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First, there was the arrangement.

A simple, yet salacious fix to the problems looming in their marriage.

But when things took a tragic turn, Peter’s and Ainsley’s lives quickly
fell into disarray.

Now, their secrets have been exposed.
They know the truth—about each other and their marriage.

As they struggle to move on from their past and the damage they've
caused, new problems begin to surface.

Someone they love is hiding a catastrophic secret. The fragile ground
they stand on is starting to crumble. Their family is being torn apart at
the seams. And, maybe worst of all, a threat from the past is lurking,

ready to unveil the things they’d kill to keep hidden.

They thought the nightmare they’d made it through was over, but the
worst is just beginning...

Once, they vowed to do anything to make their marriage work.
Now, that vow will push every boundary they have left.

In order to survive, they'll need to completely trust each other.
But can they?

Last time they did, things went terribly wrong...

This time, it might be worse.

If there’s one thing that’s certain, their secrets are too big to let
anyone walk away alive.
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CHAPTER ONE

AINSLEY

M y husband was a monster.

It was something I’ d come to accept over the years.

It could also be argued, | supposed, that | was equally monstrous. Some of the things
I’ ve done to keep our family together were questionable, morally gray, | would say.
But it was all amatter of opinion.

What mattered was that it worked.

| fixed us.

At least, | would.

We were awork in progress. Aren't we all?

| glanced over to the passenger seat where Peter sat, fidgeting with the collar of his
shirt.

| swatted his hand. “Leaveit alone.”

His brow rose just a hair, but he didn’t bother arguing. Lately, he didn’t argue with
anything | said. He'd become my lapdog, dutifully doing whatever | needed or



whatever | said.

| thought it was what | wanted .

A quiet coexistence.

But, truth be told, I missed the spark | used to see in his eyes. | missed who we used
to be... Before.

Before our world changed.

Before he found out | knew his secrets.

My latest mission was to bring that version of my husband back.

Whatever it took.

“Are you sure about this?’ he asked, twisting his wedding band around his finger.

“Of course | am. Why?’ | pulled the car into the paved parking lot of our new
therapist’s office.

He shook his head, staring at the glass door with her name on it.

Joanna St. James, LMFT

“I’m just not sure we' re marriage counseling people. She’s going to see right through

us.

| shut the car off, resting my hands in my lap. “Don’t be ridiculous. What exactly are
marriage counseling people, Peter?’



He practically flinched as | said his name, though I’d thought | was speaking gently.
“Just forget it. Let’'sgoin.”

| reached for his hand as he started to open the door, and he stopped, glancing over at
me. “| want to do this because | want to fix us. You know that. | want to rebuild our
trust.”

His stony expression softened. “l want that, too. You know | do. It's just...” He
sighed, looking back at the office door through the windshield. “I don’t know what
we'll even talk about. Our problems aren’t exactly normal.”

He winced as he said it, and | let his words wash over me. We sat in silence for a
moment, and when he finally looked up at me, alaugh slipped through my lips.

Then more laughter.

Soon, he'd joined me. | felt the stress leaving my shoulders as we laughed together at
the ridiculousness of our situation and the truth of hiswords.

“That just might be the understatement of the century,” | said, when I’ d finally caught
my breath. He was smiling a me, and | slid my hand down his arm and into his palm,
squeezing it gently. “Look, | know thiswill be...complicated. But we'll handleit. We
aways do.” He still didn’'t look convinced. Didn't want to admit to his issues and
how they were affecting us. “We'll just talk to her. It's only one hour. If things go
wrong, we won't go back. We'll have our answer. But we have to do this, Peter. We
have to. Otherwise, we're just giving up and hoping for the best.”

He sighed again, though less begrudgingly. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”

Though | didn’t appreciate the attitude, | released his hand and stepped from the car.
We walked together in silence toward the door, and he held it open for me to pass



through.

The lobby was small and quaint, a neutral palette of cream and gray. The woman
behind a small, natura wooden desk in the corner was talking into a headset. She
smiled at us, holding afinger up briefly.

“Okay, I'll let her know. I’ ve got you down for the fourth.” She paused. “Mhm. Y ou
bet.” Another pause as | felt Peter’s fingers lace through mine. | smoothed down a
piece of my hair out of nervous habit. “Okay. Buh-bye.” She looked up at us. “I'm
sorry about that. How can | help you?”’

“We' ve got aone 0’ clock with Joanna,” | told her.

She typed something into the desktop in front of her, nodding. “Y ou’ re the Greens?’

| smiled at the familiar fake name. “Yes.”

“Okay, I've got you checked in. She should be right out.” The woman stood,
gesturing toward a matching set of gray sofas behind us. “Feel free to have a seat
while you wait. Can | get you anything? Water? Coffee? Soda?’

“No, thank you,” | said.

At the same time, Peter said, “ Coffee would be fine.”

“Of course. Be right back.” She nodded, disappearing around the corner. Moments
later, she returned with a paper cup. “It’s hot. | just made a fresh pot. | left room in
case you'd like to add cream or sugar.” She pointed to a small table on the far side of

the room that had powdered creamer, various packs of sweetener, and black stirrers
just as the door to our left opened.



“Okay, guys, I'll see you next week. Y ou have your homework.” | turned my head to
look at the voice, spying two men exiting the office.

| recognized Joanna from her pictures. She was a bit older than us, maybe early
fifties, with stark black hair and thick-framed glasses. She was beautiful—even more
so than I'd imagined from her pictures—and she moved with an easy elegance that
felt out of place in the small office.

As she waved goodbye to the couple, | noted one’s puffy, red eyes and the other’s
grim expression. | tried to picture Peter and me leaving the same way in exactly an
hour—it seemed ridicul ous.

Once the door had shut behind them, she turned her attention to us and we stood.
“Are you Pete and Annie?’

“Yes,” Peter confirmed, glancing at me, though | kept my attention trained on her.

“1I"m Joanna. It’ s nice to meet you both. Come on in.” She pushed the door behind her
back a bit and allowed us into her office. Once we were inside, she shut it again,
closing usinto a cocoon of silence.

The walls of the large room were painted a warm cream color, with paintings of
plants here and there. In the center of the space were two gray sofas that matched the
ones in the lobby, sitting directly across from each other, and an off-white chair at
one end, creating a sort of U shape.

The entire far wall was lined with windows, giving a clear view into a courtyard filled
with a meticuloudly kept garden. Farther back, | could see the mostly empty parking

lot and our car waiting for us.

We stopped awkwardly just before the sofas, and she moved around us, smiling as



she gestured for us to take a seat. Once we had, she sat down in the chair, folding one
leg over the other and leaning backward.

“S0...” Her smile was warm but cautious. | watched her gaze trailing over us,
attempting to read us, trying to gain perspective and insights from the way my
shoulders tensed or how Peter gripped his knees .

| knew what she was doing—could see straight through it. But she'd never get the
truth about us.

She'd get what we gave her and nothing else.

“Would you like to tell me what brought you here today?’

Peter glanced at me cautiously, and | scooted forward just a hair. He needed me to
speak for us, so | would. “Well, we've been having some problems in our marriage.
We tried counseling before, but it didn’t seem to work.”

“How long were you in counseling previously?’

“Six months?’ | asked, though | knew that was it exactly. Six months for me, at least.
Peter had shown up to less than half the sessions before I’d given up and canceled
any future ones.

“l see.” She spoke slowly. “Well, it's normal for couples to try out different therapists
and therapy methods before they find the one that’s right for them.” She clasped her
hands together in front of her. “I'm really glad you're here.” Then her eyes fell to

Peter.

“Pete, why do you think you' re here?”’



He readjusted in his seat, shifting the coffee cup from one hand to the other,
obviously uncomfortable with being put on the spot. | willed him to pull it together,
keeping a smile plastered on my face. “Um, well, we've been married for nearly
twenty years, our kids are growing up, and we're...” He looked at me.

“Pete,” Joanna said, somewhat sternly, pulling his attention back to her. | liked her.
“Tell me. Tell mewhat you think. You don’t have to get Annie’s opinion on that.”

Or...maybe | didn't like her so much. Something about th e way she said my name
told me she' d aready pegged me as controlling. Manipulative, maybe.

If she only knew...

There was only one true bad guy in this room.

“We're growing apart, | guess. It's been hard. Like she said, we've tried counseling
and date nights and...” He was going to dlip up, but he caught himself. “Well, | guess
one of the biggest issues is that I've become somewhat addicted to fencing. And
Annie wants me to stop.”

Fencing.

The word we' d come up with to discuss Peter’s discretions in our session. If she was
surprised, she hid it well. * Fencing? Interesting. Tell me more about that, Annie.”

She tossed the figurative ball back to my court, and | smiled. “Well, for one, it’s not
entirely about the fencing.” 1 nodded in his direction slowly. “It's more how obsessed
Pete has become with it. He lies to me about where he is and what he’s doing, which
certainly puts astrain on our trust—"

She held up a hand, cutting me off. “We're talking about fencing, as in the



sport—swords and metal mesh masks, right?’ Her hand was held in front of her face.

“Yes, that's right. Pete did it a bit in college, but then gave it up when we'd gotten
married. But lately, he' s gone back to it.”

“l see... And Pete, why do you feel the need to lie about it?”

| couldn’t hide my smile as | looked his way, watching him physically squirm. He
crossed one leg over the other, then uncrossed it, switching legs just to avoid eye
contact. “| guess I’m embarrassed by it. ”

“Why should you be?’ she coaxed.

“Well, for one thing, growing up, | was always made to feel like | needed to be doing
something manly, you know? And fencing makes me feel...good. But | know it's not
really something most people approve of.”

“By that, you mean Annie doesn’t approve?’

He nodded, and she looked at me again. “Annie, what is it about Peter’s fencing that
you don’'t approve of? Isit just the lying and sneaking around?’

“I’ll be honest and say | had a really hard time with the fencing in the beginning. |
just didn’'t understand it. It...it scared me a little. But then, | mean, really, the lying
has become the biggest issue, yes. I'm trying to be understanding about the rest. |
don’t like secrets. | want to know what my husband is up to, and | don’t understand
why he hasto lieto me,” | said firmly.

“l see.” She was still for a moment, staring at us with intense concentration. “Have
you tried to explain to Pete what it is about the sport that bothers you? Have you had
a bad experience with it personally? What do you think it is about fencing that caused



you to have such areaction to it in the beginning?’

| pressed my lips together, trying to work out my answer in my head before | gave it.
“The violence of it. The anger involved... He didn't tell me it was something he was
interested in, either, not when we met, or even after we' d been married. | didn’t know

until 1 caught him one night when he' d said he was working late.”

“S0, Pete, you felt the need to hide something you were passionate about even before
Annie told you she disapproved. Why do you think that is?”

“I know my wife. | knew she wouldn’t approve,” he said simply.

| could already feel her judgment of me, but she didn’t look my way. Not yet. She
was too busy feeling sorry for my husband.

He was good at that.

No one had ever seen him for what he was until it was smacking them in the face,
myself included.

“Have there been other things she hasn’t approved of 7’

“No, |—~

She cut me off, holding a finger up. “Annie, let’s let Pete talk and then you'll get a
turn to respond.” Leaning forward in her chair dlightly, as if he were a shy child she

was having to coax out of hiding, she went on. “Pete?’

| held my breath, waiting for him to respond. When he finally did, | released a quiet
sigh of relief.



“No, um, Ains—Annieis great. It's me. The problem is, and always has been, me.”
She nodded, as if she had us all figured out. “Okay, I'd like to dig into why you feel
that way. These things are very rarely one sided. But, before we do that, 1I'd like to
hear from you, Annie. How do you feel when you hear Pete speak that way? Do you
agree with him? Or do you think you both share the blame?’

| knew what she wanted me to say, but that wasn't the truth. | wasn't at fault or to
blame. This was all Peter. Everything that had gone wrong in our lives could be

traced back to Peter.

“Obviously, we're both to blame, but this all started when he began sneaking around.

“Do you have any ideawhy he might’ ve felt the need to sneak around?’

“No,” | said firmly. “I honestly don’t. I’ ve been here for him—"

“Tak to him,” she said, gesturing toward my husband. “Tell him what you're telling
me. |’ ve been there for you—"

| turned toward him, feeling as if | were putting on a performance. “I’ ve been there
for you through everything. And yet, you still act like I’ m the enemy.”

“How does that make you feel, Annie?’ she asked from her side of the room.

“Alone,” | said, surprising myself with a completely honest answer. “Helpless. Like
you don’t trust me.”

Peter’s eyes were zeroed in on mine, glassy and serious. “1 do trust you—"



“Pete, how does that make you feel? To hear how your actions are affecting Annie?’

“Shitty,” he said. “Guilty.” Then, his eyes widened only slightly, as if he'd realized
something. “Alone.”

From across the room, Joanna sat back in her chair with aweighty breath. “And there,
you see, you' re both working from a similar place. The fear of being alone is driving
you to do things that’s only pushing your partner away. Instead of working together,
you' re trying to protect yourselves and each other, to the detriment of your marriage.”

Our trance seemed to break, both of us blinking and turning to meet her eyes. “Do
you think you can help us?’ Peter asked anxioudly, then gave a dry laugh. “I mean,
arewe alost cause?’

“1 can only help you as much as you want to be helped. But, if you're willing to put
in the work, to be completely honest with me, and with each other, | think there's no
l[imit to what we can do in thisroom. It all depends on you.”

| felt asmile growing on my lips as Peter’ s hand slipped into mine.

“We'll do whatever it takes,” | vowed, my heart thudding in my chest.

She smiled back at us, believing our every word.

Thirty minutes later, we made our way back to the car and dlid in without a word.
Peter held a paper with our homework —tell our partner how their actions make us
feel at least once a day and tell our partner something we appreciate about them once

aday—oniit.

| glanced over at him, watching his expression grow dark.



Haunted.

Excited.

“S0,” he said, obvioudy fighting against the joy he felt, “are we going to kill her?’
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CHAPTER TWO
PETER
TWO MONTHS EARLIER

| stared at my wife across the kitchen table, the note I’d found in my bag lying
between us.

It felt right somehow, that this was where it would end for us. Since this was where it
had al begun just months before. When we' d agreed to the arrangement.

When | had no ideawhat | was agreeing to.

“How long have you known?" | asked, running a hand through my hair. | needed to
do damage control, but | had no idea how to. How much did she know? Was there
any usetryingto lie or cover it up?

“How long has it been going on?’ she retorted.

“Aindley, thisisn't some game. What you’ ve done—"

Her jaw dropped open. “What I’ ve done? Oh, that’s rich coming from you. All I've
done s clean up your mess again and again.” She pounded her fist on the table. “And,

frankly, I'm tired of it.”

“S0o, what are you saying? Are you going to turn me in?’ My blood ran cold at the



thought. She was manipulative, but she wasn't evil...was she? | couldn’t believe
she’'d actually go to the police.

She scoffed. “And let our children find out what you’ve done? Our community?’ |
watched as her hands folded in front of her carefully, her long, thin fingers gracefully
intertwined. “No, | won't be doing that. Besides, from here on out, there will be
nothing to tell methat | won't already know.”

“Meaning what?’

“Why were you going into the bag, Peter? What did you do now?”’

My stomach clenched. “|— nothing. ”

“You only go into that room, into that bag, when you’ ve hurt someone new. So, who
was she? How far did you go?’

She was asking me about the darkest moments of my life so blatantly. It was painful
and surreal, knowing the thing I'd tried to keep hidden for so long—the thing I'd
thought | had kept hidden—wasn’t hidden at all. But rather, she’'d known all along.

| should’ ve known. Ainsley was always one step ahead of me.

She always knew.

Always.

“Aindey, please, | didn't... | didn't do anything. | won't. | don’'t know what you

think you—" | was breathless, unable to meet her eye. Illiana’s pearl bracelet still
rested in my pocket.



“1 can find out, you know. But it’s better if you tell me.”

| wanted to ask how she could find out, but in truth, it didn’t matter. She wasn’t
bluffing, and we both knew it. “I’m not the same man | was.”

“You're akiller, Peter.” She spat it out, finally laying the truth on the table. “A rapist.
A liar. A monster. You hurt people. Y ou’ve hurt me.”

| rested my face in my palms, tears stinging my eyes. “I don’t mean to do it.”

“Which part?’

“Any of it!”

She shoved back from the table, stalking across the room toward the pitcher of
lemonade she’d made just hours before. She pulled a bottle of vodka from the shelf
above the refrigerator and added it to her drink. “I1t’s not like you tripped and fell into
it. Like they had ajob fair and you didn’t know what you were signing up for. You
can never take responsibility for anything, can you?’

“Y ou don’'t understand—"

“No, here’'s what | understand: you meant to do it. You always mean to do it. The
first time | caught you was when Maisy was a baby.”

“What?' It wasn't possible. How could she have looked me in the eyes all this time,
knowing what she knew?

“Y ou were supposed to be going out with Seth for the night, but when | called over to
see if Glennon wanted to visit, she said she was watching some new documentary
with Seth . | knew you'd lied. So, the next time you said you were going out, |



followed you.” She made her way back to the table and took a seat, and | wondered if
my face looked as pale asit felt. | was sure | was going to pass out.

“1 thought you were having an affair. | watched you hitting on a woman in a bar.
Here | was, still recovering from childbirth, and you were out on a date. But, just
before | started to confront you, | watched you slip something in her drink.” She
sprinkled her fingers over her own drink, acting out my motions.

Maybe | wouldn’t pass out, but | was certain | was going to be sick.

“Aindey, |—" She waited, staring at me suspiciously, but we both knew there was
nothing | could say that would make this better. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“1 felt you pulling away from me back then. | knew something wasn’t right. But |
never thought... | never dreamed you could be...” She couldn’t bring herself to say it
again. Lifting the glass to her lips, she took another sip. “By the time | saw you for
who you were, it was too late. | had three babies with you. We had a life. A home.
Friends. | couldn’t just throw that all away. | thought if | did more, if | tried harder,
that you would realize what you had. But you never did. Sometimes we'd go months,
years even, when things felt okay. But then, you'd start sneaking around again, start
spacing out, lying. No matter what | did, it was never enough to bring you back to
me.”

“This has nothing to do with you. Do you hear me? It’s not you. It'sme.” | smacked a
fist into my chest. “I’'m broken, Aindley. | can't explainit. | can't... It doesn't make
sense. Not even to me. | love you. | love our kids. | don’'t want to be this person.” |
reached across the table, touching her hand gently, but she pulled it back.

“But you are this person, Peter. At least, half of you is. And, try as | might, | can’t
figure out how to hang on to just the half of you that doesn’t hurt people—myself
included. ”



My mouth was too dry. | licked my lips, trying to think. Trying to come up with
something—anything—to say to make this better. “Look, | can’'t take back what I’ve
done, but | can stop. | promiseyou | can. | haven't hurt anyone in more than ayear.”
“You'redtill lying to me,” she said pointedly.

“What are you talking about? I’m not!”

“Then why were you in the room?”’

“I...” 1 could try to lie, | knew. But what if she found out? Now was my chance to
come clean about it all. To lay myself bare and let her decide if she could handle the
real me.

A fleeting thought crossed my mind: what if she couldn’t?

What if she couldn’t handle who | was?

Would | haveto...

No, the thought was impossible. I’d sooner turn myself in than ever harm Aindey. |
loved her too much.

“1 can just go in there and look, you know. You thought you were so clever having
that room built, didn’t you? Did you really think | wouldn’t find out why you were
spending so much time in the garage? You're not exactly a handyman, Peter.
Eventually, you had to know I’d wonder why you were sneaking out in the middle of
the night. And the code, the pattern for the kids birthdays, was easy enough to
guess.” She tutted. “Y ou’ re predictable, Peter, even when you shock me.”

She'd find nothing if she went and looked, so | was tempted to invite her to do so.



The bracelet remained safely with me, and there was nothing else to clue her in about
Illiana, but part of me wanted to admit the truth. She knew just about everything, yet
shewas still here.

“Are you planning to leave me?’ | asked, swiping my sweaty palms across my pants.
| wasn't sure I'd be able to hear her answer over the sound of my racing heart. |
wasn't sure | wanted to.

“You should know by now that’s not an option,” she replied. “We're in this together.
You and me. But you promised no more secrets, and you broke that promise. So—"
She looked away, shaking her head. “1’m not sure what to do with you.”

“1 want to be honest with you, Aindey, | do. | just hate myself. | don’t know how you
can look at me, knowing what I’ ve done. What I’ ve—"

She slammed her palm down on the table, startling me. “The pity party is officially
over. | saved you, Peter. | sent the cops on Stefan’strail. | gave them all the evidence
they’ d need to fill in the blanks for him being the serial killer. | saved you. | own you.
But you will not lie to me. Whatever you’ ve got going on—however dark—as long as
you'’ re honest with me, | promise you we can get through it. But you have to tell me
the truth. About everything. The kids are gone for the night; thisis our chance to lay
it al out once and for all.”

“What do you want to know?’

“Everything. How it started. Why you went into that room tonight. Who else knows
about this.”

| nodded, my hands trembling. “ Okay, fine.”

“Start talking.”



“I, um...” | ran a hand through my hair, trying to think. “Well, it started in college.
When my parents got divorced. It ’s not an excuse, but...l wasin a dark place. There
was this guy—my roommate. It was just something he did. It wasn't... | mean, |
never started out planning to hurt anyone, you know? | needed to let off steam, and it
just happened.” Her face was still and solemn as she waited for me to continue. “I
needed to fedl in control of something. And, | did. | didn’t...it was never about the
women. It was always about me. And then...then | met you.”

Her head tilted to the side as if something had just occurred to her. “Wait, was |
supposed to be one of your victims?’

A lump formed in my throat as | recalled the night | met her. The drugs in my pocket,
just waiting to be used. But something about her had stopped me. She was bossy,
hard to please. She didn’t laugh at all my jokes like the others had, didn’t hang all
over me as we danced. In fact, she’d ignored me most of the night, if memory served.
| liked that. Craved it. In some sick way, | wanted someone who'd make me work to
please them. Someone who could point me in a direction—any direction—when | felt
so utterly lost and alone.

“Peter,” she snapped, still waiting for an answer.

“Sorry. You were...yes.” Honesty was harder than I'd expected. If this was a
surprise, she didn’'t react. “But | couldn’t go through with it. | fell for you so fast,
Ains. | loved you that night, I’ ve told you that. And | stopped. From the moment we
met, | never hurt anyone else. You were all | needed.”

She pursed her lips. “Until | stopped being enough.”
“I’ve told you, it had nothing to do with you.” She looked unconvinced, so | went on.

“It was me. This brokennessinside me. I’d kept it at bay for so long, but | couldn’t do
it any longer. The first time was this one night...after one of our biggest fights.” |



tried to bring back the memory I'd spent so long trying to repress. “It was when Lae
Haer was struggling financially. Before we brought Beckman in, before his
investment. We'd been fighting and drinking, and | felt like everything was all my
fault. Like | couldn’t do anything right. | couldn’t provide for you. | couldn’t take
care of you and the kids.”

“1 remember that fight,” she said softly, staring off into space. “You were gone for
the night. You said you' d slept at the office.”

One of my many lies.

“Yeah. | just couldn’t believe I’d let myself dlip. Of all the things I’d done, I’d never
cheated on you before. You' d kept me sober. Because this is an addiction, Aindley.
It's the only way | know how to describe it. The pull...the need to do it, it's unlike
anything | could try to explain. I’d been clean for all those years, but | slipped. | was
like an addict, going back to the thing that always managed to make me feel...good,
numb, | don’t know. It made me feel something when nothing else would. And then |
found myself dipping more and more. No matter how hard | tried to stop, no matter
how badly | wanted to tell you the truth, | couldn’'t. I couldn’t be honest, because |
thought I'd lose you. | deserve to lose you.” My voice cracked as | said it, but it was
the truth. What | couldn’t understand was why she was still there in the first place.

“But if you weren't killing people when we got married and built the house, why did
you have the room built in the first place?’ she asked, her eyes inquisitive rather than
judging.

Why was she so perfect?
“1 don’t know.” | looked away, toward the dark window. If someone were to look in

at us, we'd look like an average couple having a boring conversation over a mostly
empty dinner table. It amazed me the secrets you could hide by appearing average. “I



guess it was just sort of a backup plan. Just in case.” | wasn't sure if she believed me,
despite it being the truth, so | added, “Look, I'm very clear about who | am. No
matter how badly | want to be better for you. I’ ve always known deep down that I'm
not agood guy. | knew if | ever relapsed, I'd need a place to hide the bodies. | hoped
I’d never have to use it, but | needed somewhere to go, just in case.”

“Creating a plan B was your problem, Peter. Somehow, creating a plan B aways
makes certain that we'll need to useiit.”

“| realize that now.”
“So why did you go in the room tonight? I’'m giving you one chance to tell me the
truth.” Asif to prove her point, she took another sip of her drink and placed her hand

on the edge of the table, ready to stand.

“Illiana,” 1 blurted out. Shoving my hand in my pocket, | produced her bracelet. “I
took care of her.”

She stared at the bracelet with an expression | couldn’t read. Was it horror or pride?
“You...”

“1 didn’t rape her.” | scowled. “I killed her. | didn't have a choice. She put us all in
danger. She had to go.”

Slowly, her eyeslifted to meet mine. “What did you do with her body?”

“She’swith him,” | said simply. “It’s al taken care of .”

| saw a flicker of something in her expression. Something warm. Appreciative. 1'd
done theright thing, evenif it was awful. “And that’s hers?’



“1 was going to put it in the bag.”

“Why the souvenirs?’ she asked.

“l don't know.” My shoulders dropped. “I wish | did. It's like...sometimes, after it
happens, | can’'t remember if it wasreal or if it was all a dream. Collecting something
from them...it keeps me planted in redlity. It reminds me they were real.”

She looked away, and | wondered if I'd crossed aline. Any semblance of warmth that
had been present moments ago was now gone.

“1’m done with al of that, though. | promise you I am. Now that you know, now that
| can talk to you, you can help me.”

“But will | ever be enough for you, Peter? Even when you weren’t killing... What
about Seth? How many others have there been that were just affairs? In some sick
way, | can amost look past the murders. But the affairs are different. They're
personal.”

Seth.

| grimaced, looking down. “It’ s not like that.”

“You said it was different with him. Was he the only one?’

“Yes,” | blurted out. “Look, Seth never knew the extent of what I’ ve done. He... He
caught me out with awoman. Once. | was terrified he was going to tell Glennon. And
| knew then it would only be a matter of time before it got back to you. So, | tried to
buy myself time by telling him that we'd had a rocky few months. That's when he
told me the truth about his marriage to Glennon. | knew the only way to keep him
quiet, to be sure that he wouldn’t tell Glennon, or you, was to start seeing him. To



convince him that | was falling for him.”

“Soitwasall alie? You didn't have feelings for him?”’

“Never more than just as a friend. | thought | was doing what | needed to in order to
keep you safe and happy. | convinced him | was confused... He was trying to help
me figure out my sexuality. With his shitbag parents, he understood that more than
most. Eventually, | was going to tell him that | wanted to stay with you. But Glennon
caught us together before | had the chance. She was supposed to be gone for a
weekend, but she came home early. That’s when she gave me the ultimatum to tell
you, or she would. And...well, you know the rest.”

She nodded, but she still wasn't looking at me. “You really hurt Seth. And me. And
Glennon.”

“1 know that,” | admitted, reaching for her hand again. To my surprise, she didn’t pull
it away. “But it was al to save our marriage. Y ou may not see it that way, but it was
always to protect you from who | was. Because despite everything, I'm crazy about
you, Aingley. | want to be with you. | want to be everything you deserve. Maybe |
went about it the wrong way, but it’ s always been with earnest intentions.”

Her gaze flicked to mefinally, and | saw ahint of tearsin her eyes.

“Pleasedon’t cry...”

She dusted her cheeks quickly, drawing her lips inward with a sniff. “I'm just
processing. ”

“None of thisisyour fault—"

“I know that,” she cut me off.



“And | want to get better—"

“You will.” She was certain, and for that, | was grateful. “I’'m going to help you,
Peter. | thought | was helping you with the arrangement. | thought it would give you
the freedom you needed, while also giving you a chance to come clean about
everything. But it didn't work. Not completely. In the end, after every chance | gave
you, | still had to tell you | knew the truth. But now, now that it’s all out there, we can

move forward. | can fix this. Us.”

As much as | wanted her to fix it, | couldn’t help thinking about the last time she’'d
had to fix something for me.

That particular fix was still decaying under the freshly poured patio.

“I’ll do anything you want,” | heard myself saying. “I just don’t want to lose you.”
“Youwon't.” Shedid her hand away from mine. “It’s all going to be okay.”

The woman | knew was back. The one I'd fallen in love with. The nonsense and pain
had fallen away, and the cool, collected version of her had returned. | had no doubt
that if anyone could fix me, it was Ainsley.

“We just need to change up the rules abit,” she said, a small smile on her lips.

“What do you mean?’

“Give me a bit to think on it.” She pushed away from the table. “I’m going to take a
shower. Take care of the bracelet whileI’m gone.”

| stared at the bracelet—Ilying there, taunting me—and swallowed. Before she'd
departed the room, she turned to face me one last time.



“Oh, and Peter?’

“Yeah?’

“Are there any other secrets you need to tell me? Anything | should know?”

My response was instant. A vow. A lie. “No. You know everything.”

Her lips upturned into what should’ ve been a smile, but looked cruel instead. “ Good,”

she purred. “Because if you ever lie to me again, the next body in our freezer will be
yours.”
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CHAPTER THREE
AINSLEY
| wasn't sure how | was going to handle the revelation about Peter. I'd known enough
before, but now that | knew everything, it was asif I’d learned it all again. The pain

was fresh, the shock very real.

| told myself | could forgive him for anything, but now, | just didn’t know if that was
true. | wanted to save him. To protect him from himself, but was that possible?

I’d failed before.
Not just with Peter. There had been others.
One other, specifically.

But that was the past. Peter wasn't Ryan. This was different. We were different. |
loved him more than | could say, and he loved me back. | wouldn’t fail to save him.

| couldn’t.
| wasn't sure I’d survive it—
A knock at the door caused meto jolt.

“What?’ | shouted over the sound of the water.



“It'sMaisy,” Peter said, his voice wary. The anger dissipated instantly, and | shut the
water off, reaching for atowel and scrambling out of the shower.

“What isit? |s she okay?’

He jiggled the door handle. “ She's sick. Bailey’s mom just called. Do you want me to
go get her?”’

“No,” | said, too quickly. “No. I'm coming with you.” | dried my body quickly before
opening the bathroom door and darting down the hall toward our room. Peter gave
my body an appreciative glance, but | pretended not to notice. | couldn’t think of him
in that way. Not now. We needed to get to our little girl.

She needed us.

In the bedroom, | dropped the towel, turning away from him as| pulled on my clothes
and tied my hair back out of my face. Once | was dressed, | looked at him.

“Did you get rid of it?’

“It'sgone.” He patted his pocket, asif to prove apoint.

“Good. We should stop by the pharmacy and pick her up some medicine. Did Amber
say what was wrong with her?’

“Sounds like a stomach bug. Maisy mentioned there' s been one going around.”
“We'll need crackers and broth, then. And ginger ale.” | rattled off the list, counting

them off on my fingers. | might as well have kept them in my head; it wasn't asiif |
could count on Peter to remember what | was saying.



| tugged on my shoes and headed for the door. “Let’s go.”

He was behind me as we made our way toward the garage. | checked to be sure he'd
moved the shelf back to cover the secret room—not that he had ever forgotten
that—and climbed into the driver’ s seat.

“1’m texting her to let her know we're leaving now,” he said.

| didn’t ask if he meant Amber or Maisy. | didn’t ask anything. My mind was focused
on the to-do list forming in my head.

There was so much | still needed to say to my husband, but none of it mattered. |
needed to get to my child.

Like so much elsein my life, in our marriage, everything else could wait.

It's what a good mother would do.
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CHAPTER FOUR
PETER

W e pulled into the garage an hour and a half later with Maisy curled in the back seat,
her legs tucked up in front of her. She'd been whimpering most of the way, clutching
for dear life to the spare pitcher Amber had given her.

We weren't sure if it was a stomach bug or something she’'d eaten, but whatever it
was had her vomiting every hour or so. Every window in the car was rolled down in
an attempt to alleviate the putrid smell.

When Aindley parked the car, | slid out of my side door, hurrying to scoop Maisy up
and carry her inside. Ainsley was just behind me, carrying the bag from the grocery
store we' d stopped at to stock up on whatever our daughter might need.

This was when we were at our best—Ains and |. When we had to work together as a
team, no matter the reason, we fired on all cylinders. It was why we were so good. So
much of our life had been bouncing from one situation to the next. One problem after
the other: sick kids, work emergencies, her parents divorce, Glennon getting cancer,
her grandfather’'s dementia. We'd been in crisis mode for so long, sometimes |
wondered if we even remembered how to be normal.

Then again, what was normal anyway?

Actually, now that | thought about it, the most normal time in our marriage had also
been the most drab. Perhaps the most problematic.



It was that period of time that led usto try the arrangement in the first place.

At least, that was what Ainsley had let me believe in the beginning.

| placed Maisy in her bed, tugging her shoes off her feet and pulling the comforter
around her shoulders. Aindley was just behind me, pouring her a glass of ginger ale
and placing a plate of crackers next to it.

“Get awashcloth,” she instructed, lowering herself next to Maisy as she rubbed her
cheeks carefully.

| did as | was told, returning moments later and handing it over. Ainsley was helping
her out of her clothes as Maisy whined.

“Come on now, sweetheart, you'll feel better once you've changed.” She tossed the
clothes next to her on the floor and held out a hand for the washcloth. When | handed
it to her, | knew I’d done something wrong. Her face contorted, eyes rolling. “Peter,
did you wet this?’

“Youdidn't say...”

She shoved it back toward me. “Warm water. For her head.” | turned away from her,
cloth in hand, and retreated toward the bathroom again. When | came back, Ainsley
had Maisy dressed in her pgjamas. She took the washcloth from me and used it to
stroke Maisy’s forehead. “Is there anything else we can get you, baby?’ she cooed. |
couldn’t remember the last time she’ d talked to me that way.

Maisy shook her head. “Thanks, Momma.”

“I"ll just be down the hall,” she said.



“Try to get somerest,” | chimed in.

With that, we backed out of the room, watching as Maisy pulled the comforter up
around her chin. Once we were safely in the hall, Ainsley nodded at me.

A confirmation that it was all going to be okay.

“l need a drink,” she said simply, turning to walk toward the kitchen. As she did, |
reached into my pocket and checked my phone. It had gone off on the drive home,
but I’ d been too preoccupied to check it at the time.

When | spied the name on my screen, my stomach tightened instinctively.

It had been years since he'd called me on my persona phone, even longer since I'd
answered. What could he possibly want now?

We'd long since severed ties personally, choosing only to continue our semblance of
arelationship professionally.

Even that was a stretch.

| shoved the phone back into my pocket, trying to tamp down the curiosity as | made
my way into the kitchen.

| had enough on my plate. Whatever he wanted, it would have to wait.

Always one crisis to the next.
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CHAPTER FIVE
AINSLEY

| stayed home with Maisy the next day, periodicaly refilling her soup and drink.
While she was slegping, | scrubbed and sanitized every inch of our house, washing all
the bedding and shampooing all the carpets.

If | didn’'t get ahead of it, the sickness would wash through our house like the plague,
taking each of us out for a few days. If | managed to catch it, the family would fall
apart. Without me at the helm, our ship wouldn’t manage a single night at sea. I'd
seen it happen too many times.

My phone rang out from the living room, interrupting my scrubbing of the bathroom
countertop, and | dropped the sponge, drying my hands and hurrying toward the

sound.

When | reached it and saw the name on the screen, | was tempted to turn back
around.

Instead, | found myself lifting the phone to my ear and forcing a cheerful voice.
“Hey, Mom.”

“Hello,” she said, her tone crisp. “Have you talked to your father?” She drew out the
word.

Fine, thanks. How are you?



“Um, no. No, | haven't. Should | have?”’

She huffed dramatically as | picked at a piece of lint on top of the sofa. “Well, I've
been trying to call him to check in about how we're going to do Dylan’ s birthday next
month. But | haven't heard back in afew days.”

“Do you think something’s wrong?’

Another dramatic sigh. “No, | think he's probably in Cabo with Jessica, or Costa
Maya with Eleanor, or L.A. with Naomi, or somewhere else with a floozy whose
eyelashes are bigger than her brain—"

“l get it,” | said, cutting her off. Though it had been my mother’s affair that ended
their marriage, it was my father who seemed to have made the most of their
divorce—a point of contention with my mother. “Do you want me to call him?”

“No, no... There'sno sensein that. If he can’t be bothered to check up on his family,
then we can’'t force him to.” She drew in along inhale. “It’s up to you and me, like
aways.” She clicked her tongue, dragging her sentences out longer and longer.
“Alwaysuptous...”

| had to stop myself from rolling my eyes. “Well, Mom, | think Dylan just wants to
do something quiet. If you want to come over for dinner and cake, that’s fine, but
we're not planning anything big this year. He mentioned bringing his new girlfriend

over...

“Girlfriend?’ she squedled. “That’'s when it starts, isn't it? Are they having sex yet?
The last thing he needs is a teenage pregnancy when he's got such a bright future— "

“Mom, please,” | cut her off again. “I’ve got it all under control, okay?”’



“Areyou sure? | know how you get with these things...”

“What things?’ | demanded.

“Well, you just really don’'t know how to handle men who aren’t perfect. You got
lucky with Peter. He' s so calm. So tame. But those boys...what if they take after your
father, rather than theirs ? You can't just let them do whatever they want, Ainsley.
You have to be on top of things. Testing, talks... Have you thought about having
them see a counselor? Are you providing them with condoms? Have you talked to
their doctors about HPV vaccinations?’

| recalled the mandatory monthly visits to the doctor from the time I’d started my
period as a child. At my mother’s insistence, | was tested for STDs constantly, long
before | was having sex.

Though | tried to tell her that, she never believed me.

Never believed in me.

No matter what | was doing or what | said, she'd never trusted me. | wouldn't do that
to my kids. | wanted a better relationship with them than that.

“They’re fine. We've had the talk with Dylan, okay? | don’t need you to lecture me

on—

“Lecture you? Thisislecturing? | was under the impression | was just checking up on
my daughter. That's your problem, Ainsey. You're so defensive. It's a wonder it
hasn’t scared Peter off, honestly. Y ou need to loosen up.”

“How did we even get on this subject?’ | groaned. “We're doing Dylan’s birthday
dinner at home this year. You can come if you want. I’ll make his favorite food, and



I’ll order him a cake. Y ou don’t need to do anything but show up.”

“Well, aright. Excuse me for thinking I might be useful. Did you invite your father
aready?’

“1 haven't talked to him, | told you.”

“Good.” She was quiet for a moment. “It'd be better if you separated the two of us.
Maybe he could come over on adifferent day. Not that he’'ll come anyway.”

“I don’t know if hewill or not. | can let you know.”

“Yes, do that. If he's coming, I’ll come on a different day. You'll explain that to
Dylan, won’'t you? It’s just too hard.”

“1 thought you just said you were trying to plan something with him?’

“Well, obviously, he has no interest in doing that with me. And he'll probably end up
bringing a date.”

| closed my eyes, trying to remain composed. If anyone could cause me to lose
control of my rage, it was my mother. “Why don’t you bring a date, then?’

She scoffed. “Do you know what it’ s like for women our age to date?’

Our age? | ran afinger across my lips.

“I"'m telling you,” she went on, “hold on to Peter, Aindey. The world isn't kind to
divorced women. You hold on to what you've got.” | heard her take a sip of

something and glanced at the clock. It hadn’t yet hit noon, and aready she'd been
drinking. But | couldn’t control her anymore. | needed to focus on what | could still



control. “Did you get that email | forwarded you about the new gym in your area?
That photo you posted on Facebook looked like you might’ve gained a little weight.
I’m sure Peter wants you to keep yourself up. | was looking into Botox for you, too.
I’ve been getting it personaly, and it's a night and day difference for those little
crow’ s-feet you've got around your eyes. Do you want me to send over my girl’s
information? She charges—"

“Mom,” | cut her off, my chest tight. “Thank you, but no. I'm okay. Peter and | are
fine. Our kids are fine. My weight and wrinkles are fine. Everything' s fine. | promise.
Y ou should get yourself out. Join ayoga class or a book club...”

She took another drink. “Yeah, maybe I'll do that. Your father would like that,
wouldn’t he? He's not the only one who can move on, is he? Hmph.” She took a
deep, excited breath. *Y ou know what? Maybe we could do a yoga class together? |
know this great little place. Tinawas telling me all about it—"

“Mom, I’'m sorry. I’ve gotta go. Maisy’s home sick, and she needs me.” | glanced
toward the hall, toward the still silent bedroom. If | had to stay in this conversation
for another second, | wasn't sure |’d surviveit.

“Sick? Oh, heavens. |s she okay?’

| cringed, picturing the ambulance showing up at my door after I'd broken the news.
“She’sfine. It'sjust a stomach bug. Very minor. I'll talk to you later, okay?’

“Okay, let me know if you hear from your father.”

“I will.”

“And don’t tell him I’m asking.”



“l won't.”

“Tell him | joined ayogaclass. Tell him I’m looking better than ever. ”

“Bye, Mom.” | ended the call without waiting for a response, sinking down onto the
sofawith asigh. | should get back to cleaning, but | could feel a headache coming on.

My parents weird relationship had always been a maor stressor all my life, but
somehow, I’d imagined it would get better as | got older. Once | had a family of my
own. Instead, they’ d gotten a messy divorce, and it had just gotten...weirder?

The two were constantly trying to outdo each other.

It seemed miserable and exhausting.

| thought back to the early days, when the news of my mother’s affair had gotten out.
I’d been sixteen, and none of it made sense to me. It was shortly after that when 1’d
met him.

The boy | thought would provide me with a means of escaping my family.

Thefirst boy I'd ever loved.

| shook him from my head. Lately, I’ d been thinking about him more and more, and |
had no ideawhy.

| pushed myself up from the couch, moving back to the kitchen to finish cleaning,
turning on a podcast to keep my mind occupied.

| had enough on my mind.



| had no desire to relive that time—the darkness, the pain. It was over, and I’d moved
on.
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CHAPTER SIX
PETER

T he voice of my assistant, Melodie, came over the speaker of my office phone,
startling me.

“Mr. Greenburg, you have someone here to see you. Can | send him back?’

| placed the sandwich back down on the paper it had been wrapped in, dusting off my
shirt as| hurriedly chewed the bite of food in my mouth.

“Whoisit?’ | asked.

“Um, he says hisnameis Slater,” she said cautiously.

My stomach tightened, and | shoved my lunch into the drawer. “Y eah, send him in.”
I’d nearly forgotten about his missed call the night before. Why had he shown up to
the office? | checked my calendar as | waited, a thin sheen of sweat gathering at my

brow.

Moments later, | heard two knocks on my door, and it opened before I’ d had a chance
to welcome him inside.

“Jim,” | said, holding out a hand to shake his. “It’ s been too long, man.”

| spied the silver-capped tooth in his mouth as he grinned, a ball cap over his blond,



buzz-cut hair. “Tell me about it.” He took a seat in front of my desk without an
invitation, and | sat once again. “Hey, | tried to call you last night. Y ou didn’'t call me
back...”

“You did?’ | feigned ignorance. “ Shoot, sorry. My daughter’s sick, and I’ ve been al
over the place. Is everything okay? Are we still on schedule with the Cameron
project?’ Jm never came to my office, but that wasn’t the only reason for the uneasy
feeling in my chest. He was one of the best contractors on my team, but wherever Jim
Slater went, trouble usually followed. Whatever he wanted, | had afeeling it wouldn’t
be good.

“Yeah, yeah, it's all good. | just need afavor.” He grasped his fist with his free hand,
leaning back casually in his seat.

“S-sure. What isit?’ My own hands balled into fists without volition.

He chuckled. “Don’t look so worried. It's no big deal. | just need somewhere to stash
afew things for aweek or two.”

| tried to think. “Okay... Y ou mean here at the office?’

“Nah, | was thinking in that room of yours.”

My stomach plummeted, my skin ice cold. We hadn’'t spoken about the room since
the day he finished building it.

“1 don’'t know, man. | don’t really let anyone in there.”

He looked away, nodding stoicaly. “Well, I’'m not just anyone , am |7’

“You know what | mean. What isit you' re needing to store?’



His gaze fell to me again, his grin cocky. “It’s better if you don’t know, trust me. Just
let me put a few things in there for a week or two, until things settle down. I’ll bring
them by tonight.” He started to stand, but | reached out a hand.

“What? No! | already said you can’'t. Maybe | could help you rent a storage unit or
something—"

He waved off the suggestion. “Nah, your room is safer.”

“Look, Jim, you know |I'd do anything to help you, but | can’t have anything going on
with that room right now—"

“Because the cops are still sniffing around?’ he asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Wh-what are you talking about?’

“Ah, Peter, Peter, Peter...” He cracked his knuckles, sounding too much like a mob
boss for my taste. He sucked air from behind bared teeth. “ See, a few months ago, the
cops came around asking guestions about you. Apparently, they were following up on
amissing persons case about a cop and his wife. Steven something...”

He had the name wrong, but | was too panicked to correct him. | knew the police had
approached Beckman and Gina, and a few others around the office, to ask about
me—much to my mortification—but | had no idea they’d reached out to our
contractors, or anyone else outside of the office when Stefan and |lliana disappeared.
They were covering all their bases, | knew, but that didn’t stop the experience from
being awful.

13 &?’

He went on. “So, they asked whether | thought you might’ ve had anything to do with



their disappearance, and | guess | could’ve mentioned the secret room we built for
you to hide the bodies of your—"

“ Shut up, ” | whispered hurriedly, already out of my seat and |eaning across the desk.
“What? | shouldn’t talk about your lair?" He pointed to the sign behind my desk. “Or
should | say Lae Haer 7” He winked. “Nice touch, by the way. | almost didn’t catch
it

“Jim, please...”

“Anyway, | heard on the news a few months later that they think he's a rapist.” His
brows shot up. “l guess you just never know about some people, hm?’ His smile
changed from playful and carefree to cruel and threatening in a matter of seconds.
“What are you doing? We swore we' d never tell anyone about...any of that.”

“Well, terms have changed,” he said with a shrug. “Y ou know how itis.”

“What do you want?” My jaw was tight. Why had | ever trusted him? I'd known,
even then, that it was a mistake. But | never thought he’'d betray me. We held each
other’s secrets, after all.

“To usetheroom. Likel told you.”

| sank back down in my chair. “For afew weeks?’

His head bounced from side to side, his chin wrinkling with an unbothered
expression. “Maybe a month.”

“Jim, come on, what are you going to do? Rat me out? Honestly?’



“What's the big deal? It's a big enough room. | just need a corner. Y ou do your thing.
| won't get in your way.”

“You can't come and go in the room. | have a wife. Kids.” | didn't mention that
Aingley knew about the room now. That didn’t matter. “I have to be discreet.”

He sucked his teeth. “If there's one thing I know, it's how to be discreet. You
remember that well, don’'t you?”’

Chills ran over my arms. “Whatever. Fine. A few weeks. A month at most. Come
over around midnight, once the kids arein bed, and I’ [l store your stuff.”

He dslapped the desk. “Attaboy. | knew you'd come around.” With that, he stood,
running his fingers down the brim of his cap with a salute. “ See you around, Peter.”

As he shut the door, dread filled me once again.

A favor was never just afavor with Jim.

I’d learned that the hard way once.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
AINSLEY
“So, | hadanideatoday...”

We were sitting around the dinner table, bowls of soup steaming in front of us. Peter
had been distant since he arrived home from work, but | hadn’t pressed the issue.

Whatever was bothering him, it would have to wait.
“What idea?’ Dylan asked with a scowl.

“Well...” | picked up my spoon, then laid it back down nervously. “I was thinking it
would be fun for all of usto go to the lake house next weekend.”

Peter's eyes darted up to meet mine. Maisy munched timidly on a cracker, her
stomach still queasy. For a moment, no one said aword.

Then, Riley said, “Why?’

I’d expected resistance. The lake house was more of a small cottage we'd bought
several years earlier, splitting the cost with Seth and Glennon. It was small and
outdated and in an area with not much cell phone service, but it had been a nice
reprieve when we' d needed a break and couldn’t swing enough time off to take a
proper vacation.



Now the house sat empty, mostly. We hadn’'t been in over a year and Seth and
Glennon hadn’t in even longer. Once, we'd talked about selling it, but that had been
put off.

Now, | was grateful for that. | longed for the quiet evenings in the lake house, curled
up in front of the fire, playing board games and making shadow puppets with the
kids. Those days were long gone, | knew, but perhaps we could recreate them in some

way.
“Well, | thought it might be nice to go before summer ends. You'll all start back to
school in just afew weeks, and we haven't done anything during the break. We could
grill out, just the five of us. Make s mores and watch movies. It could be fun.” |

watched them closely, trying to get aread on what they were thinking.

It was Maisy who spoke up first. “I'm supposed to be going to the movies with
Bailey next weekend.”

“Yeah,” Dylan said, “and | have plans with Julie.”

“Plans?’ Peter asked. “What plans?’

“We're going to hang out,” Dylan said stiffly, picking at the food on his plate.

“1 don't have any plans,” Riley said—my saving grace. “I think it sounds fun, Mom.”
He smiled up at me proudly, and | had to wonder what it was he wanted, but | didn’t

want to push the issue.

“Yeah?' | grinned at him. “Good! Riley’s in, who else? Maise, can’'t you reschedule
your movie plans? Go adifferent day?’

She twisted her mouth in contemplation. “We haven’t bought the tickets yet... Can



she cometo the lake with us, at least?’

| looked at Peter. “Well, | suppose—"

“Yeah! And can Julie come, too?’ Dylan asked.

“No,” Peter and | said at once.

“That’s not fair!” he whined.

“We haven't said anyone can come,” Peter reasoned. “But you knew we weren’t
going to agree to that.”

“She can stay in adifferent room! Come on, Dad, please?’

“Well, if Maisy and Dylan are having friends over, | want to bring someone, too!”
Riley chimed in.

“No,” | said, cutting off the conversation sharply. “No. No one’'s coming. No one’s
bringing anyone. We're going for family time. The five of us. That’sit.”

Groans were heard al around, but | took another bite of my soup, ignoring them.

“Comeon, guys,” Peter said halfheartedly. “It’ll be fun.”

“Whatever,” Dylan groaned.

“Fine” Maisy said.

“l guess,” Riley grumbled.



“Sounds good, babe,” Peter added, though he couldn’t hide the worried grin on his
face.

| picked up my spoon again, wondering why 1I’d even bothered. Some part of me still
longed for the family we' d once been. Before the secrets and lies. Before the kids
grew up.

But we were no longer those people. | was no longer that woman.

The man across from me was no longer that man .

Could I bring them back? Or had too much changed after all?

If | gave up on them, what did that mean for our futures?
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CHAPTER EIGHT
PETER
D espite years of sharing a bed with her, I'd never gotten used to how peaceful my
wife looked while she was sleeping. Perhaps it was because | never saw her in such a

state while she was awake.

It always amazed me, the sheer quietness of her face—no expression, no stress lines.
Shewasjust...existing.

| watched her breathing, her chest rising and falling steadily, as | waited for the text
to come from Jim to let me know he was pulling down the driveway.

| had to hope Ainsley would stay asleep through it al, that I'd be able to sneak
whatever this was into the room without her noticing.

Maybe | should’ve just told her what was happening, but | knew my wife. | knew she
wouldn’t have been okay with the blackmail—because that’ s what it was at the end of
the day.

| was being blackmailed by a man | once considered my best friend .

Of course, that was before | knew who he was. Before | knew what he' d done.

Before he brought me into hisworld and ruined my life.



I’d met Jim the week | moved into my college dorm. As my roommate, he was my
default friend, and because | had no others, | latched on to him.

I’d never had a good relationship with the men in my life—my dad and older
brothers—and I’ d had very few friends growing up, so I'm embarrassed to admit how
desperately | wanted Jim’s approval.

| thought he was cool.

Three years older, despite being afreshman like | was, he was one of those guys with
an effortless swagger and confidence | couldn’t have attempted if | was paid to.

| still have no idea why he let me hang around him back then—maybe more for
amusement than anything—but | was so glad he did. | did whatever he asked: wrote
his essays, paid for his books, cleaned his side of the dorm.

Anything.

Everything.

Whatever it took to fit in with him.

And in the end, everything was exactly what it took.

| wasn't supposed to be in the dorm that night. | should’ ve been home for fall break,
but my parents had been fighting and all | could think about was how badly | wanted
to get back to school.

It was the only place| felt safe.

Theonly place | didn’t feel five years old anymore.



When | walked into our dorm to see the two naked bodies on our floor—Jim on top
of agirl | didn’'t recognize—I panicked. I'd accidentally seen him having sex before,
but it was something we' d mitigated with a sock on the door.

Thistime, because he wasn’t expecting me, there was no sock.

“Sorry,” 1'd said, covering my eyes and trying to shuffle out of the room quickly.

He hadn’t responded and I'd slammed the door, feeling useless. | wasn’t wanted at
home, my parents probably hadn’t even noticed 1'd left, and now | wasn’'t welcome
there. | had nowhere to go. Nothing to do.

| walked across the dark quad, feeling miserable and aone, and found an empty
bench to sit down on for awhile. An hour later, my phone buzzed in my pocket and |
pulled it out, spying Jim’'s number on my screen.

Was he angry?

Would heyell at me?

Would he laugh it off?

Tease me about wanting to sneak a peek?

| could never tell.

| opened my phone and pressed it to my ear. “Yeah?”’

“Y ou can come back now.”

| tried to get aread on histone, but | couldn’t.



“You sure? No rush on my end.”

“Yeah,” he said simply. “We're done.” Before | could say anything else, he'd ended
the call. | did it back into my pocket and stood, taking my time as | made my way
back to our dorm.

But when | reached it and opened the door, a joke ready on my lips, my smile fell
away immediately. Jim was dressed and on the bed, but the girl was still on our floor,
still not dressed. It didn’t take long for me to realize she was unconscious.

Or...dead?

No, her chest rose with a shallow breath.

“What the hell, man?’ | demanded, pointing to her. Why was he just sitting there?
Why didn’t he look worried? | kneeled down next to her, touching her face and trying
to ignore her bare body, no matter how hard it was. “Is she okay?’

“Not really,” he said simply, standing from the bed.

“What do you mean?’ A chill ran over me as he moved to stand behind me.

“You want aturn?’ he asked, laughing dryly.

“What do you mean?’ | asked again, feeling vomit rising in my chest.

He leaned down, gripping the back of my neck tight with one hand. “I said, do you
want aturn?’

| jerked out of his grasp. “What the fuck are you talking about? What’s wrong with
her?’



“Not a thing,” he said, adjusting his pants. “Trust me.” | was going to be sick. “See
for yourself.”

“She’s not waking up.”

“Exactly. She won't know the difference, kid.”

“|s she drunk?”’

“What the fuck are you asking questions for?’ he asked, angry then. His hand was
back on my neck, his grip tighter. “I thought we were cool, Greenburg.”

“We are cool,” | said, staring down at her again. | couldn’t bring myself to move. I'd
heard about it, of course. Date raping women. I'd seen the drugs passed around
campus, but | had no idea Jim was into that sort of thing.

He was so cool.

He slept with plenty of women.

| couldn’t imagine why he’d need to do this.

“S0, then, be cool. I'm offering you a gift. Not many friends I’d let have a girl when
I’m done with her.”

| didn’t want to do it—it felt awkward. Wrong too, | guess, but my main concern was
of trying to have sex in front of someone. Jim, especialy. | worried he'd make fun of

me.

“You gonnado it or no?’



“I'm... I'm okay.” | started to stand up, but he placed a hand on my shoulder,
stopping me.

“Nah, you're not. ’Cause the way | see it, you're either gonna fuck her or you're
gonnasnitch.”

“I won't snitch,” | swore. “Y ou know me better than that.”

“Then you know your other option, don’'t ya? Look, it ain’t about knowin’ ya, kid.
Y ou gotta prove it.” He lifted his foot to her leg, nudging her forcefully with his toes.
“See? She's not waking up.” He paused. “And when you're done, you can do me a

favor and help me get rid of her.”

Something about the way he'd said those words, the look in his eye, said he'd get rid
of me, too, if | didn’'t do exactly ashe'd said. And so, | did.

No more arguing.

| proved it.

| tried not to think about him watching me as | did it.

When it was over, we dressed her and took her to the woods. Jim told me to leave
him there with her and I’ d never been so grateful to get away.

| remembered watching him get back in the truck after what felt like a lifetime later.
He was calm. Surprisingly calm. He put the truck into drive without a word. It was
then that | noticed the blood on his hands. It was dark, so | couldn’t be sure that was
what it was, but somehow, | knew.

| didn’t know she was going to die.



Not really.
| don’t know what | thought about why he wanted to be alone with her, or what he'd
meant by get rid of her, but that wasn’t it. The rest of the ride back to our dorm was

filled with silence. | felt sick to my stomach. Terrified of my roommeate.

When we finally parked, he turned to look at me with a wicked grin and said
something I’ ve never forgotten.

“There' s nothing like it, Greenburg. Watchin’ *em go. Watchin’ the lights go out.
You'retheir god in that moment. It’s a high unlike any other.”

| don’t remember if | said anything then...

Maybe | just stared at him. Maybe | nodded.

All | remember isthe way he stared at me. The way he smelled—of blood and sweat
and sex.

The way | knew everything was going to change.

From that night on, | didn’t ask any questions. | did everything he told me to because
| was terrified, but eventually, because it became fun, just like he said it would.

| liked the power that came with it. Liked knowing | wasin control of everything.

Finally, | understood the confidence Jim had. Maybe some of it had even rubbed off
on me, too.

Meeting Jim Slater was the best and worst thing that had ever happened to me and,
even now, | wasn't sure | could honestly say | would change a thing. | wanted to be



the kind of person who would take it al back, given the chance, but | wasn't. Try as|
might, | couldn’t lie to myself about that.

My phone buzzed in my palm, bringing me back to the present. | glanced down at the
screen, reading over the short text, and sliding from the bed.

| eased out of the room carefully, down the hall, then down the stairs and toward the
garage. | snuck out the side door, cautious not to let it dam as | jogged toward the
driveway where | could see the gray truck coming to a stop.

“Sup?’ he said, when the door opened. As usual, he was casual and carefree. Asif we
weren’t meeting up in the middle of the night to stash god knows what in my secret
murder room.

“Did you bring it?’

“Yep.” He slammed the driver’s door shut and moved around to the back, rubbing his
hands together asif he were cold.

“Shh,” | warned. “Keep it down. Please. | don’t want my wife or kids to hear us.”

He looked up at me, a sly grin on his lips. “They’ve got you on a tight leash, don’t
they, Greenburg?’

“It's not like that.”

He chuckled, but didn’t look convinced. “If you say so. Seems like someone needs to
be put in their place.” Hiswink caused my stomach to churn .

At the back of the truck, he tossed back a black tarp.



“What isit you' re wanting me to keep for you anyway?’

“Like| told you, it's better if you don’t know.” He may as well have patted me on the
head. With a sharp tug, he pulled out a large duffel bag, tossing it over one shoulder
and walking toward the garage without needing directions.

It had probably been a mistake to let Jim build the room in the first place, truth be
told. | knew that when I'd done it. But there was no one else I'd trust to build it. |
needed someone who wouldn’'t ask too many questions, who'd make sure not to
mention it to Ainsley or anyone else. JJm was the guy for the job, as much as I'd
hated it. | had to make sure my family was protected from my secrets, even if it
meant relying on aman | wasn't sure | could rely on at all.

When Beckman and | started the firm—Beckman providing the capital and my
expertise providing the framework—it had been a no-brainer to bring Jim on. He ran
one of the biggest contracting firms in the city, and | knew he'd be a great partner.
Despite his flaws, Jim knew how to get things done. He made friends with everyone
and could always get a discount or adjust a timeline without issue. | worried I’d made
adeal with the devil back then, but truth be told, our partnership had been completely
cordial.

When Aindley and I'd gotten married and | stepped out of all the habits Jm had
taught me, he’'d accepted it without qualms. He trusted me by then, as much as he'd
ever trusted anyone. Though | still had reservations about being involved with him,
even professionally, I’ d thought it was better to keep him close.

Now, | had to wonder how long he' d been waiting to hold what he knew about my
past over my head. Maybe that was al he was ever trying to do—gather as much dirt

on everyone around him as he could. To control them. To control everything.

Weas this all happening because he needed a place to store something? Or was this the



perfect opportunity to draw me back into his world?

Honestly, | was scared to find out.

He pushed open the door and we walked toward the wall. When we' d reached it, he
stepped back, allowing me to shove the shelf down a smidge and press the bricks that
would open the hidden door.

When it opened, | smelled the familiar, musty scent. It had been too long since I'd
been in the room. Something about it set my skin on fire, my body tingling with
excitement.

When Jim walked into it, the excitement disappeared.

It felt wrong to have him there.

In the space I’ d reserved only for myself and the most special of my victims.

He looked around, letting out awhistle. “1 forgot how nice this place was.”

“You can put that over here,” | said, pointing to the corner farthest from where I'd
once hidden my bag. The left side of the room was mostly bare, just a small tarp

wadded up in the corner, a hose, and the drain.

He placed the bag on the ground next to the tarp, looking around with a long, drawn-
out inhale.

“How long do you need me to keep it?’

“A few days,” he said. “A week, maybe two. I'll let you know when I'm ready to
pick it up.”



“And you're not going to tell me what’s in it?’ | could always just open it when he
left.

“Nope. And I’d suggest you don’t look in it.” He stalked past me, then turned around
and stared in my direction, his face cloaked in shadows. “Curiosity killed the cat, 'n
al.”

| nodded. “1 won’t touch it. Just...let me know when you're ready for it.”

“Will do.” He pulled the truck keys from his pocket and twirled them around his
finger, still not moving.

“And you' re going to keep all of this quiet, right?’

“All this?” He seemed confused. “ The room, you mean?’

“Mhm.”

“Relax, Peter. Your secrets have aways been safe with me.” His hand gripped my
shoulder suddenly, making me flinch. “Y ou scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.” His
eyesdrilled into mine, my skin crawling. “ Same as before.”

Suddenly, | was flashing back to that night.

Stupid.

Vulnerable.

Weak.

With Jim, I’ d aways be the Peter from that night.



Visions flashed through my head—the blood, the woods where we'd buried her, the
way he' d laughed afterward.

| wasterrified, but also intrigued...

I’d wanted to be him .

In some sick way, | guess| still did.

“We should probably go. | don’'t want Ainsley to wake up.”

He released my shoulder with a stiff nod. “Understood.” With that, he backed away
slowly, the sole of his boot diding against the concrete floor.

Once we'd made it out of the room and I'd secured it closed, he crossed the garage,
reaching for the door with one final wave over his head. “ Thanks again, Greenburg.”

“You bet,” | said, asif thiswere an everyday favor.

When he shut the door, | waited silently, listening for the truck to start up. Once it
had, once I’ d heard it backing down the long drive, | breathed a sigh of relief.

There. That’s done.

When | opened the door to go back inside, Ainsley was standing in the hallway, her
arms crossed in front of her chest. My body tensed as | tried to come up with alie.

How long had she been standing there?

What had she heard?



What had she seen?

What did she know?

“Hey,” | said. “Sorry, did | wake you?”’

“What were you doing?’

“1, um, sorry...” | scratched the back of my neck.

Lie.

Lie better than this, Peter.

“One of our contractors is heading out of town for a project, and | had to give him a
few forms before he left.”

“Why didn’t you just email them?”’

Shedidn’'t believe me. | didn’t blame her.

“He's old school. Still uses a flip phone. But, seriously, one of the best.” | moved to
walk past her, hoping to end the line of questioning, but she wasn’t done. | knew she

wasn't even before she spoke again.

“Why did he come by in the middle of the night, then? Why not this evening? Why
didn’t you tell me he was coming? We said no more lies, no more secrets, and—"

| cut her off, gripping her shoulders gently. “Ains, breathe. No more secrets. I’'m not
lying. | had no idea he was coming. | woke up because my phone was buzzing and he
asked me for the forms. He was supposed to come by in the morning, but he decided



to head out late tonight instead. | didn't tell you because | didn’t think it was a big
enough deal to wake you up about.”

She stared at me skeptically, so | leaned forward, pressing my lips to hers. “Want me
to proveit? I'll call himif you want me to.”

As much as Ainsley knew me, there were a few things | knew well about her. Well
enough to bet my life on. Like the fact that she’d never admit to anyone else—well,

anyone aside from Glennon—that we had issues or that she felt she couldn’t trust me.

“No, it's fine,” she said with a huff, pulling out of my arms and walking back to our
bedroom without another word.

| didn’t want to lie to her anymore, but | had no choice. This was Jim’s fault. | was
trying to be who she wanted, but | had to do thisto protect her. To protect us all.

Once the favor was done, things would go back to normal.

No, they’d go forward to being perfect.
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CHAPTER NINE
AINSLEY
H ewaslying, again, but | didn’t know why.

All I knew was that there was still something keeping us apart. | loved my husband,
but how much longer could we go on like this?

How much longer could we pretend things were okay?

As | dlid back into bed, my body radiated with anger, but | couldn't allow it to
consume me. Something had to change, and I’ d be the one to change it.

| rolled over to face him, running my hand across his chest. He looked shocked, then
pleased, the redness fading from his cheeks.

“Do you missit?’ | asked, working to keep my expression unchanged.
His eyes narrowed. “Miss what?’

| glanced down, then back up. “ It.”

“1t?" He was playing dumb, but | was game.

“What you did in that room.”



His Adam’s apple bobbed, his face blanching. | felt his heart begin to race under my
palm .

“No,” he said after a moment’s pause. “Of course | don’t. Why would you ask me
that?’

“You told me it was an addiction. After you found my note. The night it all came out.
You said it was like an addiction... Now you’'ve given it up cold turkey. You must

missit.”

He looked away from me, pulling the cover up over his chest farther. “Why are we
even talking about this?’

“Because we can.”

“Well, we shouldn’t.”

“Sayswho?’ | challenged.

“Says me, Ainsey. What the hell are you trying to do? Start afight?’

“No,” | said gently. “I’m not trying to start afight or trick you. Of course I’m not. |
just want to understand it— you —better.”

He snorted. “| think you understand me well enough.”

He had a point. “But not that part of you. Not the you who exists in that room.”

“You don’'t want to know that version of me.” He still wouldn’t meet my eyes.

| gripped his chin, turning his face to look at me. “Peter, please...”



He resisted my pull, but eventually gave in. His face was red again, not from lying,
but from pure shame. “What?’ | heard the exasperation in his voice. “What do you
want from me, Ainsley? Y ou know what I’ ve done. | haven’'t done anything, haven't
hurt anyone since that night. Since llliana. What do you want me to say?’

| sat up, leaning against the headboard. “| want you to tell me about it. ”

“What about it?”’

“Everything. What does it feel like? Who are you in that room? | want you to tell me
everything.”

“Why?" He winced, shaking his head. “Why would you want that? I’m a monster,
remember?’

“You're not a monster,” | argued, feeling embarrassed by my lashing out that night.
“1 shouldn’t have said that. | was angry.”

“You wereright to call methat. It’s...accurate.”

“It can’t be. | know you, Peter.” | didn’t believe it. Maybe some small part of him had
monsterlike qualities, but more important than that, there was a man | loved sitting in
front of me. A broken man. A man | could fix if | could just understand where the
break was.

“You know aversion of me. You don’'t know what it’slike in there. What I'm like.”
“Sotell me.” | just needed to get him talking. If | could get him to open up, | was sure

we' d be able to get to the root of it all. What made him tick? What brought out the
monster?



“l can’t,” he said, his voice cracking. He hated himself, and | couldn’t blame him, but
he needed me to make this right. Somehow, | had to believe | could.

| gripped his arm, pleading with him. “Peter, we can’t be in this together if you won't
tell me the truth about everything. This is what’s driving us apart. This is what's
always driven us apart, even before | knew what it was. You keep this wall up
between us in order to protect me from the truth, but I’ve known the truth for years
and I'm still here. Can’'t you understand that?”

He was silent for a moment, then pulled the covers off his legs and sat up, his back to
me.

“What are you do—"

“No,” he cut me off.

“Wha—"

“No. | can’'t understand that.”
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He scowled, looking over his shoulder at me for a second. He was staring at me asiif |
disgusted him. “Y ou’re perfect, okay? Y ou're perfect and put together, and you never
lose control of yourself, you never break down. You never lose your cool. I'm not
likeyou.”

“That... That's not entirely true. And, even if it was, | never expected you to be like

me.” | liked knowing that was how he saw me, despite it being untrue. “1 want you to
be like you.”



“But you can’'t understand it. Even if | tell you what it’s like, unless you've lived it,
you can't understand what it's like. You'll just think I'm crazy. You'll redize it's
been a mistake to stay with me. It's better to keep you in the dark. To keep you on
that side of the wall.”

| dlid across the bed toward him, placing a hand on his back, but he shied away. “Is
that what you think?’

“It'swhat | know.”

| moved to sit next to him, pulling his chin and giving him no choice but to ook at
me. “Peter, you're wrong. | may seem put together, but it’s only because that’s what’ s
always been expected of me. | never had any choice but to keep pretending like I'm
perfect. Like everything's perfect. My mother put me in a fat camp at age seven. |
was seven years old, | barely had any understanding of body image, but already | was
told that | wasn’t good enough. Normal enough. From there, it was a constant state of
worry. She was aways fussing over my hair, highlighting it and straightening the
dlightest frizz. | never felt perfect—not then and not now.”

| shook my head. When he didn’t reply, | went on. “And the way | coped—Dbingeing
and purging with food, running through my neighborhood every single day until my
feet bled and I'd burned off every calorie I’d consumed, pretending to be perfect,
pretending | enjoyed it—it wasn't healthy. I’ ve tried my hardest to be the opposite of
who my mother is. | don't talk to the kids about their bodies or their appearances. For
along time, | thought the only person I’ ve tried to control was myself. But then, after
the Stefan thing, | started to see patterns. | realized then, the things | thought | was
fixing, the ways | tried to keep things perfect—that was me controlling you, all
without ever even realizing it. | thought | was being kind by keeping things in order.
It was my way of showing you | loved you. Showing the kids that | loved them. But it
wasn't any better than what my mom did. Not really.” | sighed, pinching the bridge of
my NoSse.



“Oh, Ains, that’ s not true—"

“It is. The truth is, | aways thought | would do better than she had. But | haven't.”
My body revolted against the confession, my skin cold, mouth dry. I'd never allowed
myself to admit my darkest fear until that moment.

“You're not your mother.” He seemed shocked, his jaw slack. His eyes showed a
seriousness that warmed the pit of my stomach. “And you’re not controlling. Y ou've
done what you had to do. It's because of you that we have such good kids. They’'re
kind, they get good grades, they never get into real trouble. Trust me, they didn’t get
any of that from me.”

“You have a dark side to you, | won't deny that. But you are kind. Do you
remember...when Dylan was first learning to walk, and you went out and bought all
of those padded corner guards and Styrofoam? Y ou had the house coated in them. All
to protect him.”

“Of coursel did. | love our kids.”

“You aways have. And what about the Christmas gifts you buy for the people at
work? Or the way you always stop when we notice someone broken down on the side
of the road. There are so many different versions of who you are...” | rubbed my
hand across his arm, and this time, he didn’t pull away. “And | love each and every
one.”

His guard had come down, if only by atiny bit. “I want to be better for you. For the
kids. | swear to you I’'ve tried. It's just...sometimes | lose control. I've...it's like...”
He held his hands out, palms up, fingers bent like claws as if he were trying to grip
the thought from thin air. Finally, he cut himself off, shaking his head.

“Tell me what it's like,” | insisted. “Please tell me. | won't judge you...or...or fear



you. | just want to understand it the best | can.”

“How will you ever be able to understand it when | can’t even understand it?’

“Maybe | can help with that. And, if we can understand why you do it, maybe we can
find away to...” | didn’t want to say fix you, which was the phrase on the tip of my
tongue. Though it was my nature to fix everything in our life, maybe the solution to
this problem was just letting things happen as they would. To fight against my very
nature, as painful as it was, just as | was asking Peter to fight against his. “To make
things easier for you.”

“Easier how?’ He seemed intrigued.

“1 don’'t know until you tell me what you know. What you do. Tell me everything and
let me help you work through it all. No judgment. No fighting.”

He groaned, hanging his head. “Y ou don’t know what you'’ re asking me.”

“1 do. | know it'salot, but | need you to trust me.” He met my eyeswarily. “Like I’'m
trusting you.”

He seemed to be contemplating, then huffed in a big breath as if preparing to head
into battle. “Okay, well, don’'t say | didn’t warn you.”

“l won't.”

He ran a palm over his face. “Well, you... | mean, you know the gist of it. I...I lose
control. It can be the smallest thing that sets me off, and suddenly, | can't stop it. |
can't help myself. The only thing that makes me feel better...that makes me feel like
| have any control, any power—"



“S0, it's about power for you? Not attraction?’

| heard the scowl in his voice before it appeared on his face, as if it were the most
ridiculous suggestion in the world. “Yes. God, yes, Ains. It's never been about
attraction. | only want to...to feel powerful.” He shook his head. “I sound ridiculous.
| can’'t explain it.”

“S0o it makes you feel powerful, then? Good? Does it make you fedl...feel good?”

He hesitated, his eyes dancing between mine as if contemplating denying it, but
already | could seethelight in his expression .

He was remembering.

He' d left me for the moment, stepped back into a piece of hislife | wasn’t a part of.

| needed to bring him back. “Y ou can be honest. | need you to be honest.”

“It’s the best feeling in the world.” He didn’t break eye contact with me, in a split
second of pure vulnerability, and | knew the way | handled this would be the
determining factor in where our conversation went. | needed him to trust me, above
all else. | couldn’t focus on my own conflicting emotions; Peter was al that mattered.

“Okay. Tell me more...”

His expression changed again, the vulnerability washing away, his eyes burning dark.
“It's...it's like... In that room, in that moment, I'm the whole world. I’m the whole
world, Ains. | control everything. Whether they live. Whether they die. I’'m the only
one who gets to control any of it. In the beginning, they beg me to give them mercy,
but by the end...they’re begging for death.” Asif he hadn’'t meant to say it, the dark
desire in his eyes disappeared for half a second, gauging my reaction, but when |



didn’t budge, it returned. “It's the only thing that makes me fedl like | have any
control in this world, Ainsley. We go through so much of our lives being controlled
by others—our jobs, the government, our parents—" He didn't say our wives, but
somehow | knew it was next on the list. My fingers tensed in my lap, though he
didn’t seem to notice. He'd let me in, finally. | couldn’t ruin that. “And so much is
uncontrollable anyway. Everything is uncontrollable, really. Except this. With this,
I’m in complete control. It's exhilarating. Like the only time | get to feel dive. It's
hard to explain to someone who hasn't experienced it.” He glanced down at the
bedspread, seeming to realize where he was. His face clouded with uneasiness.

| needed to say something. Anything. “I know what you mean.”

His eyes bounced back up in shock. “What?’

“lI may not know exactly how it feels, but | do understand what you're saying. That
night with Stefan, once I’d gotten over the terror of it al, it was invigorating. In the
worst and best way.”

“But it’sdifferent...actually doing the killing.”

“1 may not have swung the bat, Peter, but | brought him here and practically handed it
to you.”

He pressed his lips together but didn’t argue, though | could see he wanted to. | didn’t
force the issue.

“Knowing you' d seen me for what | was that night, knowing you’ d seen me cross that
line, worrying you' d seen me enjoying it... It was the most terrified I’ ve ever felt.”

| flinched as he said the words. “Do you...do you missit?’



He was quiet for a second, then pushed himself off the bed and walked across the
room, away from me. For a moment, | thought he was going to leave, but instead, he
sat down at my vanity, staring at himself in the mirror.

11 an,?l

“I miss it every single day. | have to fight against it, actively stop myself from
thinking about it... Every time | have a bad day at work, or we get into a fight, or my
parents or brothers drive me crazy, literally al | want to do is find someone and kill
them. Destroy them. It’ s the only thing that brings me clarity.”

| was silent, letting what he’d said wash over me. For a long time, I’d known what
my husband did. I'd known his darkness.

But knowing it and hearing it from him firsthand were two different things. As much
as |’d told myself | could be okay with everything, | found myself conflicted. | was a
woman, after all. | was raising a daughter. It was men like him that made life harder
for us al. Terrifying for us all. But that didn’t stop me from loving him. It didn’'t
make me want him less. | just had to find away to prove that to him.

“Well?’ he asked when | didn’t immediately respond.

My eyes flicked up to meet his in the mirror. “You were right. You are a monster.”
His shoulders fell, and | stood up from the bed, moving toward him. | crossed the
room, reaching him at the vanity and touching his shoulder gently.

When he turned to look at me, | wanted to wash the shame from his broken
expression. | wanted him to see how much I still loved him. That our love was all that

mattered.

“But you're my monster. And as long as you're completely honest with me, I’'m not



going anywhere.”
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CHAPTER TEN

PETER

A few days later, I'd just stepped out of the office when my phone began to buzz in
my pocket. My mind flashed to Ainsley and the kids, wondering which of them it
might be and what might be wrong, but those worries were quickly replaced when |
saw the name on the screen.

Jm.

“Hello?

“Hey. Where are you right now?’

“Uh, I'm at work...” | glanced across the street at the building that held my office,
then back toward the sandwich shop | was standing behind. “Why?’

He sniffed. “Need another small favor.”
My jaw tightened instinctually. “What kind of favor?’
“1 need to put something else in that room of yours.”

“What?" | demanded, keeping my voice low. “No. You said the one bag was all. And
you' re supposed to only be keeping it there for afew days.”



“1 know what | said, but plans have changed. Relax, it’s just one more, dlightly larger
package. I'll have everything out of there before you know it.”

| pinched the bridge of my nose, thinking quickly. “Jim, look, I’ve aready told
you...| don’t want to draw attention to the fact that the room is even there in the first
place. | can’'t have my wife or kids finding it. | only go in that room when absolutely
necessary. We can't just keep—"

“Itis,” he said, cutting me off. “It is absolutely necessary, Greenburg. And since I’'m
doing you a favor and keeping quiet about the room, | thought you'd want to return

the favor for me. Was | wrong?’

| heard the thinly veiled threat in his voice. “Come on, man. What are you doing? Are
you really going to turn me in?’

“No,” he said, letting out a breath. “Of course not.” | breathed a sigh of relief. Then
he added, “Y ou wouldn’t be stupid enough to let it get to that... Would you?’

| shook my head, stepping back as a couple passed me on the sidewalk, still trying to
keep my voice low. “Fine. But it’s just one more thing, right?’

“One more,” he said. “ Scout’ s honor.”

“Fine, you can come by tonight.”

“No, | need to come now.”

“Now? What are you talking about? I’'m working. Y ou're supposed to be working.
You can't just come by when I’'m not home.”

“So come home.”



“Jim, comeon...”

He was silent. Waiting .

“Can’t it wait until tonight? I’ ve got three meetings this afternoon.”

“So meet me now. It won't take five minutes and you can still make your meetings.”

| couldn’t. Even if | made it home in thirty minutes—and that was best-case
scenario—once we got the package in the room and left, I'd be late for my first
meeting with a new client, which would push back the rest of my afternoon, making
me late for everything. But what choice did | have?

| glanced at my watch.

“Fine. Half an hour.”

“Attaboy,” he said proudly. With that, the call ended and | abandoned my lunch
plans, zipping back across the street toward the parking garage.

| had to hope this would be the last time Jm would ask for a favor. That this would
buy his silence. But if it wasn't, | had to deal with the fact that | could either live like
this forever, or take matters into my own hands.

I’d promised Ainsley | wouldn’t hurt anyone anymore.

That there would be no more secrets.

But sometimes, our hands are forced.

Sometimes, the secrets don’t give you any choice.



When | made it to the house, Jim was aready there. His gray truck sat in the
driveway. Waiting. Warning of danger.

He stepped from the truck just as | pulled my car to a stop. Once I'd made it out of
the vehicle, he circled around to the back of the truck, staring into the bed .

“Thanks for coming,” he said casually, as if he hadn’t forced me. Every vein, every
nerve, every muscle in my body tinged with rage. What was meant to be a smile felt

more like a grimace.

“No problem.” | was going to control myself. Just like I'd promised Ainsley. | could
doit. Redlly, | could.

Even if I’d already murdered him a thousand waysin my mind.

It was just one more favor. That wasit.

He was till standing behind the truck, apparently waiting for me. | stopped several
feet away, my brows raised. “ Ready?’

“Yeah.” He lowered the tailgate. “I’m gonna need your help with this one. It’s pretty
big.”

“How big?’

| walked around the truck, dreading whatever would be inside, and when | saw the
package , as he’'d miseadingly called it, | froze.

Before, the black plastic tarp had been used to cover the boxes in the back of his
truck.



Thistime, it was wrapped around a body.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
AINSLEY

| scanned the park, buzzing with parents and children as | watched for my kids to
make an appearance. | was still uneasy with the idea of them spending their
afternoons at the park with friends while we were at work—this was only the second
summer I’d allowed them to do so—but | was working on giving them each more
freedom as long as they earned it. This kind of freedom, this kind of respect, it
would’' ve meant the world to me as a child.

Still, that didn’t stop me from worriedly searching the crowd for their features when |
was supposed to pick them up.

Maisy’ s wavy brown hair.
Riley’s playful smile and thinning frame.

It never got old—seeing them there. Seeing them happy. With their friends. Playing.
Searching for me.

It would be my last summer of picking the three of them up together. Next year,
Dylan would be driving. He'd be able to take them and drop them off, as well as
bring them home.

It seemed impossible to me, he'd be fifteen next month. Some days, | caught myself
thinking of him as the little boy with skinned-up knees and mussy hair.



Although, most days, he still had mussy hair.
It was all going by so fast, and | knew once he turned sixteen, the years would go
even faster. How were we down to so few milestones left? So few holidays and

birthdays?

We were running out of time all around, and that never failed to take my breath away
when | contemplated it.

Where had the time gone?

Even with the time we had left, it seemed like they were too busy to cherish any of it.

| didn’'t want to take their childhood from them. | wanted them to enjoy it while it
lasted, but that didn’t mean it didn’t sting.

When they were little, I'd once dreamed of the day I'd accept the management
position, because it would mean | could set my own schedule—leaving when |
needed to in order to pick up the kids or spend time with them. As ateller, and then
as a banker, there were so many times they’ d needed me to pick them up from school

or attend an event, and due to my work schedule, | hadn’t been able to.

It was the cruelest irony that now that | could set my own schedule and show up for
them when they needed me, they hardly ever needed me.

The phone buzzed and | glanced down at the screen, spying Glennon’s name.

“Hello?”

“Hey, love. What are you up to?’



“Oh, just picking up the kids from the park. How’ s the trip going?’

“Redly well,” she said, dragging out the words. “It’s beautiful out here. Seth was
right, these mountains are nothing like what we have back home.”

“Well, don’'t get any funny ideas about packing up and moving to Colorado. I'd miss
you too much.”

“You don't have to worry about that.” The warmth of her voice reminded me of how
much | missed her. After their divorce, she and Seth had reconciled amost
immediately. It was the most amicable divorce in history, as far as | was concerned.
Then again, | guessed when feelings weren’t involved, it did make things easier.

From time to time, | found myself longing for Peter and me to learn how they’'d
managed it.

Now, Glennon and Seth had moved back in together—strictly as best friends and
roommates—and as far as | could tell, they hadn’t missed a beat.

When I'd expressed concern over the arrangement, worrying it might cause one of
them to get hurt, Glennon assured me my fears were unfounded. They’d ssmply spent
so much time together neither of them could bear the thought of being apart.

“Well, good,” | said. “Areyou at the hotel, then?’

“Not yet. We stopped for a bite to eat before Seth’s meeting this evening. We'll
check in, injust afew hours. | just wanted to call and see how Maisy’s recital went. ”

“Her recit...” | trailed off, my stomach dropping. How could | have forgotten? |
checked the date on my phone.



Y esterday.

Her recital was yesterday, the tenth, same as it had been every year since she was
four. She' d been out with Bailey yesterday. Had they gone to the recital without me?
Had she been expecting me to be there and I’d missed it? Why hadn’t she mentioned
it? Why hadn’t | caught it? | placed my head on my steering wheel, my body filling
with a cold dread.

No wonder she’' d hardly spoken to me this morning...

“Glen, | forgot.”

“Forgot?’ she asked, as shocked as | was.

“1 don’t know how | could ve been so stupid. She was out with friends last night, or
at least, that’ swhat | thought, and | just... | don’t know. | spaced. What do | do? How
do | tell her how sorry | am? She must hate me.”

“Okay...” She was the voice of reason carrying across the line, her tone soothing.
“Just breathe, okay? She doesn’t hate you. She could never hate you. It was an honest
mistake. Y ou just need to talk to her. Ask her how it went. Make sure she knows you
didn’t plan to missit.”

| thought back over the past few months, trying to recall the last time I'd attended a
practice with her, but failing.

Once, I'd been there every Thursday night without fail, but when her friends started
joining her team, there’' d been carpools and changes of plans, and eventually, I’ d been
traded out for the dance moms whose entire lives revolved around their children’s
dance careers. Somehow, until that moment, I'd never realized it .



That’s how it happens, isn’t it?

It's one tiny change of plan. The first time your child doesn’t want you to hold them.
The last time they ask you to play with them.

Just baby steps and minuscule differences, and we all just assume it’s a hiccup...that
things will go back to the way things have been if we just keep on trying. Keep
believing. Keep assuming things are normal.

But they aren’t because there is no normal.

Normal doesn’t exist and it never has.

There are just these periods where things feel safe and calm, and then, long before
we're ready, everything' storn apart and we call it change.

We look back at our lives and wonder when it al changed, but the truth is...the better
guestion is, when didn’'t it?

Because we're always changing. Life is always changing.

It' s the rarer moments where things are still.

“I’ve gotta go,” | said, spying Maisy’s head peering through the crowd. She had one
hand over her eyes, shielding them from the sun when she caught sight of me. “She's
coming over now.”

“It’ s going to be okay. Promise. Love you.”

“Loveyou,” | said, ending the call as Maisy pulled open the door and climbed inside.



| prayed she wouldn’t notice the tearsin my eyesas| said, “Hey, baby.”

Her brows furrowed, caught off guard by the warm, unfamiliar greeting. Her cheeks
were bright red from the sun and the heat .

“Um, hey...”

“Where are your brothers?’

“Somewhere.” She waved her hand casually over her shoulder, not meeting my eyes.
“1 told them to come on.”

“Maise, | wanted to talk to you...”

“About what?’ She'd aready pulled out a book from her bag, one by Margaret
Peterson Haddix, and opened it to the place she had marked.

“About last night.”

“What was last night?” Now | had her attention.

“Your recital,” | played aong. “Honey, I’'m so sorry | forgot about it. | don’t have
any excuse. It just slipped my mind... You know | would ve been there no matter
what if I’d remembered. Why didn’t you say anything?’

Her brows drew down again, her head cocked to the side, then her expression
smoothed, her mouth dropping open. “Oh, no. Mom, it's fine. | didn’t have a recital

last night.”

“You didn't?” Relief filled me, replaced quickly with confusion. “What do you
mean? Why didn’t you? Did they reschedule it?” To my knowledge, they’d never



rescheduled a summer recital.

“No,” shesaid camly. “I’'m sure they had it, | just didn’t dance.”

“But why not?’

The door to the car opened and Riley climbed inside. | smiled at him, then turned my
attention back to Maisy, who still hadn’t answered me. “Why didn’t you dance?’

“You're dancing again?’ Riley asked, buckling himself in with a bag of chips held
between his teeth .

Maisy cast a sideways glance at him as | processed what was happening.

“ Again? What do you mean? Did you stop dancing?’

Riley’ s cheeks flushed bright red as he looked between us. “ She didn’t know?”’

The door opened again and Dylan climbed inside, oblivious to the tension. He swiped
the bag of chipsfrom Riley. “Didn’t know what? What’ s going on?’

“Hey, give those back!” Riley whined, trying to take the chips back from his brother.

“Maisy?’ | called over the commotion.

She opened her book, not bothering to look at me. “It’s nothing, Mom. Please don’t
make a big deal about it. | just don’t want to dance anymore.”

“Since when?”

“Can you turn up the air?’ Dylan asked. “It'samillion degreesin here.”



| wasn't listening. “You can't just stop showing up to practice and recitals, Maise.
Y our team is counting on you.”

“You're dancing again?’ Dylan asked, making it clear | was the only one out of the
loop.

“No,” shetold him, then looked at me. “It'sfine. | didn’t just stop showing up. | told
Coach last year | wasn't going to come back. | didn't dance in the fall or spring,
either. | thought you knew.”

“Why didn’'t anyone call me? Why didn’t you tell me? Does your dad know? Why
are we still paying for your lessons?’

“Mom, the air!” Dylan panted, fanning himself.

“You aren’t. | never asked for the money after last summer and neither of you have
been taking me to lessons, so | thought you'd gotten the hint. I'm sorry, | wasn’'t
trying to hide it from you. Are you mad?’

| shook my head. How had | missed something so important. | felt two feet tall. “ Of
course I'm not mad, sweetheart. Of course not. I’m...surprised. | thought you loved
dance.”

Tired of waiting for me, Dylan unbuckled, leaning past me and cranking the air up to
full blast.

“1 did loveit, | guess. But I’'m not into it anymore.”

| turned the air down a bit, trying to hear her better. “Why not? What about your
friends? Are they still doing it?’



“No, we all quit. Bailey quit in the middle of the season last year, but Jennessa and |
stuck it out until the recital.”

| shook my head, huffing out a breath. How had | missed so much? Why hadn’t
anyone told me? How many times had | talked to her friends parents and no one
mentioned it to me? Why? Did they think | knew? Were they trying to hide it from

me? All of them?

“Do you have a drink, Mom?’ Riley asked, his mouth full of chips. | passed him my
bottle of water from the cup holder. “ Thanks.”

“So you haven't told your father?’

“You guys have been busy. | didn’t want to bother you.”

“Busy? What do you mean?’

She looked down, glancing at her brothers, who each shrugged one shoulder, their
mouths full of chips. “Y ou guys seem stressed |ately.”

“We aren’t stressed,” | lied through my teeth. “We're fine. Why would you say that?

“You're acting the way Bailey’s parents did before they got divorced. All quiet
and...weird.”

My heart plummeted to my stomach, the guilt weighing on me. I’d thought we'd
hidden our problems so well, but apparently not.

Simply not fighting in front of our children hadn’'t been enough to convince them
things were going smoothly.



“Isthat what you al think?’

Hesitantly, al three heads began to nod.

| puffed out another breath. “Y ou guys, we aren’t getting a divorce. And we're never
too busy for you. Do you hear me? We've had a lot going on with work, but you
know the family comes first. If you need something, all you have to do is come talk
to us, okay?’

The begrudging nods came again.

“Your father and | love each other very much. And we both love you all more than
anything in the world.” | waited. “ Okay?’

“Okay.”

“Yeah.”

“And | love air conditioning,” Dylan said, reaching to turn it up once again. This
time, | let it stay on full blast, too exhausted to argue.

Their responses told me they didn’t believe me, and | was struck by how bad of ajob
I’d been doing holding us all together. It was all | wanted to do—to make sure they
knew how perfect and lucky we were to have each other—but I’ d apparently failed in
every way.

That had to change.
This was exactly why we needed a weekend away together at the lake house. I'd

spent so long feeling like my kids were pulling away from me, but now | realized
maybe they’ d been feeling the same way.



Did they think | was pulling away from them ?

Was|?

Perhaps the guilt over all we' d done had driven me from them, but now that | knew

theissue, | could fix it.

| was afixer, after all.



Page 12

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 2:04 pm

CHAPTER TWELVE

PETER

T here was abody in our garage.
A decaying body.

It wasn't the first time and | was sure it wouldn't be the last, but this time | had no
control over it.

It wasn't my doing.

| didn’t know what unfortunate misstep the person—I was assuming it was a woman,
but | couldn’t be sure—had taken to end up wrapped in atarp in my garage.

| couldn’t press Jim. Couldn’t ask too many questions.
After that first night, that had always been the rule between us.

But with the evidence on my property, | had everything to lose here and nothing to
gain.

Nothing except his silence, and even that was uncertain.

| knew Jim. | knew that whatever | was doing to make him happy now would only
keep him happy until the next favor he needed. | didn’t know why |I'd fooled myself



into believing it would be any different now that we were grown and out of college.

We weren’t kids anymore.

We had families, careers...

But neither of us had stopped doing the things that had bonded us back then, and he
knew it. HE' d used it to control me before and he could still control me with it to this

day.

“Did you hear her, Peter?” Ainsley was saying, her voice shrill. When | looked up, |
noticed every eye at the table was on me.

“Hm? Sorry, | zoned out. What'd you say?’

Maisy was picking at the food on her plate. “I quit dance.”

It took a moment for it to sink in. “Oh... Okay, then.” | glanced toward Ainsley,
trying to gauge how | was supposed to be reacting. “When did you decide this?’

“Last year,” Maisy said. “| haven't started back.”

Now | understood the pinched expression my wife was wearing.

“Oh. | didn’t redlize.”

“Me either,” Aindey said. “I found out today when | realized she didn't go to her
recital last night. | assumed you were paying for the classes.”

“l... Yeah, | assumed you were.” | turned to face my daughter. “Y ou should' ve told
us, Maise. Did something happen?’



“Not really.” She twisted her hand over her arm. “I just didn’t want to do it anymore.
Jennessa and Bailey quit, too.”

Ainsley was till looking at me, watching my reaction, but | had no idea if | was
acting appropriately. In truth, | never cared if Maisy took the dance lessons in the first
place. That was Aindley’s choice. And frankly, her quitting was saving us a ton of
money.

“We invested alot in your dance lessons,” Ainsley said, running the tines of her fork

across her plate gently. “I just want to be sure you' re positive about this decision. Isit
the schedule? Or do you want to take a different style this year? What about jazz? Or

tap?’

“1 just don’t want to do it,” she said firmly, staring down. “Can we please just drop
it?’

“Yes” | said.

At the sametime, Aindley said, “Areyou crying?’

| looked across the table at Maisy, spying the glimmer of a tear at the corner of her
eye.

“Maisy, what’swrong?’ Ainsley pressed up out of her chair in an instant.

“Awkward,” Dylan said with a sigh, pushing back from the table.

“Knock it off,” | snapped.

“Tak to me,” Ainsley whispered as Riley watched intently, his expression filled with
genuine concern.



Maisy shook her head. "It's nothing, | swear. | just don't want to do it anymore. Please
don't make me."

Ainsley took a hesitant step back, but it was my turn to speak up. "We'd never make
you do anything you don't want to, Maise. You know that." She looked a me
gratefully, brushing away atear.

Ainsley watched me and it was obvious she wanted to say more, but instead, she
leaned down and kissed the top of Maisy's head. "Y ou know you can aways come to
us with anything, right? No matter how busy or stressed we seem, you're what

mattersto us."

"Your mother's right,” | chimed in, just as my phone began to buzz in my pocket. |
pulled it out, though | desperately didn't want to, and glanced at the screen.

My heart sank.

Not again.

Not right now.

"Can | go to my room?' Dylan asked. His plate had been empty for several minutes
and he was already standing, not waiting for an answer.

"Of course," Ainsley said, though | could feel her eyes on me. | considered ignoring
the call, but | knew that would only make Jim angry. Swesat beaded at my hairline as |
thought back to the body in the garage.

The very, very dead body.

"Peter?' Ainsley called, staring at me strangely.



"I have to take this." | darted out of the room and pressed the phone to my ear.
"Yeah?"

"] need another favor."

| huffed, stepping out onto the porch and walking farther into the yard. "Of course
you do."

"Y ou home?' He didn't miss a beat.

"Y ou can't come here now. The kids are home and we're in the middle of something.
Come by tonight."

"Won't take long."

"It doesn't matter. Look, Jim, you can't keep doing this to me. We agreed on one
favor and now we're up to three. When does it end? I’ve done all that | can do for
you. | don’t owe you anything else. "

"Doesn't seem like you really have achoice, doesit?' he said simply.

“What the—" Before | could argue any further, the line clicked and he was gone.
“"Dammit!" | threw the phone to the ground, anger radiating through me. | shook my
head, trying to clear it. How was | going to get out of this—

"Peter?”’

| spun around, shocked to see Aingley there. | guess | shouldn't have been shocked,
not knowing her aswell as| did.

My wife was always there.



Always around.

| scrambled to pick up my phone, running my hands through my hair. "Sorry..." |
didn't know what to say, how to explain what a mess I'd gotten myself in.

"|s everything okay?"

No. Nothing's okay.

"Yep, great."

She pursed her lips, stepping toward me. "1t doesn't look great."

Before | could answer, headlights flashed across her face in the dim evening light. |
spun around, staring out at the driveway where | could now see the gray truck
heading in our direction.

“Who' sthat?’

| tried to keep my voice calm, to prevent her from hearing the panic | was feeling. “A
friend from work.”

“The same friend who was here the other night?’

Shit. I’d forgotten about that.

“What’s going on, Peter?’ she asked, reading the expression on my face just as Jim’'s
truck cameto park in front of us.

| shook my head, forcing a laugh. “Nothing, | told you. It's just work stuff. I’ll be
back inside in just a minute.”



Jm was aready out of the truck and walking toward us. When he saw Ainsley, his
brows raised, a longing gaze trailing down the length of her body and back up. Fire
burned in my belly as | stepped forward, placing myself between them.

“l don't believe I’ve had the pleasure,” he said, outstretching his hand toward her,
ignoring me. “James Slater.”

Aingdey’s eyes fell to me for a second, but I’d sooner tell her to run than give her
permission to shake his hand—not after I’ d seen the look in his eyes.

“I'll beinsidein aminute,” | said again, firmly.
To my relief, without shaking his hand, she stepped back, offering a gentle wave.
“Nice to meet you.” It seemed as though she sensed the danger, or my panic, and |

was grateful to see her walking away from us quickly.

Once she was gone, Jim whistled, his brows still raised in a way that had me feeling
ill.

“Damn, Greenburg. No wonder you didn’t invite me to your wedding.”

Y eah, right, that was why.

“What do you need, Jim? | told you we're in the middle of something. Thisisn't a
good time.”

It took too long for his eyes and attention to come back to me, and finally, he
groaned. “Right. Yeah, well, it'sjust a small package thistime. And this one won't be

herelong at all. | have abuyer picking it up this weekend. ”

“This weekend? No, that won't work.”



“Why? Y ou got a nail appointment?’ He smirked.

“We're...” | thought better of telling him we'd be out of town at the lake house and
instead settled on, “We're having company over. It's going to be a whole thing. |
can’t have anyone else here.”

He clicked his tongue thoughtfully, peering around. “Alright, | could probably come
pick it up early Saturday morning. What time will everyone start arriving?’

“Friday evening. Saturday’s no good for me.”

“Well, we're going to have to figure out something, aren’t we?’ he pressed.

“Where have you been keeping this stuff before now?’

“Here and there,” he said with a shrug. “ So you can see why this arrangement’s a lot
better for me.”

“Well, it's not an arrangement. Y ou said you needed to keep one thing in the room
for a while. I've kept up my end of the bargain and then some. You'll have to find
somewhere else to keep this one. I'm sorry.” My hands were up in the air as |
figuratively washed them of the problem. “You can’t keep it here.” If he argued, |
might have to kill him. Either that, or he’'d kill me. But | desperately didn't want
either of those scenarios to happen. Not while my kids were home. I'd have to lure
him into the room and do it there. I’d have to hope they didn’t wonder about my
absence too strongly.

He drew in along breath and the seconds seemed to drag on as | waited to hear his
response.

Finally, he said, “Alright, fine. Il figure something else out.”



As he started to walk away, obviously disappointed, | stepped forward, stopping him.
“What about the rest of it? How much longer do you plan to keep it there?’

“I’vetold you | don't know exactly. I’m figuring things out.” He patted my shoulder.
“Just enjoy your garden party. I'll take care of the rest.” | saw him clock something
over my shoulder, his whole demeanor filling with warmth again. When | followed
his line of vision, | saw Aingley’s silhouette in the porch light. She’d been watching
us. From where she was, | wondered if she could hear us. Surely not.

He tipped his ball cap toward me, then waved at her. “Tell the missus good night
from me, would you?’

| didn’'t respond, but he didn’'t seem to notice, giving my shoulder a squeeze and
making his way back to the truck.

The headlights washed over me as he backed up and turned around, disappearing
down the long, curving drive.

The tension disappeared slowly when I’d caught the last glimpse of his taillights.
When | turned around, Ainsley had gone back inside.

Still, 1 knew it was far from over.

These two—my wife and my friend—had enough dirt on me to send me away for the
rest of my life. They were dangerous, each in their own way.

Now | just needed to decide whom | was more afraid of.
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AINSLEY
P eter had hardly listened to aword I'd said at dinner about Maisy suddenly quitting
dance class. It wasn't like her to drop her commitments so casually, but he didn’t

seem to notice or care about the sudden change in her personality.

When he walked outside, | realized why. Though | didn’t recognize the man he was
meeting, | recognized the look in my husband’ s eyes. panic.

|ce-cold fear.

| watched them interacting, knowing the weapons were hidden in my husband’'s
secret room, and that the children were just inside. | couldn’t do anything but watch
and wait.

Wonder what was going to happen.

And then, somewhat anticlimactically, the man left.

When Peter trudged toward the house, | stepped inside, waiting for him to enter.

“Who was that man?’ | asked, keeping my voice low the second he’'d entered the
house .

“1 told you, aguy from work.”



“You didn’t really tell me anything, though. That’s the point. Who is he? |’ ve never
seen him before. Why are you being so secretive? Are you up to something?’

He walked past me, moving toward the kitchen where our wineglasses sat from
dinner. As he scooped his up, taking a drink and avoiding my eyes, | pressed on.
“Peter, what is going on?’

“Nothing’s going on. | was thirsty. Please don’t make thisinto something it isn’t.”

His cheeks were red, both from the wine and the lies, but | didn’t argue. Instead, |
waited, which seemed to make him even more uncomfortable than if I'd started an
argument.

“Alright, fine. Well, that was Jim. Like | said, we work together and he’'s been going
through some stuff at home. |—"

| folded my arms across my chest, cutting him off. “Like what?’

“It's personal,” he lied. “But he'd asked me for some advice awhile back, and he
came to tell me how it went. He' sreally struggling.”

“He didn’t seem like he was struggling with anything. And why couldn’t he just text
you? Did that really warrant avisit?’ He took another drink, buying himself time, so |
went on. “And why couldn’t | introduce myself to him? Y ou practically raised your
leg and marked me as your territory. Y ou were uncomfortable with him... Why?’

At that, there was an unmistakable hint of a grin on hislips, but he fought it down. “I
just didn’t want him to think I’ d been telling you everything. | was trying to sneak out
without you noticing. He' s told me a lot in confidence, and | want to hold his trust.
That'sit.”



| raised a brow, staring at him. Sometimes, | just didn’t understand him. He chose to
lie over the most inconsequential things. Why, when I’d made a point to prove how
loyal | was to him—no matter what—did he insist on lying to me?

But there was no point in pressuring him. He'd just shut down further.

No, | needed to find out the truth and then confront him.

It was the only way to do things with Peter. Though for the life of me, | couldn’t
understand why.

For now, there were more pressing issues. “Fine. So, which one of usis going to talk
to Maisy?’

“About what?”’

| scoffed, a hand on my hip. Had he truly aready forgotten? “About her quitting
dance, Peter. What do you mean, about what ?’

“1 thought we'd already moved past that. She said she didn’t want to do it anymore,
so what' s the problem?”’

| wanted to throttle him.

“The problem is that she's eleven years old and suddenly she doesn’'t want to do the
thing she's loved doing since she was four. And this change is completely out of
nowhere, without even a mention to us about what caused her to come to such arash

decision. It’snot normal. It’s not like her.”

“Who saysit’s arash decision? Maybe she thought it through.”



“Without talking to us? Not asingle time? That doesn’t seem likely.”

“Her friends aren’t dancing, so she doesn't want to. It's not the end of the world.
Why are you so upset about it?’ He stared at the last of the wine in the bottle, holding
it out to me. | shook my head, holding up a hand to say I'd pass, so he poured the
remainder into his glass.

“Because this isn’'t about dance, Peter,” | said. “Don’t you see that?” No, he didn't
seeit. | could read that in his expression. He thought | was being irrational. Maybe |
was.

What | knew was that our daughter didn’t make huge decisions without talking to us.
If she’d quit dance, | had to believe there was a reason that went deeper than what she
was admitting to us.

Was it peer pressure from her friends?

Had she begun to feel uncomfortable with her body?

Was she struggling with the more advanced routines?

| just didn’t know.

“Then what isit about?’ he asked, puckering hislips from hislast sip of wine.

| folded my arms across my chest, trembling from my own agitation. “She said she
didn’t tell us because she doesn’'t feel like she can talk to us anymore.”

“She said that?’ He appeared skeptical.

“In not so many words,” | insisted. “The boys agreed with her, too. They said we



seem stressed and busy al the time lately.”

“Y eah, well, understatement of the year.” He tipped the glass toward me.

“Our kids still need us,” | snipped. “No matter what we have going on, we have to
keep them a priority— "

“We do—"

“That’s not how they see it. A year or two ago, Maisy would've told us about this
decision. Now she didn't fedl like she could. I'm not saying that’s entirely our fault,
but now that we know about it, we have to do what we can to fix it.”

He contemplated what 1’ d said, twisting his mouth in thought. “Alright, fine,” he said
eventually, “but what are you suggesting?’

| was sick from the struggle within me—trying to make sure he understood the
severity of the situation while trying not to overreact. “I’m not going to push her
tonight, but this is even more reason why we need this trip to the cabin this weekend.
We need to remind the kids we' re there for them, no matter what. Agreed?’

“Yeah, agreed.” His response was halfhearted, but I’ d take it.

“We have to keep communication open between us. All of us. Secrets, lies, unspoken
truths...they’ll all come back to bite us if we aren’t careful. If we can't trust this
family, if they can't trust us, then what are we even doing?’ | drilled home the last
part, hoping he'd realize it was meant for him as much as it was for them.

He chuckled, though, not taking it nearly as seriously as I’d meant it. “They can trust
us, babe. They know they can. And you can trust me.”



So, maybe he had understood.

My lips pressed together in what should’ ve been a smile but felt more like a grimace.
Still, he took it and turned to walk away, ruby red splotches on his neck.

Another lie.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
PETER

| *d never understood people who claimed fresh air brought them peace. For me, there
was nothing more stressful than the moment | traded cell phone service for biting
insects and blistering heat.

| much preferred the beach trips we'd once taken over the secluded lake house
Ainsley had forced us to fork over our life savings to buy years ago. Even then, I'd
known we'd never get much use out of it and, truth be told, we' d probably gotten
even less than I’d imagined.

But ill, if leaving town meant Ainsley was happy for a few hours, I'd suffer
through.

We arrived at the lake house just past noon, when the temperature was sweltering and
we had to wear the humidity like a coat. The old house's air conditioning unit
hummed loudly when Aingley turned it on, dust flying from its vents.

“It'1l just take a bit to cool off,” she said, pulling her shirt away from her chest
rapidly to fan herself.

The kids spread out, complaining as much as | wanted to about the heat and the bugs
and the smell. Instead, | moved to stand next to her, dlipping a hand around her damp
waist.



“Come on, guys, it'll be fun. We can go down for a swim while the place cools off.
What do you say?’

Maisy was the first to respond. “ Okay.”

“ Anything to get out of here,” Riley agreed, panting.

“I"m going to change into my suit.” Dylan dropped his luggage on the dusty couch
and began riffling through the bag in search of his swimming trunks.

“What do you say?’ | asked, leaning into Ainsley’s hair so close | could breathe in
her jasmine scent.

“Sounds good to me,” she agreed. She slipped out of my grasp and approached Maisy
to ask her, “Can you help me pick out which suit to wear?’

Maisy’s eyes lit up at the opportunity, and they disappeared down the hall together,
bagsin tow.

| was sure Ainsley hadn't meant for it to feel like a snub, but it had. She'd been
strange with me since the night Jim had visited, but | didn't understand why. I'd
given her areasonable explanation as to why he was there.

As | pondered what could be wrong, | lugged my own bag to the bedroom Ainsley
and | would share and pulled on my trunks and a T-shirt, examining myself in the

mirror.

After everything that happened with Stefan, all the truths coming out about our
arrangement and how hard she' d worked to keep me, we' d been at our best.

Something about the ferocity with which she' d fought for me had awakened a hunger



inme. A desirefor her like I’d never felt before.

For awhile, we were more in love than we' d ever been.

Like two lovestruck teens, we couldn’t seem to keep our hands off of each other.

But discovering that she knew the truth about me had changed everything. For a
while, we were in a sort of limbo. Trying to decide where we fit. Now, it seemed we
were more or less back to our normal selves.

Was this just who we were? Maybe the excitement of what we'd done, the adrenaline
of our secrets had caused a slight improvement for a while, but that could only hold

out for so long.

| sucked in my gut, fussing with my hair. Maybe she wasn't attracted to me anymore.
| knew | was still attracted to her.

When | found out she knew the truth about who | was, | thought she’'d want to leave
me. But she hadn’t. She' d stayed and that had landed us...here.

In this...this purgatory of not knowing what was going to happen, not understanding
why neither of us had bolted, but being unable to leave. It was worse, somehow.

The waiting.

The wondering.

Worse than the drab existence before.

No matter how hard she tried to convince me she was here to stay, | couldn’t believe
it. | waswaiting for it to all fall apart again.



That was what | deserved.

Or, at least, not this. | didn’t deserve to feel so normal.

| didn’t deserve her .

“You ready?’

Dylan pushed open the door dlightly and | looked away from the mirror, hopeful he
hadn’t seen how pathetic | was—checking myself out in the mirror as if | were a
teenage girl.

“Yep. Yeah.”

| followed him out of the room, where they were al waiting.

At first sight of my wife, my throat went dry.

Ainsley’s red bikini practically made her porcelain skin glow. My eyes lingered on
the deep valley between her breasts, her nipples poking through the material. The
ponytail atop her head had me picturing the times I'd tugged at it from behind her,
her moaning my name—

| let out aheavy breath, trying to pull myself together.

Jesus Christ.

How long had it been since we' d—

“Okay, let’s go,” Maisy whined, breaking my trance. “What are we waiting for?”’



| was swesting.

God, | was swesting.

Mostly from the heat of the house—which was surely the cause of my sudden
Insanity—»but at least partially from my unexpected, insatiable urge to keep my wife
home with me.

To take her into the bedroom and—

“What if you three go ahead and go down, and let your mom and me catch up with
you in just afew minutes?’

A few minuteswas al | needed.

“Why?' they all asked at once.

“It's a surprise. For dinner.” The answer formed as quickly as | said it, but no one
seemed to notice.

“Will you be okay?’ Ainsley asked Maisy gently, cupping her shoulder.

Maisy nodded, but didn’t say aword.

“Stay close to your brothers. We'll be right behind you.”

With that, the kids walked out the front door. | watched their heads move past the
window as Ainsley approached me.

“Everything okay? What’ s the surprise?’



| grabbed her, a fire igniting in my belly at her shocked expression, and pulled her
toward me, pressing our lips together feverishly.

She jerked out of my grasp, eyeswide. “What are you doing?’

| was stronger than her.

Strong enough to hold her close to me, even as she attempted to get away. It was fun
for me to feel her struggle against my strength—always had been. | wasn't stupid,

though. | knew when | could get away with it and when it was dangerousto try.

“Let me show you,” | whispered, kissing the side of her cheek, her jawline, and her
ear.

“Peter, come on, the kids are waiting...” Her protest turned into athroaty whisper.

“S0, let them wait.” She stopped struggling as much as my hand dlid farther down her
back. | felt her giving in to me, her struggles becoming less and less strong.

Shelet out alow moan as | trailed kisses across her neck, nipping at her skin gently .
“1 couldn’t see you like this and not have you.”

She melted, her body practically limp in my arms as she directed my mouth to hers.
She gripped my neck, her nails digging into my skin so hard | knew there’ d be marks
left behind.

| didn't care.

Couldn't.



| wanted—no, needed —her. Then and there.
| led us to the bedroom, refusing to stop kissing her, and pushed open the door. My
suitcase was dtill on the bed, and | shoved it out of the way, making room for us

without regard for the mess I’ d made.

| pulled the triangles of fabric away from her breasts, heat radiating through me at the
sight of her.

Lying there.

Waiting for me.

Wanting me.

| slid my swimming trunks down my legs, tearing the fabric of her bikini bottom to
the side without warning. | couldn’t wait any longer. Not even to prolong the ecstasy

on her face as she prepared herself for what was coming.

| dlid inside of her, feeling her tense against me, watching her eyes roll back, then
close, her jaw tight.

| gripped hold of her shoulders, forcing her body toward me, forcing myself deeper
inside of her.

She met my eyes, her gaze filled with passion and longing.

Thereyou are, my girl.

I’ ve missed you.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
AINSLEY

“ A lright, guys. What movie are we watching tonight?’ | asked as | cleared away the
last of our plates from pizza and ice cream.

“1 think I’m just going to go to bed,” Dylan said with a yawn.

“What? No family movie night?’ Peter crooned. He'd worn the same dumb, sickly
satisfied grin since we' d had sex hours before. Deep inside myself, | was fighting the
urgeto slap it off his expression.

Something had changed between us, but | couldn’t put my finger on what it was. I'd
always put up with Peter’s lies, knowing | could discover the truth easily enough. As
much as he'd like to think otherwise, he was a terrible liar. But this time, this
lie—hiding the true reason for his coworker’s visits late at night—had flipped a
switch inside of me.

It was exhausting.

Constantly chasing the truth, wondering when and why the next lie would come ...

Spending time worrying about his lies when | should've been focusing on our
children, who had obviously noticed my distraction.

Why had | put up with it for so long? Why wasn’t | good enough to see the real him



no matter how hard | tried?

“Nah,” Dylan said. “I’m tired. Julie’s coming down tomorrow morning, so | want to
be rested.”

My back tensed. “What? Julie' s coming here?’

“Yeah?' Every eye in the room was on me, and | realized I'd said that entirely too
loudly. “Why?’

| stared at my son. “I thought we' d agreed this weekend would be just for family.”
“She’s not spending the night. Her parents are going to drop her off for the day and
come get her after dinner. Dad said it was fine.” He jutted a thumb to a bewildered-
looking Peter.

“I did?’

“] asked you when we were loading everything into the car this morning, and you
said it wasfine.”

Peter was slow to nod, and | knew he wasn't actually recalling any such conversation.
“Right. Yeah. Sorry, yeah. | did say that.”

Liar.

“Why does it matter?” Dylan asked. “ She's just coming to hang out with me. It's not
like she' s going to bother you.”

| teetered between punishing him and letting it go. Was it worth the fight? “It’s not
that. | just wasn’t planning on having company. | was hoping to get the three of you



to myself thisweekend. How long’sit been since it was just the family together?’

“Like...every night? Come on, Mom. It’s bad enough we had to come out here with
no service. You can’'t honestly expect me not to talk to my girlfriend for three days.”

“Oh, come on, now. Don't be dramatic,” | said, setting the plates back on the table.
“You talked to her this morning before we left and you'll talk to her Sunday when we
get home. | think you can handle one day without talking.”

“You can't honestly expect me to un invite her now. Dad said it was fine! I've
already told her she can come.” He was on his feet then, his voice high-pitched and
panicked.

| sighed, wanting to fend off any argument if | could. “Fine, Dylan. It's fine.
Whatever.” | waved my hand in the air and picked the plates up again, starting to
walk from the room as | realized Peter wasn’t planning to back me up in the slightest.
“What time is she coming in the morning? Does she have any allergies | should know
about? | was planning to cook pancakes for breakfast. Is that okay?’

“Could you make them gluten-free?’ he asked, wincing.

| shook my head. “It’sfine. We'll do eggs. Any other requests for tomorrow?”’

Maisy and Riley shook their heads gently as Dylan trudged from the room.

“What about you two? Are you going to stay up and watch a movie with me and your
mom?’ Peter asked .

“1 was planning to go to bed early and read,” Maisy said. “I need to finish my
summer reading list before school starts back.”



“I think I'm just going to go to bed,” | said before Riley could answer, though
judging by the look on his face, he was planning to decline the invitation, too.

“Don’'t do that,” Peter protested.

“It's fine. | need some rest anyway. The sun zapped me.” | gestured toward my
sunburned arms.

Riley yawned from where he lay on the couch. “Are you sure? Peter asked,
appearing conflicted. | nodded. “What do you say, bud? Want to watch a movie with
your old man?’

“I"'m tired too,” he said. “Dylan said he' d take me fishing early in the morning before
Julie gets here.”

“Oh. Well, okay then.” Peter stood up begrudgingly, kissing each of their heads.

“You don’'t have to comewith me,” | told him. “Y ou can watch a movie if you want.”
“No, you're right. We should turn in.” He flicked the TV off as the kids began to
stand, making their way toward the bedrooms. “Good night, you two. We'll see you
in the morning.”

11 Night.”

“Good night.”

Peter waited for me to finish up, but once I’d put the plates into the sink and washed
my hands, | led the way toward the bedroom. | changed into my pgjamas in silence

and fluffed the covers, checking to be sure there were no spiders or other critters
hiding in the folds of the sheets.



“Listen, I'm sorry | didn’t warn you about Julie. Dylan did mention it to me, but |
was distracted. | forgot all about it.”

“You've been distracted a lot lately,” | said simply, dlipping under the covers and
turning my back toward him as he changed for bed.

“1 know. I’ve had alot going on.”

“Well, that’ s news to me.”

He didn’t notice the sharpness in my tone. “It's no big dedl, really. Just work stuff,
you know?’

13 M hm-”

Cool air hit me as he pulled the covers back and lay down next to me. “Everything
okay?’

God, sometimes he is so oblivious.

| rolled over to face him, staring at him for a painful few seconds before | spoke.
“Peter, why are you with me?”’

His expression said I’ d caught him off guard. He glanced around, as if he expected he
was being pranked, then leaned forward, brushing a piece of hair from my eyes and

tucking it behind my ear. “Why am | with you?’ he repeated. “What do you mean?’

“Why are we together? Why did you want to marry me? Why do you want to stay
with me?’

He gave a dry, confused laugh. “Um, because | love you. Where is this coming



from?’

“But do you? Do you love me?’

“Of course |—"

“Because it seems like we just keep coming back to this place of secrets. Over and
over again. And I’ve done all | can to prove to you that you can trust me, to prove
that I’'m here for you and going to stay here through whatever. | think I’ ve been more
than understanding about it all—"

“Isthis about Julie?’

“God! No, it's not about Julie. Can you just listen to me?”’

“I’m trying, Ains. You're not making any sense.”

“Because you haven't let me finish,” | said through gritted teeth. “For goodness
sake, just shut up. Stop thinking about how you' re going to react or lie your way out

of thisand just...just listen to what I’'m saying.”

He inhaled sharply, then released it lowly. His nod was serious. “Okay. Alright. I'm
sorry. I’'m listening.”

“You'relying to me about your friend from the other night.”
He blanched, but didn’t speak. He was waiting to see what | knew.
“l don't know why he was there, but | know he wasn't there to ask you for

relationship advice. What could he possibly have been there to talk to you about that
made you unable to tell me the truth? With all | know about you, all you’' ve confessed



to me, what could be worse than that?”

He visibly deflated and flopped onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. “You're
right.”

| knew | was, but | didn’t need to confirm that.

“Jim wasn't there for relationship advice. The truth is, | couldn’t tell you why he was
there.”

“Why’sthat?’

His mouth twisted in thought before he groaned. “Because | was embarrassed.”
“Embarrassed, why?”

He lowered his voice, still not meeting my eyes. “I just found out some of the people
| work with were questioned about me when Stefan went missing before. During the
investigation.”

My blood ran cold. “What?’

“Yeah, actualy, Jim was the one who mentioned it.” This was one of the rare times |
couldn’'t tell if he was lying. His cheeks were pink, but perhaps it was due to
embarrassment after all. “And so I’ ve been trying to warm him up to me, to find out

what exactly he told the police. What exactly they asked.”

| masked my inner turmoil with a deceptive calmness. As usual, he had no idea the
degree of fear that was raging through me. “Why didn’t you say anything to me?’

“Because | was panicked and | didn’t want to upset you until 1'd figured out whether



or not we should be worried.”

“But it was back then, right? Not recently.”

“Yeah,” he said quickly. “Yeah, from what he's said. That was why | didn’t want you
talking to him. | didn’t want him to dlip up and say something to you before I'd had a
chance to tell you myself. Maybe it was wrong, but | was trying to protect you.”

“That still doesn’t explain why he had to come over in the middle of the night.”

He kept his eyes trained on the ceiling, as if he were reading a script. “Well, the first
time he came over, it really was because he had to get paperwork for the job. That
was when he mentioned that the police had been to see him. I’ ve been trying to catch
him alone to ask him about what they said, but there hasn’t been a good chance. So, |
asked him to come over and bring me a few of those papers back just so we could
talk.”

It made sense, | supposed. In a Peter sort of way.

“And what did he tell you?”’

“Just that they asked if he'd ever seen me acting in a way that seemed suspicious. He
said hetold him no, that I'm agreat guy. They asked if I'd ever mentioned Stefan and
he hadn’'t heard of him. And | think they asked about our marriage, if 1'd let on that
we were having problems, but Jim was kind enough not to mention that.”

“So you don’t think there’ s anything to worry about, then?’

“No.” He breathed out a sigh of relief, kissing my forehead. “I’'m sorry | didn’t tell
you the truth sooner. | was only trying to protect you.”



| allowed him to feel good about himself for the moment, then said, “| don’t want you
to protect me, Peter. | just want you to be honest with me. I’'m trying to do better
about being controlling—really, | am. But you have to be up front with me when |
ask you about things. We're ateam. That’s what we agreed.”

“Understood.” He ran a hand across my cheek again. “Promise.”

My eyes danced between his as | tried to decide if | could trust him. | wanted to so
badly, and | knew that was my downfall. I’d always wanted to trust him, even when
he' d proven to me why | shouldn’t.

“Why do you want to be with me , anyway?’ he asked, and | found my eyes blurring,
then refocusing as | thought about the question. “You asked me, but you've never
told me your answer. Why do you stay with me after everything?’

“Because | love you. And | love our family. And our kids. | don't want to disrupt
that. | won't lie to you and say it hasn’'t been difficult. But I’ve had time to process

and | believe we can get better. If you want to. | believe everything can be fixed.”

“But what if | can’t?’ The vulnerability of the question didn’t carry over into histone.
It felt more like a challenge than anything.

“Youcan. You are.”

But was he? The unspoken question was obvious to us both.

“Have you ever thought about leaving me for someone easier?” he asked, reaching
out and twisting a strand of hair around his finger.

We were silent for amoment, both staring at each other in complete silence. Finaly, |
took a breath and said, “When | met you, | thought you were perfect. You charmed



my parents, charmed me. Y ou made me laugh. Made me feel safe. Y ou were ready to
settle down when | was. You gave me Dylan. You were— are —the best father to
him. | have so many good memories of who we used to be. Do you remember how
we used to go to restaurants and order our favorite food for each other? Or when we
spent the summer exploring every waterfall in Tennessee?’

“Sure.” He smiled wistfully.

“So, when | found out what you were doing when you were supposed to be working
late all those nights, when | found out what you were capable of—it shook the
foundation of the world | knew. | couldn’t rationalize how the man | knew, the man |
loved, was capable of such terrible things. But it didn’t mean | stopped loving you. |
stopped understanding you. Maybe | stopped respecting you. But | still loved you,
Peter. That never faltered.”

Thinking back to those days—watching him playing with our children, helping me
clean up after meals, and doing the yard work side by side—all while knowing what
he'd done, it was asif | was existing in two alternate realities at once.

For me, so much stayed the same, while at the same time, everything had changed.

It reminded me so much of the early days after bringing Dylan home—our first baby.
The moment when our entire world flipped. Everything was simultaneously the same,
and yet, completely different. We were the same people, but we' d never feel the same

again.

Finding out the truth about the man I’d married put me in an identical foggy state for
months, if not years.

Sometimes, | wasn't sure |'d ever |eft.



“When | was in high school, there was a boy | thought | loved.” | rolled my eyes,
remembering the feeling well. “My parents hated him.”

Peter snorted with a small laugh. “Good.”

| narrowed my eyes at him playfully. “Which only made me love him more. You
know how my parents are—they make my parenting look lazy.”

“That’ s not true—"

“Oh, but it is. My mom picked out my clothes until | graduated high school. She
determined what | did and when, who | hung around with, what sports | played, what
| ate, what | wore, what color my nails were painted...”

I'd told Peter most of this, but | hadn't completely laid out a picture of how
controlled my childhood was before. “For the longest time, it was just easier to go
along with whatever she wanted. But when Ryan came along, it was different. It was
the first time I'd ever rebelled. They tried everything to keep me from seeing him:
grounding me, taking away my phone privileges, calling the school to ask that we be
kept separate. They took away my car and started driving me to and from school
again. It was a whole thing, but that only made me more determined to see him. |
snuck out constantly, | skipped school... | stopped caring about everything but him.”

“You've never told me any of this before.”

He was still playing with my hair, and | gently took it from him, needing him to focus
on what | was saying. “No. | didn’'t think it mattered before. It was so long ago.” |
tucked both my hands up under my cheek on the pillow. “But after we'd been dating

for awhile, Ryan started getting into trouble with drugs and drinking.”

“How old was he?’



“Nineteen at that point. | was seventeen. Watching him going down that road
was...terrifying, to put it mildly. | don’t think I’ve ever felt so out of control. | did
everything | could to bring him back, but | couldn’t. He wouldn't listen to me...
There was no reasoning with him. He thought he could take care of himself, but
anyone could see from a distance it was going to end badly. And it did. He overdosed
just before his twentieth birthday. ”

“I"'m so sorry,” Peter said, drawing in abreath. “| had no idea.”

“That was when | realized why my mom tried to control me as much as she did.
Because to her, control was love. She was keeping me safe. As much as | hated it
then, | wished I’d been more like her when it counted. | thought if I'd been better at
controlling him, | might’ ve saved him.”

His eyes softened, giving me a pitying look that made me feel sick. “Y ou know that’s
not true.”

“lI know | couldn’t have saved him, yes, but then | met you, and | later discovered
your secret and it was like my chance with Ryan all over again. | don’t think | ever
put it together until recently. | just kept thinking about him—not because | miss him
or wish | was still with him, but because this situation makes me fedl like I'm reliving
all of that. It's like my second chance.”

| stared at him, wondering if | was making any sense. “All | want to do is save you,
Peter. From yourself. That's why | am the way that | am. That’s why I’'m with you.
Because to walk away, to leave you with your demons until you destroy yourself...” |
trailed off, shivering. “I’m not sure I’d surviveit.”

He wrapped his arms around me, pulling mein close. “You'll never have to, Ains.”

| rested my cheek against his chest, inhaling his scent. This was where | was the



happiest. The safest. Despite all our issues, Peter was the only place I'd ever felt at
home.

“Which is why | want to create a new arrangement.” My voice was muffled against
his chest, and | felt him stiffen, then pull back .

“What? | thought we' d agreed that was a horrible idea.”

“Not like before. Well, sort of like before. An...amendment to the arrangement.”

His hand dlid down my arm, his expression skeptical. “I’m listening.”

“l want to do it with you.”

“Dowhat?’ One brow drew down.

“It,” | stressed, trying to force myself to say the words that had been swirling in my

mind for the past few days. “Instead of slegping with other people, | want to help you
kill other people.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PETER

| t was madness.

We'd agreed it could never happen again.

We'd agreed | was going to get better.

That | would stop hurting people.

But now she was...what? Giving me permission?

Last time I’d gotten permission to do something previously off-limits, it had been a
setup. But this time, what could she be setting me up for? She already knew the truth
about everything. Already had all the evidence she could need to get me into trouble.
She already had me at her beck and call.

But this couldn’t be real.

And, evenif it was, there was no way in hell | was going to go through with it.

Knowing that Ainsley knew my secret was painful enough. Having her watch me kill
Stefan, even if it was exactly what she wanted, was mortifying.

Killing was private.



Intimate .

Ending alife wasn’'t meant to be a spectator sport.

When it was done for pleasure, | meant for the moment to be only between the two of
us. Cat and mouse. Killer and victim.

Adding Ainsley into the mix was too dangerous.

Still, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking of it.

There was something erotic about picturing her taking part.

Something wrong, too.

| couldn’t decide how | wanted to proceed.

We' d cut the conversation short the night before when I'd asked for time to consider
it. She was offended, but | couldn’t say any more then. My head wasn’t clear when |
was with her.

It had never been clear— would never be clear—in her presence.

“I’m just going to seeif the kids want a snack,” she said, interrupting my thoughts as
she bustled past the recliner | was sitting in, a basket of food in her hands.

“I’ll come with you.” | jumped up, following close behind her. Like Dylan had said,
Julie arrived in time for breakfast that morning, but she’d only eaten afew small bites
before the two of them changed into their swimming suits and headed down to the
lake, towels slung over their necks.



The girl was so quiet I’d probably heard her speak three sentences total, and only
when she was spoken to. Dylan, on the other hand, had spoken more than I’d heard
him in years. Perhaps trying to keep us from talking directly to Julie too much.

Still, 1 knew it had just about destroyed my wife not to get to spend most of the
morning talking to the new girl in our son’slife.

| was supposed to be the dad in the scenario, to pat him on the shoulder
encouragingly and tell Ainsley it would all be alright, but in truth, I was curious about
her, too.

It was Dylan’ sfirst real girlfriend, and that meant something special to us all.

“Do you redly think they’re hungry?’ | asked, trying to keep up with Ainsley’s quick
pace. It was only about two hours since we'd had breakfast, so | had to imagine
whatever we were doing had little to do with hunger.

“They might be. | just want to check in and be sure they’ re doing okay.”

“You know they’re going to be fine, right? | mean, Maisy and Riley are there, too.
It's not like they’re alone.”

When | looked at her, her expression was pinched, as if she were concentrating hard
on something important. It struck me then—was she worried about what Dylan and
Julie might be doing, or was she worried about what Dylan might be doing to Julie?
Did she worry about him turning out like | had? Turning into me?

The thought was sobering.

But she didn’t know the truth about how it had all started.



If I’d never met Jim, if he hadn’t shown me the power that came with it al, I might
never have turned into the monster | was.

It wasn't genetic...

My son would never be what | was. | had to believe that .

| wanted to assure her of this, but | couldn’t manage to form the words. They were
painful. Everyone hopes their children will turn into some better version of
themselves. It's why we search for ourselves in their tiny features when they’'re
newborns.

But to hope, like | had to, that they’d end up nothing like me, was unexpectedly
painful. | guess|’d never thought about it until that moment.

We were nearing the edge of the water, both of us searching the shoreline for the
kids. At first | didn’t see them, but eventually, | heard a nearly unfamiliar giggle.

Ainsley heard it at the same time and we turned abruptly, headed in the direction of
the sound. They were gathered together, the four of them—Julie sitting close to
Dylan on the ground at the base of atree while Maisy and Riley sat down from them
abit, each of them staring out at the choppy water.

“Where did you hear that?’ Dylan was asking, his face turned dlightly toward Julie,
tone skeptical.

We were closer now, though they still hadn’t noticed us.

“A lot of girls have been talking about it. I'm surprised you hadn’'t heard, Maisy. |
heard he sent one of the pictures to Nikki Schneider.”



“Pictures of what?’ Dylan asked.

Julie snorted, dragging atwig through the dirt at her feet. “Well...not hisface.”
Ainsley stopped short, placing a hand out to stop me as well. It felt wrong,
overhearing a conversation | was sure wasn't meant for us, but | couldn’t help being
intrigued. Who were they talking about ?

“Sick,” Riley said.

“I'll bet it'sal shriveled and nasty,” Dylan chimed in.

“He s not that old,” Julie argued.

“He s our parents’ age,” Dylan argued.

Ainsley and | exchanged a glance, not daring to move.

Who were they talking about?

“WEéll, if they have pictures, they should turn him in,” Maisy said, keeping her arms
wrapped around her legs.

“1 doubt it. Nikki was bragging about it. | got the impression she sent him a few
pictures herself. You really haven't heard anything? I’ ve heard Bailey Jones was one
of the girls he' s been sleeping with. Aren’'t you friends with her?’

Beside me, Ainsley sucked in a sharp breath. Bailey was eleven years old, the same
age as Maisy. Not old enough to be sleeping with anyone. And certainly not someone

my age.



A protective rage filled my stomach.

Someone needed to report this. | wanted to go forward, to demand they tell me what
they were talking about, but | feared if | did, | might never know the truth. Ainsley
seemed to be struggling with asimilar train of thought.

“Shut up! You have no idea what you’re talking about. Y ou shouldn’'t say stuff like
that when you obviously don’'t know anything,” Maisy said, the anger in her voice
pal pable. She stood abruptly, dusting her hands across the seat of her shorts.

“Don’t snap at her,” Dylan shouted back defensively.

“I"'m sorry. | wasjust saying what I’ d heard—"

“Well, what you' ve heard is shit— "

I’d never heard my daughter curse before, and that alone was a kick to the gut. Before
I’d had a chance to recover, Maisy had turned around and stopped short, staring at us
in horror.

“Mom? Dad?’

Ainsley met my eyes briefly as we both contemplated what we should say or how we
should move forward. It was as if the ground had crumbled beneath us. | could see it
on each and every one of our faces. In the end, it was my wife who navigated us
through. She dropped her armsin front of her, the basket dangling near her knees.

When she spoke, her voice was soft but shaken.

“Let'sgoinsidefor abit, Maisy. We... | think we should talk.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
AINSLEY
“Y ou're not in trouble, sweetheart. Y ou just need to tell usthe truth.”

“But | have told you the truth,” Maisy screamed, her cheeks red with frustration and
glistening with fresh tears.

“S0, you have no idea what Juli€e’s talking about? Bailey hasn’t mentioned anything
about it at al?’

“No,” she whined, swiping her hands across her eyes. “Please just stop! She doesn’t
know anything!”

“Okay.” | put my hands up, trying to calm her down. “Let’s just breathe.” | gestured
toward the bed and we sat down. Peter was likely lingering just outside the door, but |
knew if | had any shot of getting her to open up, talking to her alone wasiit.

She sat down slowly, her breathing erratic as she sobbed. “Okay, let's just start with
who Julie was talking about in the first place. Who was the man?’

Her face wrinkled. “It's all just a stupid rumor, Mom. Please don’t make me talk
about it. I’ sdisgusting! ”

“I'm sorry, but | can't just let it go. If it is a rumor, we'll figure out how to get it
stopped. I’'m not going to be mad at you, | just want to help Bailey.”



She sniffled, looking up at me. “What will happen to them?’

“Happen to who, baby?’

“Tothegirls...”

Something in the quiver of her voice had my insides squirming. “ So, it istrue, then?’
She placed her face in her palms. “I don’t know.”

“Well, what do you know?’

She was quiet.

“Do you know who Julie was talking about?’

Face till in her pams, she nodded.

“You can trust me. | only want to help.”

“1 don’t want anyone to get into trouble.” She broke down into sobs then and | pulled
her to my chest, smoothing her hair down against her temples as | had when she was
a small child. She was too young to be dealing with this. It broke my heart to even

broach the subject.

“l promise you, you won't get into trouble. Bailey either. None of your friends...
Y ou’ ve not done anything wrong. But you have to talk to me so | can fix this.”

She shook her head against my chest. “I really didn’t want to quit dance, Momma.”

The words chilled me to my core. “Wha—"



“It was Coach Chris.”

No.

My throat went dry, the hair on my arms standing on end. “What are you talking
about?”

The dance coach I'd trusted to teach our daughter over half of her life. The man
who' d taken the girls to dance competitions. The man who'd brought her home when
we had to work late or kept our daughter back for an extra session when she wasn't
nailing her routine.

“What did he do, Maisy?’ | said, praying Peter was standing outside the door and
hearing every word | was. If not, | might be convinced I’d misunderstood. “He was
the one sending those pictures?’

She pulled away, meeting my gaze with such wide-eyed innocence it broke my heart.
“Yes. To some of the girls on the team.”

“Did he send any to you?’

She shook her head, and relief broke through the concrete boulder in my chest.

“Did he...did he touch you? Did he hurt you?”’

“No,” she confirmed.

“But... He did do something to Bailey?’

Her head hung with aregretful nod.



“What did he do to Bailey?’

| hated myself for feeling relief that it was someone else’s child. “I don’t know when
it started. He was keeping her after practice and doing private sessions for a while.
Then it was nearly every day. Every practice. She didn’t tell us what was happening,
but then in health class we talked about...well, you know.”

| didn’t know. | wasn’t sureif | wanted to know. “Talked about what?’

“Diseases and stuff.” She wouldn’t meet my eyes. | was amost thankful for it.

“We didn't know about al of that... | mean, | knew yo u could get pregnant or
whatever, but... | guessit scared Bailey, and she told us.”

“She told you they’ d been having sex?’

“ And other stuff.”

| was going to be sick. | placed a hand to my stomach to keep from throwing up.
“And did you tell anyone? Any teachers or parents?’

“He told her no one would understand. She thinksthey'rein love.”

“Maisy, you know it's impossible for a child to love an adult in that way. He's
abusing her. What he's doing isillegal and completely wrong.” | looked away, tears
filling my eyes at how terrified she must be. She was just a child. They were al just

children. “Isthat why you left dance? Because of what he was doing to her?”

“Sort of.” She wrung her hands together in her lap.



“Sort of 7’

“Coach asked me to start staying late with him for practices last year. | stayed for
one, and he followed me into the locker room. He kept saying something about a tag
on my leotard and how he needed to help me get it off.”

| was going to pass out. | was sure of it.

“Did he?’

“No,” she said quickly. “It was after Bailey had told me what he did to her. | was
scared, and | told him you were waiting for me outside. After | told Bailey what
happened, she was angry with him. That was when she decided to drop out of dance.
| was too scared to tell you anything, so | stuck with it—"

“Oh, honey— "

“But then he started pulling me out of routines and criticizing me in front of
everyone. He moved me to the back of every formation. | just thought it was going to
keep getting worse.”

We were both crying then, and | pulled her into my chest. “You did the right thing.
Do you hear me?’ | cupped her face, drawing her away from me to meet her eyes.
“Thank you for telling me. I'm so sorry you had to deal with that, but | promise you
I’m going to handleit.”

“Mom, you can't tell anyone.” If possible, her face went even paler. “If everyone
knew what happened...well, you heard what Julie said about Bailey. The rumors are
everywhere. | don’'t want anyone talking about me. We dropped out of dance, we're
safe. Please just let it go. Please.”



“Maisy, | can’'t do that. You're safe, yes. But there are other girls out there who
aren’'t. Kids. Maybe girls who don’t have a parent to talk to. We have to report him.
Bailey’s parents should know what’ s happening. We need to get the police involved.
| have an obligation to report thisas aparent... You'real just children.”

“No.” She looked horrified. “No, you can’t! Please! You said | could trust you!”

“Y ou can trust me—"

“You said you wouldn't tell—"

“I never said that. Let’s just take a breath—"

She stood, her arms at her sides. “1 can't believe you. You lied to me. | should’ ve
never told you. Y ou're going to ruin my life.”

“Maisy, please—" | reached for her, but she was already storming away .

“I'll never tell you anything else if you do this,” she warned. “Bailey will never
forgive me. Everyone will hate me. | thought | could trust you!”

“Sweetheart, that's not true. No one will hate you. Please, wait. Let’s talk about
this—"

But it was no use. She' d swung open the door and stormed out, and | was left reeling
with everything I’d learned and had no clear path forward.

| remembered being Maisy’s age, remembered when everything felt like the end of
the world, but this was so much bigger than anything I’ d dealt with at this age.

| gripped my fistsin front of me, staring at the empty doorway.



We' d trusted him.

We' d counted on him, and he' d betrayed us.

| wanted to kill him.

To make sure he’' d never hurt anyone else.

| wanted to go back in time and kill him before he'd ever had the chance to step foot
into my daughter’slife.

A sickly feeling washed over me as | watched Peter appear in the doorway. | knew
from asingle glance that he' d heard everything.

He nodded at me slowly, his eyes bloodshot and wild.

“They’re children, Peter. | know you haven't made up your mind about what |
proposed, but...thisis a special circumstance. Y ou heard her, she'll never forgive us
if we tell. We have to handle this.” My body trembled with rage, my breathing
erratic. My vision tunneled as | struggled to focus on him. “I physically can’'t breathe
until he' staken care of. ”

His response came in the form of an exhale, as if he'd been waiting for me to say
exactly that. “Then we'll take care of him.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
PETER

R ather than staying at the lake house for the entire weekend like we'd intended, we
headed home Saturday night in decidedly less pleasant spirits than we'd arrived.

Maisy had been quiet for the rest of the day, audibly regretting ever telling Ainsley
the truth about her dance coach. Ainsey and | were attempting to convince her things
would be aright and stewing separately on what we'd learned as we tried to decide
our best course of action.

Whatever we decided, it would be less vicious than what | wanted to do to him. If I'd
been able to leave without getting caught, I’d have aready torn the man limb from
limb.

What kind of asick freak could do that to kids?

| wasn't missing the irony of the situation, for the record, but my victims were always
adults. I'm not claiming to be asaint, but | did, at least, have some sense of morality .

We drove down the driveway in silence, everyone seemingly lost in their own
thoughts. As the house came into view, | reached up, tapping the button to open the

garage and froze.

The light was on.



It had definitely been off when we left... Hadn't it?

We'd left in the middle of the day. There would' ve been no reason for it to be on.

| glanced at Aindey in the passenger seat, but she didn’t seem to have noticed, still
lost in her own world.

“Did we leave the garage light on?’

“Hm?’ she asked, still not really listening.

“Thelight...”

| parked the car in the garage and stepped out first, looking around defensively. The
shelf was till in place, nothing else appeared to be moved, but still, | found chills
lining the back of my neck. The kids slid out of the car next. | could smell the lake
water, sunscreen, bug spray, and sweat on them, even from where | was.

Dylan made it to the door, but | hurried forward, key outstretched. “Wait!” | tugged at
the handle, grateful to see it was still locked. Ainsley yawned behind me, oblivious to
my panic. When the doorknob turned, | stepped in front of Dylan, trying to squeeze
my way inside first. “Wait,” | warned again.

“What's the matter with you? You gotta take a dump or something?’ he teased,
stepping back and letting me through.

“Shh...” | whispered, turning back to face them. “Wait here.”

Now | had Aindey’s attention. She cocked her head to the side, sensing the
Seriousness in my expression.



“Get back in the car, kids.” Her tone carried weight, and none of them bothered to
argue.

“What's going on?’ Maisy asked just before | heard the car door shut. | was already
moving forward, opening the closet next to the garage door and grabbing an old lamp
I’d been meaning to throw away. | held it above my head as a weapon, preparing to
walk up the stairs with as much bravery as | could muster.

| heard footsteps approaching me from behind and turned around, shocked and
relieved to see Aingley there, following closaly. “What is it? Should | wait with the
Kids?’

| pressed my fingersto my lips, trying to listen.

She stayed till, keeping watch through the open door on the children waiting in the
car. | lost sight of her as | made it upstairs and rounded the corner, making my way
cautiously down the hall. | checked each of the bedrooms, the laundry room, and the
bathroom. | pulled back the shower curtain and the regular curtains, checking in
closets and under beds. In the living room, | checked behind the entertainment center
and under the table in the dining room.

To my relief, our house appeared empty and untouched. So, perhaps we had just left
the light on, after all.

The tension had just begun to leave my body as | returned to the garage, giving
Aindey awave with a puff of air from my lips. “False alarm. Everything’ sfine.”

“Are you sure? What happened?”

“l don’t know; it was probably silly. It'sjust... | don’t remember leaving the garage
light on, do you?’



She spun around, peering into the garage. “I don't remember it, no. Why? Do you
think someone’ s been here?’

| gave an embarrassed laugh. “No, | guess not. Like | said, it was silly. | just had a
bad feeling and overreacted.”

She watched me for an extra second. “Are you sure?’

“Y eah, the coast is clear.”

| watched as she backed away from me slowly, moving back toward the kids, and
motioned for them to get out of the car.

“What was that about?’ Riley asked, obviously shaken.

“It’s nothing, sweetie. Your dad was worried someone might have tried to break in
because the light was on. But he' s checked it out now and we're safe.”

“You thought someone was inside our house?’ Maisy gasped, her voice filled with
horror.

“Bit of an overreaction. Everything'sfine.”

“Areyou sure?’ Even Dylan seemed hesitant to go in.

“Promise, bud.” | patted his head. “Help your mom and me with the bags.”

With that, we loaded up the luggage and carried it inside. Once everyone had set off

on their own, | ventured back to the garage. It was probably nothing, but | had to
check, just to be sure.



| shut the door behind me and crossed the garage toward the wall. With a quick check
over my shoulder to make sure | wasn't being watched, | nudged the shelf out of the
way and began to press the bricks in, waiting for the wall to open .

Once it had, | stepped inside, my breathing catching in my throat. The body had
begun to decay, its rancid smell filling the room. | needed to move it to the freezer,
though 1’d been warned not to touch it. But now, | wasn't sure that would even be
possible.

In fact, it seemed impossible | would ever locate the freezer again. The room was
filled with boxes I'd never seen before. As if a moving truck had hauled in a whole
home' s worth of packages and dropped them in every nook and cranny it could find. |
could hardly step inside, only a very narrow path through the center of the room still
available.

“What the hell?’” | muttered under my breath.

| stepped forward, no longer caring about our agreement, since he obviously didn’t
care, either. | tore open the first box, spying the stacks of passports, ID cards, and
social security cards.

Fakes, | assumed.

All of them.

| pieced through them, shaking my head before dropping the box and tearing open the
next one. It contained more of the same.

What the hell?

| had no idea what sort of things Jm was into, but | knew they likely weren’t good.



Still, this came as a shock.
| suspected he'd crossed further lines since we were in college—that he was dealing
harder drugs, involving himself with more dangerous men, and probably hurting alot

more people. But keegping him close to me had always kept me protected .

We weren’t friends anymore, but | sent him a good amount of work. We'd been
cordial. Pleasant.

He stayed in hisworld and | stayed in mine.

As long as that remained the unspoken agreement, | was fine with it. But this...this
was crossing aline | didn’t even know | had.

The next box was filled with three briefcases, all locked. | could hazard a guess that
they contained weapons of some sort. The next was filled with vials of a clear liquid.
| dropped them back into their boxes, backing out of the room, my stomach roiling.
What had he done?

What was he thinking?

This couldn’t happen. Once out of the room, | shut the wall, then | stepped out of the
garage and pulled out my phone, dialing his number. | had no idea what | was going
to say to him, only that | needed to put an end to this now.

“Yeah?’ he answered, his mouth full of food.

“What the hell, Jim?’

“Well, hello to you too, sunshine.”



“What have you done? Why is my room full of even more of your boxes? | never
gave you permission to—"

He inhaled, swallowing hisfood loudly. “Y ou lied to me, Greenburg.”

“What are you talking about?’

“You lied to me and said you' d have people over this weekend. And you didn’t.”

“Why did you come here? You were trespassing! Y ou had no right to come onto my
property. This has gone far enough. ”

He chuckled, sending my blood pressure through the roof. My vision was beginning
to tunnel, my head throbbing.

“Do you think thisis funny?’

“No. | don't, actually. | don’t think it's funny that you lied when you know how
much ison theline.”

“What exactly are you going to do? You're going to turn me in? Really? After
everything we've been through? After you've done so much worse shit and for so
much longer. What afuckin’ hypocrite,” | spat, pacing the ground.

“Who says I’'m going to rat you out? | ain’t no snitch, Greenburg. Y ou oughta know
that.”

“So what do you want, then? | can’'t have this stuff here, man. | need that space. My
wife and kids are here.” | glanced over my shoulder at the thought of them, pleased to
see | was still alone. “You can't bring anything else here, and you can’t leave all of
this. It has to go. Whatever else it is you want—money, better projects at work,



whatever—we' Il work it out.”

“Whatever | want, hm?’ he asked, sucking his teeth.

“Nameit.”

“1t’s funny you say that because | actually have been thinking about something else |
want.” A knot formed in my stomach as | waited for the bomb to drop.

“Ever since | saw that wife of yours—" He groaned. “ Uh-huh! | ain’t been able to
take my mind off of her.”

“You' d better think long and hard about what you’ re going to say.”

“Oh, | have,” he said, his voice a low growl. “Long and hard.” He drew out the
words, and | felt my free hand clamp into a fist involuntarily. | imagined it was his
throat.

“Forget it.”

“You haven't even heard my proposition yet.”

“1"ve heard enough.”

“Y ou never know, it could be a good deal.”

“She’s my wife, you sick fuck. The mother of my kids. If you think for one minute
I’m going to—"

“1 just want one night with her. One night, and this al goes away.”



“No way. Not gonna happen.”

“Suit yourself,” he said, taking a drink of something and swallowing loudly. “But
those are the terms. One night with your wife—no rules—and everything goes away.
The room could be cleared out tomorrow.”

| nearly dropped the phone; my hands were shaking so hard. The rage was boiling
over, my stomach clenching with his every word. “You will never touch her, do you
hear me? Not aslong as I’'m still breathing. If you so much as come near her, | swear
to God, I'll—"

“You'll what, Greenburg?’ He chuckled to himself. “Where's your sense of fun? It
could be like the old days.”

“1 don’t seem to recall things working out too well for the women in our old days.”

“Nah, now, this wouldn’t be that. I'd bring her back to you alive and well... If not a
little sore.”

“Fuck you—"

He laughed, cutting me off. “ Suit yourself, but take some time to think about it, okay?
You have twenty-four hours to decide. If | don't hear from you, I’'ll have another
shipment being delivered next weekend. I'll be around, unloading and loading stuff
when | need to. Might have to send a few of my guys in when | get a bigger
shipment. This one was a bitch to do myself. You can |leave the door open if you
want, but...well, you know, we can find our way in if we need to. Perks of building
the room, | guess.”

“You'recrazy if you think—"



“Twenty-four hours.”

The call ended, and my chest swelled with outright horror.

Now what was | supposed to do? There was no way | was going to let him have any
amount of time with Aingley, not that she'd agree to it anyway. And | couldn’t have
him and his guys —whatever the hell that meant—showing up to my house whenever
they wanted to when my kids were home.

| already had one murder to plan; | desperately didn’t need another.

But here | was, with my hands tied.

There was no choice, redlly.

And now, | had aticking clock on top of it all.

Twenty-four hours.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

AINSLEY

O ne problem at atime.

We could only solve one problem at atime.

Peter had taken Dylan to meet Julie, Riley was out for the day with a few of his
friends, and Jennessa and her mother had come to pick up Maisy first thing that
morning.

| tried not to take it personally that we'd only been home from our family bonding
trip for twelve hours—most of those sleeping hours—when each of my children
chose to bolt.

| needed to talk to Maisy further. | felt awful letting her leave, but in truth, | was
grateful for the quiet to let myself process and decide how we were going to move
forward.

WEell, that’ s not entirely true. | knew how we were going to proceed.

Peter and | were going to kill him.

Period.

The sooner he took hislast breath, the better .



But would we make him confess first? Would we ask for the names of al of his
victims? Would it be random? Would he know why he was going to die?

Most importantly, how were we going to do it without getting caught?

| was having flashbacks of the experience with Stefan—blood and evidence, panic
and fear, cops and knocks on doors, long, sleepless nights...

| didn’t want to relive that, but this time would be different.

Then, I’d needed to keep Peter in the dark about why Stefan had to die. | needed him
to see that we could rely on each other. | wanted him to finally come clean to me
about everything—all his secrets—in order to save us.

When he hadn’t, I’ d finally had to confront him.

This time, everything was on the table. | knew Peter could get rid of the body, just
like he had before.

| knew he could clean it up.

| knew we had a place to hide it until that time.

What | didn’t know was how both of us would hide our disappearance for any stretch
of time, all while constructing some sort of alibi in case the police came around.

| wondered about the first time Peter killed someone.

Had he had these same fears?

| wanted him to trust that | was on board completely. | wanted him to trust me. That



meant hiding my fears, my questions, and trusting that he could lead us through it.

Just last night, he’ d suggested that maybe | should let him handle everything.

That couldn’t happen .

| was too invested. | needed to watch him die. | needed to see his pain after what he’'d
done to Maisy and her friends.

| shuddered to think it could be so much worse.

No, | had to prove it to Peter—and to myself—that | could handle it. All of it. This
felt like my initiation. If | could passthe test, he'd finally let me all the way in.

Luckily, I’d always been afan of tests and challenges. | could do this.

A knock on the door drew me out of my thoughts, and | glanced at the clock. It was
just after eleven.

Peter should've still been dropping Dylan off. | didn't expect him to be back home
for the next hour.

| drained the last of the tea from my mug and stood from the table, making my way
into the living room. | moved the curtain aside, peeking out the glass, and staring at
the familiar face.

“Hello?’ | asked as | opened the door. The man Peter had been talking to in the
driveway just a few nights earlier stood in front of me. He was tall and blond, with a
charming smile despite a single, silver tooth, and piercing eyes that shot straight
through you. He was more handsome than Peter in the traditional sense—though 1'd
never admit that to him—>but something felt cool about this stranger. Asif something



was missing inside of him.

A corner of his mouth upturned, and | spotted the rest of his nearly perfect white
teeth. He shoved a hand inside his pocket, looking past me and into the house. “You
must be the missus.”

| gripped the door. “I’m...Ainsley. You're Peter’ s friend, aren’t you? From work?”

“That’s me. Only, we go way back. I’'m Jim.”

| held out a hand, ignoring the shiver of panic that shot through me. “Nice to meet
you. Officially.”

“The pleasure’'s al mine.” He sandwiched my hand between both of his, his skin
lingering on mine for too long. Something lit up in his eyes, and | pulled back with a
wave of apprehension gnawing at my insides. | held on to the door tighter. “Well,

Peter’ s not home right now. He should be back soon.”

He chuckled, his eyes lifeless and cold. “It’'ll be awhile, I'd say. He's on his way to
my place. About an hour outta town.”

Was that true? Peter hadn’t mentioned going anywhere but to Juli€’' s house.

“Oh,” | squeaked out. “Well, | was right in the middle of something. Maybe you
could come back when he's home...” | started to shut the door, but he shoved his
boot inside, stopping me abruptly.

“Actualy, I'm hereto seeyou. ”

“Me?’ | rested a hand on my chest.



“Yes, maam.” He glanced behind him. “Mind if | come inside?’

My pulse quickened, beating erratically at the deep timbre of hisvoice. “Um...”

His boot was till forcing the door open with no sign of relenting. If | fought him,
he' d force hisway inside anyway. | stepped back, trying to appear gracious.

“Okay, sure. Excuse the mess. We're just getting back from atrip.”

“Looks like you got a little bit of atan,” he said, his eyes lingering on my shoulder,
then trailing down the neckline of my tank top and over my legs.

| covered my shoulder instinctually, looking away as | moved to shut the door,
turning my back to him. “Yeah, maybe.” | felt him step forward, so close to me |
could feel his body heat.

| spun around, inching backward until | could move no farther. | felt like an ant he
was waiting to sguash. “S-so, what can | do for you?' | asked, dliding out from
between him and the door, not daring to turn my back to him again.

“Well, | have afew ideas.”

Cold fear pounded in my ears.

“Peter really should be here any time...” | warned, praying it was true.

“We' ve got time.”

“Timefor what?’ | played innocent, continuing to make my way toward the kitchen.

“Peter and | have an agreement.”



“W-what kind of agreement?’ My body trembled with fear, and | tried not to let him
seeit, crossing my armsto hide my fists.

“Come here and let me show you.” His eyes trailed down the length of my body
again, more aggressively thistime.

| took two more steps backward, shaking my head. “I’'m sorry, | think maybe you
have the wrong idea.”

His grin never wavered, though somehow it seemed as if his eyes darkened. “I don’t
have the wrong idea at all, sweetheart. I’ ve seen the way you look at me. ”

Near enough to the kitchen, | turned and bolted, running away from him with as
much speed as | could muster. Seeing me run made it fun for him, | could hear that in
the erratic, excited way he was breathing. He hurried after me, entering the kitchen
just seconds after | had.

But it was seconds too late.

He stepped onto the plastic drop cloth I'd laid out, realizing what was happening just
as he did so.

He glanced down at the crunch under his feet, then back up just as | pulled the knife
from the pocket of my pants. | lunged forward, swinging it with a single, swift
motion. It sliced his throat, blood spurting onto the drop cloth I'd carefully coated the
room in, the pieces I’ d taped to the cabinets and refrigerator.

His hand went to his neck, fingers suddenly stained crimson as he attempted to stanch
the bleeding.

“You... bitch ...” He sputtered, his voice garbled as he fell to the floor.



| stood over him, knife in hand and at the ready, but | knew | wouldn’t need to use it
again. One dlice, to the exact right spot, was all it took. 1'd gotten lucky, but it had
worked.

He was on the ground now, writhing in pain and fear. | relished the panic on his face,
panic like | knew he'd enjoyed seeing on my own. Even if it was al an act.

“That’'s right,” | whispered, lowering myself down closer to him. “This... bitch. ”
Then, just for good measure, | lifted the knife one last time and plunged it into his

neck, next to the already open wound .

| waited and | watched, remembering what Peter had said about killing people.
Finally, | saw the appeal.

It was empowering.

Magical.

For once, | was the whole damn world.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
PETER

B y the time | got back to my house from Jm’s, | was al pent up. I’d spent most of
last night and all of this morning preparing to murder one of my longtime friends.

I’d loaded up my tools in the car—a knife, a tarp, the cleaning supplies—and I'd
driven the hour and a half to his place.

Upon arrival, I'd realized he wasn't there.

Did he expect me to show up and try something? Maybe.

But some part of me had to believe he' d never expect me to try something so bold.
So, now, I'd built myself up for the murder—so excited | could practically hear his
last breaths, feel the blood specks on my skin—only to be completely let down when
it didn’t happen.

It was the emotional equivalent of blue balls.

As | neared the house, | spied Ainsley waiting on the porch swing, amug of teain her
hands. | loved seeing her that way. So calm. So peaceful. Oblivious, even.

If only she knew what | was going through to protect her.



| climbed from the car and made my way up the porch to join her.

“Whatcha thinking about?”

She'd changed clothes from when 1’d seen her last, and up close | noticed red flecks
in her auburn hair. Had she been painting?

“Where were you?’ she asked, her eyes darting to meet mine.

“Sorry it took so long. | stopped by the store to ook for that coffee creamer | like, but
they were out. | went to half a dozen places and no one had it.”

She nodded stiffly, standing and walking past me.

“Headed inside?”

“Yeah.” She pushed the door open behind her, letting me grab hold of it to follow her
in. “I should warn you, it’skind of amessin here.”

“What do you—" Before | could finish the question, | stepped through the door into
the house and every nervein my body lit up. | smelled the rusty iron scent of blood.

A lot of blood.

“Ainsley?’

She ignored me, moving through the living room as if she didn't smell a thing.
Suddenly, | thought back to the specks of red in her hair. “Aingley?’

No. It wasn't possible.



| didn’'t have time to process my suspicions. Seconds later, | was in the kitchen and
they were confirmed. In the center of the floor, a body lay wrapped in clear, plastic
cloth. Surprisingly, the room was otherwise clean.

| stared at my wife, then at the body.

It wasn't possible.

It had to be ajoke.

She wasn't capable of this.

“What happened?’

“Your friend came by.” Her arms were wrapped around herself, the mug of tea still
gripped in one hand.

“Friend?’” Jm. My stomach knotted. “What happened? Did he...did he hurt you?’

At that, she snorted, her brows raising in amusement. “He tried. | stopped him, no
thanks to you.”

“l don’t understand... He wasn't supposed to be here.”

“Did you honestly think he would just be waiting at home for you to come by?
Serioudly, Peter? Use your head.”

“1—" How did she know I’ d gone to his house? How did she know anything? “l don't
understand.”

She snapped her fingers, as if she'd just thought of something. “I’ll tell you what |



don’'t understand. | don’t understand why you wouldn’t just tell me what was going
on. Why didn’'t you tell me what he wanted, Peter? It would’ve saved us all alot of
trouble.”

“How do you know what he wanted?’ | demanded, still completely lost.

“Do you honestly think | haven't learned to listen in on your calls by now?’

What the hell? “Listen in? What do you mean? Do you have my phone bugged? Or
the house? Or—"

“It doesn’t really matter. What mattersisthat | shouldn’t have to do it. Y ou should be
honest with me so it’s not necessary. But you’ ve proven time and time again that it is
necessary. If you'd told me what was going on, we could’'ve set him up. Had him
come here and killed him together. Like ateam. Like the team that you claim we are.
Instead, you decided to try to take matters into your own hands with some stupid plan
that was never going to work, and | had to handle this.” She gestured toward the body
with asigh.

“What did you do, Ainsley?’ | couldn’t decide whether to be horrified or impressed.

She rambled off what she’d done as if it were a grocery list. “I texted him after you
fell aslegp and told him to come here. Told him the deal was on. Then, after you left,
| set up the room and waited. When he got here, | pretended to try to run, led him in
here, and stabbed him.”

“Wh- what? Y ou should’ ve told me what you were planning! | would’ ve helped you.
Y ou have no idea how dangerous heis! He could’ ve hurt you.”

“Yeah, no kidding, but it's you who should’ ve told me! And thank God | did have an
iIdea how dangerous he was. Otherwise, | would’' ve been left alone without a plan at



al when he arrived.”

“You're right,” | admitted, nodding my head. “You’'re right. | should've told you. |
just know how much you're dealing with right now with Maisy and the coach
and...everything else. | was trying to take something off your plate and handle it
myself.”

“When will you realize | don’'t need to be protected? | just need to be on your team.”
She huffed a breath, setting her tea on the counter. “God, Peter, that’s al | want. Why
won't you let me in? What else do | have to do to prove to you that we're in this
together?’

| stared down at the body between us, our biggest problem solved. She was right.
She’d done enough—more than enough—to prove we were in this together. The
gravity of the situation slammed into my chest. | could've lost her. She'd saved us.
No thanks to me, she'd saved us.

“Nothing. I'm sorry. God, I’'m sorry. You're...you're amazing, Ains. I'm so glad
you're okay.” | pulled her to me, kissing her. Suddenly, a passion of a new sort
ignited in me. “You redly did this?’ | asked, pulling us apart and resting her forehead

on mine.

“Mhm.” She grinned wickedly. She’d enjoyed it. | could see that in her expression.
My little killer.

“1 want to hear every detail.”

“Whatever you say.” She kissed me again. “But let’s take care of thisfirst,” she said,
nodding toward the body. “We'll do it together.”

“Good thinking.” At least, one of us was thinking. All | could think of was her. “I’ll



get hishead, you get hisfeet. Let’stake him out back. I’ll show you whereto go.”

At least for this part, she still needed me. Thiswas where | excelled.

Without hesitation, we jumped into action, gripping his body in the tarp and dragging
him down the hall. She'd wrapped the corners in duct tape, and | could see the blood
pooling underneath the foggy plastic.

There was so much blood. It must’ ve been ahead injury.

Or an artery.

But which ?

| wanted to know everything, but she was focused.

Onething at atime.

| kicked the back door open and we dragged him across the yard, completely hidden
by the solace of our trees. We pulled the body past the garden and the fruit treeswe'd
planted when the kids were young.

When we' d reached the tree line, we were both panting and out of breath.

| couldn’t believe this was happening.

It was like afever dream.

For so long, I'd brought bodies to the woods alone, buried them alone, reveled in

these moments alone. | thought bringing Ainsley into the process would take some of
the enjoyment out of it for me, but as | stared at her, panting and sweaty, flecks of



blood in her hair and eyelashes, knowing what she'd done... | could only wonder
why | hadn’t brought her into my world sooner.

There were two versions of myself. The version | showed the world: the father, the
architect, the husband, the friend. Then there was the version that existed underneath
al of that, the one only my victims, Jim, and now my wife knew: animalistic,

vengeful, insatiable.

Seeing her come into that world, come to know that version, had once repulsed me.
Terrified me.

Now | couldn’t think of anything more natural.

Of course she should know me in this state.

The protector.

Theanimal.

Stripped down to my basic, primal needs.

Her being one of them .

Maybe this was the solution to my desires, after all. Maybe she was right.

She swiped her hand across her forehead. “Where to?’

She needed me here. She was helpless for the next part. She couldn’t dig the graves,
couldn’t bury the bodies.

She needed me.



She needed me.

She needed me.

“Peter,” she said, her tone pointed, and | snapped out of my thoughts.

“Sorry. Thisway.” | jutted my head to our left and led her down the small path and
past the gully. We went down one side and up the other, stopping occasionaly to

catch our breath.

“How much farther?’ she asked when we stopped the final time between two large
oak trees.

“It'shere,” | told her, wiping sweat from my upper lip.

“Here?’ Her eyes widened, staring at the ground below her. She was standing just
above the bodies I'd buried, though you couldn’t tell at a glance. I’d been careful,
meticulous about their placement, making sure to keep the ground as undisturbed as
possible.

| came back occasionally, even when | didn’t need to, just to check on them.

They were my trophies.

The pairs of underwear were one thing, but the bodies, those were the true prizes.

My victims were the only ones who knew what | was capable of .

At least, until now.

“I’ll go get a shovel from the garage,” she said, turning and rushing back toward the



house. | nodded, then bent down, pulling back abit of the tarp to ook at his face.

Even through the plastic, | could see the dark, black line running across his neck. |
grinned.

It wasn't amethod | would’ ve chosen, but it worked.

It got the job done.

| replaced the tarp, covering hisface again.

Jim didn't deserve to be buried with my victims—he wasn't special enough. He'd
tried to harm Ainsley. But | owed him thanks for introducing me to the darkest, most

satisfying parts of myself. For that, he would be buried with respect, abeit separately.

After several minutes had passed, Ainsley returned with two shovels and we set to
work, digging carefully closest to the oak tree on the | eft.

“Are the others close by?’ she asked cautiously.

“Close, yeah.” | wanted to tell her everything, but | couldn’t. Something inside of me
prevented it, as much as | loved this. That was before, this was now. She could know
everything going forward, but those memories were just mine.

| needed to retain control of them.

To my relief, she continued digging without asking anything else.

It was grueling work, especially in the summer heat, but it would all be worth it. |

measured the hole with the length of my shovel. Once it was large enough to fit the
entire thing, | tossed the shovel aside.



“Okay, dide him to me slowly,” | instructed, easing down inside the grave. She
leaned forward, pushing his body forward, her breasts pressing against the top of her
tank top. | shook my head, trying to focus. It was a struggle, though. This was a
whole new level of excitement for me. The two things | loved most in the world
combined into one moment. One fleeting, intense, powerful moment that would be
over al too soon.

Once the body was inside the grave, we shoveled the dirt on top of him. We started
slowly, making sure we'd covered every inch of him, then began to push the dirt in
quicker.

Goodbye, old friend.

If someone had told me years ago that our friendship, the one that started the day |
moved into my dorm room all those years ago, would end with him being buried in
my backyard, | never would' ve believed it.

But this was how it had to happen. He' d gotten in over his head, pushed us too far.
That was the problem with Jm—he didn’t know how to take no for an answer. He
always wanted something more.

With the last of the dirt shoveled over top of him, | stepped onto the grave, stamping
it down. | held out a hand for Ainsley and she joined me, stepping onto fresh dirt
cautioudly.

“Help me even it out.”

Once the earth was flattened as much as possible, she stepped off the grave, swiping
the back of her hand across her forehead and reaching for the shovel.

“We really should’ ve brought water out here. It’s scorching.”



| couldn’t listen, couldn’t respond. The version of myself she had yet to meet was still
here, still in control. | grabbed her arm, my grip too tight, and she turned her head to
look at me.

“What are you—"

| cupped her face, pressing our lips together and forcing her backward until we
smacked into the tree. She whimpered, but | didn’t care.

Couldn't.

Pain was necessary sometimes.

Our kisses were hot and feverish, moans of pure ecstasy escaping our throats as |
pulled her shirt over her head, breaking apart for merely a second.

God, she was beautiful.

| gripped her hands together, holding them above her head against the tree. | trailed
passionate kisses across her collarbone, tasting the saltiness of her skin.

| lifted my face to hers, rubbing the stubble on my chin across her cheek as | moved
toward her ear. “Tell me what you did to him.”

Her eyes widened with shock, then narrowed as she tried to pull away from me. We
locked eyes, achalengein mine. “Tell me.”

Dark heat filled her expression. “1 killed him.”

| lowered my mouth to her breast, biting at a bit of her flesh. She jolted. “Tell me

how.



| closed my mouth over her breast, tempting and teasing her. She moaned, her eyes
closed with pleasure, mouth dropped open. When she didn’t say anything, | stopped
and released her hands, pulling her face to look at me with force. “Tell. Me. How.” |
dipped my hand inside her pants, my fingers between her legs as she twisted and
writhed against me. | pressed my forehead to hers, her breath on my lips. Shetried to
kiss me, but | held back. “ Tell. Me. How.” | removed my hand from between her
legs, refusing to do anything else until she’d answered me. “Ainsey, now. Tell me!”

“With...with aknife.” She panted. “Please, Peter...”

“Good girl.” | rewarded her, slipping my fingers back in place. “Did he beg you to
stop?’

She bit her bottom lip, shaking her head.

“No? Say it. Tell me.”

“No.” Her voice was breathless. | removed my hand, much to her disapproval. “Don’t
stop...”

Heat shot through me like lightning as | pulled away from her and dlid her pants
down her legs, each inch of skin exposed met with a kiss. | tossed them across the
woods, far from us. | wanted to see al of her.

It was what Jm had wanted.

What everyone wanted when they saw her.

But she was only mine.

Forever.



| kneeled in front of her, taking in the sight of her innocent eyes watching me.
Waiting. Wondering what | was going to do. “Did he know it was coming?’

“No,” she said, gripping my hair with both hands, trying to force me toward her. |
stayed strong.

| was stronger than her, and | wanted to remind her of that. | let her continue to try,
though, hardly wavering in place, even with the pain as she pulled my hair harder. |
could feel nothing but desire at that moment.

Nothing but want.

“No?’

“1 caught him by surprise,” she said breathlessly .

“How did he look? After you'd done it?’ | asked, grabbing her hands from the top of
my head and pushing them against the tree. “ Scared?’

“Terrified.” She bit her lip again, and | leaned forward, giving in and pressing my
mouth exactly where she wanted it. To the place that belonged only to me.

She cried out and | stood, unable to control myself any longer. | grabbed her,
spinning her around and shoving her body into the tree. She was shaking, pressing up
on her toes as | unhooked my pants and entered her from behind, white-hot pleasure
ricocheting through me.

She cried out again, and | covered her mouth with my hand, wanting her quieter and
louder at the same time. | pressed my face to her hair, breathing in her scent as we
moved together, perfectly in sync.



It was funny.

Once, 1'd thought | could only feel this way when ending alife, but here it was with
her...that inexplicable feeling I’d spent my life chasing. | couldn’'t put my finger on
exactly what it was.

| felt...

Free.

Awake.

Alive.

Y es, maybe that wasiit.

I’d never... Never felt so dlive.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
AINSLEY

| t was as if a switch had flipped in my husband. Similar to how things had changed
between us after Stefan, suddenly we were better.

The honeymoon stage had reappeared; the light was back in his eyes.

This time, though, there was a hunger, a darkness to him | hadn’'t seen before. The
power | felt at ending Jm’s life was nothing compared to the power | saw in his
expression when he looked at me.

| couldn’t help feeling like | was someone else entirely to him now.

| wanted to hold on to that.

For so long, I’d struggled to get him to look at me the way he was looking at me now.
I’d caught glimpses of it before, but this was afull, unobstructed view.

| wanted to capture it, bottle it, whatever it took to make sure it remained mine
forever.

Peter had told me once that after you' d ended your first life, each one got easier .

| understood that with Stefan, and then Jim.



The shock wore off quicker, replaced by magnetic intensity.

The next day, as | left the house, | felt the pull. Already, | wanted to do it again.

How did Peter manage to control himself?

| was starting to wonder if | ever would again.

Or if | even wanted to.

Last night, we'd cleaned up what little mess there was, bleached our clothes, and
loaded the boxes up into the back of Jim’'s truck. We'd taken the body Jim had left
with us and buried her far from the other victims. | was sore and exhausted, but 1'd
hardly dept at al. It was invigorating. | could keep going—Iliving on this high
forever. My body was on fire with electricity like I’d never felt before. | wanted to sit
with it, to absorb it and let it linger, but | had to return to my life. | knew that. If this
was ever going to work, | had to keep up pretenses.

So, we'd come up with a plan. Peter had hidden Jm's truck at the edge of our
property before the kids got home so they wouldn't notice it. This morning, he'd left
before they were up to take the boxes to the landfill, then | was supposed to meet him

near a hiking trail without much traffic and we'd leave Jim’s truck there.

I’ d been worried about who might come looking for him, but Peter assured me no one
was going to look for Jim Slater.

He was aloner.

A rapist.

A felon.



A murderer .

An all-around bad guy.

The world was a better place without him. Thanks to me.

I’d told my team | had a few errands to run—which was technically true—and I'd be
afew hours late to work. As | drove the streets on my way to find Peter, a bit of doubt
began to creep in. | tried not to let it get to me, not to stress over what might come
next.

There were things | couldn’t control, and that was okay. I’d learn to live with it.
Things were good now.

I’ d protected Peter from his enemy. Protected our family. Protected the world.

| am the whole damn world.

| repeated the mantra over and over in my head. It made me feel powerful. More
powerful than I'd ever felt.

| understood the hype.

The addiction.

The excitement.

For thefirst timein my life, | felt like | understood my husband completely.

Five minutes earlier than we'd planned, | lowed the car next to the place where we



were supposed to meet. He wasn't there yet, but he was coming. We had more work
to do, and we weren’'t wasting any time.

Next up was Coach Chris and, if it was possible, | was even more excited about
killing him.

It wasn't smart to murder them so close together, but we both agreed this was a
special circumstance. We couldn’t let him go on living. Couldn’t chance him hurting
someone else.

| thought about Bailey, the young girl who'd grown up with Maisy. Who'd spent the
night at our house countless times. Who'd worn matching clothes with Maisy when
they were younger. Whose voice | could still hear blaring through the walls on the old
karaoke machine Maisy had been gifted for Christmas when they were seven.

We'd agreed turning him in would only hurt Maisy worse. Perhaps cost her a
cherished friendship.

So, if we couldn’t go to the police, murder was our only option.

Or...maybe that’s just what we wanted to believe. Either way, it was what would be
done.

| spied Jim’s truck headed in my direction, slowing down as it neared me. Peter wore
Jm’s ball cap, and when he got close, he lifted it dlightly, flashing a boy-like grin at
me and pulling down the path and into the woods until the truck was hidden from
passing cars.

“Did you have any trouble?’ | asked, coming to join him as he wiped down the inside
of the truck and the door handles.



“Nothing | couldn’t handle.
“You paid in cash, right?’
“Yw.”

“Good.”

| must’ve sounded nervous because he looked at me over his shoulder, nodding
slowly. “We're fine. Trust me, no one's going to be looking for him. I've told the
partners he's pulling al his contracts. We're replacing him at work. None of his
employees will be shocked. And there's no one else. His parents cut him off years
ago, he hasno friends... We'refine.”

| nodded, swallowing hard. “I know.”

The roles had reversed so much from the last time, when it had been me reassuring
him. Once the truck had been wiped down, we crossed the woods back to our car.

“To the studio?”’

| nodded as we buckled in. “It's a few hours before practices will start, so he should
be there alone.”

“And if he' s not?”’

“We'll figure that out if it comestoit.” | gripped the steering wheel tightly, reversing
out of the parking spot and turning our car in the direction we were headed.

“How did the kids seem? Were they awake before you left?”’



“Dylan and Riley are fine. | mean, normal, but fine. Maisy still isn't really talking to
me.”

“She’'ll come around.”

“1 don’t know, Peter. | really butchered this,” | said, shaking my head.

“What are you talking about?’

“She needed me to be there for her, to say the right thing, and | just...didn’t. | was
rambling about turning himin and | wasn’t listening to her. To what she needed.”

“You were shocked.” He reached for my hand, and | gave it to him, though it did
little to reassure me.

“That’ s no excuse.”

“You did al you could. You listened to her—"

“Yeah, and that’s all | should ve done. For all we know, she'll never tell me anything
again.

“That’s not true. ”
“Y ou don’t know that—"
“1 do,” he said firmly. “Ains, you love her. She knows that.”

“But isthat enough? When | just keep failing her?’

“You're not failing her. She'll never know that you did this, of course, but you'll



know. Y ou're protecting her now. Just like you always have. She'll see that someday.
No, maybe you didn’'t do exactly what you hoped in that moment, but what you said
was what any other parent would’ ve said. It'swhat | would’ve said.”

Somehow, that did little to make me feel better.

“Anyway, let’sjust focus, okay? Should we go over the plan one more time?’

We did—rehearsing and rerunning the plan over and over as we made our way
toward the tiny dance studio at the edge of town. To my relief, only one car was there
when we arrived. The forest green hatchback was parked on the far side of the lot,
leaving room for the parents who would arrive this evening.

“You ready?’ he asked, eyeing me from the passenger seat.

| pushed open the door and stepped out. “As|’ll ever be.”

“Be careful .”

| shut the door, leaving him waiting in the car, and closed my hands into fists,
breathing deeply as | counted my steps on the way to the door.

Cam down.

Cam down.

Cam down.

| tugged at the shirt | was wearing, lowering my neckline and praying it would work

in my favor. No amount of preparation could’ ve made this easier. Not when there
were so many variables. It was easier at home, but this couldn’t be done at home.



It just couldn’t. There was no way to get the coach to our house without seeming
SuSpiCious.

| wore a ball cap, though there were no cameras in the studio. It had never seemed
odd to me before, though now | had to suspect Coach being cheap wasn't the only
reason for that.

| opened the glass door, the bell above it chiming to announce my presence, and
listened for his footsteps. His office was just down the hall and to the |l eft.

| moved slowly, heading down the dark corridor and toward the door I'd entered so
many times before—to pay tuition or purchase the newest costume.

Once I’d reached it, | placed my hand on the small silver handle and pulled without
warning, easing my head inside.

Coach was at his desk, his brow furrowed as he stared intently at something on the
computer. When he saw me, he glanced up, then did a double take. “Ainsley? Hey,
whoa. | didn’'t hear you comein.” He checked his watch. “Was | expecting you?’
Clearing histhroat, he closed out of whatever was on his screen, then stood.

“No,” | said softly. “Sorry to interrupt. Is this a bad time?’

“Not at all.” He gestured toward the chairs in front of his desk. “Come on in. It's
great to seeyou.”

My smile felt more like a grimace, but | knew it would look dazzling to him. That
was my superpower, after all, and the reason I’ d been the one to come inside. | could
hide my emotions—my rage—Ilike Peter never could.



“So, this is kind of embarrassing, but I'm actually here because | just discovered
Maisy had dropped dance.”

His resolve disappeared for a haf second, but like a pro himself, he managed to
disguise it. He blinked rapidly, clearing his throat again. “Um, you did?’ His nervous
laugh grated my nerves. “Yeah, she dropped...last season, | guess. | assumed you
knew?’

“l didn’t,” | said, clasping my hands in my lap. | dug my nails into my palms, trying
to remain still when all 1 wanted to do was lunge across the desk and claw his
eyeballs out with my bare hands. “Did she tell you why she dropped out? She's
always loved dancing so much. It’ s quite a shock to us, as you can imagine.”

The color drained from his face. “I, well, yeah... It was a shock to me, too. She was
one of my stars. But | had to respect her choice. She didn’t really give me an answer.
| can try to talk to her, if you want.”

“No,” | said too quickly, then repeated it in a soft, low croon. “ No. I'll take care of
that. You're so busy, | mean.” | batted my eyelashes at him, leaning forward and
sticking out my chest, though he hardly seemed to notice. In fact, he scooted back in
his chair, farther away from me. Perhaps | was too old for histastes.

“Well, I'd love to have her back here. We miss her.”

“She mentioned a lot of her friends had quit, too. Bailey and Jennessa... Any idea
about them?’

Beads of sweat had begun forming on his upper lip. He shook his head, forcing a
charming, albeit terrified, grin. “ No. Nope. | never really got an answer. Y ou know
how young girls are...”



“How are they?’ | asked, unable to control myself. The condescending tone of his
voice was nails on a chalkboard.

“Hm?’ His brows shot up.

“Well, | mean, to be frank, I’d assume you'd know.”

He adjusted in his chair, tugging at his pant legs as he released a nervous laugh.
“What do you mean?’

“Well, | just mean you work with them all day, after all.”

“Oh, right.” He glanced at the floor. “Y eah. Sorry...” He paused, drawing in a breath.
For a moment, we were quiet and he patted his legs awkwardly, looking around the
room. “Hey, was there something else | could help you with? | forgot | actualy do
have a meeting to get to after this.”

A meeting. | scoffed internally, pushing up from my chair.

“Of course. | don't want to take up too much of your time. | just wanted to ask you
about one more thing.”

“Sure.” He stood, too.

| reached into my pocket, pulling out my phone.

He leaned forward as | scrolled through my photos, searching for the one I’d found
on Maisy’s phone the night before after she’d fallen asleep.

| couldn’t blame Maisy for lying to me about the things he'd sent her. From what |
could see, the conversations had been mainly one sided, but still, | would ve been



mortified to tell my mother what happened, too .

“Ah, hereitis. Canyou tell me... Isthisyours?’ | flashed the screen at him.

“What the hell?” As he leaned in, | slipped the syringe out of my sleeve and plunged
it into his neck. He staggered backward, a hand pressed to the injection site, his eyes
wide. | had to hope it worked as quickly as the Internet said it would. “What the
hell?” he repeated. “What did you do?’ He took a wobbly step toward me, but froze,
staring up at the ceiling and blinking rapidly.

| grinned.

It was working.

When going through the boxes Jm had left behind, we'd come across severa filled
with vials of a clear substance. On a whim, we'd searched for their uses using his
phone—couldn’'t have anything traced back to us, after all—and were pleasantly
surprised to find out that the vials held a particularly nasty sedative.

It was all that we'd kept from Jm’s many packages, but, as luck would haveit, it was
all we'd need. From what we' d read, just a drop could tranquilize an elephant.

I’ d guessed on the dosage.

“l can...explain...” His words came out garbled, as if he were choking. He didn’t
need to say aword. The confession was in his mortified expression. | didn’t need any
further proof—I’d seen it al on her phone—but | wanted him to know | knew.
Wanted him to understand why this was happening.

“It's okay. | think | get the picture. Pun intended.” | wrinkled my nose at him
playfully.



“You've...got it all wrong.” He checked his palm, then placed it back on the injection
site, gripping the desk to ke ep from collapsing. “What did you do? What did you
give me? I'm calling the police.” He reached for the top drawer, pulling it open and
tumbling sideways.

“Go right ahead. | have plenty of pictures and text messages to show them. You'd
actually be saving me a phone call.”

“No, you've gotta believe me... It's a misunderst—" He blinked again, cutting
himself off, one hand on his head. “I have no idea where you got that, but | swear to

you... It's... It'snot me!l”

| stepped back, sliding my phone into my pocket as he fought to stand up, leaning his
full weight on the bookshelf behind his desk. It wouldn’t be long now.

| pulled the knife from my pocket, pointing it directly between hislegs.

“That’ll be easy enough to prove, considering the disgusting birthmark on your leg.”

He eyed the knife, still in disbelief. “Those things can be...edited. Come on, Aindey.
You... You know me. You know how much | love these girls,” he pleaded.

“Oh, yes. | know al about that.”

“I’m not capable of this.”

“It's a funny thing. What people are capable of. They always manage to surprise

you.

He stood again, his arms and legs out wide, trying to prevent himself from toppling
over. “I don't feel good... Seriously, what did you give me?’



“Not much time now. Better find somewhere soft to land.”

“Wha—"

Before he could finish the question, his knees gave out and he dropped to the floor,
his head hitting the hardwood with aloud thud.

| huffed out a sigh and stood over him, watching him breathe. | could’ ve killed him
right then—I wanted to, even—~but that wasn’t the plan. | slipped the knife back into
my pocket and adjusted the cap, turning back toward the door to get Peter’s help. |
stopped short, gasping when | heard a noise behind me.

Was he waking up? I'd given him enough sedative to kill him, or knock him out for
days at the very least.

Buzzz...

Buzzz...

Buzzz...

| spun back around. The sound was coming from inside his desk. Pulling my sleeves
over my hands, | stepped over him and peered inside the top drawer he'd torn open.
His phone lay faceup, awoman’s portrait and name on the screen.

Joanna.

A dance mom, perhaps?

She was pretty. Too old for his taste, maybe, but... My eyes trailed the length of his
desk, noticing the pictures I'd never seen before. The same woman who was on his



screen was in the pictures. They were smiling, gazing at each other with warm, loving
stares. In the next picture, their arms wrapped around each other, their lips locked
together.

They seemed happy.

In love.

Didn’'t she know what a monster he was?

Joanna ...

Coach wasn't married. Was this anew girlfriend? A fiancée?

Fuck.

| slammed the drawer shut, trying to think.

Coach was one thing—he deserved it. But we'd believed he was single, just like Jim.
There wasn’'t supposed to be anyone who'd really be looking for him. A simple text
saying he was going out of town for a while was going to solve this. The assistant
coaches could pick up his slack and no one was meant to miss him.

Would Joanna complicate that plan?

It didn’t matter, really. There was no going back.

Sorry, Joanna. Y our boyfriend sucks.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

PETER

PRESENT DAY

T he therapist needed to die.

| didn’t understand why Ainsley couldn’t see that. She was a liability. We' d gone to
see her with the understanding that we were scoping her out, trying to learn what we
could about her before we eventually killed her.

It was unfortunate, but necessary.

We booked our session under the guise of needing couple's therapy, but we were just
biding our time.

Coach Chris had disappeared just a month earlier, and so far, no one seemed to be
guestioning it too much.

But the fact that he had a girlfriend—from what we could tell, that's all she
was—meant eventually, she would start asking questions that would get the police's
attention. If we could take her out before then, it would save us all the headache.

It was why we' d gotten off so easily with Jim, but Stefan’ s disappearance had caused
a full-on investigation. With my personal victims, I'd never had any true connection
to them, and there was nothing to lead the police to me, but with Chris, all the



evidence they’ d need could surely be found if they only looked hard enough.

| didn’t regret it—not even slightly.

I’d do it a million times over, even knowing | was going to jail if it meant protecting
Maisy from this predator. But till, if | had a choice, obviously not being found out
was my preference.

That was why | went back to see Joanna St. James alone a few days after our first
joint session. | wanted to know more about her, and fast.

She walked out of her office and saw me sitting on her couch.

Waiting for her.

She recognized me; | saw it in her eyes. She smiled with a warmth that reminded me
of Christmas morning. There was areal beauty to her—something special. Something
| couldn’t fully appreciate when Ainsley was there.

“Pete.” My name was a full sentence on her lips, without having to consult her
schedule. She knew me. She was happy to see me. “I wasn't expecting you back so
soon. Is everything okay?’

“Yeah,” | said. Cool. Casual. | stood, extending my hand. “Sorry to drop in like this.”
| gestured toward her secretary. “Taylor said you had an opening, and | thought I'd
try to get a one-on-one session. | mean, if that’s okay?’

“Of courseitis.” She pushed open the door to her office and allowed me to walk past
her. As | did, | inhaled the scent of her. Clean, like soap and a light lotion. Not too
much. Just enough.



| liked that.

She shut the door behind her and | sank down onto the couch where Ainsley and |
had sat during our session.

“So, what can | do for you, Pete?’ | liked the way my name sounded coming out of
her mouth. She sat down across from me. She was more comfortable today. Happier.
Because it was just us.

No distractions.

She leaned back on the couch, e bow bent on the arm of it so she could rest her head
on her fist.

“Well, | just thought...as much as | agree we need coupl€e's therapy, Annie and | both
have issues to work on by ourselves, too.” | bobbed my head sideways, admitting,
“Her more than me, maybe.”

Shedidn’'t smile at my joke.

“Anyway...” | cleared my throat. “I thought if | started coming for private sessions, |
could convince her to do the same.”

“l see...” She adjusted her skirt, and | couldn’t help but think she wanted me to
notice her legs. “Well, I'm happy to help you however | can. But | do think it's
important that you communicate with Annie the fact that you're doing these
sessions.”

“Of course,” | assured her.

“Okay, great. Should we get started then?’



Sheliked when | told her what to do.

“Yes. I'd like that.”

She smiled.

She'd liked that, too.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

AINSLEY

| pulled up outside Joanna’s office a week after our first session. We'd agreed not to
go back—not wanting to be seen and remembered by her secretary—but | couldn’t
resist the urge to see her again.

Peter was ready to kill her. To take her out and be done with it al, but | just wasn't.

Meeting her had changed my mind.

| could never explain it to my husband, but in the strangest way, | felt as if Joanna
was me.

With atwist of fate, | could’ ve been her. If one of the husbands, boyfriends, or fathers
of any of hisvictims had killed my husband, I’ d be the woman left behind.

The liability.
Perhaps they would' ve killed me ssmply for loving him.
Even if | was oblivious to his crimes.

Was Joanna oblivious? Surely she didn’t know what he was doing. Not to children...
She was a therapist. Of all people, she understood the ramifications .



It was why | needed to go back. To look her in the eye without Peter there, to talk to
her honestly and try to get a better read on who she was as a person.

“Annie?’ The door to her office opened, and she stepped out, her eyes washing over
me. “I’'m so glad you could come.” Her smile seemed so genuine | wanted to believe
her.

Then again, it was her job to make me believe her, wasn't it?

How many of her clients did she actually like?

How many did she dread seeing?

| stood, following her lead as she ushered me into the office. “Thanks for fitting me
into your schedule. You're probably wondering why I’'m here alone...” | sat on the
sofa and watched as she moved to sit in front of me, her brows knitted together with
apparent confusion. “The truth is, | think I might see more benefit from coming to see
you by myself than if Pete and | came together.”

“| see...” She studied me.

“He' s not really big on therapy, as I’m sure you could tell, but | think you might be
able to help me, evenif | can’t get him back.”

She nodded slowly, obviously processing the fact that we weren't coming back.
“What isit you need help with?’

Suddenly, | felt asif I’d overstepped. “Is this okay?’ | moved to stand. “If thisis out
of line, just let me know. You've already met the two of us. | can understand if it's
against the rules for you to see me separat—"



“Annie, sit,” she said, holding a hand out. “You aren’t breaking any rules. I'm glad
you're here.”

Whether or not it was true, | wanted to believeit .

“Thank you.” | breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry I’'m such a mess. This is kind of
overwhelming, you know?”’

She gave anod. “What’ s overwhelming?’

“All of this. | mean, | wanted to see you with Pete, but he won't come with me. He
says he doesn’t think you can help.” | corrected myself. “Not you , specificaly. Just
therapy in general.” Inhaling deeply, | leaned over my knees. “I’m sorry, can we start
over?’

“Just breathe, Annie...” She instructed, her tone soothing. “Just take a breath. Let's
start out with why you think you' re here.”

| nodded. That | could answer. “I’m here because...sometimes | think | can’t trust my
husband. And I’'m not sure if that’s a him problem or a me problem.”

“Okay. And what specifically are you struggling to trust him with? Has he been
unfaithful 7’

| looked away, unsure how to answer that question. Of course he’d been unfaithful.
Once when he'd had permission to be, but countless other times, too. The problem
was, it wasn't the infidelity that bothered me. Not really. It was everything else.

“No. Not really.”

She waited for me to say more.



“Thisis a safe space. Whatever you say here, you can trust that | won’t say aword to
Pete.”

| rested my head in my palms. It had been so long since | felt safe. Perhaps | was only
realizing that for the first time right then. What I’d mistaken as safety with Peter
hadn't felt like this.

Here, | was in a cocoon.

Home felt like aweb .

“Pete’ s not unfaithful, but he’s obsessive...”

“Over you?’

“No. Over his hobbies.”

“Fencing,” she filled in, obviously remembering the subject that had taken up so
much of our time during the couple’'s session.

“Right.”

“And that makes you feel lonely.”

“Hewon't let me do it with him. | mean, there’' ve been a few times. And when we do,
it'sreally good. Great, actually. It slike, that’ s the only time we can connect.”

“When you fence?’

If she thought it was odd, she wasn't letting on.



“Right, but it’ s like he gets possessive over it. Hewon't let me all theway in.”
Shetilted her head to the side slightly. It was rare to talk to someone who really cared
to listen. Joanna was that kind of person, even if it was only because she was being
paid. “ Tell me, does Pete involve himself in your hobbies? Does he make an effort to
do the things you enjoy?’

What did | enjoy? Truth was, | had no idea anymore.

“Not redly, no.”

“Do you invite him to join you?”’

| chewed my bottom lip. “I don’t really have hobbies.”

“Everybody has hobbies...”

“My best friend, Glennon, she's the one who spends time with me when | just need to
relax. But we don't really do anything. Just watch trashy TV and snack, usually.”

“A woman after my own heart.” She smiled. So, we were aike. “And how does Pete
feel about that? About Glennon being the person you go to when you need to relax?’

“Pete and Glennon have a’—I fought to suppress a grin—*complicated relationship.”

“l see”

“l1 mean, they’refine. It'sjust along, sordid history.”

She nodded, picking up the pen and blank notepad from the table in front of her.
“Okay, so let’s go back a bit. Tell me about when you first met Pete. What attracted



you to him?’

“We were in college...” | started in on the story, settling into the part of our past |
was incredibly comfortable with.

The safe part.

The cozy part.

Before the fencing.

Before everything changed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
PETER

“ W here do you think your problems with Annie come from, Pete?’ she asked,
watching me closaly.

It was our second session alone, and | still hadn’'t gotten over how much | liked
having her eyes on me.

“1 love her,” | said, like a good husband. “But | hate feeling like she's always trying
to control me. | mean, sometimes | don’t mind it. You know, my parents were all
over the place when | was growing up. | have three older brothers, and my house was
always loud and obnoxious. People were always screaming and fighting. When | met
Annie, she was so...cam.” | thought for a moment, then corrected myself. “Cam
isn't the right word. She's like a storm you can see from a distance. | always know
something’'s brewing with her, but she doesn’t ever get close enough to feel the rain.
Does that make sense?’

She didn’t answer, just kept watching me. She'd been fidgeting with the pen a lot
more today. | was making her nervous.

“To a certain extent, she makes me feel...” | searched for a manlier word than safe.
“Like everything’'s under control. After alifetime of feeling like nothing’s in control,
Annie gives me peace. | can drop the ball and know that she's aways going to be
there to pick it up. There are hardly any fightsin our house. It's safe. Quiet. Our kids
are well-rounded. Loved. It’'s the opposite of what | experienced growing up. She's



the opposite of my mother.”

“Y ou have a bad relationship with your mother?”’

“My father was wild—always running around, cheating on her, drinking, partying.
My brothers were the same. So, most of the time, it was just me and Mom at home.
She blamed it all on me. | was the youngest, so | was easy enough to pick on. | had
rules no one else had to follow. | had to keep the house in order.” | cleared my throat.
“We haven't spoken in years.”

“Some of what you' ve told me about Annie, though, the way she treats you... Does
she remind you of your mother at al? You said there was no control in your house,
but it sounds like your mother tried to control everyone by controlling you. Is that

accurate?’

I’d never thought about it that way, but maybe she was right. Maybe that’s why
Ainsley had always been different for me.

Why | could never hurt her.

Why | could never hurt my mother. Even when I’ d had the chance.

“It could be.”

Aingley had told me once that shetried to control us because to her, that felt like love.
Maybe being controlled felt like love to me.

God, we certainly were a match, weren't we?

After a moment, Joanna went on. “Do you ever think maybe that's why you want
to...to fence alone? Because it's the one small thing that still belongs exclusively to



you? The one thing no one else controls? Not Annie? Not your mother?”’

It felt true, even if I'd never been ableto put it into those words. “Maybe, yeah.”

“Do you find yourself turning to fencing when you’'ve had a particularly bad day?
Maybe when you’ ve had afight with Annie or something went wrong at work?’

| nodded.

Damn, she was good.

“And how does Annie react to that?’

“At first, | didn’t know she knew what | was doing. | kept it hidden.”

“But when she found out?’

“She was...well, she wanted to be involved.”

“Why do you think that was?’

| shrugged. “You tell me. You're the expert.” | locked eyes with her, lingering in the
moment as her cheeks flushed pink. She recovered quickly, but not before I'd
mentally saved the image.

| could use that later.

“Well, we know Annieisn’'t the type of person who actually enjoysfencing...”

Annie doesn’'t belong here, Joanna. It’ s just you and me.



Soon enough, I’d convince her to talk about us instead.

For now, | shook my head. “Not particularly. ”

She smiled as if we'd just had a breakthrough, though | wasn't sure | understood it.
“So maybe you actually enjoy having more control than you think, and maybe Annie
enjoys seeing you out of her control more than she thinks. The two of you are
fighting against your inner nature and trying to achieve opposite things, when you
really want the same thing—you're trying to let her control you and she's trying to
control you, all the while, you' re happiest when you have a bit of that control back
and she' s happiest when you take it back. Do you see what I’ m saying?’

| nodded, though she’d completely lost me.

“S0, you're saying | should put my foot down about fencing?”’

“I’m saying you should do what feels right to you, and | think Annie will appreciate
you being honest with her. But you can’'t push her out. You have to tell her why it's
important to you. Let go of who you think you' re supposed to be and just accept who
you are.” She saw me for me. | knew that. Joanna had always seen me for who | was.
She understood me like no one else. “Communication is where you're lacking. Both
of you.”

“Communication,” | repeated. She wore a satisfied grin that had my mind spinning.
“You'reagenius.”

“1 don’'t know about that,” she said with alaugh. “You're doing all the work. I’m just
helping you connect the pieces.” She liked helping me just about as much as | liked

having her help me.

She glanced at the clock, and | felt adull ache in my core. It meant it was almost time



to leave her. For another week. | wasn't sureif | could doit .
Seven days felt like torture when all | wanted to do was see her again. Through the
open window to our left, | could see the parking lot where my car was waiting. It

would be painful to walk back to it without her.

“One more thing,” she said, interrupting my thoughts and leaning forward over her
knees.

| leaned forward, too, as close as | could get to her. | could smell her scent again. |
needed to find out what soap it was and stock up on it. How could | ask her without
coming off creepy?

“Fencing,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “It’s not really fencing, isit?’

My blood ran cold.

Well, shit.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

AINSLEY

| sat across from Joannawith amug of teain my hand. | was restless that day.

| couldn’t put Peter off much longer.

He hadn’t brought it up in afew days, but | knew he wanted to go back to see her. To
kill her. After our couple's session, he kept saying we needed to put an end to her

before she went to the police.

| had no idea how to explain to him why | couldn’t. | couldn’t tell him the truth. That
she was me. That we were the same.

| could never tell him about our sessions, or how it genuinely felt like maybe she was
helping me.

| was back for my third session, and they’ d already begun to feel like a much-needed
reprieve.

| wasn't sure | could make it without Joanna anymore.
| couldn’t let Peter take her from me.

“Areyou married, Joanna?’ | asked, glancing over at her from where| sat .



She looked taken aback. “Um, no. We really shouldn’t be talking about that, Annie.
Thisis about you.”

Because we weren't friends. | had to remember that.

She was my therapist.

That wasiit.

“You just have so much insight into al of this. Y ou must have someone.”

“Well, actually, | do have a boyfriend,” she said finally. “He's been out of town, but
he'll be back soon. He's supposed to be coming to my house when he gets into
town.”

“When will that be?’

“Thisweekend,” shelied. “Maybe sooner.”

“That’ll benice,” | told her. She had no reason to lie to me. Her boyfriend’ s body was
currently decaying several feet from where | slept at night. Still, | didn’t press the
Issue.

Back to business. | sucked in abreath, picking at the skin around my finger. “Tell me
the truth. Is it crazy to still want to be with my husband? After everything? The lies?
The sneaking around? Are we just bad for each other?’

She seemed to contemplate my questions, aflicker of fear in her eyes. I’d told her too
much, perhaps. | think she was starting to worry. She chose her words carefully. “I

think sometimes people show us who they are, and we have to choose whether or not
we're going to believe them. There's personality, Annie, and there’'s human nature.



Some things can be changed. Some people can change. But some things, some things
are so deep down at the core of who we are, no matter what the people around us do,
nothing will change us. If Pete has shown you who he is, you have to decide if you
can live with it. If he's unwilling to change, you have to decide if you're going to
change. Because if you' re both unhappy, one of you has to.”

| nodded slowly. It wasn't what | wanted to hear, but it was what | was slowly
starting to understand.

My eyes flicked up to the clock on the wall, realizing how much time had passed.
Peter would be getting ready to leave the office, and | needed to head out.

“1 should go.”
She started to protest—we had so much more to talk about and | was cutting our time
short—but | needed to go. | had too much swimming through my head. | needed time

to processit all before | saw my husband.

| was in the kitchen later when Maisy and Bailey walked in the door, laughing about
ajoke | hadn’t heard.

“Hey, Mom. How was work?’

“Work waswork,” | said. “Did | tell you Tara's having a baby?’

Maisy’seyeslit up. “Sheis? No way! When is she due?’

“Well, she just found out a few weeks ago, so she's very early still. She's due
sometime next summer. She brought in a sonogram today.” | pulled out my phone

and showed her the photograph I'd snapped. “See that tiny white speck? That's the
baby.”



“Awww... It's so little.”

| closed my phone. “Hey, do you think | could talk to you for a second?”

Maisy looked at Bailey hesitantly. “Uh... About what?’

“It'1l just take a second. Bailey, | made that tray of snacks for you girls. Why don’t
you carry it to the bedroom?’

She paused with a worried glance toward Maisy, but finally agreed. “ Sure thing, Mrs,
G.” Shelifted the tray of veggies and hummus and carried it down the hall. Once I'd
heard the door shut, | turned to my daughter.

“1 just wanted to check in and see how everything’s going at school. Is Bailey staying
away from Coach?’

| hadn’t mentioned it once since she'd told me that day at the lake, and she seemed
grateful not to have to discussit, so | worried about her reaction. But to my relief, she
said, “Oh. Actually, Coach left.”

“Left?” | raised my brows, feigning surprise.

“He, like, moved or something. A few girls from the team said Ashley and Eleanor
have been coaching for, like, a month now. They said he'd be coming back, but he

hasn’'t.” She shrugged one shoulder.

“And Bailey hasn’t heard from him? Y ou’re not going to get into trouble. | promised
you | wouldn’t say anything, and | haven't.”

“No, Mom, | swear. She hasn’t heard from him. | would tell you.”



“Okay,” | said hesitantly. “Y ou know | just want to protect you both.”

She nodded, jutting a thumb over her shoulder. “Can | go now?”’

“Yep, go have fun.”

She turned to walk away, but stopped. “Hey, Mom?’

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for...you know, being cool about everything.”

| clutched my chest in mock surprise. “Can | get you to repeat that so | can record it?”’
She groaned playfully. “Well, don’t ruin it now.”

| giggled. “You know you can tell me anything, kiddo. | mean that.”

“I know.”

Heavy footsteps sounded down the hall, interrupting our moment, and | stepped
forward to see Peter coming up the stairs. He headed for the bedroom just as Maisy
darted off, disappearing into her own room.

| followed Peter, opening the bedroom door slowly.

He froze, but looked relieved when he saw me. “Hey, beautiful.” He'd been in good
spirits lately, though the initial thrills from both Jim and Chris had worn off entirely

too fast.

“How was work?”



“Busy. Exhausting.” He flopped onto the bed as if to prove a point. “How was your
day?’

“My day was busy, too. Tara s having a baby.”

“Isshe? Nice.” He folded his hands across his forehead, closing his eyes.

“Hey, I’ve been thinking...” | trailed a hand across his chest.

“Yeah?’ One eye popped open.

“What do you say we pick someone new?’

“Someone new?’ Now both eyes were open.

“Yeah, you know... Besides the therapist. Just someone random. Like you used to.”

He sat up, his body tense. “I don’t know, Ains.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I’m just not really feeling it right now.”

“Why not?’

He pushed up from the bed, unbuttoning his shirt with his back to me.

“l just told you I’ m exhausted. Work’ s been hectic. It'sjust not a good time.”

“S0 let me help take your mind off of things.” | tried to ease him out of his shirt.



“l said no, okay?’ His tone was sharper than I'd ever heard it, cracking through the
ar.

| took a step back asif I’d been dlapped. “Have... Have | done something wrong?’ |
felt vulnerable, an emotion that made me sick. I’d never been one to beg for anyone’'s
attention, but 1'd done it with Peter for the sake of our kids. For the sake of our
marriage.

The desire to keep it up was waning fast.

“No, you haven't done anything wrong.” His eyes were apologetic as he moved
forward, kissing my cheek. “I’'m sorry | snapped. | just don’t want to do it right now,
okay? You'll be thefirst to know when | do.”

“Well, what if | want to?”’

Did I?

Did it matter?

He shook his head. “Stop it. Okay? Just stop. We have to be smart about this. Let’s
just let it all die down for abit, and then maybe in afew months...”

“Maybe in afew months, what? Y ou'll be able to look at me again? To touch me? To
fuck me?’

“Keep your voice down.” He groaned, wincing. He may as well have gagged.

“Peter, please, can you just look at me?’ | begged. | hated this version of myself. |
hated who he was turning me into.



He turned to look at me finally, his eyes practically glazing over. “What do you want
from me, Ainsley? What?”

| opened my mouth, prepared to say so much, but | didn’t know where to start. “Is it
because of Joanna? Because | said no? Because if that's what it'll take to fix
whatever’s wrong, let’s just do it. Whatever you want.” | didn’t know if | meant it,
but | needed to see what he'd say. It seemed as if everything had changed from the
moment we met her.

“It's not about her.” His face drew down into a scowl. “God, | haven't thought about
her since our session. Work has just been crazy. | just need a minute, okay? Nothing's
wrong with us. | swear.” He lowered his voice, stepping forward and taking my
hands. He kissed my cheek, my hands, my fingers. “I love you. We're fine.
Everything's fine. Don’'t worry so much, okay?’ He sgueezed my hands, then
dropped them and turned away, pulling off his shirt without another word.

Conversation over.

Except it was far from over.

And we were far from fine.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
PETER
“Y ou seem different this evening. Is everything okay?’ Joanna asked, watching me
from across the room. 1I'd spent most of the session pacing after my fight with
Aingley, but | didn’t want to tell her that.

| didn’t want to talk about Aindley at all, truth betold.

“Yeah, everything's fine.” | took a seat, trying to quiet my fidgeting. “Just a rough
week at work.”

“Want to talk about it?’
“1 don’t want to bore you.”
Her smile was stiff. She seemed tired.

“How are things at home? Have you thought about bringing Annie back for a
session?’

“You know | can't do that,” | said with a scoff.
“She won’'t come?”’

Why was she talking about Ainsley so much? Why did she care? Wasn't | enough for



her?

“Truth betold, | don’t know how much longer we're going to be together. ”

She sucked in a gasp, obviously concerned. Or was she excited? | couldn’t tell. We
both knew she wanted me.

In due time, Joanna.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be sorry.”

She cocked her head to the side, teasing me. “Why’s that?’

“You know why...” | growled, standing up and moving toward her. | sat on the table
between us. For a moment, | thought she might scold me, but instead, she sat still. A
smile formed on her lips.

“She doesn’'t understand you...” she said.

Y ou understand me. Don’t you, Joanna?

“She doesn’'t,” | admitted, swallowing. “Not like you.”

The smile faded from her lips momentarily, her doe eyes staring up at me from
behind thick, dark lashes—wanting me, teasing me. She was daring me to go for it.

To cross the line we never had.

| leaned forward, ever so slowly.



“Not like me,” she confirmed.

“We shouldn’t...” | told her, leaning forward more. We shouldn’t, but we didn’t care.
She closed her eyes, giving me al the permission | needed. In seconds, my mouth
was on hers. | cupped her face with both hands, parting her lips with my tongue. Her
breaths were shaky with passion and anticipation.

| released her, sitting back on the table.

“Why’d you stop?’ she asked, her lips red.

If I didn’t, | might never be able to.

“We have to take this slow,” | warned, though slow was the last speed | wanted to
take. | wanted her then and now, but if there was one thing | knew, it was that nothing
was ever as exciting as the first time with someone new.

Joanna deserved the perfect first time.

She pushed out her bottom lip, pouting, and | popped it with my finger. “Nice girls
don’t beg.”

She batted her eyelashes at me playfully. “Who says|’m anice girl?’

| pressed my lips to hers one last time, then forced myself to step away. “You are a
nice girl, Joanna. That's why | want to do this right. | can’t...l can’'t stop thinking
about you.”

“| feel the sameway.”

“1 know we didn’t meet in the most ideal way, but however we came together, I'm



just so glad we did.”

“S0o, tell Anniethe truth.”

“You don’'t understand.”

“Understand what?’ she asked, shaking her head.

“She’d never let me go. Not ever.”

“Don’t beridiculous. It’s obvious you' re not happy. People get divorced all the time.”

“Not Annie.”

“What do you mean? What could she possibly do?’

| began pacing, trying to think. “She’d do anything to keep me. She's dangerous. If
she knew about you, about us, she'd kill you.”

Fear flickered in her eyes, and | returned to her. “Don’t worry. That's why we're
taking this slow. It’ sto protect you.”

“You wouldn't let her hurt me, would you?' she asked, not appearing entirely
reassured .

| sat down in front of her again, my hands on her knees. “I'll always protect you,
Joanna. But you have to trust me on this. Y ou have to let me handle her.”

“1 do trust you,” she vowed. “Of course| do.”

“Good.”



“And you can trust me.”

| nodded. | knew | could. “I do trust you.”

“Then that’ s al that matters. We'll be together when we can.”

| smiled at her. “ As soon as we can.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
AINSLEY
“ H ey, love, what are you up to?’

It had been weeks since I’ d heard from Glennon, and it felt so good to hear her voice.
| leaned forward, turning up the car’s speaker.

“I"ve just left work and am on my way to therapy. What about you? Where are you
jet setting this week?’

She laughed. “Oh, | don’t know. | can’t keep track anymore. | swear, it's no wonder
Seth has always been so exhausted. | don’t even remember if | ate breakfast today.”

“You'd be hangry if you didn’t,” | teased. “Maybe you should ask Seth.”
“Ha.” She gave asarcastic laugh. “1 missyou.”
“lI miss you, too. When are you coming home? | want to do awhole big thing.”

“Oh, you don't have to do a big thing. A quiet night with pizza and beer sounds
amazing to me.”

| mock gasped. “What? Hate to break it to you, sister, but pizza isn't typicaly

vegan.



“Eh, well, that lasted all of a month. ”

“Serioudly, when are you coming home?’

“We're going to try and squeeze in a weekend next month.”

“Next month? Really? That's so far away...” | had so much | wanted to talk to her
about, but | couldn’t do it over the phone.

“Well, we were supposed to come down this weekend, but um”—she cleared her
throat—" Seth actually introduced me to one of his coworkers in Canada, and he's
taking me out for dinner this weekend.”

She said it casually, asif it were no big deal.

“What? Y ou met someone? And he livesin Canada?’

“I know. Am | crazy? Is it crazy? Seth thought it was a good idea. He's this really
nice guy. An investment banker. Single dad. Has the whole two-point-five kids and a
dog. Picket fence. Yadayada.”

| winced. “Kids and adog? Is he divorced?’

“Widowed.”

We released sympathetic sighs at the same time. “Poor guy.”

“Tell me about it,” she agreed.

“Asmuch as | hateit, he sounds pretty perfect for you.”



“Yeah?

“Yeah. Of course. You've always wanted kids. And a dog. And, hell, Canada's got
free healthcare. Maybe I’ || move up there with you.”

“Well, no one’s moving yet, but we'll be sure to build you a guesthouse.”

“Let him know you' re a package deal .”

She laughed. “Will do. Seriously, though, I miss you guys so much. ”

| put the car in park. “We miss you too, G. We'll see you soon, okay?’

“It'sadate.”

“Okay, well, | hateto let you go, but | just got to therapy and | don’t want to be late.”

She let out a playful groan. “Okay. Fine. Go get mentally healthy.”

| snorted. “Love you.”

“Loveyou more.”

With that, | ended the call and stepped out of the car. Once inside, | greeted her first,
though she had her back to me.

“Hey, Joanna.”

“Hey, Annie,” she said gently, her voice hoarse as she glanced over her shoulder,
seeming startled to see me. Had she been sleeping recently? Or crying?



“Everything okay?’

She cleared her throat as | took a seat. “Yep. Sorry. How are you? How was your
day?’

“Well, | just found out my best friend is probably going to move to Canada and
become best friends with a moose or something, so there' sthat.”

She furrowed her brow. “What?’

| waved it off. “Nothing. I’'m joking.”

“Your best friend... That’'s the one you mentioned before? The one you spend most
of your time with?’

| nodded, tears stinging my eyes at the thought of her. “At least, | used to.”

“What happened?’

“There was this whole thing with her husband, er, ex-husband. They had a rough
patch, then a divorce. Now they’re closer than ever and traveling the world together.”

“That seems...healthy.”

“Surprisingly, they’re probably the healthiest couple | know.”

“Areyou including yourself in that?’

| glanced at her, then looked away, refusing to answer.

After amoment, she went on. “Y ou must miss her.”



“Every day.” My voice broke as| said it, and | swiped my cheek against my shoulder.

“When did you see her last?’

“It’ s been like seven or eight months, | guess.” | tried to do the mental math.

“Woas she the person you used to talk to when you and Pete had problems?’

| nodded.

“Who do you talk to now?’

“You? It was aquestion, rather than a definitive answer.

She pursed her lips. “Maybe you should go see her. Tell her what’s going on.”

“| can't do that.”

“Why not?’

“Because!” | exploded. Why was she forcing the issue? “Because she deserves to be
happy for once without my problems interfering.”

“1’m sure she doesn’t think you’ re interfering.”

“Of course she doesn’'t. Because that’s not who she is. But | can’'t do that to her. |
made this mess. It's my fault. | haveto fix it now.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

“l haven't decided.” | took asip of the teal’d brought with me.



“Have you tried to talk to Pete? To tell him you' re unhappy?’

“You don't understand...”

“I"'m trying to.”

“He' s not the kind of person you can just leave. The things we' ve done to each other,
with each other—"

“The fencing ?* she asked, a lilt in her voice that told me she knew we weren't
actually talking about fencing when we' d brought it up.

“Among other things...”

“You just need to talk to each other. Maybe the two of you want the same things
without realizing it. Maybe you're so busy protecting each other that you can’'t see
the truth right in front of you.”

“And what truth would that be?’

She hesitated. The room was eerily quiet, just the ticking clock on the wall to keep us
company. “Do you love him, Annie? Are you in love with your husband?’

| locked my jaw, refusing to think about the question.

It was too painful.

It hurt too badly to admit the truth, even to myself.

“Have you asked him if he loves you?’



| jerked back asif I’d been slapped. “ Excuse me?’

“I’m just trying to point out that—"

“You don't have any idea what you're talking about,” | said. “You don’'t know
anything about my marriage.”

“Of course not. I'm just saying—"

“Well, don’t.” | stood, storming past her. “Don’'t just say . ”

“Where are you going?’

“Home. Goodbye, Joanna.”

“Wait—" she called after me, but it wastoo late. | was done.

Done with her.

Done with everything.

I’d only been in the kitchen a few minutes, still dressed in my work clothes, when |
heard a knock on the door. I'd left work early for therapy, so it was not yet time for
Peter or the kids to be home.

Who could be at the door, then?

| dried my hands on the towel near the stove, then crossed the room, jogging toward

the front door. | pulled back the curtain, my body going cold at the sight of a woman
in adark suit standing just beyond the glass, looking very official.



The woman waved at me when she noticed my movement. | closed the curtain and,
seeing no alternative, opened the door just a hair.

“Can | helpyou?’ | asked, now filled with a new kind of worry.

“Are you Mrs. Greenburg? Ainsley Greenburg?’

“Yes, that' sme.”

“I'm Detective LaToya Burks,” she said, handing over a business card. “Is your
husband home?’ She peered past me into the house.

“He' s at work. I's something wrong? Isit the kids?’

Her eyes darted back to meet mine. “No, ma'am. They’'re fine. I'm actually here
about a man named Chris Henson. Do you know him?’

My heart sank. | blinked. Breathed in slowly. “Chris Henson...” | let the name linger
on my tongue. “Y ou don’t mean Coach Chris, do you? Our daughter’ s dance coach?’

“That’sthe one.” She pointed at me.
“Um, well, yes. Of course | know him. He's been coaching my daughter all of her
life. Except this year, she'd kind of gotten bored with it. But we love Coach Chris,

Why? Is he okay? Did something happen?’

“Do you mind if | come inside?’ She pointed behind me, and | stepped back
instantly, allowing her past me.

“No, not at al. I'm sorry. I'm a bit frazzled. Come in.” | gestured toward the couch.
“Please, sit. Can | get you something to drink?”



“I'm fine,” she assured me. “If you want to sit as well. | just have a few questions to
go over.”

“That sounds...serious.”

She clicked her pen, pulling out a notepad. “When was the last time you saw Chris
Henson?”’

“Um, | don’t know... It's been awhile. Over ayear, probably. As| said, my daughter
dropped dance class and that was really the only time we saw him.”

She pursed her lips as she wrote. “Do you ever recall seeing Chris getting into heated
arguments with the parents? Were there any incidents or parents that stand out to you
as particularly disagreeable?’

“No,” | said quickly. “Everyone loves him. He's always been great with the girls.
Lots of private sessions... He' d take them out for ice cream after practice.”

Something lit up in the detective's eyes, and | knew | was onto something. She
pursed her lips, scrawling a note onto the paper in her hands.

“And did your daughter ever mention anything to you about him behaving
inappropriately? Maybe something he said or did? Did he ever text your daughter
about practice or...anything like that?’

My eyes widened with apparent shock. “No, never. She was sad to stop going,
honestly. And she's only eleven, so she's just recently gotten a cell phone. She only

texts her friends. Why do you ask?’

She jotted down something else, ignoring the question.



“Can you tell me what’s going on? Please? Sh-should | be worried?’

“Right now, | can’'t say much. But if you do hear from the coach—"

“Wait, if | hear from him? Can you not find him? Maisy mentioned that he’ d left, but
| just thought she meant vacation.”

“I"'m afraid right now we haven’t been able to locate him or his girlfriend.”

“Girlfriend?’

“Joanna St. James. Do you know her?”’

“The name doesn’t sound familiar...” | pretended to search my memory.

“Okay, that's okay. It's Chris we really need to find. Apparently, no one has seen
Chris in about a month, but Joanna was last seen by family and friends two weeks

ago.

“Oh no. Do you think they could be in danger?’

Her jaw tightened. “Right now it’s an open investigation, so we're exploring all our
options. The most important thing is that we're able to get in touch with Chris as soon
as possible regarding afew alegations.”

“Allegations? What do you mean? Is he in trouble?’
She gave me a patronizing grin. “Again, I’m not at liberty to say, but if you do hear

from him, could you call me right away? Y ou have my number.” She pointed toward
the business card still in my hand.



“Yes. Of course.” | stared at it.

“And if your daughter mentions anything...”

“Yes, we'll call you right away. Do you need to speak with her?’ | winced internally
as| offered.

Please say no.

Please say no.

“That won’'t be necessary. | think I’ ve taken up enough of your time.” She placed the
notepad and pen in her jacket pocket and stood. “ Thank you for talking with me.”

“Of course. And if there’'s anything | could do, just let me know. I’m the manager of
a bank downtown, so | know quite a few people around here. | could ask around, see
if anyone's heard from him.”

If it was possible, her expression softened even more. | was a bank manager, not a
killer. It was obvious | couldn’t pose athreat to anyone.

“Don’'t go to any trouble. Just keep an eye out for him. And talk to your daughter
about Internet safety... Lots of freaks out there. Y ou can never be too careful .”

“Thank you, Detective.” | shut the door behind her, watching through the glass as she
made her way out to the unmarked car. My heart raced as | waited for her to leave,
my breathing erratic and petrified. As the car finally pulled down the driveway and
out of sight, | felt my pulse slow.

It was okay.



It was all okay.

At least that meant they were looking for him because someone had turned him in,
not because they thought he’ d been murdered.

Once again, it seemed we were going to get away with everything.

| turned back toward the kitchen, searching for something to make for dinner while |
prepared myself for how | would bring this up to Peter.

It was amazing just how much you could hide behind the mask of a normal, boring
life.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
PETER

S he looked tired tonight.

She hadn’t been sleeping well, | knew.

“Hello, beautiful,” 1 said, kissing the top of her head. She glanced up at me, her dark
hair falling into her eyes.

“Hey, handsome,” she said, her voice hoarse.

“You sound sleepy.”

“1 wish you' d bring me to bed with you,” she cooed.

“I wish | could do that.”

She smiled, wiggling her shoulders playfully. As best she could, anyway. “You
could, you know. Y ou could take me inside right now. Have your way with me.” She
winked.

“Don’t tempt me.”

“Come here.” She lifted her chin, beckoning me to her.



| stood, crossing the room and touching her chin. She no longer smelled like soap, but
only of me. She was dressed in my clothes, her lips had been claimed by me. Her
body. Her thoughts.

| was all shewanted .

All she could think of.

| pressed our mouths together, biting her lower lip until she cried out. The metallic
tinge of blood rested on my tongue.

“Take meinside, Peter. Let’s go. Let’ s be together.”

“You know | can't, Joanna,” | told her, dipping the sleeve of my shirt from her
shoulder. She had purple and green bruises from my last visit, and | placed my mouth
In a clear space, biting down once more. When | was finished with her, her body
would be a canvas of purples, greens, and yellows.

My little masterpiece.

“When will you let me out?’ she whimpered.

Once so full of life, she’'d become a shell of herself. It always happened that way.
Thiswas how it aways went.

This room changed them.

These walls.

They’d fight in the beginning, or in Joanna's case, they’d try to play along, try to
outsmart me, to pretend to want to be with me. From the moment I'd brought her



here, the day she'd figured out fencing wasn't fencing, she' d begun to change. She'd
been everything | wanted in the beginning, saying everything | wanted to hear, but in
the end, just like all the others, thiswaswhat | was left with.

A sniveling, whining, shadow of the woman I’d chosen in the first place.

The woman I’ d deemed special.

“You'resafein here,” | told her, gesturing around the secret room. “ Safe from her. ”
“Shewon’'t hurt me. You'll protect me. We can take care of her.”

She didn’t know my wife at al, but it was fun to amuse her. | stood, running my
thumb across her cheekbone. It stuck out more now than it once had. “We will

someday. I’ vetold you, we have to be smart. Y ou want to be with me, don’'t you?”

“More than anything,” she swore, brushing her cheek across my stomach. “That’s all
| want.”

She was teasing me, but it wouldn’'t work. In this room, | had al the self-restraint in
the world.

| was agod here.

The whole world.

| had all the time | needed.

Shewas at my beck and call.

Whenever | finally took her, it would be everything | wanted it to be.



For that, we still had to wait.

Just abit longer. The waiting was the fun part here.

Time stood still.

| drug out our time together because | knew, soon enough, it would be over.

Soon enough, I'd go back to my regular life and Joanna... Joanna would have to go
to the woods.
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CHAPTER TWENTY -NINE
AINSLEY

“ Y ou seem distracted tonight,” | whispered, handing Peter a glass of wine as | sat
down next to him on the sofa.

“Do |?" Hetook asip, eyeslocked onthe TV.

He didn’'t respond, but leaned his head over toward my shoulder as if to placate me.
Wasit all just a habit with him? Was he only doing what he thought | wanted him to?

Where did he go when his mind wandered?

How often had | accepted him physically when mentally he refused to stay with me?
“Hey, did | tell you | heard from Glennon?’

“You did?’

“Mhm. Apparently she met someone in Canada.”

“Canada?’ He wrinkled his nose. “What’ s she going to do with someone up there?’

“l have no idea. They’re just going to dinner.”



I’d killed for the man | loved, and he was acting like it was ridiculous to get on a
flight for someone ..

13 Hm.”

“I, um, | didn’t want to bring it up in front of the kids, but,” | lowered my voice, “a
detective came by earlier today.”

He tensed, turning his head to look at me and muting the TV. I lifted up, so we were
eyeto eye. “A detective?’

“Y eah, asking about Coach Chris.”

“And you didn’'t think to mention that until now?’ He set his glass of wine down on
the coffee table, sloshing a bit of it out onto the wood.

“It wasn't a big deal. She asked if Maisy had ever mentioned anything about him
being inappropriate.”

“What did you say?’

“| said no, of course.”

“And what else?” A wrinkle had formed on his forehead.

“That was basically it. She gave me her card and asked usto call if we heard anything
from him. She said that no one’s heard from him in awhile and they want to ask him

some guestions.”

“Did she seem suspicious of you?’



“No,” | said quickly. “Not at al. | told her we loved Coach and he'd been good to
Maisy. | might’ve dropped a few mentions of him doing a lot of private sessions to
redly lay it on, but—"

“Youwhat?' His hand went into the air in disbelief. “Y ou shouldn’t have done that.”
“Oh, it wasfine.”

“You don’t know that. What if she thinks you know something now?”

“She doesn’t, Peter. Jesus, calm down.”

He picked his glass back up, moving farther from me on the couch. For once, | didn’t
follow him.

“Oh, there was one more thing. She, um, she did mention that his girlfriend is missing
aswell. Joanna.” | cocked my head to the side. “Had you heard anything about that?’

“No.” He scowled. “Why would |7’

“I don’t know, | just thought you might’ve...”

“Wdll, | haven’'t. Don’'t know why | would've.”

| stared at him, taking in the profile of his face, the curve of his lips. Lips I'd once
loved to kiss. His hand gripped the wineglass the way it had once held me.

Who were we kidding anymore?

Why was | still holding on to an illusion that there was something | could do to make
him change? To make him love me again?



Once, I'd thought a loyalty to me would be enough, thought staying together no
matter what would be enough.

Now, | knew differently. For so long, I'd thought | could love him hard enough to fix
him. All the while, he was breaking me.

| stood up, kissing his temple.

“Where are you going?’ he asked.

“To get arefill.” | wiggled my glass at him as | crossed the room. In the kitchen, |
began to pour myself another glass of wine.

“Bring me some, will you?’

| stopped, staring at the wine bottle and remembering the many nights we'd shared
glasses of wine to celebrate specia occasions. | thought back over the many bottles
we' d been gifted at our wedding, the times he'd order my favorite wine at a restaurant
before I’ d had the chance, the birthdays and anniversaries where we' d opened a bottle
once the house had gone quiet and the kids were down for bed.

Things had been good once, they truly had.

| wasn't delusional.

| could remember him. Before.

Beforeit all changed.

When | was the whole world to him.



But we hadn’t been those people in along time. It was time to stop kidding myself.

When | made it back into the living room with just the bottle in my hand, it took a
second for him to notice me.

“Where' syour glass?’

“1 think I’m just going to go to bed.”

“Why? What’ s wrong?’

“| have a headache.”

“Hm... Want me to get you some medicine?’

“Nah, | think it's from the wine. Lying down will help.” | paused—one last-ditch
effort on my tongue. “Want to join me?’

“1 want to catch the news,” he said simply. “I’ll be in there soon, though.”

| nodded, placing the wine bottle down in front of him. No sooner had | done so than
he' d scooped it up and filled his glass to the brim. | kissed his head one last time..

“1 loveyou.”

“Love you, too.” He barely glanced my way, breaking my heart for the final time as |
headed for the bedroom.

Oncel had, | grabbed a bag and began to pack.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

PETER

D arkness.

The world was dark.

Damp.

Cold.

Rank.

Something smelled.

My eyes were so dry, it was painful to open them. When | finally did, | opened one
eye first, the heaviness in my head unlike anything I'd ever experienced before.
Trying to blink only caused me more pain. | wanted to rub my eyes, but | was lying
on my hand.

No, wait.

| wasn’t lying on anything.

| was sitting up.



And my hands were stuck behind me.

Both of my eyes were open then, trying to make sense of what | was seeing.

“Joanna?”’

Her dark hair cascaded over her face in front of me.

“Joanna?’ | groaned, trying to pull myself from sleep.

Why was | so tired?

Why was | in this room?

The room.

My room.

What the hell was happening with my hands?

| struggled to pull them free, but found | had no strength.

Why wasn’'t she answering me?

“That sedative's pretty strong, hm?’ The voice came from behind me, and | jolted
awake.

“Aindey?’ | tried to look behind me, but | couldn’t see a thing. The room was
cloaked in darkness.

Shadows.



“What the hell isgoing on?’ | demanded.

“Shouldn’t waste your strength,” she said, clicking her tongue.

“Isthisajoke?’ | remembered what she'd said. “Y ou sedated me?’

“Just a drop in your wine. You're not the only one who hung on to some of the
sedatives after we killed Chris. | warned you about what would happen if you ever
lied to me again.”

As she said it, | remembered Joanna. | glanced at her, still sitting in the chair I'd tied
her to. Ainsley must’ve known I’ d sedated her to get her there, but how did she know
she wastherein thefirst place?

“What are you talking about?”’

“Did you honestly think | didn’t know you were still seeing Joanna?’ Her voice was
getting closer now. “I know the signs, Peter. | know how you get when you’ve got
someone new to obsess over. The way you withdraw. The way you begin to ignore
me. Ignore the kids.” She scoffed. “I guess we both had the same idea, going to see
her separately. Problem was, | wanted to see her to help us. You only wanted to see
her to help yourself.”

“That’ s not true—"

“S0, when | went to one of our sessions and Taylor said she’ d gone on personal leave
and hadn’t told her when she’d be back, | just knew 1I’d find her here.” | watched her
move beside me, her shoes dliding on the concrete. Finally, she was in view, a knife
in her hand. “1 hoped | would be wrong, but | wasn't. So, | continued my sessions
here, same as you. By then, though, | was starting to realize | didn’t know what it was
| was fighting for anymore.” She twisted her wrist, swinging the knife this way and



that.

| swallowed, keeping my eyestrained on it. “What are you doing with that?’

“l was never going to be enough for you, was 1?7’ She shook her head, looking
bemused. “No matter what | did. No matter what | promised. No matter how
understanding | was... Thiswas never about me.” She twirled the end of the knife on
her finger.

“Just put that down, so we can talk.”

“1 thought if | proved to you that | was with you—no matter what—I just knew that
finaly you'd let me in. That things would go back to normal. But you don't do
normal, do you, Peter? Normal isn’t exciting enough for you? See, you can tell me all
these lies about how it isn’t about attraction, it's all about power, but...” She huffed.
“1 gave yo u the power. | backed off. | did everything right. | let you control it.”

“Control what?’

“Everything!” she shouted, swatting her leg. “Our lives. Us. Everything. | played the
doting little wife, and it still wasn’t enough.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “And
that’s when | realized this was never about me. It was always...about...you.” She
pointed the tip of the knife at me. “See, | thought | could fix you. | thought somehow
you were different from Chris and Jim and all these other monsters, because you had
a good side. A loving side.” She faked a pout. “But I’'m realizing that those sides
don’t matter.”

“Of course they do—"

“They don't.” She shook her head, backing away from me. “I will always love you,
Peter, because you gave me our kids. And you gave them the best of yourself. But



there is something deeply wrong with you. Something no amount of whatever | can
do will fix. Turns out I’'m not as good afixer as| thought.”

“What are you saying?’

“I’'m saying I’m done. I’'m done trying. I'm done stressing. I'm taking my kids and
doing what | should ve done al those years ago when | found out what you were
doing.” She bent over her knees, her hair dangling toward the floor as she released an
exhausted gasp. “1 can’t believe it’ s taken me thislong to do it.”

“Ains, I'm not like them... Look, you're not making sense. | know you're mad. |
should’ve told you about Joanna, but she means nothing to me. | just wanted to pr
otect you from her. | didn’t want you to have to be involved in any more—"

“Shut up!” she bellowed, moving toward me with the knife again. “Enough of your
lies and your protection , Peter. The only thing | ever needed to be protected from
was you.”

“That’ s not true, that’ s not—"

“Itis. It istrue.”

She wasn't making any sense. She wasn't being rational. | just needed her to calm
down. To listen to me. | could make her understand. If she knew that Joanna had
figured out the truth—that we'd never actually meant fencing— she’'d understand.
She had to.

“1 never touched Joanna. Do you hear me? | had her here, not because | was obsessed
with her, but because | wanted to keep her away from the police. | did that for you!
For Maisy! You can ask her yourself. She'll tell you—"



“No, | don’'t think | can.” She cut me off, giving a wide shake of her head with a
maniacal grin on her lips.

“What are you talking about?” My chest felt hollow.

“I'm sorry, Peter. If there was any other way, believe me, I'd have found it by now.
But | can't do this. | can't keep living like this.”

“Living like what? What are you talking about? What are you going to do?’ | scoffed.
“Kill me? C'mon, Ains, we love each other. We're in this together, right? A team?
Thisisjust amisunderstanding.”

“You're right about one thing, Peter. There has been a misunderstanding... For
severa years now. But at this exact moment, I’'m clearer than I’ ve ever been. | don’t
wa nt to be on ateam with you. And you don’t really want to be on a team with me,
either. For so long, I’ ve wished you would. For so long. But wishing isn’t doing me
any good anymore. Y ou’ ve shown me who you are, and now, | have to make a choice
about who | am.” She jabbed her finger into her chest.

“Please, let’'s just talk. What's your plan? You have to at least have a plan... Let’s
just figure this out. We can always figure things out, right? Ains? Y ou and me?’

“1 don’t need your help. | have a plan. I’'m going to take the kids on a long vacation.
When we come back, the house will have burned to the ground.”

Fear gripped my organs. Was she insane?
| took solace in the fact that if she burned the house, this room wouldn’'t burn with it.

It was concrete on every side. We'd be safe. But would | starve? | tried to calculate in
my head how long | could last. How long would it take me to free myself?



As if she'd read my mind, she added, “I'll start two fires. One in here, one in the
house... You’'ll have been supposed to join us, but we'll return home when we start to
worry. I've aready typed out your goodbye email—well, more of a confession
really—and scheduled it to send after we leave. The guilt of it all was just too much
for you to bear.” She was emotionless as she said it. Cold and calculating.

“It’'s the middle of the night. You can’'t take them on vacation now. They’ll know
something’ s up. You aren’t being rational.”

“Oh, don't worry. We aren’t leaving now. I'm going to tell them you got sent away
for work and we'll leave in a few days to meet you. But then, you'll get sent away
again before we get there.” She waved a hand as if to say it was too much to explain.
“It's a whole thing. But that’s the beauty of this room, isn't it? No one will know
you're here. You can scream and shout and beg and cry... And no one will ever
know.” She gave an accepting nod. “Well, no one but me, obvioudly. It's kind of full
circle, really. I'm sure you can't appreciate the humor right now, but, you
know...maybe someday.” She winced. “Or not.”

“You can't do this. You're not this person.”

“Correction: | wasn't this person. But you made me into her.” She rested her hands
on her hips, staring into space asthe realization hit her. “It really isfull circle, isn't it?
I’m killing you because you taught me how. And I’'m doing it in the room where you
killed a whole lotta people.” She chuckled, flipping her hair over her shoulder and
glancing at the clock. “Anyway, we should probably get this over with.” She reached
into her pocket and pulled out another syringe. “Y ou shouldn’t feel athing. | promise,
I’m going to make it peaceful. I'll at least give you that courtesy.”

“Aindey, wait! Please.” She moved toward me, and | caught the glint of tearsin her
eyes. | could stop her. | could reason with her. She was close to breaking. | could
break her. “Please. | love you. | love you. | swear. Think about the kids. Think about



Maisy. They need me. They need their dad. Who's going to walk her down the aisle?
You can't do this. Come on... What about our future? Our grandkids? Their
graduations. Please. Please. Y ou don’t want to do this. Trust me, you can’'t handle it.
It'Il destroy yo u! Please. | love you! God, | love you so much! Please don’t do this!”

She grabbed hold of my neck. “Y ou’ ve given me no choice.”

“l love you. Please, baby, please...” She lowered the syringe into my neck as | fought
back, jerking and pulling at the ropes that bound my hands.

“You don't have to do this,” | pleaded. “I'll give you a divorce if that’s what you
want. I'll go away and you'll never hear from me again. Just say the word and I'm
gone. Y ou can have everything—the house, the kids, whatever you—"

“Better a widow, with two and a half kids and a dog, than divorced.” She smiled at a
joke | didn’t quite understand.

The room had begun to spin, my head feeling heavy. The injection site stung as she
drew the needle out of my skin. “You...caled...me the monster, but...you're a

monster...too.

My vision grew fuzzy as | felt her lips on mine for what | knew would be the last
time. Cool tears dripped from her cheeks to mine. She patted my face, sniffling.

“Maybe | am. Maybe we both are. But you, Peter, you created this monster. And now
| have to be brave enough to kill it.” She released my cheek, letting my face fall
forward.

Try as| might, | couldn’t summon the strength to lift it back up.

It was then | recognized the smell in the room.



The blood .

| scanned the portion of the room | could see and saw the pool of crimson under
Joanna' s chair.

She was already gone.

I’ d been robbed of the chance to end her life. Maybe that stung worst of all.

| closed my eyes, beginning to feel weak. Was | going to die from the sedative,
starvation, or the fire? She hadn’t been clear.

| smiled to myself despite the fear. | had to hand it to her. If there was away to go, |
guessed thiswasit.

At the hands of the woman I’ d made awife, mother, and killer.

Full circle.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
AINSLEY
SIX DAYSLATER

“Y ou need sunscreen,” | shouted across the beach at the boys as they ignored me,
continuing to splash in the ocean water without a care in the world.

Maisy looked over at me from where she lay on a towel, book in her hand. “Ooh,
Mom, look! The chocolate-covered banana stand just opened. Want to get one?’ She
pointed down the beach with glee, and | shielded my eyes from the sun, trying to see
what she was talking abou.

Spying it, | grinned at her. Normally, | might’ve said no. That she might spoil her
dinner. Or | might’ve turned one down for myself. Now though, nothing could bring
me down.

“Race ya,” | teased, sticking out my tongue as | scrambled to my feet. We darted
across the blazing hot sand as fast as our legs would carry us. When we reached the
stand, both panting and exhausted, we were laughing too hard to catch our breath
enough to order.

| held up two fingers to the teen behind the counter and passed over aten-dollar bill.

“You win,” | said, when I'd finally caught my breath, though it had been close to a
tie.



“Legs of adancer,” she teased.

He handed us our snacks and we made our way back to the spot we'd claimed earlier
that day.

Aswe walked, Maisy grinned at me.

| bumped her hip with mine. “Y ou look happy.”

“I am,” she confirmed.

“Yeah?’

“Yeah. I’'m so glad we came. I’ ve missed this place.”

“Metoo.” | licked a bit of chocolate from my fingertip. “We're going to have to start
coming back more often.”

“You mean it?’ Her eyeslit up, sending awave of joy crashing into my chest.

“Mhm. If you guys want to.”

“Always.”

“It's adeal, then. Family trips to the beach way more often.” We flopped down onto
the towels.

“ Speaking of, when is Dad supposed to be coming?’
My joy evaporated. | hadn’t gotten over the sting of guilt every time they asked about

him, but | had my answers and expressions prepared. | smiled. “He'll be here
tomorrow or the next day. Just as soon as he can get away from his new project. But



hey, we're having fun here, just the four of us, aren't we?’

She nodded, picking up her book again. “Y eah. Maybe we should just move here. ”

| let the thought wash over me. “Y ou know, maybe we will.”

She stared at me asif I'd spoken a new language. “ Seriously?’

“Would you like that?’

“Uh, yeah!”

“Alright, I'll talk to your dad.”

Her jaw hung open. “Are you joking? Just like that?”’

“Sure,” | said. “No promises, but | think it’s time for a new chapter, don’t you?’

“What’ s changed about you?’ she asked, narrowing her eyes at me.

“What do you mean?’

“You're so different lately.”

“Good different, | hope?’

“Very good.” She eyed her book, the latest in along line of horror stories I’d picked
up for her at the bookstore yesterday. “Unless you’ ve been replaced by a cyborg.”

“Worse. An dien, and I've come to bring you back to my home planet.” | lunged for
her, tickling her as she rolled away from me, faling into afit of giggles.



“Mom, stop!” she cried, laughing so hard it brought tears to her eyes. There was sand
all over our food when we were done, but | didn’t care. Nothing could ruin my mood.

Nothing could take the sunshine out of the trip.

Noticing the fun we were having, the boys jogged up the beach and toward us.

“Oh, nice!” Dylan said, spying our food. “I want one.”

Riley licked hislips. “Metoo. ”

“Get two more for us, would you?’ | pulled cash from my pocket. “ These are ruined.”

“Come with me?’ Dylan asked, and Riley tagged along happily.

Things were really good now.

| didn’t know why | hadn’t seen that possibility before.

I”d made horrible choices, ones|’d have to live with forever.

But aslong as | had my kids, | could live with whatever came my way. Of that, more
than anything else, | was sure.

In my pocket, my phone buzzed.

| pulled it out, staring at a text message on the screen. A lump formed in my chest.

No.

“Who isit?’ Maisy asked, spying my hesitation.



| flashed her a smile and opened the text, staring at a picture | couldn’t quite make
out. | zoomed in closer.

It was a blueprint, from what | could tell, but | was only looking at a small section of
it. Something that had been circled.

Underneath it, a scrawled note made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

“What isit?” Maisy asked again, more forcefully thistime. “Y ou okay?’

| was no longer listening to her, instead focusing all my energy on the message
written in handwriting | would’ ve recognized anywhere.

Finally, I understood what | was staring at. He' d circled a space along the wall in the
hidden room that read Emergency Exit (Hidden) .

| stopped breathing, a chill sweeping through me. | read over his message twice.

No.

No.

No.

No.

NoNoNoNoNoNoNo.

It wasn't possible. It wasn't.

And yet it wasreal.



His message was simple, yet abundantly clear.

I’d lost.

The plan had failed.

| read it once more, feeling asif | were going to be sick.

Sorry, honey.

We'rein this together, remember?

After al, rulesarerules.

Guess | had just one more secret.

How’ s that for full circle?



