “It’s not judgment; it’s shock.”

      Marcia took several deep breaths. “We’d both been having problems in our marriages.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s not the finest thing I’ve ever done, but it’s also not the worst thing I’ve ever done.” Marcia’s jaw twitched while she and Audrey continued walking through the park.

      Audrey played with her scarf. “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “You’re right. Sorry.”

      “And I did something dumb.” Marcia’s attention shifted to a crow in the distance that nibbled something from the ground. “I confessed the affair to Lucky during an argument—I just couldn’t take it anymore. But I didn’t count on Lucky running to Felicia.”

      “Oh my!”

      “Yeah, having life resemble a soap opera is the last thing I wanted.” Marcia paused for a moment. “I mean, if my grandmother or mother could see me now, they’d probably be disgusted with the person I’ve become.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “You don’t know them like I do.”

      “Where do things stand between you and Cassandra?”

      Marcia sobbed. “She dumped me! Apparently, I’m no longer a trustworthy person, which is a load of bullshit if you ask me. It’s not like I could’ve known that Lucky would seek out Felicia. I’m not a clairvoyant.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Do y-you hate me?” Marcia asked, stuttering.

      “Don’t be silly. I could never hate you.”

      “You have to promise not to discuss this with Cassandra.”

      “No worries. I won’t.” Audrey wrapped an arm around Marcia. “But I do have one question. Do you still care about Cassandra?”

      Shock reverberated through Marcia. Her question was the one thing Marica hadn’t anticipated. It wasn’t like Marcia could win Cassandra back, after all. “That doesn’t matter.”

      Audrey gave a mock scowl. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “What do you think?”

      Audrey pulled Marcia even closer. “Give it time. Cassandra can’t hate you forever.”

      The two women stopped at a food truck. Eating wouldn’t magically change Marcia’s life, but it could provide temporary comfort. And that was worth everything in the world to her. She needed something, anything, to forget the pain. Even if only for a fleeting moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Numerous chattering voices echoed around them as Ben sat across from Audrey at a table at Starbucks. Catching up with her wasn’t about having fun; it was a matter of necessity. Ben couldn’t forget about the role she’d played in changing his situation. Without Audrey, Ben wouldn’t have had the courage to tell his parents about what was going on with Cooper. And for that, Ben would always remember her.

      Ben smiled. “Your advice helped. It was the push I needed to improve things.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Audrey sipped a Caramel Frappuccino. “But you don’t have to thank me, Ben. Offering advice was the least I could do.”

      “I can’t imagine what I would’ve done if Cooper continued living with Tanner.”

      “The important thing is that the ordeal is over.”

      “True.”

      Sunlight glinted off Audrey’s engagement ring, accentuating its sparkle. Ben studied the ring for a beat before his attention returned to her. “Anything you wanna share?”

      “Yeah, Sawyer and I got engaged.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” Ben gave Audrey a quick hug, and her strawberry-scented shampoo wafted through the air, tickling his nostrils.

      Audrey jabbed her fist through the air. “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I forgot to tell your mother about my engagement when we met up the other day.”

      “I can tell her if you want.”

      Audrey vigorously shook her head. “That’s okay—it’s better if I told her. I wouldn’t want her feelings to be hurt if she knew that I told you but not her.”

      “Fair enough.” Ben winced. Tanner was still a threat regardless of how his relationship with Cooper had improved. And Ben couldn’t lie to himself, not this time. The thought of having to deal with Tanner terrified Ben. In a perfect world, snapping his fingers would’ve been the only thing required for banishing Tanner to another realm. But no. Life wasn’t that simple because wish fulfillment didn’t solve problems.

      “Something wrong?” Audrey asked.

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “Don’t take it personally.” She squeezed his hand. “Journalists are supposed to be able to read body language.”

      “That’s true.”

      “Promise not to judge if you wanna vent.”

      “Relax. I believe you.”

      “Out with it.”

      “Tanner is a lot of things, but he’s not stupid.” Ben rested his free hand under his chin. “He’s gonna realize Cooper moved out.”

      Yeah, Ben couldn’t run from Tanner as much as he wanted to. And that meant Ben needed to come up with a plan for dealing with Tanner if he wanted his renewed happiness with Cooper to last.

      Audrey bit her lip. “Yeah, that sucks.”

      Ben leaned closer. “This is gonna sound terrible, but I don’t care. I wish Tanner was the one who’d died, not Ivy.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “You don’t think I’m awful for thinking that?”

      “You’re only human.” She slurped more of her Caramel Frappuccino. “Anyway, my advice would be the same as before. Lean on your parents.”

      “Good point.”

      “I’m serious, Ben.”

      “My father only moved back into home for my benefit.” He sulked. “I mean, I’m not that dense. I’m the only thing my parents have in common.”

      Yeah, Tanner wasn’t the only thing Ben wished he could avoid forever. After a certain point, Ben had realized his parents were only together for his benefit. And that truth was enough to make Ben cringe. Being “an obligation” had zero appeal.

      “Don’t say that,” Audrey said.

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Has your father followed through?”

      “Yeah, he’s been coming home from the office a lot earlier.”

      “Good.” She gripped her straw.

      “I hope I haven’t been too much of a bother.” Ben sipped his Iced Caramel Macchiato, not really tasting it. The knot in his stomach hadn’t disappeared. It wouldn’t; it couldn’t. Not until Tanner was dealt with.

      Audrey waved a hand. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “And I just want you to know that I would’ve been happy to treat.” Ben let out a nervous laugh. “I suggested the outing, after all.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Your mother would kill me if she found out I made you pay for my Starbucks’ drink.”

      “Yup, you’re probably right about that.”

      Another thought lingered in Ben’s head while he drank. Thanking Audrey wasn’t the only reason he asked to meetup. Something else weighed on his mind, and he couldn’t ignore the issue anymore. Even if that meant having an awkward conversation. If Ben discussed Cooper, Tanner, and Ivy’s death with Audrey, then he could chat about anything with her. Only fair. Ben was also an adult, and that meant he didn’t need to be protected from the truth. He’d learned a long time ago that the world was an unfair place.

      “Do you know who my mom was seeing?”

      She spat out some of her drink, almost choking. “What?”

      “Don’t be coy with me. I know my mother was involved with someone behind Dad’s back. I saw her doing the walk of shame one morning.”

      “I see.”

      Ben winked. “You must know who it was.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “You’ve been friends with my mom for as long as I can remember.”

      “Ben, please!”

      “I deserve to know who it is … I’m not a little kid anymore.”

      “Don’t make me betray your mother’s confidence.” Audrey tore her straw wrapper into numerous pieces before blowing it forward, scattering the bits around the table.

      “Fine. Don’t tell me.”

      “It was Cassandra,” Audrey blurted.

      “Wow.”

      Audrey’s expression turned icy. “You can’t tell anyone I told you.”

      “I won’t.”

      He hadn’t lied about his comment; he just wanted the truth for himself. It wasn’t like he’d go onto a rooftop and scream out the revelation for all to hear. And he wasn’t about to punish Mom. Life was often more complicated than “right” and “wrong” and that meant Ben wasn’t privy to all the details of his parents’ marriage. Besides, even a preschooler couldn’t have been oblivious to all the times Dad stood up Mom for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Ben lay on his stomach, head against the pillow, while Cooper intertwined his fingers with Ben’s. Physically intimacy was exactly what Ben needed. Not because he wanted a distraction, but because giving into animal instinct never got old. Passion wasn’t the only important thing in a relationship but it deserved its due attention.

      Ben and Cooper rolled onto their backs sometime later, sweat dripping down their faces. Ben’s heart almost leapt out of his chest. He’d never felt so alive before, and he’d count down till the next tryst with Cooper.

      “Something wrong?” Cooper asked.

      “Nope, I’m fine.”

      “Okay. Good.”

      Ben ruffled his hair. “I understand why you’re inclined to worry, given what you’ve been through, but silence isn’t always a bad thing.”

      “Understood.” Cooper coughed into his arm. “But there’s something we need to discuss.”

      “You better not be thanking me for letting you move in—you deserve a fair shot at a decent life.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “What are we gonna do if my father shows up one day?”

      “Talking about your dad right after we had sex is so romantic. Me having an affair with your mom was awkward enough.” Ben couldn’t help his comment. What he’d said was true. Nothing good would come from discussing Tanner so soon after him and Cooper had had sex. Moreover, they didn’t need to kill the mood … in case they felt like having a round two.

      Cooper nudged Ben. “I’m being serious.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “I’m not kidding. We need a strategy.”

      “There’s a gun in my parents’ bedroom safe.”

      “Good to know. Do you know the combination?”

      “5-17-30.”

      Telling Cooper the combination was the right thing to do. Having an insurance policy—such as a gun—was more about comfort than actually needing said thing. If the universe felt like being kind, then they wouldn’t need to shoot Tanner.

      Life was all about curveballs, though. And that meant there was a small chance either Ben or Cooper might need the gun one day.

      “Okay,” Cooper mumbled.

      Ben moved closer to Cooper, grinning. “I really am thankful we reconciled. Never forget that.”

      “Same.” Cooper sat up in bed, comforter covering him from the chest down. “Discarding my old iPhone and getting a new one was a good idea, but it’s not foolproof.”

      Ben reached for Cooper’s hand. “Please relax. Even if only for a minute.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ll try.”

      “Whenever you’re stressed, just remember how proud I am of you.”

      “You don’t have to boost my ego.”

      “It’s not an ego boost if it’s the truth.”

      A tear rolled down Cooper’s cheek. “How did I get so lucky to deserve you?”
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        * * *

      

      Ben, Cooper, Mom, and Dad were seated on the living room couch after dinner. A gigantic bowl of buttered popcorn sat on the living room table and a glass of wine rested on a coaster in front of each of them.

      Ben chuckled. “Can’t believe we’re having a movie night. Don’t even remember the last time we did that.”

      “We have plenty of movie nights,” Dad said.

      He eyed his father. “In your dreams!”

      “Ben’s right.” Mom grabbed a handful of popcorn and munched.

      The doorbell rang.

      “I’m sure it’s not important.” Ben sipped some of his wine.

      “And I can’t believe we’re drinking.”

      “Not like you and Ben are driving anywhere,” Dad smiled.

      The doorbell rang two more times.

      Ben exhaled. “The person will go away eventually.”

      Dad ate some popcorn. “Hopefully.”

      Mom grabbed the remote while the doorbell rang several more times.

      “I’ll get it,” Cooper said.

      Mom shook her head. “You’re a guest in our house.”

      “It’s not a big deal.” Cooper stood and walked over to the front door while Ben, Mom, and Dad had their backs turned.

      Cooper screamed several seconds later. “Ben!”

      Ben, Mom, and Dad glanced towards the front door at the same time. Tanner stood there.

      Tanner gave a wry smile. “Evening.”

      Ben, Mom, and Dad rushed over to Cooper. Then, Mom and Dad stood in front of him.

      Mom grunted. “Leave, Tanner! You aren’t wanted here.”

      Tanner chortled. “No need to hurt my feelings.”

      “It’s the truth!” Dad exclaimed.

      Ben’s surroundings might as well have been spinning around him. The thing he feared most—a showdown with Tanner—was happening whether Ben liked it or not. And he had to think fast. Tanner wouldn’t be dragging Cooper back home, not if Ben had anything to say about it. Bullies needed to be punished, and that was exactly what Ben would do.

      Ben whipped his body around, facing his parents. “I’ll be right back. But don’t worry, because everything will be okay.”

      “Take your time,” Tanner told him. “I’ve got all night. Although don’t mistake my generosity with weakness. Cooper is coming home with me, and there isn’t a fucking thing any of you can do about it.”

      Ben ascended the staircase without another word.

      Mom shouted. “Where are you going?”

      “It’s gonna be okay,” Ben said over his shoulder.

      “Get back here, Ben!” Dad said.

      He trudged down the last step a couple minutes later, hands on the trigger. Violence wasn’t ideal, but he didn’t have a choice. Not if Ben wanted to send a message to Tanner. People like Tanner were used to getting their way and needed to be put down like the rabid animals they were.

      “What are you doing?” Mom asked apprehensively.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” Ben asked.

      Cooper’s jaw quaked. “Please don’t do this, Benji. My father might deserve this, but you aren’t a killer.”

      “I’d still like to know how you even found Cooper,” Dad said.

      Tanner laughed, making the hair on the back of his neck rise. “I had a P.I. follow Cooper.”

      “Then why not confront him sooner?” Mom demanded.

      “I was hoping Cooper would return home of his free will.” Tanner paused for a second. “But clearly I was wrong.”

      Ben continued pointing the gun at Tanner. “Get the fuck off our property; otherwise, I’ll fucking blow your brains out. You abused Cooper for years … never mind how you probably killed Ivy.”

      Tanner sneered. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “You should be,” Ben said, hand on the trigger. “Because there’s one more thing you should know.”

      Tanner narrowed his gaze. “Oh, yeah? What’s that, son?”

      “Ivy and I had an affair last year,” Ben told him flatly. “And it was amazing. I made her moan and groan like you never could.”

      Mom and Dad both clapped their hands over their heads at the same time. Ben didn’t have time to appreciate how his parents weren’t completely out of sync, though. Not when Tanner hadn’t yet been killed.

      “You’re lying!” Tanner bellowed.

      “I’m really not,” Ben said with a smirk.

      Tanner hissed. “I just want my son back. I don’t care what your faggot ass does in your free time.”

      “Over my dead body.” Ben said.

      Mom whimpered. “Ben, please!”

      “Listen to your mother,” Cooper said.

      “Cooper’s right,” Dad said.

      Ben stepped even closer, closing the gap between him and Tanner. “This asshole tried to steal my happiness, and that’s not right.”

      “You’d never get away with this.” Cooper wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead.

      Ben bit down hard. “You don’t know that. A robbery wouldn’t be a believable cover story since Tanner is a CEO. But it’s an open secret how Tanner is a belligerent drunk. So, it wouldn’t be a stretch to say I shot Tanner in self-defense.”

      Cooper wailed even louder this time. “I’m begging you, Benji. Don’t do this. There has to be another solution.”

      “It’s your lucky day, asshole—I’m not gonna kill you. But that doesn’t mean you’re getting off without any consequences.” Ben pistol whipped Tanner twice, making Tanner lose his balance and fall backwards. “The first one was for Ivy. And the second was for Cooper.”

      A brief silence fell over the room.

      “But if you ever show your face at my house again, or harm one hair on Cooper’s head, then I’ll kill you for real.” Ben kicked Tanner in the stomach several times.

      Adrenaline pumped swiftly through Ben’s body as Tanner lay on the ground. The high rushing through Ben’s body was greater than any euphoria a drug could create. The only question: was his warning effective or was this evening’s confrontation a taste of what was yet to come, though. Because the problem with monsters was they often came back swinging harder the next time.

      Ben only needed to look back at his high-school English class when they read that Greek myth about the monster that grew back several more heads each time someone cut one of them off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Cassandra

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra clinked her cocktail glass against Selma’s while they sat at the bar, then they sipped their drinks. Socializing with Selma was the last thing Cassandra had ever expected to happen. But she didn’t have a choice—not if she didn’t wanna spend all evening in her mansion by herself. She wouldn’t make Selma privy to her desperation, though. Doing so would’ve been foolish. Cassandra wouldn’t give her an opportunity to exploit her current vulnerability.

      However, she could test their dynamic … and Selma behaving like a bitch was the worst thing that could happen.

      Selma giggled. “Color me surprised. Inviting me out for drinks was the last thing I expected to happen.”

      “Me too.”

      “Cut the bullshit.”

      “Come again?” Cassandra asked, surprised.

      “What’s your agenda.”

      “What makes you think I’m working an angle? Can’t we have drinks? Not like I’m gonna kill you in public.” Cassandra chewed a strand of her hair.

      Selma elbowed her. “I’m just giving you a hard time, so relax. Going out for drinks was a wonderful idea.”

      “I also owe you an apology …”

      Selma frowned. “For what?”

      “For thinking you’re the worst person in the world.”

      Selma raised her brow. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “I ended whatever was going on with Marcia.”

      “Why?”

      “She wasn’t the person I thought she was.”

      “That fucking sucks.”

      “Not shit.” Cassandra downed the rest of her drink before gesturing the bartender for another.

      Selma flipped her hair over her shoulders, then batted her eyelashes. “This might not mean a lot to you coming from me, but just know I’ll always be here for you.”

      She brought a hand to her chest. “How touching.”

      “I’m serious, Cassandra.”

      “Thanks,” she mumbled.

      “Do you think there’s a chance you and Marcia might work things out?”

      Cassandra shook her head and didn’t speak. Not saying the words out loud was essential for self-preservation. Almost as if she wanted to prolong the inevitable—that she and Marcia were deader than dinosaurs—for one fleeting moment.

      “Sorry to hear that,” Selma continued.

      The bartender returned with Cassandra’s drink, and she cracked a small smile before the bartender darted to the opposite end of the bar. “It wasn’t all bad with us, was it?”

      “No. It wasn’t.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Cassandra forced a laugh. Maybe, just maybe, if she thought she was having fun, then she might actually have fun.

      “If you’ve got something to say, then say it. I promise you that nothing you say will shock me.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      “Well?” Selma demanded, then drained her cocktail.

      “Are you seeing anyone?”

      Selma’s eyes lit up. “What would make you ask that?”

      “Forget that. It was a stupid question.”

      “I’m not seeing anyone,” Selma blurted.

      “Good to know.”

      She rubbed her right cheek as she asked, “Would you care if I was?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Someone has become evasive in their old age.”

      Cassandra didn’t know whether to cry or slap Selma. Being in her late thirties didn’t make her old—it just meant she’d had life experience. And that was a good thing. Cassandra wouldn’t have traded her current life to redo high school or college if it meant saving Earth from nuclear war. And there were people that looked worse, wearier or worn, than she did at her current age. She only needed to walk down the street to see that.

      Her eyes rounded. “I’m not ancient.”

      Selma snorted. “You really can’t take a joke, can you?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “That’s okay. I can be sarcastic enough for both of us.”

      “You really don’t hold any more animosity towards me?” Cassandra shifted her weight in her seat, attempting to get more comfortable. “Because I’d understand if you did. A lot of stuff went down between us, and time doesn’t always heal all wounds.”

      “How observant.” Selma ate the last olive from her martini. “Perhaps you should be a poet—I’d read your poetry.”

      Cassandra tapped the bar counter. “Forget it.”

      “Let me guess. You wanna know if I still have any lingering feelings for you … or if I’d be open to exploring our relationship again?”

      Cassandra almost choked on her Cosmo. No matter how many walls she put up, it wasn’t enough to stop Selma from seeing right through. And that nakedness more than bothered her. Almost as if a day hadn’t passed since they first started dating.

      “I’m not mad at you,” Selma said.

      “Never thought you were.”

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “Even in a broken clock is right twice a day.”

      “Damn, you can’t give a straight answer to save your life.” Selma grabbed several peanuts from the bowl in front of them. “So, maybe, just maybe, I underestimated how much Marcia hurt you.”

      Cassandra huffed. “It was a dumb idea.”

      “Our relationship was never dumb.”

      “I was just having a pity party for myself.”

      “Don’t apologize for your feelings,” Selma said gravely.

      “Okay, Mom.”

      “I’m serious. Own the person you are. No apologies, no takebacks.”

      Cassandra stroked her chin while considering Selma’s comment. This time, the truth didn’t matter. Penning a clever thought didn’t change that life was more complicated than catchphrases and slogans. She’d doubt herself for the foreseeable future after everything she’d endured with Marcia and Felicia.

      Selma got up from the barstool and kissed Cassandra—who didn’t shove her off her or tell her to stop. Cassandra couldn’t—not this time. Selma might just be the novelty she needed to get out of her current rut.

      Selma pulled back after a beat. “Now, you know where I stand.”

      Cassandra wiped her lip. “Wow.”

      She leaned into her right ear. “Why don’t we get out of here and go back to your place?”

      “Best idea I’ve heard all week.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra closed the bedroom door behind her before making out with Selma. Before that, upon entering, they’d shed their clothes in seconds. And what followed was comparable to the comfort and familiarity of following holiday traditions. That was the thing about falling back into bed with an ex: Cassandra knew what to expect with Selma. It wasn’t like she could hurt her any worse than Felicia and Marcia had.

      “You’ve gained some new moves since the last time we were together,” Selma said while she and Cassandra lay on their backs.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Do you regret what we did?”

      “Nope. Not even for a second.”

      “Same.”

      The two women continued chatting and Cassandra’s breathing returned to normal. It didn’t matter if Cassandra believed what she said. The important thing was that she was having fun again. This tryst with Selma was something Marcia and Felicia couldn’t take from her. And she relished that fact. Life wouldn’t be anything without a little pleasure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy finished brushing her hair as she stood in front of her bedroom mirror, which hung on the wall above her dresser. Her burner phone beeped so she rushed over and picked up the call. “Hello?”

      “It’s me, Selma.”

      “I know it’s you. Who else would be calling me on this number?”

      “We need to talk.”

      “About what?” Ivy began to pace back and forth. The phrase “we need to talk” never inspired much confidence in her. She felt like a kid being scolded by their parent. There had to be a less stressful way to signify an important conversation was about to be had.

      “Audrey knows you’re alive,” Selma finally said.

      “W-what?” Ivy stammered, creating static on her end of the line.

      “I’m sorry, but I didn’t have a choice. Telling her what happened was the only way I could shut her up.”

      Ivy grunted. Selma claiming she didn’t have a choice seemed to be a cheap excuse. If she cared about her safety, then she should’ve concocted a better cover story—that was what Ivy would’ve done if the roles were reversed.

      “I’m sorry, Ivy,” Selma said. “But I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

      “I trusted you.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you think Tanner knows where I am?” Sweat formed on Ivy’s face and she fanned herself with her tee-shirt. She should’ve been a moment away from having a nervous breakdown, but she was only human and that meant she couldn’t always control her emotions and feelings. Even if doing so would’ve been best for her in the long run. Tanner could never know where she was. Not now. Not ever. Otherwise, she might as well hand herself over to Tanner without another thought.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I don’t need this shit.”

      “How are things with Quentin?” Selma asked.

      “Fine. He’s been a perfect gentleman.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Ivy pushed her hair back with her free hand. “Do you know what’s at stake? Because you aren’t the one who fled Tanner; I did.”

      “You don’t have to remind me about that.”

      “Apparently, I do.” Ivy drew a deep breath, then exhaled. Deep breaths were the only thing that’d help her get through the phone call with Selma. “And just to be clear … Audrey knows everything? Including how I drugged her.”

      “Yes.”

      “Fuck.”

      “It’ll be okay.”

      Ivy shrieked, “You don’t know that!”

      “There’s one more thing.”

      “Goody.”

      “I told Audrey where you live.”

      “Why the fuck would you do that?”

      “It came up during one of our chats.”

      Ivy massaged the back of her neck with her one hand. “Do you think Audrey plans on visiting me?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “I’ve gotta go.” Ivy hung up on Selma before tossing the burner phone onto the bed. Tears trickled down her face. No matter how much she tried, she’d never be good enough. And that truth fucking sucked. Escaping Tanner should’ve been the end of the drama. But no. The universe had other plans. And Ivy didn’t know what she’d do if Audrey showed up at Quentin’s. Audrey might not have meant harm, but Tanner could tail her. And if Tanner tracked Audrey when she visited Ivy, then Tanner would discover Ivy was staying at Quentin’s.

      Being paranoid didn’t make Ivy unhinged. Considering every possible scenario was essential when wanting to remain dead. Survival hinged on that, after all.

      Quentin knocked on her door, despite how it being open. “Everything okay?” he asked. “No offense or anything, but I heard the discussion from down the hall.”

      Ivy sat on the bed before punching a pillow. “Selma spilled my secret. Audrey knows everything, including that I’ve been staying here.”

      “Yikes, that does suck.”

      “I’ll die if Tanner finds me.”

      “Why would Selma betray your secret?”

      Ivy shrugged. “Some shit about how Audrey kept hounding her and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Maybe I should’ve put more effort into staging my death.”

      “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “No,” Ivy whispered.

      Quentin’s face drooped. “Promise me one thing?”

      “Okay. And what’s that?”

      “Don’t run. Let me be here for you.”

      Ivy considered his suggestion for a moment. Fleeing her only sanctuary would’ve been foolish, regardless of her current trepidation. She’d never make it on her own. She’d needed Selma’s help just to flee Tanner.

      “Promise,” Ivy nodded.

      “Good.” Quentin walked over to her and hugged her.

      Their embrace wouldn’t change Ivy’s current mood. But she couldn’t lie to herself; Quentin’s comfort and warmth felt good. She deserved to feel safe. Her only problem was that she wished the hug could last forever. The world was a scary place and Ivy would’ve given anything for her life not to resemble a ticking time bomb. That was what another encounter with Tanner entailed … a disaster.
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            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Audrey stood by her suitcase in her bedroom as her most recent conversation with Selma remained etched in her mind. Some questions had to be asked no matter how difficult they were. She just couldn’t help herself, because she needed an answer …
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        * * *

      

      Audrey continued glaring at Selma. “I’m not going to drop this until you give me an answer. Besides, I deserve the truth.”

      “Do you have any idea how unreasonable your request is?” Selma demanded. “You’ve got no right to demand Ivy’s address.”

      “I’m one of her best friends.”

      “There’s nothing you can do for her.” Selma adjusted her posture while remaining seated on the living room couch. “Ivy has Quentin now.”

      “I’m not gonna drop this until you give me what I want.”

      Selma huffed. “Fine. I’ll go get a piece of paper and write down her address. But you can’t tell anyone where Ivy’s staying. Not even Sawyer.”

      “Understood.”
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        * * *

      

      The shuffling of footsteps snapped Audrey out of her reminiscing. She lifted her gaze. Sawyer had just entered her bedroom.

      He chuckled. “What’s with the suitcase? Are you taking a vacation with a mysterious boyfriend?”

      Audrey didn’t speak. Instead, she zipped up her suitcase. Having a sense of humor was important, but she couldn’t believe Sawyer had just said what he had. She wasn’t Marcia—she wouldn’t cheat on Sawyer. Not now. Not ever.

      “It was a joke,” he continued.

      “Oh.”

      He gave Audrey a quick kiss while sweat streamed down her back. She was a lot of things, but she’d never betray Selma’s confidence. And that meant she couldn’t tell Sawyer that she planned on leaving town for a few days so she could visit her best friend.

      “But seriously,” Sawyer said. “Did you plan a surprise trip for us?”

      “It’s a personal matter.”

      “Everything okay?”

      “It will be.”

      Sawyer massaged her shoulder. “If there’s something going on, then I’d want you to be honest with me, no matter how difficult doing so might be. I promise not to judge.”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Is this about Ivy? Are you still trying to find proof that her death was murder and not suicide?”

      Audrey’s heart practically stopped. An occasional dramatic reaction couldn’t be helped—she was only human. And she couldn’t help the goosebumps from rising, given how close to the truth Sawyer was.

      “You trust me, don’t you?” she asked.

      “Did you forget we’re engaged?”

      “Did you really answer a question with a question?” Audrey shook her head. “Perhaps you’ve been a lawyer for too long.”

      “I don’t blame you for wanting justice for Ivy. However, you can’t go playing cops and robbers; it’s not safe.”

      She gripped her ponytail. “No disrespect intended, but you have no idea what’s going on here.”

      “Does Cassandra know you’re taking time off from work?”

      “Yeah, I have some personal days I’m gonna use.”

      Sawyer reached for her hands, but she brushed his away. “Let me help you. Something is obviously on your mind.”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Some things are better left unsaid.” Audrey averted her gaze. “Anyway, what are you doing home from work so early?”

      “I made reservations for an early dinner.” Sawyer sighed. “Thought it’d be fun to have a romantic evening.”

      Guilt bubbled inside Audrey while she was still unable to make eye contact with Sawyer. Normally, she’d have jumped at the chance for a date. But she was on a mission. And that meant she couldn’t vacillate from her goal, no matter how much she wished could snap her fingers and banish the complications from her life.

      “Rain check?” Audrey asked.

      Sawyer nodded. “Sure.”

      She closed her eyes for a beat, considering the numerous emotions that must’ve been swirling in his mind. Audrey didn’t have to be a mind-reader to realize how he must feel. His frown revealed everything that she needed to know about his current emotional state.

      “I need one reassurance,” he finally said.

      “And what’s that?”

      “Promise that you aren’t in danger.”

      “Promise.”

      This moment was one of those times Audrey didn’t care about lying. White lies were sometimes necessary; not every truth needed to be verbalized in a relationship. Visiting her presumed dead friend came with complications. Like whether Tanner kept tabs on Ivy and her friends and could secretly know his wife was alive. But nothing good would come from vocalizing those concerns to Sawyer. For all she knew, he could try changing her mind if she confessed her real agenda.

      “Okay. Good,” he whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey took several deep breaths while she stood outside the front door of Quentin’s house. One plane and Uber ride from the airport later, Audrey was finally doing it—confronting Ivy.

      And no. She didn’t feel guilty about visiting her. Ivy had involved her by staging her suicide during the boat ride that night, and Audrey couldn’t let it go. She’d be damned if she didn’t get closure.

      An owl from a nearby tree branch hooted as beams of moonlight radiated from the sky, creating a glow. Audrey couldn’t waste any more time; it was time to ring the doorbell.

      The door opened a moment later, revealing a man. She looked the man over. There were worse people than Quentin to be in hiding with. If she wasn’t with Sawyer, she would’ve had no problem jumping this guy’s bones.

      “Can I help you?” Quentin asked.

      “I know Ivy faked her death and is living here,” Audrey said flatly. “And I’m not gonna leave until I talk to her.”

      “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “Don’t play dumb. It’s not a good look.”

      “I’m sorry, but you’ve got the wrong person. I have no idea who this Ivy person is.”

      “You might wanna practice lying, because you suck.”

      He snorted. “We’re done here.”

      Audrey stepped forward, one arm against the door. Quentin wasn’t going to dismiss her that easily—not if she had anything to say about it.

      Quentin guffawed. “You really are persistent.”

      “It’s part of being a journalist.”

      “Everything okay, Quentin?” someone called out.

      Audrey tilted her head, locking eyes with Ivy. Her stomach tightened as she held her gaze. This wasn’t a feverish dream; this was real life. Ivy was here in the flesh, and Audrey didn’t know if she should cry or yell. Everything Selma had told Audrey was true, yet nothing could’ve prepared her for this moment.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Ivy demanded.

      Audrey giggled. “Good to see you too.”

      Ivy gave Quentin a dirty look. “Just let her in. We can’t risk any unwanted attention.”

      “Okay,” he mumbled.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey and Ivy stood in Quentin’s kitchen while the teakettle on the front, right burner whistled. Steam seeped from the spout, and Ivy flicked the switch off a moment later.

      “You must be surprised to see me,” Audrey finally said.

      “No need to tell me how to feel.” Ivy poured the water before placing the teabag into the mug.

      “That’s not what I was doing.”

      Ivy sat on one of the wooden stools by the stove. “Tell me something, Audrey. What were you hoping to accomplish by coming here?”

      “You let me think you committed suicide.”

      “With good reason. Perhaps you’d like to dump Sawyer and see what being involved with Tanner is like.”

      “No thanks.”

      Ivy grunted. “That’s what I thought.”

      “You don’t know how awful I felt the next morning when I woke up and discovered your note.”

      “Something tells me you’re doing okay.”

      Audrey crossed her arms. “You’ve got no idea what life has been like in your absence. You abandoned Cooper.”

      “How is Cooper doing?” Ivy removed the teabag from her cup and discarded it in the nearby garbage, and sipped her tea.

      “Cooper’s fine—he moved in with Ben, Marcia, and Lucky.”

      “That’s good.”

      Audrey pushed a lock of hair to the side. “I’m not here to hurt you. I just need to know why you didn’t come to Marcia, Cassandra, and me.”

      “My reasons have nothing to do with our friendship not being genuine. It’s just sometimes easier to confide in a stranger than a friend.”

      “But my guess about Tanner that night was correct. He was abusing you.”

      “So what?” Ivy drank more tea. “You want a gold star or something?”

      Audrey couldn’t swallow the lump in her throat. Not even if believing the best in Ivy was the right thing to do, given everything that happened. She wasn’t the same person that Audrey knew; the old Ivy would’ve never been so harsh.

      She rolled up her sleeves. “You’ve got no idea what you risked by coming here. What if Tanner followed you?”

      Audrey let Ivy’s comment linger in her mind. Some sayings were true, no matter how corny or trite. With some friends, it really didn’t matter how much time passed since they last saw each other; it was as if not a day had passed since that fateful night. If Ivy confirmed Audrey’s thought—about how Tanner might be keeping tabs on the people in Ivy’s life—then there might’ve been some truth to the paranoia. Hiring a private investigator wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for a CEO, after all.

      “I didn’t say what I did to hurt you,” Ivy said. “I was only being honest.”

      “Whatever. Our friendship must not have meant anything to you if you didn’t trust me enough to confide in me.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you? This isn’t about you or your feelings. I’ve been in survival mode for almost two decades, and you need to understand what that was like for me. It’s simply a fact.”

      “So, you’re just gonna stay here for the rest of your life and continue letting people think you’re dead?”

      “As long as we’re getting it all out in the open, there’s something you should know.” Ivy got up from the stool.

      “I don’t follow.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know, including who murdered Sally.”

      “What does my sister have to do with anything?” Audrey asked, perplexed.

      “I have proof Tanner killed your sister.”

      Audrey blinked, yet nothing changed—she was still standing next to her best friend. So, Audrey hadn’t imagined the statement. And that meant Audrey would have to hear Ivy out. It was the least she could do if she wanted to honor her sister’s memory. The only question was how Sally and Tanner could’ve ever crossed paths.

      “Then you better get it,” Audrey told her.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you believe me now?” Ivy asked later as the two women sat in the kitchen.

      Audrey closed the diary. “Where’d you even get this?”

      “I was going through some stuff in the attic when I stumbled upon it.”

      “And you never thought to tell me about this until now?”

      “It was my insurance policy.”

      “For what? You let Tanner run you out of town.”

      “I couldn’t drop this bombshell until I was ready.”

      “I really didn’t know you.” Audrey opened the journal and flipped through it again. “I mean, let’s be real. You’re only telling me this to hurt me.”

      “No. You deserve to know the truth.”

      “You never knew about his past life?”

      “The only thing Tanner told me was that he was from Florida.”

      “Well, you two have fleeing in common.” Audrey’s attention remained on the diary entries; she couldn’t argue with hard facts.

      The various pictures glued into the pages revealed a relationship … and how she got the truth directly from Tanner. The last entry was Tanner’s confession. He’d killed Sally because she was pregnant; he’d wanted her to have an abortion and she wanted to keep the baby.

      “That’s a low blow, and you know it.”

      “It’s the truth.” Audrey placed the diary on the kitchen counter. “Help me understand something. Why would he confess?”

      Ivy shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he wanted to memorialize Sally.”

      “I guess …”

      “There’s no explaining deranged people.”

      “My parents and I never even found Sally’s remains. She was just legally declared dead.”

      “I’m sorry, Audrey.”

      She sobbed. “I never would’ve guessed Sally was dating someone in the weeks leading to her death.”

      “Everyone gets lonely.”

      Audrey made a fist, almost punching the kitchen counter. Life would always be capable of surprises. She’d never anticipated discovering the truth about Sally’s death when visiting Ivy; it was the furthest thing from her mind.

      Ivy eyed Audrey. “Gonna go to the police with the journal?”

      “It’s just a diary.”

      “They could always get a handwriting sample—the comparison would show a match.”

      “They’d wonder how I got this.”

      “True.”

      “Enough about Sally.” Audrey grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes. “We aren’t done discussing you. If you think I’m gonna let you stay in hiding for the rest of your life, then you’re wrong.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Making an effort was the last thing Marcia expected from Lucky in light of his recent behavior; she wouldn’t forget how he went behind her back and blabbed about her affair to Felicia. Yet here she sat, next to him at the dining room table. Ben and Cooper had gone out to dinner, so she had no buffer from Lucky.

      He sipped his wine. “I owe you an apology.”

      “For what?”

      “Don’t play coy with me. What I did was wrong. I shouldn’t have behaved so sneakily.”

      This dinner was one of the rare times Marcia was beyond words. She never anticipated he’d apologize for anything. However, she wouldn’t gain anything from throwing Lucky’s apology in his face. So, she smiled.

      “I’m being serious,” he said. “What I did was hurtful, and I should’ve known better. I don’t expect you to forgive me. Just thought you should know … I really am sorry.”

      “Thanks.” Marcia twirled spaghetti onto her fork, enjoying the basil and cheesy aromas of the pesto sauce.

      “There’s something else I wanted to discuss, but I didn’t want to offend you.”

      “We’re long past that.”

      Lucky chuckled. “True.”

      “You were saying?”

      “Is there any hope for us?”

      Life was full of surprises. Discussing the status of their marriage wasn’t something Marcia wanted to do. Especially since the Tanner situation hadn’t resolved itself yet. However, her head wasn’t in the sand. Marcia realized that at some point she and Lucky would have to chat about where things stood. She just hoped she could stall the issue as long as possible, though. Contemplating what she was gonna do with the rest of her life was rather heavy. Marcia wasn’t middle-aged, so she had time to be anything she wanted. The only question was if her vision for the future included Lucky.

      “Lucky, please!” She finished her glass before pouring a refill of white wine.

      “I’m not trying to put you on the spot. I just can’t help wondering if this is a sign from the universe.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “You and Cassandra are no longer together. Not to mention how I’m living here again—almost as if I never left.”

      If Marcia felt like arguing, then she would’ve belabored the point about Cassandra and her no longer being together because he had meddled. Yet she couldn’t do that; she wouldn’t. No amount of dreaming or wishing could undo what Lucky had done, so she’d just have to find a way to live with the situation.

      Marcia quirked her eyebrows. “Did you forget the part about separate bedrooms?”

      Lucky gazed into her eyes, rubbing her hand. “Ben holding us together all these years doesn’t mean there aren’t real feelings between us.”

      “Never said otherwise.”

      “Forgive me for misunderstanding. But you seemed to imply that was the case.”

      She ate the last bite of her spaghetti. “You can’t pretend that Ben isn’t a big part of why we stayed married all these years.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “We aren’t the same people we were when we first met.”

      “Doesn’t mean we don’t care about each other.”

      Marcia pushed her plate to the side. “What are you hoping that I’ll say?”

      “Just want you to think about reconciling.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Humoring Lucky was for the best. Marcia still wasn’t in the mood to argue. So, she wouldn’t make a concrete decision about her marriage tonight. She also couldn’t deny how making spaghetti and salad required effort, and that meant she’d at least appreciate the endeavor.

      “There’s something else we need to chat about,” he said. “And don’t worry. It has nothing to do with our marriage.”

      “Should I finish my glass of wine first?”

      Lucky laughed, wagging a finger at her. “That’s funny. You should’ve been a comedian.”

      “I wish.”

      “Are you worried Ben almost killed Tanner? I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried.”

      It wasn’t her day. Lucky just had to mention Ben pulling the gun on Tanner, because if she’d had it her way, she’d never discuss that night again. She could have considered a long list of things she would’ve rather happened than Ben taking their gun from the safe and threatening Tanner. If she had it her way, Ben would simply enjoy his college years as much as possible.

      Tanner wasn’t blameless, though. And she wouldn’t punish Ben for doing what he thought was necessary. No explanation necessary about the contempt radiating from Tanner’s eyes; it was palpable.

      “Well?” he demanded.

      “Ben was pushed to do what he thought felt right. Surely, you don’t fault him for that?”

      “It’s about punishing him.”

      “Then what? Let’s not pretend that Tanner is a good person.” She swirled the contents of her glass before taking a large swig. “We both know he probably killed Ivy.”

      “We didn’t raise a killer.”

      Sometimes, Marcia questioned what she’d even seen in Lucky when they’d first met. If Lucky had a point to make, then she needed him to make it clear ASAP. Implying Ben was a killer almost made her want to smack him across the cheek.

      “Firstly, Ben isn’t a killer,” Marcia said coolly. “And second of all, it’s not murder if Ben was acting in self-defense.”

      “Perhaps you should’ve been a defense attorney.”

      “Just calling it like I see it.”

      “Touché.” Lucky finished his wine.

      Marcia raised her eyebrows. “For the sake of argument, let’s say Ben had killed Tanner that night.”

      “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “Sorry.”

      “My point is simple. Would you have turned Ben into the police that night if he had killed Tanner?”

      “No,” Lucky finally replied.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Marcia’s spine tingled as she and Lucky sat in silence. Lucky finished his salad. In ideal circumstances, their conversation was strictly hypothetical. Yet Marica was human like anyone else, so curiosity sometimes got the best of her. Like wondering if either Ben, Cooper, she, or Lucky would have to kill Tanner if he returned for a second time.
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        * * *

      

      Marcia put her mug in the dishwasher the next morning when Ben entered the kitchen, panting. He went to the fridge and grabbed a water bottle before guzzling it in a matter of seconds.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “Just wanted to go for a jog while the weather isn’t too cold.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Ben grinned. “I’m glad we crossed paths, because we need to talk.”

      “Everything okay? I mean, besides the obvious.”

      “You don’t have to get back together with Dad on my account.”

      Marcia fanned herself with her blouse; Ben wasn’t wrong about the warm temperatures lingering. “What makes you think I wanna get back together with your father?”

      “I know about your dinner the other night.”

      “Let me guess? Your father bragged to you about it?”

      “Not in so many words. But yeah, that was the general gist of it.”

      “Don’t worry.” Marcia leaned back against the kitchen counter, pressing her arms against it. “If I reunite with your father, it’ll be because I want to … not because I’m trying to be a people-pleaser.”

      “Good to hear.”

      She let out a breath. “But please don’t worry about my marriage. You don’t need any more stress.”

      “Doesn’t mean I don’t worry.”

      Marcia’s mind drifted to Lucky’s comment during their dinner—the one about Ben almost killing Tanner. Her shoulders quaked. Yeah, she didn’t have any concerns about Ben being a twisted person. Tanner had brought the situation on himself by abusing Ivy and Cooper, and she wouldn’t apologize for Ben feeling protective over Cooper. At least that showed her son cared—most people wouldn’t have the guts to take such a harsh stance.

      “Something wrong, Mom?”

      Marcia beamed. “Nope. Everything is fine.”

      Not telling Ben about her conversation with Lucky the other night was for the best. She didn’t need to make Ben feel guilty for making a judgment comment. Nothing good would come from scrutinizing Ben’s behavior. This was the same person who wouldn’t kill a spider when he was growing up.
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        * * *

      

      Marcia exited the hair salon the following afternoon and didn’t wince while Cassandra sat on a bench a few feet away from her. Having a reaction would’ve meant she cared. And that was one luxury she couldn’t afford. Not after Cassandra had been so brutal to her. The breakup wasn’t something she’d forget anytime soon, after all.

      Cassandra tossed her coffee cup into a nearby garbage bin before getting up and facing her. Marcia’s pulse didn’t increase, though. Maintaining her composure remained best. Nobody would ruin Marcia’s afternoon—not even a jilted lover.

      “Hello, Marcia.” Cassandra pushed her hair behind her shoulders with one flick of her neck.

      “We don’t have to do this.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We can both be friends with Audrey while still avoiding each other.”

      “Who said anything about needing to do that?” Cassandra asked.

      “You made it pretty clear where you stand.”

      Cassandra licked her lips. “You’re right. I did.”

      “I’ll have you know I’m doing great.”

      “Same.”

      “Good.”

      Cassandra tucked her purse under her left arm. “It didn’t have to be this way. But you just couldn’t keep your mouth shut.”

      “You overreacted.”

      “Like hell I did.”

      Marcia sniggered. “Thank goodness Felicia has a chance at a better life now.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “Because she escaped your clutches.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Sometimes, the truth hurts,” Marcia said flippantly.

      Cassandra nodded. “You’re right. And dumping you was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Perhaps Selma has been right about you all along.”

      Cassandra pointed a finger, getting in Marcia’s face. “You don’t know anything about my relationship with Selma.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But it’s obviously still a sore subject for you.”

      “I’d love to continue trading platitudes with you, but I’ve got better things to do with my time.” Cassandra trudged away, high heels scraping the sidewalk.

      Cassandra got smaller and smaller in the distance until she was no longer visible. Marcia sighed in relief. How she’d ever become involved with Cassandra was beyond her. If she’d known Cassandra would behave like this, then she would’ve looked elsewhere for her extramarital affair.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain drizzled while Ben loaded groceries into the trunk of his car when Tanner approached him. And it didn’t matter how much fear trickled through Ben—he couldn’t show weakness. He needed to be the same brave person he was the night he’d pulled a gun on Tanner.

      Tanner gritted his teeth. “We need to talk.”

      Ben spun after closing his trunk. “I don’t owe you a fucking thing.”

      “I’m not gonna kill you.”

      “I should hope not. We’re in broad daylight.”

      Tanner’s nostrils flared. “If I wanted to kill you, then you’d be dead.”

      Being in public didn’t mean Tanner completely changed his personality—he hadn’t. And that was why Ben swallowed hard. He could only be brave for so long. Knowing about Ivy and Cooper’s bruises eliminated any goodwill Ben might’ve had towards Tanner. There was no denying what he’d observed firsthand.

      Ben’s eyebrows inched up. “That a threat?”

      “Just a fact.”

      “I’m not gonna apologize for almost shooting you. You got off pretty easy if you ask me.”

      “I don’t need an apology.”

      “Then what do you want?” Ben demanded.

      Tanner coughed into his jacket sleeve. “I want my son back. If you wanna be some loser faggot that fucks guys, then that’s your business. But Cooper can’t have any part of that.”

      Ben snickered. “Did you go to a special school to learn how to be an asshole? Or were you born that way?”

      “Very funny.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Wanna know something funny?”

      “I suppose you’re gonna tell me, regardless of how I answer.” Ben’s smirk widened. “I wasn’t lying about what I told you that night. My relationship with Ivy was real. I gave her something that you couldn’t. But don’t beat yourself up too much—nobody’s perfect.”

      “If you’re trying to goad me into attacking you, it’s not gonna work.”

      “Cooper is never going back to your shithole of a home.” Ben stepped closer. So close that the vile stench on Tanner’s breath almost burned Ben’s skin. He only hoped that Tanner wouldn’t get more sauced before driving wherever it was he planned go after they finished their conversation. “He’s an adult, and there isn’t anything you can do about it.”

      “I can stop paying for his college.”

      “He’s on a scholarship and he doesn’t live at the dorm.” Ben poked Tanner’s chest with his index finger. “Tell me something, asshole. How does it feel to be powerless for once in your miserable fucking life?”

      “There’s more to life than cussing someone out.”

      Ben wrinkled his nose. “That’s rich, coming from you.”

      “I’m trying to be nice.”

      “Are you even hearing the words coming out of your mouth? … Cooper belongs where he’s loved.”

      Tanner scrunched his eyebrows. “You love Cooper?”

      “That’s what I said.” Ben didn’t care about oversharing with Tanner. Even if Ben didn’t owe him anything. His comment was true—he couldn’t imagine life without Cooper. Not because he and Cooper had an unhealthy codependent relationship. But because Cooper completed him.

      Tanner slipped his hands into his jacket pockets. “There are other guys out there besides Cooper.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “You could meet me halfway.”

      “What’s your problem with Cooper dating me?” Ben asked. “Why do you hate gay people so much?”

      “It’s not about hate. It’s about wanting a better life for my son. There are just certain ways a man is supposed to act, and taking it up the ass from another dude isn’t part of that.”

      More rain pattered the ground, yet Ben didn’t care about getting wet. Something cathartic existed from confronting a bully. Tanner was the villain, not Ben. And he’d never let Tanner forget what a miserable piece of shit he was. It was the least Ben could do. Dating Cooper didn’t mean Ben couldn’t do something to honor Ivy. If the roles were flipped, Ben would’ve wanted to honor his memory.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m not the bottom … not Cooper,” Ben said. “So there goes your theory about Cooper not being a man.”

      “I don’t want to have to harm you …”

      There it was—the Tanner that made Ben’s heart lurch. Tanner couldn’t get away with threatening him, and Ben was going to do something about it.

      “I’m gonna tell my parents about this conversation,” Ben told him.

      “Go ahead, I dare you,” Tanner said, his raspy voice pricking the hairs on Ben’s back.

      “You might have the police snowed, but not me. We both know you killed Ivy, and I’m never gonna forgive you for that.”

      Ben would never waver about throwing Ivy’s death in Tanner’s face; it didn’t matter if he didn’t have much evidence. What he felt in his bones was much more important than what was required in a court of law. Ben would’ve bet his entire future on Tanner killing Ivy. A husband was usually the prime suspect when a wife died. Especially when said husband physically abused his wife and son.

      Tanner shrieked “I didn’t kill Ivy—she committed suicide!”

      Ben couldn’t fathom why Tanner maintained his innocence in Ivy’s death. The police had already ruled Ivy’s death a suicide. And for all intents and purposes, Tanner had been cleared of any wrongdoing, regardless of what Ben thought.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” Ben said.

      “Just know I tried to reason with you. Even after you pulled a gun on me.”

      “Big deal. I’m so scared.”

      “Someone you know is lying to you.”

      “And what’s supposed to mean?” Ben demanded.

      “That’s for me to know you, and you to find out.”

      The rain picked up, pounding against the ground even faster and louder than before. Ben grabbed his car key from his pocket. “How did you even know I was going grocery shopping?”

      “I didn’t. I just happened to see you from across the street.”

      Ben leaned into Tanner’s right ear. “Next time I pull on a gun, you won’t be so lucky. So, you’d do best to remember that.”

      Tanner shoved Ben off him. “Like I give a shit about anything you say.”

      “Just go!”

      “Gladly.”

      Ben got in his car and started the engine. The problem was that Ben couldn’t shake Tanner’s comment about how someone close to him was lying. On the one hand, Tanner could’ve said what he did to mess with Ben. On the other hand, Tanner hadn’t hesitated when making the cryptic remark. Ben might even have praised the enunciation and inflection in Tanner’s voice, if he weren’t such an asshole.

      Ben spent enough time with Cooper, so he didn’t have any reason to think his boyfriend was lying to him. He was also privy to his parents’ marital problems and how Marcia had an affair with Cassandra. It was therefore safe to assume Ben could cross his parents off the list.

      Ben turned left while the rain and wind picked up. Perhaps there was something Ivy hadn’t told him during their affair. Tanner taunting him about Ivy keeping something from him seemed weird, considering Ivy was dead.
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            Cassandra

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra squinted while studying the menu as she sat across from Selma. Six months ago, she would’ve never guessed that she and Selma would have a dinner date. Yet she couldn’t deny how life had a funny way of surprising people. And that was fine. Life would’ve been boring if surprises never happened. Mystery added a little excitement to life. Cassandra just hoped Selma wouldn’t break her heart. The past was buried, but it wasn’t forgotten.

      Selma hadn’t berated her for their past failed relationship. However, Cassandra couldn’t be too careful. Excitement didn’t only create joy; it also created misery. And that meant she could lose everything on a moment’s notice.

      Selma laughed. “Do you ever stop thinking?”

      “What makes you think something is wrong?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      Cassandra flipped to the next page of the menu. “There are just so many choices, and I don’t even know what’s worth considering.”

      “We could split an appetizer over cocktails.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “Any appetizer look enticing to you?” Selma asked.

      “The mozzarella sticks would be nice.”

      “We can get that if you want.”

      Cassandra met Selma’s gaze for a beat. “How did you even hear about the place?”

      “I have my sources.”

      “I must’ve lost my touch if I never heard about this place.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. You’re only human.”

      “How do you always know the right thing to say?” Cassandra asked.

      Selma winked. “It’s easy when you’re perfect.”

      She gave Selma a mock frown—so much for Selma making progress. The comment she’d just made was something the old Selma would say. And Cassandra couldn’t forget that. So, maybe, just maybe, she was right about being guarded with Selma.

      The waiter shuffled over to their table before flashing a small smile. “Could I start you off with a drink?”

      “We’ll both get a Cosmo.” Selma eyed the waiter.

      The waiter scribbled in his notepad. “Certainly.”

      “And we’d also like to split the mozzarella sticks.”

      “Good choice.” The waiter walked away as quickly as he’d appeared.

      Numerous voices echoed throughout the restaurant. Cassandra scratched the side of her neck. Perhaps they should’ve made earlier reservations; she wanted to be able to hear what Selma had to say.

      “There’s something that I need to tell you if we’re gonna have a fresh start,” Selma said.

      Cassandra lifted her eyebrows. “And what’s that?”

      “You have to promise not to hate me.”

      “We’re beyond that.”

      Selma lit up. “Really?”

      “Yeah, now please just tell me whatever’s bothering you.”

      “Ivy is alive,” Selma revealed.

      “What did you just say.”

      “Ivy never killed herself—she just wanted people to think that.”

      Cassandra slid her elbows onto the table, stunned. “You better start at the beginning.”

      “Do you hate me?” Selma asked several minutes later. She sipped her Cosmo as Cassandra stared at her in silence.

      “No.”

      Cassandra hadn’t deceived Selma with her response and she wasn’t having some sort of delayed reaction because of shock. Helping Ivy during her darkest hour illustrated mitigating behavior, showing Cassandra wasn’t completely foolish about giving Selma a second chance, despite their questionable past. She hoped the behavior would last, though. Realizing Selma was more than her façade suggested was a good thing. Selma being nothing but her icy personality would’ve meant Cassandra had made a mistake all those years ago when they’d first dated. And Cassandra couldn’t accept that truth. It would’ve meant she was a worse judge of character than she realized.

      “Really?”

      “I didn’t wanna alarm Audrey and Marcia, but there seemed to be something off about the situation.” Cassandra grabbed a mozzarella stick and dunked it into tomato sauce. “And you know my rule. No body. No death.”

      “Someone’s been catching up on gritty crime dramas.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “Thank you for your honesty; that couldn’t have been easy for you.”

      Selma’s focus returned to the meu she was holding. “There’s something else you should know. Audrey also knows Ivy’s alive—that’s why she asked for time off from work.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Selma grimaced. “Please don’t tell Audrey that you know Ivy is alive or that you know that she knows Ivy is alive.”

      “My lips are sealed. But I do have one question.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Why be honest with me?” Cassandra asked. “I don’t think I need to tell you how Ivy wouldn’t be happy if she found out you betrayed her confidence.”

      “I wanted to give our relationship a real chance.”

      “I guess I should be flattered.” Cassandra finished her Cosmo. “You betrayed Ivy’s confidence … yet you didn’t leak my affair with Marcia.”

      She shook her head. “I hate to break it to you, but the world doesn’t revolve around you.”

      Cassandra jabbed her fist through the air. “Damn!”

      “How are things with Felicia?”

      Cassandra didn’t know if she should laugh or yell. Selma should’ve known better than to mention Felicia, because that was the last thing she wanted to discuss during dinner. The outing was about forgetting the past and moving onto the future. Nothing could change what had transpired between Cassandra and Felicia, and that was that.

      Cassandra placed her hand on the back of her head. “Don’t ruin the evening.”

      “What’s wrong? Is she contesting the divorce or something?”

      “No, I just don’t wanna ruin the mood.”

      Selma cupped her chin. “No secrets. Remember?”

      “I’m signing the divorce papers in the morning.”

      “Why the delay?”

      “Give me a break—I just got the papers this afternoon.” Cassandra devoured another mozzarella stick. “Don’t you think me getting ready for our date was more important?”

      “I suppose I can forgive you just this once.”

      “Did you ever think we’d get a second chance?” Cassandra asked.

      Selma didn’t even frown. “Yes.”

      “How could you be so certain?”

      “Some people are meant to be together.”

      “You can’t deny our sordid past.”

      “Ancient history.”

      “Wow!” Cassandra exclaimed. “You never cease to stop impressing me—some people wouldn’t be so positive.”

      “I have better things to do than discuss something that happened a million years ago.”

      “Like stab me in the back?”

      Selma gave Cassandra a blank expression. Perhaps Cassandra’s joke was in bad taste, and she should’ve been more careful with her words. Cassandra couldn’t help herself, though. Wondering how long a relationship would last only made her human. And Cassandra would be damned if she apologized for being imperfect. There were plenty of people who were way worse than her. Like Tanner.

      “I’m proud of you for helping Ivy,” Cassandra said.

      “Didn’t do it so you’d praise me.”

      “I know. But that doesn’t change how you did a good thing.” Cassandra sucked in a breath. “There’s something we should discuss. You used the ‘r’ word a couple of minutes ago.”

      “Huh?”

      “Relationship, I mean.”

      “Oh, that. Are you afraid of defining this?”

      “Just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      Selma gave a toothy smile. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve got big plans for us.”

      Cassandra closed the menu after deciding what she’d order. She was really doing this—giving it another go with Selma. And maybe, just maybe, this time would be different than when they’d first dated. Life was full of surprises, and maybe Selma would continue surprising her.
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            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy knocked on the door of the room where Audrey was staying, despite that it was opened. Turning from the window, Audrey faced Ivy. Ivy entered the bedroom. Getting one last chance to see Audrey was nice, but this fairytale couldn’t last forever. Audrey had to go back to Crescent Hills. No explanation necessary about how the longer she stayed here, the more risk Ivy was at. No telling if Tanner might’ve been keeping tabs on Ivy or her friends. And that meant Ivy couldn’t forget that Tanner might know Audrey was here. Or worse. That she was alive.

      “What’s up?”

      Ivy placed her hands on her hips. “We need to talk.”

      “I don’t wanna fight.”

      “Who said anything about a fight?”

      “The frown lines on your face tell me everything I need to know.”

      “How astute of you,” Audrey said wryly.

      “What do you hope to accomplish by staying here?” Ivy asked. “You got what you wanted: confirming I’m alive.”

      “Don’t be so harsh.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      Audrey wailed, “I can’t go! I just got here.”

      “Do you wanna keep putting me at risk? Having Tanner finding out I’m still alive?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then go.” Ivy scanned her face. “Are you mad I drugged you that night?”

      Audrey shrugged. “I’m over it, I guess.”

      “Then please leave.”

      “You really wanna stay here at Quentin’s for the rest of your life?” Audrey asked. “That means never seeing Cooper again. More specifically, never going to his college graduation. Never attending his wedding. Never seeing him have his first child. Never getting to spoil your grandchild or possible grandchildren.”

      Ivy closed her eyes, suppressing tears. She wasn’t the same person she was when she was married to Tanner. And that meant Ivy couldn’t be weak, no matter how natural it was for her to experience conflicting emotions. What Audrey said wasn’t lost on her. All those milestones Audrey had mentioned were events she’d miss out on. And Ivy couldn’t help the pang of disappointment. Forever was a long time when she could live for several more decades.

      “I wasn’t saying those things to hurt you,” Audrey said softly. “It’s the truth. And you need to be aware of it.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “I should thank you for one thing, though.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “For giving me closure about Sally’s death,” Audrey said.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Audrey laughed. “Don’t dismiss what you did. The important thing is that you came forward.”

      “The whole thing is crazy.” Ivy shuddered. “You can’t imagine how shocked I was when I found out Tanner wasn’t his real name.”

      “And I can keep the diary?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Just wanted to doublecheck.”

      Ivy took Audrey by her hands. “You must know you can’t stay here forever—you are on borrowed time.”

      “It was a nice fantasy.”

      “It was.”

      Audrey cried. “This could be the last time I ever see you again.”

      Her comment weighed on Ivy’s mind. It was reasonable enough, but a small part of her didn’t want to accept the damning truth Audrey just dropped on her. Doing so would’ve made Ivy sadder than she already was.

      “Our paths might cross again one day—crazier things have happened,” Ivy said. “So, don’t lose hope.” Ivy had to give her fleeting hope, no matter how unrealistic doing so was. Crushing Audrey’s spirit would’ve been worse than telling a kid that Santa Claus didn’t exist. Ivy couldn’t do that. She wasn’t that cruel. If she were really that mean, then she’d have allowed Quentin to let her in the house in the first place.

      Tears fell down Audrey’s cheeks. “You really believe that?”

      “Yes.”

      “I already booked my departure ticket.” Audrey stepped away from Ivy.

      Ivy blinked. “You did?”

      “Yeah, I just wanted to prolong the inevitable.”

      “Understood. But you have to promise me one thing.”

      “Yeah, sure. What is it?”

      “Don’t let anything bad happen to Cooper.”
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        * * *

      

      Ivy stood by her bedroom window next to Quentin, holding a cup of tea. She couldn’t help the shock pulsing through her body. Audrey was here one moment and gone the next.

      Quentin rubbed Ivy’s shoulder. “That’s good you got a little extra time with Audrey. Hope it was worth it.”

      “It was.”

      Ivy’s breathing slowed down. Seeing Audrey again was worth it, regardless of how risky the visit was. Not everyone got the luxury of extra time, and Ivy would forever be thankful for that.

      She blinked after something caught her attention. For a split second, she thought someone was standing in the bushes outside her bedroom. Almost as if her worst fear had come true—that someone was spying on her. Someone possibly connected to Tanner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Secrets only stayed hidden for so long. And that was why Audrey didn’t have a choice—she was going to be honest with Sawyer about the real reason she’d left town for several days. Not because she wanted to betray Ivy’s confidence, but because she didn’t have any other option. If Tanner was as dangerous as Audrey suspected, then he might’ve followed her across the country when she’d visited Ivy. And Sawyer could have a target on his back because of guilt by association. She couldn’t have that—she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if something bad happened to Sawyer. Having one of her best friends stage a fake death was bad enough.

      Audrey coughed, clearing the nervousness from her throat while she stood outside Sawyer’s study.

      Sawyer closed his laptop before cocking his head.

      “This a bad time?” she asked.

      He rose, then walked over. He gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Nope.”

      “You were right to be suspicious of me,” Audrey said. “I wasn’t honest with you, and I hope you can forgive me.”

      “Are you talking about your mini vacation?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m happy to listen to what you have to say.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you angry with me?” Audrey asked later, and began pacing in Sawyer’s study.

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “It wasn’t about not trusting you. Just didn’t wanna take any unnecessary risks.”

      “But we’re engaged.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Sawyer raised his eyebrows up and down. “I still find it weird how Sally crossed paths with Tanner all those years ago.”

      “It makes more sense than I like to admit.” Audrey paused for a beat. “Stranger things happen all the time.”

      “Why would she keep it a secret?”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps Sally was worried my parents wouldn’t approve of him.”

      “I’m sorry you’re going through this.”

      Audrey didn’t need Sawyer’s pity or sympathy. She’d accepted long ago that nothing she or anyone else said would bring back her sister. It was just the way it was.

      “Not like you killed Sally,” Audrey finally said.

      “Doesn’t matter. Losing Sally must’ve sucked.”

      “You can say that again.”

      From behind, he pulled her up against his body. “I’ll support you if you wanna go to the police.”

      “I can’t. I mean, you of all people know how hard it’d be.”

      “True.”

      “But I can make Tanner pay myself,” Audrey said.

      Sawyer stepped back from Audrey. “You aren’t talking about murder, are you?”

      If Audrey needed proof that Sawyer was the right person for her to spend the rest of her life with, the current conversation proved it. Being transparent wasn’t ideal, yet she couldn’t do a damn thing about how he saw right through her.

      Audrey wouldn’t feel guilty for wanting Tanner dead, though. If crime didn’t pay, then people wouldn’t do it. And she only needed to watch the news to understand the justice system didn’t work fairly; innocent people were sometimes sent to jail while guilty people remained unpunished.

      “Maybe,” she whispered.

      “You can’t be serious!” he bellowed.

      Loving Sawyer didn’t mean Audrey agreed with everything he did or said, because she didn’t. So, Audrey could’ve done without Sawyer’s judgmental tone. It wasn’t like she was destined for a downward spiral. She just couldn’t help the rage fluttering through her body from how evil Tanner was.

      She bit her nail. “He deserves to die.”

      “The law wouldn’t see it that way.”

      Audrey chuckled. “What about jury nullification?”

      Sawyer locked his arms together. “Do you really wanna take that chance?”

      “What are we supposed to do?” she asked. “Ivy is in hiding … and Cooper might be on borrowed time while Tanner gets to live his life. Surely, you don’t think that’s fair?”

      “It’s not a question of fairness.”

      “Just because Tanner didn’t kill Ivy doesn’t mean he isn’t a prick,” Audrey declared.

      “True.” He undid the button of his shirt. “But there’s something else we haven’t discussed yet.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if you were pissed off Ivy used you as a pawn for her staged death.”

      Audrey took a deep breath while Sawyer’s words weighed on her mind. What he’d said was true—being annoyed with Ivy would’ve been the logical reaction. But real life didn’t always follow logic. And that meant she couldn’t be vindictive with Ivy. She wouldn’t have traded places with Ivy for all the money in the world; she needed all of five seconds to realize being physically abused might push someone to take drastic measures.

      “That’s in the past,” she said.

      “That’s pretty big of you.”

      “Doesn’t matter. We have bigger problems.”

      Sawyer pressed his hands together. “Promise me that you won’t kill Tanner.”

      “Promise.”

      It didn’t matter if she meant what she said. This conversation was one of those moments when telling Sawyer what he wanted to hear was best. The little things like that were sometimes what kept relationships going.

      She was her own person, though, and whether she was capable of murder was another question.

      “I’m serious, Audrey.”

      “Don’t be so dramatic.” She played with her mushroom-shaped pendant, wrapped around her neck.

      “I care about you.”

      “Good to know.”

      “I’d never be able to live with myself if you spent the rest of your life in jail.”

      “Don’t get yourself worked up over some hypothetical situation, which hasn’t even happened yet.”

      “Whatever.” Sawyer cracked his knuckles.

      “Let’s change the subject.”

      “Okay. What do you wanna discuss?”

      “Our wedding.”

      Sawyer’s grin widened. “What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t want a long engagement,” Audrey said. “Maybe something simple—like right here at the house.”

      He looped his arms around her. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, the ceremony is only a formality. It’s the marriage that counts.”

      Audrey couldn’t disagree with Sawyer’s opinion if she tried. Her fiancé’s comment made sense. And with everything that had happened over the last few months, she didn’t want her wedding to turn into a spectacle. Audrey and Sawyer were the ones getting married, not Marcia, Cassandra, or the handful of guests they’d invite.
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        * * *

      

      Audrey exited the door and entered the parking garage the following afternoon. It was only a little past five, yet she gripped her purse tighter. She needed to do something, anything to distract herself from her current nervousness. Just because Crescent Hills hadn’t made the news in regards to violent crime, didn’t mean she could be too careful. She couldn’t. And said fact was why Audrey carried around a gun—which she got legally—in her purse. Having protection was just about state of mind. It wasn’t like she wanted to use the gun.

      Audrey didn’t count on crossing paths with Tanner when she approached her Mercedes. And that was why she whipped out her gun from her purse without a second thought.

      “Really gonna shoot me?” Tanner asked with a smirk.

      “Not if you don’t give me a reason to.”

      “I just want to talk.”

      Audrey’s hands remained on the trigger. “You don’t want to test me.”

      “I know you left town for a few days to visit someone.”

      The hairs rose on Audrey’s neck. Perhaps this conversation wasn’t headed where she suspected it was going. She didn’t know what she would do if Tanner revealed he knew Ivy was alive. “How could you possibly know that?”

      Tanner’s smirk expanded. “I had you followed.”

      “Perhaps I’ll go to the police and press charges for stalking.”

      “You do that.”

      “Just tell me what you want.”

      Tanner laughed. “I know Ivy’s alive.”

      Shock would have bubbled inside Audrey in any other situation. But not now. Hesitation wasn’t an option. She needed to keep the charade going; what Tanner would do if he came face-to-face with Ivy again was something she didn’t wanna imagine. Ivy had worked hard to escape Tanner, and she’d be damned if some asshole would be the end of Ivy. Her friend deserved better than a tragic ending.

      “Bullshit!” Audrey exclaimed.

      “And she’s living with a man.”

      “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” She gripped the gun even harder, so hard that if she were an amateur, the gun might’ve gone off accidentally. “And you still haven’t told me what you want.

      “Just thought you should know that I know Ivy is alive.”

      “You couldn’t have possibly known Ivy was alive when you had your goon follow me.”

      “I didn’t,” Tanner said. “I was just curious to see what you were up to.”

      “Curiosity can be dangerous.”

      “You don’t need to tell me about some nursery school saying.” Tanner lunged closer.

      “I’ll shoot you if you step any closer.”

      “Someone got tough.”

      “Just doing what I have to do.”

      Tanner pursed his lips. “If you say so.”

      “Tell me something. How does it feel knowing that both your wife and son got away from you?”

      “Only a temporary setback. We’ll be one happy family again at some point soon—I just know it.”

      Family. Audrey couldn’t shake the word from her mind—it reminded her of what could’ve been if Sally were still alive. More specifically, how Audrey needed to make it up her if she was gonna confront Tanner about killing her sister.

      “You’ve been keeping a secret from me,” Audrey stated.

      Tanner winked. “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”

      “I know you killed my sister back when you were still living in Florida.”

      “You’re right—I did kill Sally. And I enjoyed it.”

      Some statements were beyond reaction because this was one of those situations where Audrey underestimated someone. If Tanner enjoyed killing Sally, then he was more monstrous than she’d realized.

      “She just wouldn’t get that damn abortion.”

      “Is that what women are to you? Toys?”

      “Women need to learn their place.”

      A twinge of nausea overcame Audrey, and she almost vomited right there in the parking garage. Knowing Tanner was wicked and hearing him say something wicked were two different things. His misogynistic statement was even worse than his confession. She didn’t know how much more of the conversation she could take.

      “Just go before I shoot you.”

      “Fine.”

      Audrey shoved her gun back in her purse once Tanner was out of sight. Then she grabbed her phone and called someone. She wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. “It’s me.”

      “I told you not to call me unless it was urgent.”

      “Tanner knowing you’re still alive qualifies, don’t you think?”

      “What?”

      “You’ve gotta do something fast if you wanna live, Ivy. There’s no telling what Tanner might be up to.”
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            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Nothing more exciting existed for Marcia than going shopping. And that was why she decided to spend the afternoon at one of the local department stores at the Crescent Hills Mall. The only problem was she didn’t anticipate running into Cassandra while going through the various dresses on a rack.

      Cassandra glanced at Marcia before Marcia cursed under her breath. Fleeing was no longer an option. Since Cassandra had noticed her, she’d look like a coward if she ran away from her former lover. And she couldn’t have that. She would’ve rather had to repeat high school than risk her reputation.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Cassandra said.

      Marcia giggled. “What’s the matter? Slow news day?”

      “I decided to take a personal day—not that it’s any of your business.” She stepped closer. “That was a lie, actually.”

      Marcia’s attention returned to the rack. “Whatever.”

      “I owe you an apology for our last interaction.”

      She refused to make eye contact with Cassandra after everything that had transpired between them. If she met Cassandra’s gaze, then she’d be reminded of what they’d shared together. And she couldn’t have that. Going down memory lane wouldn’t do any good. There was no telling what would happen if she allowed herself to be consumed by comfort. And desire. And passion.

      “You don’t owe me anything,” Marcia said.

      “Our last conversation could’ve gone better.”

      “If you say so.”

      Cassandra pouted. “It’d be nice if you met me halfway. Are you that dense that you can’t see I’m trying to extend an olive branch?”

      “Don’t want it.”

      “I shouldn’t have been so hasty about breaking up with you,” Cassandra said. “Blabbing our affair to Lucky in the heat of the moment was an honest mistake.”

      “Not like we can go back and undo the past.”

      “But we can move forward differently.”

      “How?” Marcia eyed a strapless hot-pink dress. “You’re with Selma Diamond. And I’m playing house with Lucky.”

      “You can’t be happy with your life.”

      “Please don’t presume to know what I think.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      Marcia’s heart fluttered, and she almost smacked herself. At this point, Cassandra shouldn’t have had an effect on her. Dwelling on what could be or what might’ve been wasn’t healthy. Yet Marcia couldn’t help herself. Cassandra didn’t have to extend herself, and Marcia couldn’t ignore that fact.

      “Are you happy with Selma?” she asked, finally making eye contact.

      “I mean … yeah. We’re taking it slow. But I’m happy.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m not gonna drop the Lucky thing.”

      “It’s not your business anymore.” Marcia sifted through several more dresses, unsure of which one to buy.

      “Bullshit!”

      “I’m not saying this to hurt you, but actions have consequences. I’ve accepted that we’re done, and you need to do the same.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” Cassandra asked.

      “Then maybe you need to listen to some Taylor Swift music and have a good cry.”

      Being blunt didn’t make her cruel; it made her practical. Marcia wouldn’t waver with Cassandra. Her life was complicated enough, given that the Tanner situation had made Lucky move back home.

      Disappointment also weighed on Marcia’s mind. Allowing herself to become wrapped up in a fantasy—even for a fleeting moment—wasn’t healthy. Her relationship with Cassandra hadn’t worked out for a reason, and Marcia couldn’t forget that.

      “We need to discuss something else.” Cassandra pulled Marcia to the side.

      “You have two minutes.”

      “Ivy is alive,” Cassandra blurted.

      Marcia must’ve been in a parallel universe because Cassandra couldn’t have said what she had. In real life, people didn’t come back from the dead. “You must be mistaken.”

      “I’m not.”

      She counted to ten in her head. Indulging Cassandra was the right thing to do—some people wouldn’t shut-up unless they said what was on their mind. So, maybe, just maybe, Cassandra might leave Marcia alone if she let her talk.

      “How could you possibly know this?”

      “Selma told me—she helped Ivy fake her own death.”

      “And why are you telling me?”

      “You deserve to know the truth, given how unstable Tanner is.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      “Do you think Cooper knows Ivy is still alive?” Cassandra asked.

      Marcia shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      She patted Marcia’s shoulder. “I really do want you to be happy. And if that means putting your family together, then I won’t stand in your way.”

      “Thanks. And just for the record, I want the same for you. You deserve to have things with Selma work out if that’s what you want.”

      Making a positive statement proved best. Accepting her relationship with Cassandra was over didn’t mean Marcia needed to become trapped in a toxic mindset. Doing so would only hurt Marcia in the long run.

      Cassandra gave Marcia a pleading look. “Maybe we could have coffee sometime?”

      Saying a few nice words about Cassandra was one thing, but there was no telling what might happen if she accepted Cassandra’s invitation. Even if it was just coffee. But maybe, just maybe, she could offer an alternative. “A girl’s night with you, Audrey, and me, might be better.”

      “Sure. I’d be down for that.”

      “What about Audrey? Doesn’t she deserve to know Ivy is alive.”

      “She already does.” Cassandra eyed the dress rack. “Can I tell you a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “A part of me wishes Ivy came to us with her problem.”

      “That would’ve been nice.”

      “Does that make me selfish?” Cassandra asked.

      “Nope. It makes you human.”

      Cassandra pointed to a coral-colored strapless dress. “You should get that one. The color would look great on you.”

      “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      Lucky entered the kitchen as Marcia finished her tea. She placed her mug in the sink. Since the cup was one of her more valuable ones, she’d clean it herself—but not till later.

      “How was your day?” he asked.

      “It was fine. Anyway, I’m impressed that you’re home at a reasonable hour yet again. Is this a new leaf you’re turning over?”

      “Family is everything to me—you should know that by now.”

      “Good.”

      “Do you know what you want for dinner?” Lucky removed his blazer and tie before placing them on one of the kitchen stools.

      “I was thinking sushi—we haven’t had that in a while.”

      “Fine by me.” He heaved a sigh. “Anyway, I don’t mean to be blunt, but have you thought about us?”

      The old Marcia might’ve walked away from Lucky when faced with a difficult question. But she couldn’t do that now. Running away from problems only prolonged them, so she’d get this conversation over with.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “I’m willing to work on our marriage.”

      Lucky smiled. “Really?”

      “Yes, absolutely. But we have to take things slow.”

      “That’s fine by me.”

      Lucky pulled Marcia up against his body, then kissed her. And she didn’t push him away. The only thing that terrified Marcia more than being in a broken marriage was being alone. She didn’t know how to live her life without another person—woman or man—in it. Marcia also couldn’t deny the jealousy flickering through her body with how easily Cassandra had moved on with Selma. She didn’t care how childish the idea was. Cassandra couldn’t see that she was single.

      Ambiguous situations had expiration dates, though. And that meant Marcia had to be careful about reconciling with Lucky. If he suspected her heart wasn’t in repairing their marriage—even for a second—then she was done for. And Marcia couldn’t have that. So, maybe, just maybe, if she convinced herself her second chance with Lucky was real, then she’d enjoy this do-over. The greatest lies someone told weren’t to others—it was the lies they told themselves. So, Marcia prayed the fantasy would last. There was just no debate to be had about it.
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            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      Studying the menu was preferable to Ben then making eye contact with Dad while they sat at a table in the back of the restaurant. He couldn’t even remember the last time his father had insisted on taking him out to lunch. So, his pulse hadn’t stopped hammering in his ears since they were seated.

      Dad chuckled. “You aren’t on trial.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “Is it a crime for a father to wanna spend time with his son?”

      “No.”

      “Then put the menu down.”

      He obeyed Dad. “Happy?”

      “Contrary to what you might think, I’m not mad at you.” Dad sipped water.

      “Good to know.”

      “Do you have any idea what you wanna order?”

      Ben sighed. “Maybe the lobster.”

      “That’s a good choice.”

      He drank his lemonade and the mixture of the sweet and tart flavors lit up his taste buds. “What about you?”

      “I’m gonna get the filet mignon.”

      “Cool.”

      Dad scowled. “I’m trying, Ben.”

      “What do you want me to say? I’m not a little kid anymore, and that means we all need to be honest.”

      He snorted. “About what?”

      “About how I’m the only reason you and Mom stayed together all these years.”

      Caring about ruining lunch by being too blunt was futile. After everything Ben had endured since his affair with Ivy, he didn’t feel like being polite anymore. Life was too short. He had remained composed for the longest time, and he was done with that. And that was why he hadn’t lost any sleep that night when he’d pulled that gun on Tanner.

      “That’s not true.” Dad grabbed a piece of bread from the basket on the table and smeared it with butter.

      “You don’t have to spare my feelings.”

      “That’s not what this is about.” He leaned forward. “You’re also way too young to be so cynical.”

      “The world is a fucked-up place.”

      “Are you talking about Tanner?”

      “What do you think?”

      Dad patted his hand. “It’s gonna be okay. Tanner probably just wanted to scare you when he accosted you.”

      “Well, it worked.” His mind drifted back to that day in the grocery store parking lot when he had his run-in with Tanner. Nothing bad had to happen for Ben to look over his shoulder for the foreseeable future. Powerful people like Tanner could do what they wanted without facing any consequences. It was an unfortunate reality. Yet that didn’t change how the idea was nonetheless true. And hoping Ivy didn’t suffer too badly when she died was the only thing he could do. He could’ve listed of over a hundred things that would’ve been more enjoyable than contemplating what the poor woman’s last moments alive entailed.

      “I don’t care what anyone says,” Ben continued. “As far as I’m concerned, Tanner is guilty of killing Ivy.”

      “That’s understandable.”

      “There’s something I wanted to ask you.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re angry with me?”

      “I don’t want you and Mom to change the combination on the safe.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Why?”

      “Do you even have to ask?”

      Frowning, the man grabbed another piece of bread from the basket. “That afraid of Tanner?”

      “Wouldn’t you be?”

      “Good point.” Dad paused for a beat while he nibbled his bread. “But I want you to understand something. If you kill Tanner, then that’s it. You can’t take it back.”

      “I’m not gonna apologize for that evening awhile back.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what?” Ben guzzled the last of the lemonade.

      “Just be absolutely certain … you wanna kill him.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Are you saying that as my father or as a lawyer?”

      “Can’t it be both?”

      “I guess.”

      Ben closed his eyes for a moment and the image of him holding the gun returned to his mind. Shooting someone was far from ideal, but he didn’t doubt that there might come a day when he would have to kill Tanner. The only question: when? Because the only thing worse than the universe making something bad happen was having a situation linger. If Tanner were dead, then he’d be able to sleep at night.

      “Say something,” Dad said.

      “You have no idea what Ivy and Cooper endured.”

      “You’re right. But what happened to them isn’t your fault.”

      “That your way of saying you wished we never let Cooper move into our house?”

      “No. I just meant you can’t put the entire world on your shoulders. It’s not healthy. But don’t get me wrong … it’s admirable that you care so much.”

      Ben sneered. “Cooper isn’t a stranger. He’s my boyfriend.”

      “I know. I know.”

      Ben’s stomach grumbled as more voices echoed through the restaurant. Then, he turned his head. They were still no closer to the waiter taking their order; he didn’t know how much longer he’d last.

      “There’s something I wanna know.”

      “I’ll answer it if I can.”

      “Why did you spend all those late nights at the office? Do you hate Mom and me that much?” Ben couldn’t help asking that. Some people might’ve thought he was nosy, but being an adult meant hiss feelings didn’t need to be spared. He also deserved an honest answer since he’d witnessed Mom’s solo dinners himself, and hadn’t relied on information simply being relayed to him.

      Dad’s jaw shook. “How can you say that?”

      “I deserve an honest answer.”

      “There was some truth to what you said.”

      “Okay …”

      He averted his gaze. “I don’t regret having you, but your intuition is correct. After a certain point, you were the only thing your mother and I had in common. And it was easier to bury myself with work than put effort into my marriage.”

      “That’s fair.”

      He stared Ben down. “You sure?”

      “Yup.”

      Ben wouldn’t assume a fetal position and cry because of Dad’s response—he was better than that. It wasn’t like his father wished he’d never been born. The man was just being honest, and Ben couldn’t fault him for that. “Thanks for being honest with me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me for anything.” He scanned his son’s drawn face. “How are things going with Cooper?”

      He blushed. “Way to change the subject.”

      “It’s a two-way street. If you can ask me personal questions, then I can do the same. Only fair, don’t you think?”

      “If you say so.”

      Dad’s eyes rounded. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “My relationship with Cooper is going fine,” Ben replied. “But there are other ways you can be supportive of me, rather than inquiring about my love life.”

      Seeming hypocritical didn’t matter to Ben’ hypocrisy wasn’t against the law, after all. And that was why discussing delicate matters with Dad would always give him sweaty palms.

      He stretched his elbows onto the table. “My turn to ask another question. What do you think it’ll take to get Tanner out of our lives for good?”

      “I don’t know, but I wish I did.”
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        * * *

      

      Ben and Cooper lay on their backs in Ben’s bedroom while sweat dripped down their faces and they panted.

      Cooper chuckled. “Good to know we’re still capable of having fun.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Didn’t mean anything bad by that remark. It’s just you can’t deny how we haven’t had much time for us lately.”

      “Then we need to make the time.”

      Cooper smirked. “Agreed.”

      “There’s something I need to ask you, and I want an honest answer.”

      “Okay. Lay it on me.”

      “You aren’t mad about me pulling a gun on your father, are you?”

      “No. Why would you ask that?”

      “Just something my dad said.”

      Cooper raised his eyebrows. “Did he ground you, or something?”

      “No. Just showed normal parental skepticism.”

      Cooper nudged him. “You worry too much.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “Not really.”

      “Has your father tried contacting you since that night?” Ben asked.

      “What would make you ask that?”

      He huffed. “Please, just answer my question.”

      “No, I haven’t heard from him since that night.”

      “Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

      Cooper put his head on Ben’s chest. “Don’t mean to sound corny, but I really am lucky to have you.”

      He didn’t care about Cooper spouting some trite sentiment. Moments like these—small stakes events such as cuddling and chatting after sex—were what made life worth living. And if he had it his way, he and Cooper would never leave his bedroom. Not because Ben was a sex addict and only valued physical intimacy. But because this room was their sanctuary, a place where Tanner couldn’t hurt them. Tanner hadn’t tainted Ben’s bedroom with bad memories, and he was determined to keep it that way.

      “I should thank you for something.”

      Cooper snickered. “You don’t have to thank me for sex.”

      Ben elbowed him. “Not that, you goofball.”

      “Then what?”

      “Protecting you from your father united my parents.”

      “Good to know.”

      Ben rested his free hand under his chin. “Do you believe real happiness is possible?”

      “If we try hard enough.”

      Ben soon drifted off to sleep—dealing with Tanner was tomorrow’s problem. Getting a good night sleep was the only thing that currently mattered.
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            Cassandra

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra lay on her back as Selma kissed her neck. Then she closed her eyes. She didn’t care how silly it seemed. Closing her eyes when being intimate with someone sometimes heightened the experience. If there was anyone who needed to quiet their mind, then it was she. A wandering mind was sometimes a dangerous thing. Because if Cassandra was alone with her thoughts for too long, then she’d question how reconciling with Selma was possible, given their past history. Yet somehow, everything that transpired between them when they’d previously dated seemed another lifetime ago.

      Cassandra caught her breath when she and Selma sat up in bed moments later.

      “You’ll be happy to know that the divorce papers are signed,” she said.

      “Perfect.”

      “You don’t seem too thrilled.”

      “This thing between us is over,” Selma announced.

      “Come again.”

      She chuckled drily. “Even I didn’t think you were this gullible.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Reconnecting with you was about revenge.” She pushed back the cover and jumped out of bed, and grabbed her clothes from the middle of the bed.

      “You’re gonna have to be more specific.”

      Selma gave Cassandra a dirty look. “I never forgave you for what you did.”

      “Is this about the money? Because from what I hear, your news site is doing pretty well.”

      “This is about my broken heart.” Selma slipped into her dress after she put on her underwear. “You should’ve never chosen your father’s bribe over mine … and you should’ve defended our relationship. It’s what I would’ve done if the roles were reversed.”

      Cassandra gaped. “It’s not my fault he didn’t like you. Some people can’t help who they are.”

      “If you really loved me, then you would’ve fought for us.”

      “Stop making me the bad guy.”

      Selma’s nostrils flared. “You can label yourself whatever you want. But it doesn’t change the facts.”

      Cassandra hissed, “This doesn’t make any sense. You’ve been on my side for months now.”

      “It was just an act.”

      “Well, congrats. You deserve an Oscar. Why not leak my affair with Marcia? Wouldn’t that have hurt me?”

      Selma whipped her head back and forth. “That would’ve only been temporary—I needed to do something more personal.”

      “But you slept with me.”

      “People use sex as a weapon all the time.”

      “Doesn’t make it okay.” Cassandra snatched her clothes and put them on.

      “Maybe not. But it’s a fact of life.”

      “You put this in motion from the moment you discovered Felicia took the money from our joint checking account?” she asked angrily.

      Selma ran her fingers through her hair. “I used Felicia’s betrayal to work an angle, but there was no guarantee how fast things would happen.”

      She began to cry loudly. “Why can’t you forgive me for what happened?”

      “Because I never got over you.”

      “You could’ve had me now.”

      “Humiliating you was more important.”

      “So, what? That’s it?”

      “Yes, but don’t be too hard on yourself. The sex was great.”

      “You bitch!” Cassandra slapped Selma across her cheek without giving the matter a second thought. Intense situations sometimes required intense reactions, and she didn’t feel guilty for getting physical. It wasn’t like she wanted to kill Selma. She just needed her to know she wasn’t weak.

      “Like that actually hurt.”

      The vein on Cassandra’s head pulsated. “I’d be very careful about the next thing you say or do. In case you’ve forgotten, I know where your skeletons are buried.”

      “Not to worry. This will be the last time we ever see each other.”

      “Really? That’s it?”

      “Yeah, you aren’t worth a second more of my time.”

      Cassandra pointed to the bedroom door. “Leave!”

      “Sure thing.” Selma darted away without so much as another word before slamming the door behind her.

      She grabbed a pillow as her crying grew louder. Then she pressed the pillow against her head and muffled her screams. This moment was one of those when if Cassandra thought about something enough, the odds were the outcome might come true. And unfortunately for her, that meant Selma had shattered her heart. Cassandra had been the one skeptical about reconciling, yet she gave into impulse and gave Selma another chance; no one else would have. And Cassandra could’ve punched herself for behaving foolishly.

      Love was never logical, though. And that was a lesson Cassandra needed to learn sooner rather than later. She’d be damned if she ever got her heart broken again. So, if she returned to the world one day, she’d vet her perspective partner.

      Selma might’ve betrayed her, but she refused to be alone. And that was why she needed to pay someone a visit.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra rang the doorbell while rain pummeled the ground. Showing up at Lucky and Marcia’s home wasn’t the smartest idea, given how Marcia had betrayed Lucky with Cassandra, yet she didn’t care.

      The door opened. It was Lucky.

      He glared. “What are you doing here, Cassandra?”

      “Something terrible happened and I don’t know who to turn to,” she answered quietly.

      The shuffling of footsteps echoed, barely audible over the rain. Marcia arrived at front door, and she gave Cassandra a small smile. “What’s going on?”

      Cassandra grunted. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

      Lucky let out a small laugh. “Coming inside would be a good start.”

      “Good idea.” She entered the house, following the couple into the living room.

      Lucky clapped his hands together. “Why don’t I make you ladies some tea?”

      Marcia nodded. “That’d be lovely.”

      “Sure thing.” He walked away.

      Marcia sat on the couch before gesturing Cassandra. “What’s got you so worked up?”

      “I know the optics of me coming here are bad, given what transpired between us,” she said. “But I had nobody else. It’s not like I could go to Audrey—she and Sawyer are probably putting the finishing touches on wedding planning.

      Marcia held out a palm. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      “You mean it?”

      “If we want a return to normalcy, then we’re gonna having to start acting like friends. It won’t be easy, but I’m willing to try.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you gonna tell me what happened or what?” Marcia asked.

      Cassandra took several deep breaths, counting to twenty in her head. Being honest with Marcia wouldn’t be easy. But she didn’t have a choice. Being coy would’ve defeated the whole purpose of her visit.

      “Selma never wanted a second chance with me,” Cassandra revealed. “She just wanted revenge.” And she recounted what had transpired.

      “I can’t believe Selma did that to you,” Marcia said several minutes later as she sipped her tea.

      “Well, she did.”

      “She’s such a bitch.”

      “That she is.” Cassandra sipped. “It was nice of Lucky to give us some alone time. Some people wouldn’t be so generous.”

      Marcia rolled her eyes. “He’s no position to judge.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?” Cassandra asked.

      “Forgiving Lucky for years of late nights at the office is one thing, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna forget his behavior.”

      “Spoken like a woman scorned.”

      “I just can’t believe I was stupid enough to think Selma actually cared about me.”

      Marcia patted her knee. “Don’t give it another thought. Manipulating people is what she does best.”

      Every neuron in Cassandra’s body lit up in light of Marcia touching her. Marcia didn’t have to do anything sexual for the two of them to spark—and she would never forget the time they shared together. “True,” she said.

      “I’m being serious.”

      “Yeah, even a fourth grader would be able to see that Selma is a devious bitch,” Cassandra said.

      She finished her tea. “Confiding in me about what Selma did to you took guts.”

      “Thanks,” Cassandra murmured.

      “This might not be of much comfort, but just remember things often don’t seem as bad in the morning after a good night’s sleep.”

      If anyone else had said that, Cassandra would’ve chastised the person for being too optimistic. Yet she couldn’t do that with Marcia. Doing so wouldn’t have been fair since Marcia hadn’t shown any hesitation about supporting her since she’d arrived earlier. She simply said, “Hopefully, Lucky doesn’t hate me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      Marcia placed her hands on her lap. “Because we have bigger problems.”

      “Like Tanner?”

      “Yup.”

      “How’s that going?”

      “Cooper enjoys the time he spends here with Ben, so that’s what counts.”

      Cassandra gave Marcia a weak grin. “Ben is lucky to have a supportive mother like you.”

      “No need to lay it on thick.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Thanks.”

      Cassandra was going to do something dangerous—she was going to mention her past relationship with Marcia. People only had one life, and she’d regret it if she didn’t at least test the temperature of their dynamic. “It wasn’t all bad between us, was it?” she asked.

      “No, but that doesn’t change how Lucky and I are trying to repair the damage in our marriage.” Marcia’s lips quivered. “That being said, you never have to doubt our friendship. I’m here for whatever you need.”

      Cassandra’s heart sank, despite how Marcia had let her down gently. Pride had ruined her relationship with Marcia. If Cassandra could get a redo, then she wouldn’t have dumped Marcia because she’d told Lucky about the affair in the heat of the moment. Anyone could make mistakes, herself included. The important thing was to learn from the blunders so the same dysfunction wouldn’t be repeated in future.

      The only problem with Cassandra having the memories of her affair with Marcia in her back pocket was that she was becoming what she hated: someone who enjoyed the past more than they looked forward to the future. And that fucking sucked because Cassandra wasn’t old enough to be that nostalgic. Not yet, at least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy stood in the kitchen, finishing her cup of coffee. Being human meant Ivy sometimes obsessed over events like anyone else. And her brief call with Audrey several days ago was no exception. Her ears were practically ringing from Audrey’s bombshell about Tanner knowing she was still alive.

      Ivy wanted nothing more than to punch a wall or scream into a pillow. However, she didn’t have time for emotions—feelings slowed people down. And weakness was something she couldn’t afford. Not if she wanted to deal with Tanner once and for all. As much as she hated admitting Audrey was right, the comment about what the rest of her life looked like was true. Ivy couldn’t stay in hiding.

      Quentin entered the kitchen as Ivy placed the mug in the dish washer. She kissed him on the lips before sitting on one of the stools.

      “Feeling any better?” he asked.

      “How I am supposed to even answer that?”

      “I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      “I know.”

      Ivy’s shoulders tensed from the current predicament, yet she couldn’t take her anger out on Quentin. He’d saved her life, and she’d always be thankful for that. Most people might not want to help a battered woman. Yet somehow, he hadn’t objected when she and Selma brought him in on the plan.

      “Do you regret Audrey’s visit?” Quentin asked.

      Her lips didn’t even so much as quiver. “No, I needed it. Even if I didn’t realize it at the time.”

      “We can’t dance around the subject any longer. Do you think Tanner is gonna come track you down himself, or would he hire some goon to do his dirty work?”

      Ivy let out a weak laugh. “The one thing I’m certain of is that Tanner won’t hire the person who failed to kill me.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “Humor is all I have.”

      “When were you planning on telling me you packed your suitcase?”

      Ivy ran her fingers through her hair. “Quentin, please!”

      She clenched her jaw after breaking eye contact with him. Playing house with Quentin the last few months was fun, yet she loathed the idea of him making her situation more difficult than it needed to be. When she made a decision, she made a decision. She’d be damned if someone derailed her plan … even the guy she was fucking.

      “I thought what we had was real,” Quentin said solemnly.

      “It was.”

      His look was sorrowful. “Running isn’t the answer.”

      “This isn’t about fleeing.”

      “Then what is it about?”

      “I’m gonna kill Tanner.”

      Quentin’s eyes bulged. “You can’t be serious!”

      “Lose the shocked look—it’s not flattering.”

      “You’ll never get away with it.”

      “Not with that attitude, I won’t.”

      Quentin scrunched his eyebrows. “Are you really prepared to take a life?”

      She scoffed. “You can’t seriously think Tanner is a victim in all of this?”

      “I don’t. But you haven’t even considered the implications.”

      “Like what?”

      “That you’re a woman,” he said. “And that means juries might be less sympathetic to letting you off for murder than a man.”

      “I don’t know you were a closeted misogynist.”

      Quentin rubbed his temple. “It has nothing to do with sexism. I’m only trying to be practical and I wish you would be too.”

      “I could make it look like a robbery gone bad. Tanner certainly has plenty of stuff worth stealing.”

      Planning a murder was anything but ideal, yet Ivy wouldn’t lose sleep with her mind drifting to a dark place. Doing what nobody else could or would do took guts, and she took pride in that. She was going to take her power back by putting Tanner six feet under, and there wasn’t a fucking thing Quentin or anyone else could do. It wasn’t like anyone would miss Tanner, after all. Someone else could take over being CEO of his company.

      Quentin put his hands behind his neck, linking his fingers. “That’s not the point.”

      “If you ever cared about me, then you won’t talk me out of this.” She grabbed a handful of chips from the bag on the kitchen counter.

      “How were you planning on arriving back in Crescent Hills?” he asked. “If you flew back, then you’d be taking a big risk with your fake documents.”

      “I got a train ticket.”

      His eyes widened. “You’ve already made the decision?”

      “Yup.”

      Quentin walked to the kitchen sink, back now towards Ivy. “You should’ve come to me before making concrete plans.”

      “I bought you a ticket too.”

      He whirled. “You did?”

      “You didn’t think I was gonna leave you here, did you?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “You should have more faith in me,” she said.

      “You shouldn’t bury the dead …”

      “It’s good to keep people guessing.”

      Quentin remained silent as various thoughts swirled around in Ivy’s head, the main one being that he needed to forgive her sooner rather than later for how she’d handled the conversation. No matter how much she wanted to fight her emotions, they couldn’t be completely suppressed. And that meant acknowledging her trepidation. Asking a man that she barely knew to leave town and help her commit murder didn’t exactly roll off the tongue. There was also the issue of rejection. Ivy didn’t know what she’d do if he refused her proposition. She could only handle so much pain, and him rejecting her would only make her situation worse.

      “We’re really gonna kill Tanner?” Quentin asked quietly.

      “Yup.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Audrey

          

        

      

    

    
      Audrey, Marcia, and Cassandra sat at a table in back of the bar while music echoed throughout the establishment. For a little while, Audrey thought the three of them would never hang out again in light of what had happened between Marcia and Cassandra. But her needing to have a bachelorette party provided the perfect excuse for them to have a night out.

      The only problem was Audrey couldn’t shake the Ivy situation, even as she remained engrossed in conversation with Marcia and Cassandra. Wondering what Ivy was up to was only natural. No telling how long she’d remain free from Tanner, and Audrey prayed the situation would end up okay.

      Marcia giggled. “Did you even hear what I said, Audrey?”

      “What?”

      Cassandra glanced at Audrey’s glass, which was still more than half full. “Have more of your margarita—you’ll feel better.”

      “I can’t believe we’re having margaritas instead of Cosmos,” Marcia said.

      Audrey chugged the rest of her drink in one gulp. “Change can be a good thing.”

      “I can’t even remember the last time the three of us hung out.” Marcia scooped some nachos onto her plate.

      “It was right after Ivy died,” Audrey told her.

      “Oh, right.” Marcia dug into her nachos.

      “It’s a shame Ivy can’t be here with us,” Cassandra said sadly.

      Marcia extended her elbows onto the table. “That’s true.”

      Cassandra stroked her chin. “Yeah, you have a point.”

      Audrey gave Marcia and Cassandra a blank expression. Reading into situations could be bad since assumptions weren’t always correct. But from the sound of Marcia and Cassandra’s exchange, it almost sounded like they knew Ivy was still alive. And there was only one way for Audrey to test her theory: ask the difficult question. If the two were really Audrey’s best friends, then they’d have no problem being honest with her. Otherwise, Audrey needed to find new friends.

      “You know Ivy’s alive, don’t you?” she asked.

      Marcia and Cassandra exchanged looks.

      “That tells me everything I need to know.”

      Cassandra elevated her eyebrows. “How do you know?”

      Audrey let out a breath. “Selma told me.”

      Cassandra’s pupils dilated. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

      “Nope,” Audrey mumbled.

      “At least it’s out in the open now,” Marcia murmured.

      Cassandra scowled. “Why would Selma tell you the truth about Ivy?”

      “Because I wouldn’t leave her alone,” Audrey admitted.

      The waiter approached their table, then glanced at Audrey. “Can I get you another margarita?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The waiter snatched her glass and left as quickly as she’d arrived.

      Audrey pouted. “This is gonna sound so stupid, but I need to say it anyway.”

      “Go ahead. It’s your night.” Cassandra grabbed the rest of the nachos from the plate.

      “A part of me felt hurt by what Ivy did,” Audrey finally said.

      Marcia gave her back a quick pat. “That’s understandable. Cassandra and I will never know what it must’ve felt like to wake up that morning on the boat and realize Ivy was gone.”

      “Let me put it this way. I’d rather retake the SAT.” She grabbed a napkin from the metal dispenser and wiped her eyes.

      Cassandra nudged Audrey. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.”

      “Tanner needs to be stopped,” she said. “I just wish there was a way to do that.”

      The waiter returned with Audrey’s drink and she mouthed “thank you” before the waiter darted to the next table.

      Audrey looked down, choosing to focus on her margarita instead of Marcia and Cassandra. “I’ve got a confession to make, and I don’t want you two to be angry with me.”

      Cassandra snorted, prompting her drink to stream from her nose. “Quit being so formal. Just say whatever is on your mind.”

      “I visited Ivy recently.”

      “That’s why you wanted the time off?” Cassandra asked.

      “Yes.” She took a sip of her drink.

      “How was she?” Marcia asked.

      Her shoulders sank. “As good as could be expected. And I’m glad Ivy has a new man—she doesn’t deserve to be alone.”

      Someone chuckled and the trio looked up at the person at the same time. Audrey scrunched her eyebrows. Having Selma Diamond interrupt her bachelorette party was the last thing she wanted or needed. The night before her wedding was supposed to be lowkey. Helping Ivy in her moment of need didn’t mean Selma was reformed, because she’d never forget what Cassandra had revealed in the car ride on the way to the bar. Dating and seducing someone only to dump the person was sleazy. She didn’t know how Selma could live with herself.

      “What do you want, bitch?” Audrey demanded.

      Selma touched her chest. “Way to hurt my feelings. I see you’ve gotten meaner since the last time we talked.”

      “Audrey asked you a question,” Cassandra said, turning slightly red.

      “Just wanted to congratulate Audrey on her upcoming wedding,” Selma said.

      “If you’re looking for an invitation, then you’ve come to the wrong place.” Audrey consumed more of her margarita—Selma had that effect on people. She didn’t know what Cassandra had seen in Selma when they’d first started dating all those years ago. Audrey would’ve rather dealt with bed bugs than converse with her.

      Selma snarled. “You ladies should be thanking me.”

      “What?” Marcia asked.

      “If it weren’t for me, Ivy’d be dead,” Selma said.

      Cassandra rose from her seat, staring at Selma. “Randomly doing the right thing doesn’t mean you’re a good person.”

      “But it doesn’t mean I’m a monster.” Selma held her handbag tighter and stood straighter.

      “Do you want a medal or something?” Audrey asked.

      “A little respect would be nice.”

      “In your dreams.” In one swift motion, Cassandra threw the rest of her drink at Selma.

      She yelled while Audrey and Marcia burst into laughter at the same time.

      Selma shrieked, “You’ll pay for this!”

      “Just remember what I told you,” Cassandra warned. “I know about your colorful past, and I’m not afraid to use it against you.”

      Selma walked in the opposite direction, towards the bathroom.

      Audrey turned to Cassandra. “Does that make you feel better after what Selma did to you?”

      “A little bit.”

      Selma’s presence might’ve temporarily derailed the evening’s festivities, but Audrey wouldn’t treat the situation as the end of the world. Selma getting a drink thrown in face proved karma existed—even if only in a small way—so she’d hold onto that fact. If Selma could get what was coming to her, then maybe Tanner might too. Audrey wasn’t interested in entertaining an alternative, after all.
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        * * *

      

      The three women stood in Audrey’s front yard while Sawyer, Lucky, Ben, and Cooper were inside getting ready. Cassandra and Marcia had finished setting up the chairs for the service and Audrey joined them for moral support. Being that Audrey was the bride, she’d be damned if she did any heavy lifting. Besides, there were 364 other days of the year where she could be helpful.

      Cassandra scratched the top of her head. “This is the smallest wedding I’ve ever been to.”

      “That’s what Sawyer and I wanted,” Audrey said.

      “Exactly, it’s their wedding,” Marcia nodded.

      Cassandra started counting on her fingers. “Seven people at a wedding has gotta be a record, and that’s counting the bride and groom.”

      Marcia wrapped an arm around Audrey. “Doing okay? I know this can’t be easy for you since your parents aren’t here.”

      “I’m sure they’re looking down on me from above with joy,” Audrey said.

      Cassandra gave Marcia a dirty look. “Maybe we should skip the serious talk. Today is supposed to be a joyous today.”

      “I was just trying to be empathetic,” Marcia said.

      Audrey shot her a small smile. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      One stretch of her arms later, something caught Audrey’s attention from the corner of her eye. Someone in a black hoodie, gloves, pants and shoes stood at the entrance of the woods. And for a split second, Audrey almost thought the person was Ivy.

      “Something wrong?” Cassandra said.

      She pointed towards the woods. “Is that Ivy?”

      Before Cassandra or Marcia could respond, she darted towards the woods. The person waited until she was a few feet from the entrance to the woods before running deep into them.

      Audrey mumbled a few profanities as leaves crunched under her shoes as she ran through the woods; running in high heels wasn’t one of Audrey’s better choices. Especially on her wedding day. She didn’t have a choice, though. She had to know if the person was Ivy or not; she wouldn’t be able to live with not knowing.

      Audrey caught her breath upon arriving at the clearing in the woods—the person had stopped running.

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” Cassandra asked.

      Audrey spun. Marcia and Cassandra were standing behind her.

      “Is it … it you, Ivy?” Audrey stammered.

      The masked figure whipped their body around before pulling down their hood. It was Ivy. And nothing could’ve prepared Audrey for this moment.

      This was the first time she’d been in Crescent Hills since she’d staged her death, and Audrey didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. On the one hand, she couldn’t deny how seeing Ivy again was pleasing—especially after she’d thought it’d be the last time she’d see Ivy when she’d tracked her down on the opposite side of the country. She couldn’t deny how dangerous the situation was. No explanation necessary about how horrifying it would be if Tanner spotted Ivy.

      “What are you doing here?” Audrey asked.

      Ivy’s eyebrows arched up and down. “Hello to you too.”

      “Audrey’s right,” Cassandra said. “Do we need to explain to you how dangerous it is for you to be back in Crescent Hills?”

      Ivy’s face sagged. “I had to see Audrey on her wedding day.”

      “You came back for my wedding?” Audrey asked, touched.

      “No, I was already in town,” Ivy confessed.

      Audrey looked into Ivy’s eyes. “Why?”

      “Let’s just say Tanner won’t be a problem for much longer,” she said after a beat.

      Audrey didn’t speak. Instead, she let Ivy’s response sink in. If she didn’t know better, Ivy sounded like she was going to kill Tanner. She definitely appreciated the irony. It wasn’t too long ago that she had suggested to Sawyer that she’d kill Tanner. But Audrey hadn’t formed a concrete plan yet. So now the only question left was if there’d be a race to see who killed Tanner first …?
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        * * *

      

      The justice of the peace stood between Audrey and Sawyer while Marcia, Lucky, Cooper, Ben, and Cassandra sat on foldable chairs.

      “Are we ready to begin?” the justice asked.

      “Yes,” Audrey and Sawyer replied at the same time.

      The Tanner issue hadn’t been resolved yet, but Audrey would be damned if she let a psychopath ruin this moment. Nobody would ruin Audrey’s wedding day. Not even Tanner.
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            Marcia

          

        

      

    

    
      Being whisked away by Lucky during the middle of Audrey and Sawyer’s wedding reception was less than ideal for Marcia. The wedding reception was informal—at Audrey and Sawyer’s home as opposed to a public venue—and she prided herself in being a good friend, and that meant being there for Audrey on her special day. Especially since there were only seven people in total.

      “This better be important,” Marcia said while she and Lucky stood in Sawyer’s study after Lucky locked the door behind them.

      “It is.”

      She crossed her arms. “Did I do something wrong? Don’t tell me you’re jealous of Cassandra and me? Cassandra stopping by the other night was only about needing to vent. She didn’t make a pass at me.”

      What Marcia had said was technically true—she and Cassandra hadn’t kissed. But that didn’t mean she was being completely truthful. If she believed in total honesty, then she would’ve mentioned the electricity between her and Cassandra that evening. More specifically, how they discussed their relationship. Reminiscing about an affair—regardless of how brief it was—wasn’t the nicest thing to do. Marcia was rebuilding her life with Lucky. And that meant he was the only person who deserved affection from her.

      Lucky grinned. “Relax. I believe you.”

      “Then what is this about?”

      “Us.”

      Marcia gave him a funny look, almost as if she’d eaten something sour. “But I thought you said you believed me. I didn’t cheat on you again.”

      Lucky gritted his teeth. “That’s not the issue.”

      “Then what is?” She paused for a second. “If you want me to no longer be friends with Cassandra, then so be it. Putting our family back together is the only thing that matters to me. Hopefully, you know that …?”

      She regretted her words the instant she realized what she’d said. Cutting someone out of her life for a man was kind of harsh. Yet Marcia couldn’t help herself. She needed to do whatever she could to sell the façade.

      “I’d never ask you to ditch a friend,” Lucky said. “I might not be perfect, but I don’t want to be the type of man who tells his wife who she can and can’t hang out with.”

      She sighed in relief. Most men wouldn’t be as generous as Lucky. She didn’t need long to realize that some men might get extremely jealous if their wives hung out with an ex-lover; it was the stuff soap operas were made of, after all.

      Lucky hadn’t gotten to the point yet, and Marcia couldn’t even begin speculating about where this conversation was going.

      “I want a divorce,” he blurted.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you.”

      “You heard me. You just chose to ignore me.”

      When Lucky was right, he was right; she had to stop lying to herself. She knew what he’d said. She just hoped she was wrong. No matter how distant their marriage had gotten, she hadn’t actually initiated a divorce.

      Marica’s jaw twitched. “Just tell me you think I’m gonna cheat again. At least that’d be honest.”

      Lucky shouted, “This has nothing to do with sex. It’s about how you’re no longer in love with me. I’m not an idiot, Marcia. I saw the tension between you and Cassandra when she came to our house that night.”

      “I love you.”

      “But you aren’t in love with me.”

      Her head throbbed. Having harsh truths dropped on her was never fun. Lucky was once again right. Marcia had never contemplated how someone could love someone … but not actually be in love with them. Apparently, she didn’t mask her emotions as well as she thought she did. And for that, she blamed herself. If Marcia put more effort into wanting to be with Lucky, then maybe he’d believe her heart was actually in it.

      “You’re silence tells me everything I need to know,” he said.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know.”

      Marcia sobbed, “I’m sorry, Lucky. I just thought if I wanted our do-over to work, then it’d succeed.”

      “I need to ask you a question.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “And I want an honest answer, regardless of whether you think your response will hurt my feelings.”

      “Okay.”

      “If you could get back together with Cassandra, would you?”

      “Yes,” Marcia said without wincing.

      “Thank you. That couldn’t have been easy for you.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I want to divorce you. People have urges all the time—that doesn’t mean they act on them.”

      He grunted. “When are you gonna stop lying to yourself? No offense or anything, but it’s kinda pathetic.”

      “What’s wrong about wanting to keep our family together?”

      Lucky slapped his hands to the sides of his head. “Oh my god! Ben was right—he was what kept us together.”

      “Don’t say that!”

      “Don’t fight for a marriage you don’t want to be in. It’s not a good look.”

      “Where does this leave us?”

      Lucky tucked his hands into his blazer pockets. “We can start the divorce process on Monday. It can be a no-fault divorce. There’s no reason things have to turn ugly—we’ll always have Ben.”

      “What about Tanner? Have you forgotten how dangerous he is?”

      “I won’t move out until he’s no longer⁠—”

      “That could take months,” Marcia interjected.

      “Then so be it.”

      “You don’t mind living under the same roof, even if we aren’t together?”

      “We’ve been sleeping in separate bedrooms.”

      Marcia rubbed her chin. “True.”

      “I don’t regret anything … we have an amazing son.”

      “That we do.” Tears flowed down Marcia’s cheeks. She’d reached her limit—being strong was no longer an option. Not when she faced the prospect of having to start over. That was the thing about change. It could be as terrifying as it was good. The fear of the unknown always created uneasiness. “I don’t wanna make announcements here. Today is Sawyer and Audrey’s special day.”

      “Agreed.”

      “That includes Ben.”

      “Sure thing.”

      “Do you mind if I have a few minutes to myself before I rejoin the party?” Marcia asked.

      “Not at all.” Lucky patted her shoulder before leaving Sawyer’s study.

      Marcia cried the loudest she ever had once Lucky’s footsteps were no longer audible. It didn’t matter how many years he’d spent working late nights at the office because he didn’t want to make an effort in their marriage. They were still a family since they shared a son. And that meant she needed to give herself a moment to grieve this loss. Doing so was the right thing to do. If Marcia fought back her feelings, then that’d only cause more problems later on. And she couldn’t have that. Not if she wanted to move forward with her life.

      Marcia sat in one of the chairs while more tears trickled from her eyes. Despite Lucky’s faults, his conversation with her had been selfless. And she’d always be thankful for that. Lucky didn’t have to let her go so she could reconcile with Cassandra. Yet he had, and that was why she had no ill-will towards him.

      That was the thing, though. She’d spent so much time stewing in her marital problems that she hadn’t considered the actual moment when her marriage would end. And now, the two of them were absolutely, positively done. Cassandra had to be the first person she needed to speak to once she went to the bathroom and freshened up.
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        * * *

      

      Marcia approached Cassandra, sitting on the ground by the entrance of the woods with a drink in her hand.

      “Don’t you know it’s rude not to socialize at a party?” She sat down on the ground next to her.

      “Forgive me for not feeling social.” Cassandra glanced at her drink. “I’m the only person without a date.”

      “That’s not true.”

      She brushed a piece of lint off her dress. She was going to do this—tell Cassandra she wanted a second chance. And there wasn’t a thing anyone could do to stop her. The only problem was her confession would either be the smartest thing she’d ever done or the dumbest. And that fact fucking terrified Marcia. She could only be vulnerable for so long before closing her heart off for good. So, failure wasn’t an option. This conversation had to go as she planned. No explanation necessary about how Marcia might not get another chance with Cassandra if she blew this one.

      “What are you talking about?” Cassandra elbowed Marcia.

      She heaved a sigh. “Lucky and I weren’t gonna say anything because we didn’t want to distract from today’s festivities. But I’ll tell you the truth as long as you promise not to tell anyone.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Lucky and I broke up. We’re gonna begin the divorce process on Monday.”

      Cassandra gaped. “Are you serious?”

      “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “What happened?”

      Marcia placed her hand to her neck. “Lucky realized he couldn’t compete with you.”

      “I wasn’t trying to cause problems when I vented to you about what Selma did to me.”

      “I know. I know.”

      “… Why are you telling me this?”

      “Just thought you should know the truth.”

      “If you have something to ask me, then just do it. No offense or anything, but I don’t have the strength to put myself out there again.”

      “I was wondering if you’d wanna give us a second chance?” Marcia asked. “What we had was great. And things could be good again.”

      Cassandra didn’t answer her question. Instead, she kissed her. Marcia put her hands on Cassandra’s cheeks, tracing the contours of her face. Perhaps life wasn’t all bad. She’d never thought she’d get a second chance with Cassandra. Yet here she was, sharing a passionate embrace. So, maybe, just maybe, romance was contagious. And nothing more romantic than a wedding.

      Cassandra and Marcia pulled back from the kiss and sat in silence until Cooper approached them a couple of minutes later.

      “I’m s-sorry to b-bother you,” he stuttered.

      “It’s fine.” Cassandra drank from her cup.

      “What’s wrong, Cooper?” Marcia asked.

      His breathing became belabored. “Ben’s missing. He went on an ice run over an hour ago and hasn’t returned.”

      But that was the thing about the universe. It’d give you something good—such as Marcia and Cassandra reuniting—only to steal something else. A burning sensation jabbed Marcia’s stomach. Marcia didn’t wanna speculate about where Ben was. There was a very real possibility that her worst nightmare was coming true.

      Only one word was on Marcia’s mind: Tanner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Ben

          

        

      

    

    
      A car horn honked, and Ben opened his eyes. He yawned and stretched his arms. Then he pressed his head against the window while the SUV barreled down the highway.

      Someone sniggered. “Good. You’re awake.”

      Ben shifted his head before screaming. Sitting next to Tanner was the last thing he wanted. And he had no idea what he was doing. Heading to the car in the driveway at Audrey and Sawyer’s was the last thing he remembered.

      “What the fuck is going on?” he asked.

      Tanner took his eyes off the road for a second, meeting Ben’s gaze. “A smart guy like you should have a more sophisticated vocabulary.”

      “Fuck off, asshole!”

      “I’ll let that slide since you’re probably confused.”

      “You don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      “You’re right. And I don’t care.” Tanner came to a halt at a red light.

      “Are you gonna kill me?”

      Tanner hissed, “Do you think I wanna commit murder? Because I don’t. Having a nice life with Ivy and Cooper was the only thing I wanted.”

      “Ivy’s dead.”

      Tanner started driving once the light turned green. “Shows what you know.”

      “If you’ve got something to share, then tell me what you know.”

      “Ivy’s alive.”

      “What would make you think that?” Ben asked, shocked.

      “I had someone follow Audrey when she left town,” Tanner said. “And that led to Ivy and a mystery man.”

      Ben fingered his cheek, considering what he’d just heard. “Ivy staged her own death?”

      “Glad to see you’re catching on. I guess it’s true what they say—it’s never too late.”

      “How could she do this to Cooper?”

      Ben wouldn’t apologize if his question seemed unfair—he’d meant what he said. Dealing with a difficult situation wasn’t an excuse for zero accountability. He could only imagine the various emotions that would race through Cooper’s mind if he discovered what his mother had done. No matter how awful Tanner was to Ivy, Cooper was still Ivy’s son. And Ben would never be able to wrap his head around how she’d left her child behind. Such behavior was the type of thing he would’ve expected from a psychopath, not her.

      “Pillow talk only gets you so far,” Tanner said. “You didn’t know Ivy as well as you thought you did.”

      “Whatever.”

      “I didn’t want to do this, Ben.”

      “What are you blabbing about now?”

      “If you had dumped Cooper and convinced him to move back home, then we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      Ben sneered. There was nothing more that pissed him off than people who refused to take responsibility for their behavior. Because that was Tanner to a T. Tanner was doing everything but acknowledging what an asshole he was.

      “Nothing to say?”

      “There’s no point. You think I’m a terrible person, and that means I’m never gonna reason with you.”

      “I never thought you were a bad person.” Tanner pressed his car horn at the Jeep in front of them. “Just wanted you to leave Cooper alone.”

      “I can’t do that⁠—”

      “Because you’re in love with him.”

      Ben forced a laugh. “Guess you know me better than you think you do if you’re finishing my sentences.”

      “Life wasn’t supposed to be like this.”

      “Couldn’t you just be happy with being a CEO?”

      “I deserve respect from my family!” Tanner exclaimed.

      “And I deserve an answer,” Ben said. “Just admit it. You’re gonna kill me once we arrive at our destination.”

      Goosebumps should’ve formed on Ben’s body, yet they didn’t. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t say that Tanner’s extreme behavior surprised him. Tanner had shown his true self a while ago. The only problem was Ben hadn’t concocted a good enough plan to banish the man from his life for good. And for that, he’d never forgive himself. He should’ve never let the Tanner situation become this extreme.

      Ben couldn’t change the past, though. And that meant he had to learn to live it. For however long he had left, that was. Ben’s thoughts hadn’t proven exaggerated by speculating Tanner might kill—he was only being practical.

      Tanner turned left at an exit sign before driving down a new stretch of highway. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “Can’t you be honest for one moment in your life?”

      “What’s it to you?”

      “Forget it. You clearly made up your mind.”

      Tanner took his attention off the road, smirking. “If you’re lucky, then I might let you call Cooper one last time.”

      “How generous.”

      “It’s more than some would do.”

      “If you say so.”
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        * * *

      

      Tires scraped against the pebble driveway before Tanner turned off the ignition. A cabin stood a few yards away. Tanner unbuckled his seatbelt, then whipped out a gun from his jacket pocket and pressed it against Ben’s head.

      “You’re gonna undo your seatbelt and follow me inside,” he instructed. “And if you try anything funny, then you’ll be history.”

      “What’s the point? You’re gonna kill me anyway.”

      “Don’t you wanna chat with Cooper one last time?”

      “Fine.” Ben undid his seatbelt per Tanner’s instructions and followed him towards the cabin.

      If it weren’t for Cooper, then Ben would’ve fought back against Tanner—he’d have hated to die a coward. But he had to consider Cooper. Because if he was really going to die, he wanted to chat with his boyfriend one more time.

      Maybe, just maybe, everything would be okay—Ben had to believe it would be. A small amount of hope was better than no hope. Being nineteen meant he had his whole life ahead of him. And if the universe were generous, it’d give him an opportunity to defeat and escape Tanner.

      Only time would tell if Ben would be victorious, though. And that fact made Ben’s back neck hairs stand up. Nothing fun existed from not being in control. Being at the mercy of a lunatic like Tanner was as bad as it got.
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        * * *

      

      Sweat dripped down Ben’s face after Tanner tied him to a chair with rope. He then raised the gun.

      “You were gonna let me call Cooper,” Ben said.

      “I lied.”

      He looked down at his sneakers. “Cooper never told me you have a cabin.”

      “That’s probably because we haven’t been here since before Ivy staged her death.”

      “Oh …”

      Tanner gave Ben a smile that resembled the one from the Cheshire cat in Alice in Wonderland. “Enough stalling, though. This is it. Any last words?”

      He spat on Tanner’s loafers. “Go to Hell!”

      “You first.”

      Tanner pressed the trigger, and Ben would’ve laughed if the situation weren’t so morbid. Some cliches were true. Ben’s life flashed before him like a series of images playing from a slideshow projector. More specifically, Ben’s relationship with Cooper. Cooper was the best thing that had happened to Ben, regardless of how much he loved his parents.

      But a bullet didn’t leave the gun. Tanner fired the gun again. Nothing.

      “Is this your idea of a joke?” Ben asked angrily.

      Tanner shrilled, “Does it look like I’m laughing?”

      He grinned. “Don’t tell me you ran out of bullets?”

      “It’s only a minor setback,” Tanner declared, irritated. “There’s gotta be a nearby store that sells bullets …”

      “Around here?”

      “I’ll be back.”
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        * * *

      

      Footsteps grew louder and louder as he remained tied to the chair in the living room.

      It was Ivy, and she sported a black hoodie, pants, gloves, and shoes. She winked. “Did you miss me?”

      “I should be pissed at you.”

      “Not this time.”

      “Tanner was out of bullets and he went to go by some more.” More sweat rolled down Ben’s back. Faking her death disappointed Ben, yet he didn’t want to see anything bad happen to her. If Tanner returned while she was here, then Tanner might kill her too. It was inevitable, really.

      Ivy pulled something from her jacket, and sunlight beaming through the glass door glinted against the metal object in her hand. She waved the gun at Ben. “Don’t worry. I came prepared.”

      “This isn’t a joke. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how dangerous Tanner is.”

      “Let’s stop talking, and free you.” She tucked the gun under her left armpit before untying him.

      Ben cried when Ivy freed him. But his tears weren’t ones of sadness—they were tears of joy. He could’ve died, yet he hadn’t. So, maybe, just maybe, life would be okay. If the universe were that cruel, then Tanner would’ve killed Ben already.

      “We’ve gotta get out of here,” he said.

      “Not yet.”

      The front door opened.

      “Good news, Ben,” Tanner bellowed. “I was able to find some bullets. And I’m even feeling generous enough to let you call Cooper before you die.”

      Footsteps squeaked, becoming louder.

      Ivy put her finger to her lips, and Ben nodded. And then she raised her gun.

      “I didn’t know this was going to be a party,” Tanner said after turning the corner.

      “Goodbye, asshole!” Ivy fired bullet after bullet before Tanner could draw his gun.

      Tanner collapsed against the ground after she shot him four times. A thick pool of blood drenched his shirt while he coughed up blood.

      “We’ve really gotta go,” Ben urged.

      “Not yet.”

      “Someone could find us.”

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      “Are you ready now?” Ben asked when he and Ivy finally stood outside, a few feet away from the cabin.

      Ivy tossed a gas canister to the side and pulled matches from her pocket. She struck a match before dropping it on the ground. In an instant, all of Ben’s problems went up in flames. A sea of red, orange, and yellow engulfed the perimeter of the cabin. And it was only a matter of time before the fire swallowed the house, leaving nothing but ashes behind.
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      Cassandra stood next to Marcia while everyone remained congregated in Sawyer and Audrey’s living room. Reuniting with Marcia made Cassandra happier than any scoop she’d ever gotten for her news site, yet Cassandra’s sympathy pangs hadn’t disappeared. Not having children—Cassandra and Felicia never even discussed having kids—wasn’t required for empathy.

      Cassandra didn’t know what she would’ve done if she were in Marcia’s position. No parent should have to worry about someone harming their child, let alone the possibility of outliving their kid. That kind of thing went against nature, and that was why Cassandra had to calm down.

      Marcia continued crying as she sat on one of the love seats. “Tanner must’ve taken Ben.”

      “Why would he do that?” Sawyer demanded.

      Marcia made eye contact with Audrey, and she nodded.

      “Because my father blames Ben for me leaving home,” Cooper interjected.

      Sawyer gulped back some bourbon. “I see.”

      “I’m sure Audrey must’ve told you about some of the shit that happened over the last few months,” Cooper said.

      “She did.” Sawyer put his glass on the living room table and paced back and forth.

      “I’m sorry to put a damper on your wedding day,” Marcia said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Audrey said. “We can continue celebrating once we find out where Ben is.”

      Lucky adjusted his posture on the couch on the opposite end of the living room. “It’s been several hours.”

      “Doesn’t mean Ben’s dead,” Cassandra told him.

      Audrey shifted towards Cooper. “Can you think of anywhere else Tanner might take Ben if he’s not at home?”

      “There’s always the cabin,” Cooper suggested after several seconds. “But we haven’t been there in ages. Probably brings up a lot of bad memories since Ivy died.”

      Cassandra couldn’t swallow the lump lingering in her throat. Not this time. If Cassandra’s hunch was correct, then that meant Cooper didn’t know his mother was still alive. And that posed a dilemma. He might become mad that everyone had kept the truth from him. On the other hand, Cooper might be so happy to know Ivy hadn’t commit suicide that he might not blame anyone. Cassandra wasn’t sure which outcome was more likely.

      Audrey walked over to Cooper and kneeled in front of him. “There’s something we’ve gotta tell you, and it’s gonna be difficult to believe. But that doesn’t change that it’s true.”

      “Maybe now isn’t the best time for that conversation,” Marcia advised.

      Lucky’s lips curled upward. “Cooper is an adult. If there’s something Cooper needs to know, then he should be told.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Marcia snaked her fingers through her hair.

      “Let me guess,” Cooper said. “You’re gonna tell me that my mother is still alive.”

      Audrey’s jaw dropped. “You know?”

      Cooper bit one of his nails. “I mean, I strongly suspected it.”

      Cassandra’s breathing slowed. She’d been so worried about how Cooper might react to Ivy being alive that she hadn’t even considered that he might already know the truth. And for that, relief overcame her. Enjoying situations going right was rare, which is why she reveled in the current moment. Anything that made life simpler was great. No telling when life would dole out another surprise.

      Marcia eyed Cooper. “You really aren’t surprised?”

      “Nope.”

      “Ivy is still alive?” Lucky asked, surprised.

      “Yup.” Audrey stood and gave Cooper a quick pat on the shoulder.

      Lucky rubbed the corner of his eye. “Wow. I guess I’m more out of the loop than I realized.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Sawyer said. “We’ve got more important issues to worry about.”

      Cooper whined, “Yeah, like how we’re no closer to figuring out where my father took Ben. And how we look like a bunch of bumbling idiots by talking in circles.”

      “Maybe things aren’t as bad as they seem,” Lucky said. “Perhaps Ben got a flat tire or something.”

      “Why would his phone go straight to voicemail then?” Marcia demanded.

      Lucky’s shoulders dropped. “Maybe his iPhone is out of battery.”

      “Are you serious?” Marcia took another swig of her drink. “You think it’s possible that Ben got a flat tire and had his phone die on him?”

      “It was only a suggestion.” He went to the bar and poured himself another shot of bourbon.

      The knot in Cassandra’s stomach tightened more as she remained by Marcia’s side. As much as she hated to admit it, Cooper’s blunt assessment was accurate. They were no closer to figuring out where Ben might be. And every second that went by was another second when something terrible might happen to the young man.

      Cassandra also wasn’t perfect, and that meant sometimes being selfish; she didn’t know what would happen to her renewed relationship with Marcia if Tanner killed Ben. Grief often pushed people to extremes, and their relationship could be the next casualty after Ben. So, defeat wasn’t an option. Cassandra was certain they’d get Ben back—she just didn’t know how.
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      Stars illuminated the night sky while Ivy drove down the highway and Ben sat in the front passenger’s seat. And as much as she should’ve known better than to gloat, she couldn’t help the excitement fluttering through her body. Tanner was absolutely, positively dead. She was certain of it—there was just no surviving four gunshot wounds and being burned to death. And with a little luck, nobody would ever discover what she and Ben did.

      “You must have a lot of questions,” Ivy said.

      His face remained against the window. “You could say that.”

      “Faking my death wasn’t about hurting anyone,” she said. “I was just doing what I had to do to survive.”

      “How did you even know Tanner was at the cabin?” Ben demanded. “No offense, but it’s a hell of a coincidence that we crossed paths when Tanner was about to kill me.”

      “I didn’t know Tanner was at the cabin—not at first. My first stop was our house. So, when I didn’t find him at home, I decided to check the cabin.”

      “You didn’t know Tanner kidnapped me?” Ben sighed. “You were coming to kill him, weren’t you?”

      Lying was the simpler choice, yet Ivy couldn’t be dishonest with Ben. Not after they were once intimately involved. His dating Cooper also meant that she might as well build trust in him—making an enemy of her son’s boyfriend was the last thing she wanted to do.

      “You’re correct.” She stopped at a right light. “But I hope you don’t think I’m a terrible person for killing Tanner. You’ve got no idea what it’s like constantly looking over your shoulder.”

      “You don’t have to justify your life to me.” Ben paused. “However, that doesn’t change how I can’t go to prison. Cooper and I might only be sophomores in college, but that doesn’t change how we’re building a life together.”

      Ivy took her eyes off the road, yet Ben didn’t make eye contact with her. “I’m glad Cooper has you. I couldn’t think of a better match for him.”

      “Don’t you think it’s weird that you pimped your son out to me?”

      She almost choked on his words; she’d never expected Ben to be so harsh. Yet she couldn’t fault him for his response. He hadn’t lied. She’d not forgotten how she’d pushed Ben and Cooper together after dumping Ben. And she hoped Ben didn’t have animosity towards her. She was so done with conflict after everything she’d endured with Tanner.

      “I was joking,” Ben murmured.

      She giggled. “Okay. Cool.”

      “But you didn’t respond to my point. I can’t go to jail … and I also assume you’ve got no desire to sport an orange jumpsuit.”

      “You aren’t going to jail. You didn’t shoot Tanner, pour gasoline around the perimeter of the house, or strike the match.”

      “You aren’t worried for yourself?”

      “I wore gloves.” Ivy pulled off the highway and got onto a side road. “Please don’t worry. At your age, you should be enjoying life.”

      “I pulled a gun on Tanner once.”

      “Do you feel like sharing?” she asked.

      Ben made a clucking noise with his tongue. “I didn’t have a choice. Tanner came to my house.”

      “Sounds like we’re more alike than you realize; we’re both two people who will do whatever it takes to accomplish what they need to.” Ivy honked her horn at a deer in the middle of the road and it raced crossed to the other side and disappeared into the woods.

      “Are you seeing anyone?” Ben asked.

      “Yes, I am. His name is Quentin.”

      “Why isn’t he with you right now?”

      “I convinced him to remain at the motel we’ve been staying at the last couple of days,” Ivy explained. “But it’s good we’re discussing this … because there’s something you need to know. Nothing can ever happen between us again. I love Quentin. And you can’t jeopardize what you have with Cooper.”

      Ivy had no qualms about being firm this way with Ben. Lying to herself would’ve been futile—she wouldn’t deny how much fun she had with Ben, regardless of how fleeting it was. But memories were all that would exist between the two of them now. It was simpler that way.

      “You saved my life,” Ben said.

      “You don’t have to thank me. You didn’t deserve to be killed by Tanner.”

      “What’s the plan?” His breathing grew louder. “No offense or anything, but everyone’s gonna have a lot of questions—especially the police.”

      “Not like the police wasted a lot of man hours investigating my ‘death’ but I get your point. And that’s why we’re going to Audrey and Sawyer’s.”

      “You wanna crash a wedding?”

      Ivy turned right before driving down a new street. “Sawyer and your father are among the best attorneys out there.”

      Ben screamed, “Shit!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I forgot to call everyone,” he said. “I was leaving to go buy more ice, but that was hours ago.”

      Ivy gave Ben’s knee a quick rub. “It’s better this way. Any phone calls right after Tanner died might be suspicious.”

      “I’m glad you know what you’re doing … because I don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Ivy and Ben stood by Audrey and Sawyer’s front door while the wind blew more forcefully, making Ivy’s hair fly. It finally hit Ivy. She was coming back to Crescent Hills for good.

      “Ready for this?” she asked.

      Ben tugged the sides of his blazer. “As I’ll ever be,”

      She rang the doorbell.

      The door opened a moment later. It was Audrey.

      She looked Ben over. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Ben will explain that in due time,” Ivy said. “Can we come in?”

      “We were worried sick about you!”

      “No need to be so dramatic, Audrey.” Ivy felt the back of her head, then removed her hood. She had gotten so caught up in the events that she’d forgotten it was still there.

      Audrey threw a gaze inside. “Yes. Please come in.”

      “Thanks”

      Ivy and Ben followed Audrey into the house and she locked the front door behind them.

      Audrey whistled. “We’ve got company.”

      Everyone looked up from where they were seated. A hush swept over the living room while everyone’s attention remained on Ivy, who’d go as far as to say this moment was comparable to being on stage naked while giving a presentation.

      Worry bubbled inside Ivy. “There’s been a death.”

      Audrey’s arms fell to her sides.

      “And we need your help—we don’t have much time,” Ivy continued.
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      Ivy Fields might be alive, but life in Crescent Hills is still anything but boring.

      Newlywed Audrey realizes married life isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be, and whether her marriage to Sawyer lasts remains to be seen. Marcia is moving on with her life now that her and Lucky are over for good.

      Meanwhile, Ivy’s return complicates Ben’s relationship with Cooper, although being torn between mother and son is more drama than Ben would care for. And Cassandra’s nemesis Selma Diamond could prevent Cassandra from enjoying her happily ever after.

      When a death rocks Crescent Hills, it becomes clear that everyone has an agenda. Behind the McMansions, designer clothes, and fancy cars are secrets begging to be exposed. Because when reputations are at stake, people are capable of just about anything.
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