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CHAPTER ONE


Would you kill for someone you love?”


Audrey Harte went still under the hot studio lights. Sweat licked her hairline with an icy, oily tongue. “Excuse me?”


Miranda Mason, host of When Kids Kill, didn’t seem to notice Audrey’s discomfort. The attractive blonde—whose heavy makeup was starting to cake in the lines around her eyes—leaned forward over her thin legs, which were so tightly crossed she could have wound her foot around the opposite calf. She wore pantyhose. Who wore pantyhose anymore? Especially in Los Angeles in late June? “It’s something most of us have said we’d do, isn’t it?”


“Sure,” Audrey replied, the word forcing its way out of her dry mouth. “I think we as humans like to believe that we’re capable of almost anything to protect our loved ones.” Did she sound defensive? She felt defensive.


A practiced smile tilted the blonde’s sharply defined red lips. “Only most of us are never faced with the decision.”


“No.” That chilly damp crept down Audrey’s neck. Don’t squirm. “Most of us are not.”


Miranda wore her “I’m a serious journalist, damn it” expression. The crew called it her Oprah face. “But David Solomon was. He made his decision with terrible violence that left two boys dead and one severely wounded.”


It was almost as though the world, which had gone slightly askew, suddenly clicked into place. They were talking about a case—a rather famous and recent one that occurred in L.A. County. Her mentor, Angeline, had testified for the defense.


It’s not always about you, she reminded herself. “David Solomon believed his boyfriend’s life was in danger, as well as his own. The boys had been victims of constant, and often extreme, bullying at school. We know that Adam Sanchez had suffered broken ribs and a broken nose, and David himself had to be hospitalized after a similar attack.”


Miranda frowned compassionately—as much as anyone with a brow paralyzed by botulism could. “Did the school take any sort of action against the students bullying the boys?”


Audrey shook her head. She was on the edge of her groove now. Talking about the kids—especially the ones driven to protect themselves when no one else would—was the one place she felt totally confident.


“A teacher suggested that the attacks would end if the boys refrained from provoking the bullies with their homosexuality.” Asshole. “The principal stated that there would hardly be any students left in the school if she suspended everyone who picked on someone else.” Cow.


“Why didn’t the boys leave the school?”


Why did people always ask those questions? Why didn’t they run? Why didn’t they tell someone? Why didn’t they just curl into a ball and die?


“These boys had been raised to believe that you didn’t run away from your problems. You faced them. You fought.”


“David Solomon did more than fight.”


Audrey stiffened at the vaguely patronizing, coy tone that seemed synonymous with all tabloid television. She hadn’t signed on to do the show just to sit there and let some Barbara Walters wannabe mock what these kids had been through.


Maybe she should thank Miranda for reminding her of why she’d dedicated so much of her life to earning the “doctor” in front of her name.


“David Solomon felt he had been let down by his school, his community, and the law.” Audrey kept her tone carefully neutral. “He believed he was the only one who would protect himself and Adam.” What she didn’t add was that David Solomon had been right. No one else in their community had stood up for them.


Miranda’s expression turned pained. She was about to deliver a line steeped in gravitas. “And now two boys are dead and David Solomon has been sentenced to twenty years in prison.”


“A sentence he says is worth it, knowing Adam is safe.” David Solomon wasn’t going to serve the full twenty. He’d be out before that, provided someone didn’t turn around and kill him in prison.


Miranda shot her an arch look for trying to steal the last word, and then turned to the camera and began spouting her usual dramatic babble that she used in every show about senseless tragedies, good kids gone bad, and lives irreparably altered.


This was the tenth episode of the second season of When Kids Kill. Audrey was the resident criminal psychologist—only because she was friends with the producer’s sister and owed her a couple of favors. Big favors. Normally, Audrey avoided the spotlight, but the extra money from the show paid her credit card bills. And it upped her professional profile, which helped sell her boss’s books and seminars.


She’d studied criminal psychology with the intention of helping kids. In between research and writing papers, she’d started assisting her mentor with work on criminal cases, which led to more research and more papers, and a fair amount of time talking to kids who, more often than not, didn’t want her help. She never gave up, which was odd, because she considered herself a champion giver-upper.


Thirty minutes later, the interview was over. Miranda had had to do some extra takes when she felt her questions “lacked the proper gravity,” which Audrey took to mean drama. Audrey dragged her heels getting out of the chair. It was already late morning and she had to get going.


“Don’t you have a flight to catch?” Grant, the producer, asked. He was a couple of years older than her, with long hipster sideburns and rockabilly hair. His sister, Carrie, was Audrey’s best friend.


Only friend.


“Yeah,” she replied, pulling the black elastic from her wrist and wrapping it around her hair. She wrestled the hairspray-stiff strands into submission. “I’m going home for a few days.”


His brow lifted. “You don’t seem too happy about it.”


She slipped her purse over her shoulder with a shrug. “Family.”


Grant chuckled. “Say no more. Thanks for working around the schedule. Carrie’s been harping on me to be more social. Dinner when you get back?”


“Sounds good.” There was no more use in stalling. If she missed her flight, she’d only have to book another. There wasn’t any getting out of the trip. Audrey gathered up her luggage and wheeled the suitcase toward the exit.


“See you later, Miranda,” she said as she passed the older woman, who was looking at herself in the mirror of a compact, tissuing some of the heavy makeup off her face. Audrey would take hers off at the airport. She hated falling asleep on planes and waking up with raccoon eyes.


“See ya, Audrey. Oh, hey”—she peered around the compact—“you never answered my question.”


Audrey frowned. “I’m pretty sure I answered them all.”


Miranda smiled, blue eyes twinkling. “Would you kill for someone you love?”


“Of course not.” Huh. That came out smoother than it should have.


Miranda looked contemplative, but then, too much plastic surgery could do that. “I’d like to think I would, but I doubt I could.”


“Hopefully you’ll never have to find out. Have a good day, Miranda.”


The woman replied, but Audrey didn’t quite make out the words—she was too busy thinking about that question.


No, she wouldn’t kill for someone she loved.


Not again.


It was an eight-and-a-half-hour flight from L.A. to Bangor, with a stopover in Philly. It was an additional two hours and change from Bangor International to Audrey’s hometown of Edgeport, on the southeast shore of Maine. She was still fifteen minutes away, driving as fast as she dared on the barren and dark 1A, when her cell phone rang.


It was her mother.


Audrey adjusted her earpiece before answering. She preferred to have both hands on the wheel in case wildlife decided to leap in front of her rented Mini Cooper. It was dark as hell this far out in the middle of nowhere; the streetlights did little more than punch pinpricks in the night, which made it next to impossible to spot wildlife before you were practically on top of it. The little car would not survive an encounter with a moose, and neither would she.


“Hey, Mum. I’ll be there by midnight.”


“I need you to pick up your father.”


Something hard dropped in Audrey’s gut, sending a sour taste up her throat that coated her tongue. Could this day become any more of a cosmic bitch-slap? First the show, then she ended up sitting next to a guy who spent the entire flight talking or snoring—to the point that she contemplated rupturing her own eardrums—and now this. The cherry on top. “You’re fucking kidding me.”


“Audrey!”


She sucked a hard breath through her nose and held it for a second. Let it go. “Sorry.”


“I can’t do it, I have the kids.” That was an excuse and they both knew it, though Audrey wouldn’t dare call her mother on it. In the course of Audrey’s knowledge of her father’s love affair with alcohol, never once had she heard of, nor witnessed, Anne Hart leaving the house to bring her husband home.


“Where’s Jessica?”


“She and Greg are away. They won’t be home until tomorrow.” Silence followed as Audrey stewed and her mother waited—probably with a long-suffering, pained expression on her face. Christ, she wasn’t even home yet and already everything revolved around her father. She glared at the road through the windshield. She’d take that collision with a moose now.


“Please, babe?”


Her mother knew exactly what to say—and how to say it. And they both knew that as much as Audrey would love to leave her father wherever he was, she’d never forgive herself if he decided to get behind the wheel and hurt someone. She didn’t care if he wrapped himself around a tree. She didn’t. But she couldn’t refuse her mother.


Audrey sighed—no stranger to long-suffering herself. “Where is he?”


“Gracie’s.”


It used to be a takeout and pool hall when she was a kid, but her brother, David, told her it had been turned into a tavern a few years ago. Their father probably single-handedly kept it in business.


“I’ll get him, but if he pukes in my rental, you’re cleaning it up.”


“Of course, dear.” Translation: “Not a chance.”


Audrey swore as she hung up, yanking the buds out of her ears by the cord. Her mother knew this kind of shit was part of the reason she never came home, but she didn’t seem to care. After all these years, Anne Harte still put her drunken husband first. What did it matter anymore if people saw him passed out, or if he got into a fight? Everyone knew what he was. Her mother was the only one who pretended it was still a secret, and everyone let her. Classic.


Rationally, she understood the psychology behind her parents’ marriage. What pissed her off was that she couldn’t change it. Edgeport was like a time capsule in the twilight zone—nothing in it ever changed, even if it gave the appearance of having been altered in some way. When she crossed that invisible town line, would she revert to being that same angry young woman who couldn’t wait to escape?


“I already have,” she muttered, then sighed. Between Audrey and her husband, Anne Harte had made a lot of excuses in the course of her life.


Although seven years had passed since she was last home, Audrey drove the nearly desolate road on autopilot. If she closed her eyes she could keep the car between the lines from memory. Each bump and curve was imprinted somewhere she could never erase, the narrow, patched lanes—scarred from decades of abusive frost—and faded yellow lines as ingrained as her own face. The small towns along that stretch bled into one another with little more notice than a weathered sign with a hazardous lean to it. Long stretches of trees gave way to the odd residence, then slowly, the houses became more clustered together, though even the nearest neighbors could host at least two or three rusted-out old cars, or a collapsing barn, between them. Very few of the homes had lights on inside, even though it was Friday night and there were cars parked outside.


You can tell how old a town is by how close its oldest buildings are to the main road, and Ryme—the town west of Edgeport—had places that were separated from the asphalt by only a narrow gravel shoulder, and maybe a shallow ditch. Edgeport was the same. Only the main road was paved, though several dirt roads snaked off into the woods, or out toward the bay. Her grandmother on her mother’s side had grown up on Ridge Road. There wasn’t much back there anymore—a few hunting camps, some wild blueberries, and an old cemetery that looked like something out of a Stephen King movie. When Pet Sematary came out there’d been all kinds of rumors that he’d actually used the one back “the Ridge” for inspiration, though Audrey was fairly certain King had never set foot in her mud puddle of a town in his entire life.


She turned up the radio for the remainder of the trip, forcing herself to sing along to eighties power ballads in an attempt to lighten her mood. Dealing with her father was never easy, and she hadn’t seen him since that last trip home, years earlier. God only knew how it was going to go down. He might get belligerent.


Or she might. If they both did there was going to be a party.


Gracie’s was located almost exactly at the halfway point on the main road through town. It used to be an ugly-ass building—an old house with awkward additions constructed by people devoid of a sense of form or beauty. The new owner had put some work into the old girl, and now it looked like Audrey imagined a roadhouse ought to look. Raw wooden beams formed the veranda where a half dozen people stood smoking, drinks in hand. Liquor signs in various shades of neon hung along the front, winking lazily.


She had to park out back because the rest of the gravel lot was full. She hadn’t seen this kind of crowd gathered in Edgeport since Gracie Tripp’s funeral. Gracie and her husband, Mathias, had owned this place—and other businesses in town—for as long as Audrey could remember. Gracie had been a hard woman—the sort who would hit you with a tire iron if necessary, and then sew your stitches and make you a sandwich. She and Mathias dealt with some shady people on occasion, and you could always tell the stupid ones because they were the ones who thought Mathias was the one in charge.


Or stupider still, that Mathias was the one to be afraid of.


Audrey hadn’t feared Gracie, but she’d respected her. Loved her, even. If not for that woman, Audrey’s life might have turned out very differently.


She opened the car door and stepped out into the summer night, shivering as the ocean-cooled air brushed against her skin. Late June in Maine was a fair bit cooler than in Los Angeles. It was actually refreshing. Tilting her head back, she took a moment there on the gravel, as music drifted out the open back door of the tavern, and drew a deep breath.


Beer. Deep-fryer fat. Grass. Salt water. God, she’d missed that smell. The taste of air so pure it made her head swim with every breath.


Something released inside her, like an old latch finally giving way. Edgeport was the place where practically everything awful in her life had taken place, and yet it was home. An invisible anchor, old and rusted from time and neglect, tethered her to this place. The ground felt truly solid beneath her feet. And even though she’d rather give a blow job to a leper than walk through that front door, she didn’t hesitate. Her stride was strong and quick, gravel crunching beneath the wedges of her heels.


The people on the veranda barely glanced at her as she walked up the steps. She thought she heard someone whisper her name, but she ignored it. There would be a lot of whispers over the next week, and acknowledging them could be considered a sign of weakness—or rudeness—depending on who did the whispering.


She pushed the door open and crossed the threshold. No turning back now. Inside, a country song played at a volume that discouraged talking but invited drinking and caterwauling along. There were four women on the dance floor, drunkenly swaying their hips while they hoisted their beer bottles into the air. Most of the tables were full and there was a small crowd gathered at the bar. Whoever owned this place had to be making a killing. Why hadn’t someone thought of putting a bar in Edgeport before this? Drinking in these parts was like the tide coming in—inevitable.


Audrey turned away from the dancing and laughter. If her father was drunk enough that someone needed to fetch him, then he was going to be in a corner somewhere. She didn’t doubt that he’d provided quite a bit of entertainment for Gracie’s patrons a couple of hours before. He thrived on attention, the narcissistic bastard. How many songs had he shouted and slurred his way through? How raw was the skin of his knuckles?


She found him slumped in a chair in the back corner, denim-clad legs splayed out in front of him, a scarf of toilet paper—unused—draped over his shoulders and wrapped around his neck like a feather boa. He reeked of rum but luckily not of piss. He’d better keep it that way too. She’d toss him out on the side of the fucking road if his bladder let loose in her rental.


John “Rusty” Harte wasn’t a terribly big man, but he was solid and strong. He had a thick head of gray hair that used to be auburn and mismatched eyes that he’d passed on to only one of his children—Audrey. Thankfully she’d gotten her mother’s dark hair and looks.


Audrey approached her father without fear or trepidation. Her lip itched to curve into a sneer, but she caught the inside of it in her teeth instead. Give nothing away—that was a lesson she learned from her mother and from Gracie. Show nothing but strength; anything else could be used against you.


She stretched out her foot and gave his a nudge with the toe of her shoe. He rocked in the chair but didn’t stir. Great, he was out cold. That never ended well.


She reached out to shake his shoulder when someone came up on her left side. “Dree?”


Audrey froze. Only one person ever called her that—because she never allowed anyone else to do so since.


She bit her lip hard. The pain cut through the panic that gripped at her chest as years of memories, both good and terrible, rushed up from the place where she’d buried them.


Not deep enough.


She turned. Standing before her was Maggie Jones—McGann now—grinning like the damn Joker. She looked truly happy to see Audrey—almost as happy as she had the night the two of them had killed Clint.


Maggie’s father.














CHAPTER TWO


Jake Tripp reached beneath the scarred wood of the bar and touched the shotgun he kept there. The ammo was in a small drawer to the right. This was the first night since they’d opened that he thought he might actually have to use it.


The moment he’d seen Audrey Harte walk in, he’d known something was going to happen—it always did when Audrey came around. And tonight, not only was Audrey’s old man there, passed out, but Maggie was there too, drunk and loud. That added up to too much booze, not enough sense, and way too much history.


If he’d known she was home, and that she’d be the one sent to get her dad, he wouldn’t have called Anne. It wouldn’t have been the first time Rusty Harte slept it off in his office.


Jake came out from behind the bar—without the gun—moving on a path to intercept Audrey as she approached her father. A few guys turned their heads to stare at her as she passed. Audrey had grown into her looks over the years. She’d always been pretty, but there was a hard edge to it. She was hot but rough—the sort of woman who might give you the sweetest kiss right before tying your balls in a knot. The sort you’d tell yourself was worth it, and then curse when she left you bleeding.


Yeah, he’d had a lot of time to think about it.


He ignored someone shouting his name. Shrugged them off when they made a sloppy grab at his arm. Fucking drunks.


Jake came up beside Audrey at the same moment Maggie squealed her name. Audrey’s face changed—a flicker of surprise followed by a hardening of her jaw, a narrowing of her eyes. People said she had “them Harte devil-eyes,” which was as much an insult as it was romantic nonsense. Though they did take some getting used to.


Was Maggie actually going to hug her? Audrey took a step back. Jake took that as his cue. He put himself between them—his back to Maggie because she was the safer bet.


“I’ll help you get him out to the car,” he said, skipping the niceties. The two of them had never had much use for small talk.


Audrey blinked at him. Looking into her eyes—one blue, one topaz—was like looking at two different people. Not just two different people, but two different people who could both look into the darkest part of you without flinching. It was unnerving.


She didn’t speak, but she didn’t have to. Her nod, stiff and shallow, said more than any words ever could. Maggie tried to step around him, but Jake pushed her back, shooting her a look over his shoulder that would have told anyone else to fuck off.


Maggie smiled.


John Harte was shorter than Jake, but he was built like a bull, and just as solid. Passed out like he was, he was nothing but deadweight. Jake took his right side as Audrey went left. With an arm about each of their shoulders, and their own arms around his back, they hauled John out of the chair.


Christ, he was heavy! John’s steel-toed work boots dragged on the plank floor. Jake glanced at Audrey; she was focused on the exit, but her cheeks were flushed and her nostrils flared. Determination. He knew that look. She would have grabbed her old man by one foot and dragged him out of there on her own if she’d had to. It wouldn’t have been pretty, but she would have done it. She couldn’t have changed that much over the years, and he knew the only reason she’d accepted his help was because she just wanted to get the hell out of there. She could have just as easily punched him in the mouth.


And he’d seen what Audrey could do with those deceptively delicate-looking fists of hers.


Someone laughed when they came out onto the porch. “Night, night, Rusty,” he said, snickering.


Jake shot him a glance. It was Albert Neeley. His beer-glazed gaze was unsteady and his knees were slightly bowed. He looked like a drunk bullfrog. “Get your ugly ass off my porch, Neeley. You’re bad for business.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Last call.”


When they reached the bottom of the steps, Jake looked at Audrey. “Go get your car. I’ll wait with him.” They sat her father down on the rough-hewn wood. Harte’s head smacked against the railing. He snorted but didn’t wake up. Audrey looked as though she wanted to grab her old man by the hair and try it again.


A cigarette butt landed on the gravel a few feet away from where Jake stood. He glanced up to see the front door close. Last call was taken seriously in this town, and the bar and waitstaff would be overwhelmed with the demands for more beer, more rum, more whiskey, and, occasionally, more wine. He ought to be inside helping out. He ought to be in there encouraging them to drink more. If he was a better man he’d be in there collecting car keys so none of them wrecked their vehicles on the way home. Most of his regulars drove better drunk than sober—years of practice. What he really ought to do was install beds out back and charge for them. Instead of any of those things, he was babysitting one of the town’s more notorious drunks on the front step because he’d do just about anything to know that he and Audrey were friends again. His grandmother always said that one good friend was all a person needed. But Gran’s standards had been high. To her, a friend would help you dig a grave. A good friend would help you put the body in it.


His first memory of Audrey Harte was from when he was about five years old. She and her parents came to Gracie’s—which had been a takeout back then—and got ice cream. It was summer, and he would be starting school that fall. Audrey had been watching him and some other kids play, licking her ice-cream cone as her parents talked to some friends. His brother, Lincoln—almost seven and old enough to know better—knocked the ice cream out of her hand, sending it splattering on the hot gravel of the parking lot. Audrey didn’t cry. She kicked Lincoln as hard as she could—right in the nuts. He fell into the puddle of ice cream. Only then did Audrey get upset about losing her treat. Jake went in and asked his grandmother for a new cone. She’d given him one for himself too, and he and Audrey sat at one of the picnic tables, eating in silence. Lincoln glared at them both but kept his distance.


When his mother took him and his siblings away a year later, Audrey was the only person he missed. And when his mother returned him to his grandmother with the remark, “He’s your problem now,” Audrey had been the first friend to welcome him back.


Christ, the first time he got arrested had been with her. Twenty years ago. Just before he’d started to think of her as a girl.


A red Mini Cooper pulled up in front of him. Audrey climbed out of the driver’s side and came around to open the passenger door.


“Is that cardboard?” Jake asked, glancing inside at the seat. She shrugged. “Found it out back. I needed something in case he pisses himself.” The statement was delivered with absolutely no emotion—just flat matter-of-factness. “It’s a rental.”


“Smart,” Jake replied.


Audrey snorted. “Smart would have been missing my flight.” And then, as she bent to collect her father again, “You running the place now?”


“Yeah.” He came around to Rusty’s other side. “Lincoln helps out.” Why had he bothered to tell her that? She probably didn’t give two shits if his brother was employed or not.


They managed to get her father into the car and onto the remains of the rum box. “It’s like moving a corpse,” he joked.


She didn’t laugh. She looked at him, though—right in the eye—before stepping back. “Yeah? How many corpses have you moved?” That didn’t make things awkward at all.


Jake shut the door, then tugged on the handle to make sure it was latched. “Want me to follow you? Help get him into the house?”


“No. Mum wouldn’t like that.” She sighed. “Thanks, though.”


Jake nodded. “Mine was the same way. I never understood it. Not like it was her fault Dad was a drunk.” The one thing that wasn’t his mother’s fault.


Audrey nodded. “Well, thanks again.” She hesitated, then looked up. He swallowed. Went still as her gaze met his. Those damn eyes. “Good night, Jake.”


He opened his mouth…


The door to the bar flew open. “Dree! What’s your damage?”


Maggie. Of course. She was the punch line to the cosmic fucking joke that was his relationship with Audrey. Jake took a step back to watch the drama unfold. It wasn’t the most honorable thing, but he wasn’t going to get between them again—that would be begging for trouble.


Soft, blonde, and tottering on four-inch heels, Maggie was everything Audrey wasn’t. She’d come back from wherever they’d locked her up as loud and brash as Audrey had turned quiet and focused. Then, she’d stopped partying for a long time and ended up married to one of the town’s pride and joys—Gideon McGann. This was the first time Jake had seen her drunk in a long time. Her lipstick was smeared, giving her a vaguely Courtney Love look.


“Are you seriously not going to talk to me?” Maggie demanded as she staggered down the steps. “After all we’ve been through?”


A few people had followed Maggie outside, which Jake took to mean that she’d announced her intent to confront her old friend before heading out. She was still a drama queen.


Audrey frowned. “I didn’t come here to talk, Maggie. I came to get my father. You and I can talk later. When you’re sober.”


Maggie’s eyes snapped wide open, but her gaze was still unfocused, giving her a creepy doll-like appearance. “Don’t you play all sanctimonious with me, Audrey Harte. I know you.” She jabbed a skinny finger in Audrey’s direction. “I know things about you no one else in this town knows. I could ruin you.”


Audrey laughed. Jake winced at the sound. “You’re welcome to try,” she challenged. “But I think we’re past that, don’t you?”


The air between the two women practically crackled with tension. Jake stared at them along with the rest of the gawkers. No one else spoke. That was Edgeport for you—a town of fucking watchers, like birds lined up on a telephone line. Watching and squawking. So long as you avoided getting shit on, you were okay.


Maggie lurched closer, heels turning on the gravel. Jake imagined her ankle snapping and almost smiled. She stopped right in front of Audrey. In her sandals she was still an inch shorter than her old friend. Her lip quivered. “Come inside and have a drink with me. Just one.”


Audrey shook her head. “Sorry. I can’t.”


Maggie’s fingers trailed up Audrey’s bare arm. It was a strangely flirtatious gesture. “Yes, you can. Your father will be fine. It will be like it used to be.”


“No. It won’t.”


The blonde pressed closer. How many of the guys watching were sprouting hard-ons? Jake wondered. There had been a time when he would have given his left nut to be part of an Audrey and Maggie sandwich. Now, he found it a little unsettling. It wasn’t about being sexy; it was about dominance.


And Maggie had yet to realize that she wasn’t alpha anymore.


“I’ve missed you,” Maggie cooed. “Missed my girl. Come on, have a drink with me. Or I’ll tell Jake how much you cried the night I fucked him.”


Jake flinched. Fourteen years and it was still a top five regret. Top two.


Audrey glanced at him before turning her attention back to the other woman, her face like stone—emotionless. “Bit of a moot point now, Mags.” Her voice was eerily calm. “I’m sure you’ve already told everyone you could about that night. Once you could talk again.”


Maggie leaned her head closer and whispered into Audrey’s ear. Jake couldn’t hear what she said, but it was bad enough for Audrey to give her a shove—hard. Maggie stumbled backward, arms cartwheeling until she landed hard on the steps, her legs splayed. Fortunately she wore shorts, otherwise they would have gotten more than an eyeful—as it was he saw more than he wanted. No one moved to help her. No one said a word. No one would.


Maggie grinned at Audrey. “There’s my girl.” She cackled. “I knew you were still in there. You want that drink now?”


For a second, Jake thought Audrey was going to go for her throat. Instead, she stomped around the front of the Mini Cooper, yanked the driver’s door open, and climbed inside. Gravel flew into the air as she drove away—a pebble struck Jake in the shoulder. It stung.


“Jesus Christ!”


Jake turned. Maggie’s husband, Gideon, had arrived to take her home. It was about time. Jake had called him almost twenty minutes ago. He had his daughter, Bailey, with him, and her boyfriend, Isaac. Bailey was a pretty little thing, with hair darker than her father’s, and big eyes. In fact, standing there, her face taut with disgust as she stared at her stepmother, she reminded him a lot of Audrey when they were young.


“Maggie, what the hell is wrong with you?” Gideon demanded as he bent down to pick up his wife off the steps. He tugged her shirt down over her exposed midriff as he shot Jake a look that was half-apologetic, half-accusatory. “Sorry about this, Jake.”


Jake shrugged. “Nothing to apologize for, man. I just didn’t want her trying to drive herself home.”


“I appreciate that.”


“Dree pushed me,” Maggie said, face blotchy and red as her unfocused gaze finally made it to her husband’s face. “She shouldn’t have done that.”


“Hush,” Gideon instructed, his tone gentle. “You won’t be so upset tomorrow. I bet Audrey will be happy to see you then.”


Jake arched a brow. Yeah, good luck with that. He glanced up to see Matt Jones—Maggie’s brother—on the porch, smoking a cigarette and watching him with a narrow gaze. Jake stared back. The day he backed down from a weaselly prick like Jones was the day his grandmother rose from the grave just to slap him in the head.


Binky Taylor—a town institution who was pushing eighty—stepped up beside him. Binky was one of those old men who had a filthy mind, a dirty mouth, and a heart of gold and figured any combination of two out of three made him charming. Most of the time it was true.


“There’s some unfinished business ’tween those girls,” he announced, as they watched Gideon put Maggie in their car and hand Isaac the keys to Maggie’s vehicle for the teens to drive home. The dust from Audrey’s departure still lingered in the air.


Jake laughed. “No shit.”


Binky spat tobacco juice onto the ground. The glistening glob just missed Jake’s foot. “Be interesting to see what happens if one of them decides to finish it.”


She was shaking.


Audrey’s fingers ached as they clenched the steering wheel. There was a violent churning in her stomach that she hadn’t felt in years. A twisted boil of anticipation and hot sick that prickled the soles of her feet and the back of her skull.


Maggie.


They’d been friends once—best friends. Maggie had been the more dominant, but Audrey eagerly followed her lead. Maggie talked Audrey down when she got angry. Maggie made things happen. She knew just what to say or how to act to get exactly what she wanted. That was an amazing power as far as Audrey had been concerned, and it made Audrey realize that manipulation was a far better motivational tool than anger, or even kindness. Then, there was that night with Clint, Maggie’s father. Everything changed after that. They were separated for three years, and when Audrey saw her again, Maggie had blossomed into some sort of wildling. Audrey tried to be her friend because she had no other friends, and she and Maggie had a bond, right?


“Fuck,” Audrey ground out. In the passenger seat her father snored.


She gritted her teeth.


If anyone had ever deserved to die, it was Clinton Jones. He’d been a lazy, miserable, mean drunk who thought fucking his twelve-year-old daughter was his God-given right. It had been going on for a year before Maggie confided in her. Maggie’s mother wouldn’t listen, broken as she was. Even Audrey had found it hard to believe that anyone could be so evil, and then she’d seen it with her own eyes.


She sucked in a breath, forced herself to relax. She eased up on the gas pedal and flexed her throbbing fingers. No one ever had the sort of power over her that Maggie had. She was thirty-one years old and Maggie could make her feel seventeen with just a look.


She’d spent three years in a juvenile correctional facility because of what they’d done. She and Maggie had gone in—to different facilities—as friends, but they’d come out so very different. Or at least Audrey had. Maggie hadn’t liked that. She hadn’t liked that Audrey had found her voice and would speak up for herself, or that she’d acquired the sort of confidence that had come from building physical strength and ability. Or that she’d finally realized that she was smart, and that education could be her ticket out of the life she’d been born to. As soon as Maggie figured out Audrey had a crush on Jake, she pursued him like a DEA dog following a trail of coke. Jake was the one Audrey wanted for herself, and Maggie used him to show Audrey that no matter what she did, or what she wanted, Maggie was always going to have things her way.


Of course Jake had to witness her great homecoming. And this wouldn’t have all the trappings of a freaking made-for-TV movie if he hadn’t retained that rough, pretty-boy edge of his. He still dressed like he was from another era, still had that way of looking at her like he knew what she was thinking. Audrey could have punched him in the mouth for being nice while everyone else stood around gawking and whispering.


No, that wasn’t honestly why she could have hit him. He’d broken her heart, just when she’d gotten brave enough to offer it up, and that was why she wanted to knock his teeth down his throat. Back home for less than half an hour and already she wanted to punch people.


She almost missed the house. As it was, she had to hit the brakes hard to make the turn, kicking up gravel as the Mini tore up the driveway.


She pulled up to the front steps and stopped the car. When she got out and opened the passenger door, her father was still out cold—and he hadn’t pissed himself. Hooray for small favors.


He wouldn’t budge. He probably had close to a hundred pounds on her, and no matter how much she might wish the contrary, she was not strong enough to haul him on her own.


“You fucking piece of shit,” she snarled, panting from exertion. If “Daddy Issues” had been a college course she would have gotten a PhD, and she didn’t mind admitting it. Everything terrible that had ever happened in her life could be traced back to the man drooling in front of her. Oh, and she knew she was too old to blame him for how fucked-up she was now. As an adult she had the reason and means to curtail that behavior and be the person she wanted to be—all the textbooks told her that.


But that didn’t mean she didn’t want to kick him. Hard.


Audrey climbed back into the driver’s side, wiggling herself around so that she sat facing the passenger seat. Using the steering wheel and seat back for leverage, she set the soles of her shoes against her father’s side and pushed. He lolled to the side. She pushed again. His torso fell out the door. One more shove and the rest of him followed. He hit the ground with a grunt and rolled to the foot of the step, where he came to a stop on his stomach.


There. She had picked him up and brought him home. Unless he rolled onto his back there was little chance of him choking on his own vomit, and it was summer, so there was no chance of him freezing, though at the moment, she wouldn’t be all that heartbroken if he did.


She tossed the cardboard on top of him and reached out to bring the passenger door to a close.


Then, she started the car again and pulled out of the drive. The one nice thing about growing up in a secretive, closeted little town like Edgeport was that there were plenty of places for a body to hide.


Audrey.


In all her life Maggie had never loved or hated someone so much. Just the sight of her old friend had been enough to make her heart pound and her temper spike.


Audrey always wanted to save her. Like she needed saving. Like Audrey was so much stronger than she was. She’d come back from juvy changed, and Maggie’s relationship with her died a slow, horrible death after that. She knew the exact moment it ended—when Audrey caught her with Jake. She still had scars from it. If she had to choose the biggest mistake of her life, it was sleeping with Jake Tripp. It was supposed to have driven Audrey back to her, not further away. She’d underestimated how much Jake meant to Audrey, and overestimated her own ability to influence her old friend.


At the time she’d taken some comfort in the fact that she had the power to make Audrey react so violently. But then one day she’d realized that it hadn’t been her power at all. It had been Jake’s, and he’d used it to make sure Audrey got as far away as she could—from both of them. The lousy bastard.


Still, she hadn’t completely lost her influence. Just a few little whispered words and Audrey had almost gone over the edge. Maggie was going to have bruises in the morning from the steps, but it would be worth it if she could make Audrey come to her. She had missed her more than Audrey would ever know. The night they killed Clint, they’d sworn to always protect and never betray each other.


“Guess I fucked that one up,” Maggie muttered, staggering through the sand. Good thing she’d taken her shoes off in the camp.


Audrey Harte: the one that got away. She’d done practically everything Maggie asked, but never really what Maggie wanted. No matter how hard she tried, Maggie couldn’t bend her. Couldn’t keep her. Audrey had left as soon as she could, leaving Maggie on her own—as though she could run away from everything they’d been through together.


As though any amount of distance could change what they’d done.


Audrey had saved her. And Maggie would be fucked if she’d forgive the bitch for it.


She swiped at her cheek with the back of her hand. Shit. She was crying. Pathetic. She should go home, go to bed and sleep, but Gideon was being an ass. He didn’t want Bailey—his daughter, not hers—to see her “like this.” Like Bailey was some sort of fragile idiot. She loved Maggie, and Maggie loved her.


Or as much as she could love anything. She’d never been very good at it. She always seemed to drive away the people she loved most.


Maggie stopped and looked up. The moon swam in and out of focus above her, surrounded by an ocean of stars. The tide was on its way out, leaving a glossy sheen on the smooth rocks and the smell of salt on the air. This beach was her safe haven and always had been. When they were children she and Audrey came down here every morning they could and spent the entire day, swimming and playing in the sea with Jake and other local kids—and some who were staying at the campground. They’d been the color of walnuts, the pair of them, their hair encrusted with salt and bleached by the sun.


Behind her she heard the crunch of shoes on the sand. Gideon, probably. He didn’t like it when she wandered off on her own, especially when she was drunk and driving. Controlling bastard. If it wasn’t for Bailey, she would have left him long ago. He was so boring. There was no fire in the man at all. Never once had she feared he might say something mean, or hit her. God forbid he ever got rough during sex.


“What do you want?” she demanded, turning around. She moved too quickly and the world shifted before her eyes. A blurry outline of a person wavered before her.


Maggie squinted, and the face came into focus. “Did you follow me?”


There was movement, fast and dizzying. Pain exploded inside Maggie’s head. She fell to her knees with a guttural moan that rang in her own ears. She looked up as warm blood ran down the side of her face. She looked right into the cold eyes of her attacker.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered, tears stinging her eyes. She held up her hands in supplication. “I’m so sorry.”


But then they swung again. Maggie’s skull came apart, and there was nothing.














CHAPTER THREE


Her father was still in the dooryard when Audrey returned home an hour and a half later. She’d been tempted to go to the beach, or maybe the camp, but that would mean driving back Tripp’s Cove, and past Gracie’s old house. It was a journey she wasn’t ready to make just yet. So she’d driven back the Ridge and parked by the river until the fight drained out of her. Now, she was just exhausted.


She got out of the car and approached her father. “Oh, fuck.” She put her hand over her nose. He’d pissed himself. Son of a bitch. She’d kick him in the kidneys if she didn’t think it would make him wetter.


Audrey glanced at the keys in her hand and sighed. Running off again wouldn’t change anything, and if he woke up on his own, he would probably stagger into the house and pass out on the sofa or bed—soiling either one with his sour funk. He wouldn’t be the one who had to clean it up later either.


She crouched next to him, barely flinching at the stink now that it had registered—the nose never forgot a smell like booze, sweat, and urine; it was a unique bouquet. Familiar. Almost reassuring.


Her father drooled on his sleeve, face smooshed up against his arm. She could turn the hose on him, but he’d probably start screaming and wake up her mother—and the neighbors. Never mind that there was an entire field and a barn between them and the nearest house.


Headlights cut through the night, fixing her in their blinding glare. A minivan came up the drive as Audrey shielded her eyes. Slowly, she rose to her feet, blinking away the dots that always made her think of gasoline the way the colors played on the backs of her eyes.


The van parked beside the Cooper. The overhead light came on when the driver opened the door.


Jessica and Greg.


Oh, hell. The night just kept getting better and better. Maybe Maggie could stop by and tell her every detail about what it felt like to have Jake inside her as well. That would be the icing.


“Hey, Audrey,” her brother-in-law said, getting out first. He always looked at her as though she were a puppy he thought might bite his hand if he held it out to her, but he was determined to try anyway. “Welcome home. Everything okay?”


Before Audrey could answer, the passenger door slammed shut and Jessica came around the front of the vehicle. She’d cut her hair into a cute chin-length style since the last bunch of family photos her mother had e-mailed her. She was frowning, but that was nothing new. “What’s Dad doing on the ground?”


“It’s good to see you too, Jess.” Audrey fought the urge to fold her arms over her chest. That was a defensive posture and she wasn’t going to show any weakness in front of her older sister. “He’s on the ground because he’s passed out in a puddle of his own piss.”


Jessica’s frown turned into a scowl. “You planned to just leave him there, didn’t you?”


“No,” Audrey lied. “I was just trying to figure out how to get him inside. It’s not like I can fireman-carry him.” Also, the idea of draping his piss-soaked body over her shoulders was beyond revolting.


“I’ll help you,” Greg offered. Jessica had him well trained.


“He’s wrecked and he stinks,” Audrey said. “You don’t want to get that on you.”


He smiled, blue eyes crinkling at the corners. The fact that Jessica hated her never seemed to affect how Greg treated her. “I’m not planning on dirty dancing with him.”


“Fair enough. I’ll take his feet.”


Her sister got the door. Her nose wrinkled as Audrey, arms wrapped around their father’s knees, staggered past.


“That for me, or him?” Audrey asked.


A cool blue gaze locked with hers. “You’re the one with the psych degree—can’t you figure it out?”


“Doctorate. I have a PhD, not a ‘degree.’ ”


That cool gaze went completely glacial. “Yes, I know. I’m reminded of it every time someone asks Mom how you’re doing.”


People asked about her? “Huh.”


It had always been a sore spot with Jessica that Audrey was able to obtain the education she had. Unlike her little sister, Jessica hadn’t had the benefit of a sponsor. Getting that education hadn’t been easy; Audrey had taken as many courses as she could through the school year, and summer classes as well. She volunteered for everything she could, cramming as much knowledge and experience as she could into her eager brain. Knowledge was synonymous with freedom, and freedom meant she didn’t have to go back to Edgeport unless she wanted to.


Or was emotionally blackmailed into it. She could be back in L.A. right now, asleep in her bed. Not lugging a farting sack of deadweight up the steps and into the house where she’d grown up too fast, her older sister behind her—probably ready to plunge a knife between Audrey’s shoulder blades.


“Oh my lord!” Anne Harte cried as her husband was half-lugged, half-dragged into the kitchen. She rushed toward them, stopping short just a few feet away, her face contorted in a second’s worth of disgust; it never lasted long. “Take him to the sunporch.”


Of course she’d pick the room the farthest away from the kitchen. Why couldn’t she have a couch in the kitchen like Audrey’s grandmother had? Her shoulders were already feeling the strain of carrying her father, but once this was done, hopefully she’d be able to relax.


“I’ll get him some clean clothes,” Jessica suggested.


She’d better be prepared to put them on him, Audrey thought, because she wasn’t going to.


“I’ll get them,” their mother said. “You take care of the kids.”


The kids. Kids Audrey had never seen in person. The amazing grandchildren to whom her mother referred as “probably the only ones I’ll ever get,” and of whom she regularly e-mailed Audrey photos.


Her toe caught on the threshold to the sunporch, almost sending her crashing to the floor. Wouldn’t that be a perfect ending to the night—landing in her father’s pissy lap. With her luck she’d fall face first.


“God, he’s heavy,” she remarked. She and Greg had a good hold on him, but still his butt sagged toward the floor.


“Most of it’s skull,” Greg replied.


“And that chip on his shoulder.”


“That too. Lift.”


Audrey lifted her father’s legs as much as she could, shoulders burning. They half-dropped, half-laid him on the small couch that used to be a bed for a dog they had when Audrey was young. It was a good place for her father to sleep it off, and not far from the downstairs bathroom.


“Should we take his boots off?” Greg asked.


She shook her head. “Nah. It will be better if he thinks he got here on his own. He wouldn’t bother to take them off.”


“Better for who?”


Her gaze moved from her father to her brother-in-law. God, she was tired. “Everyone who likes to pretend there’s nothing wrong.”


Greg’s blue eyes glinted with understanding. Did he have a drunk in his family too? “Can I help you bring your bags in?”


“That would be great, thanks.”


Her mother was in the living room, gathering up toys and putting them in the trunk by the TV. That was Jessica she heard upstairs then, along with a sleepy little voice. Why didn’t they just leave the kids for the night? Wouldn’t that be better than dragging them out of bed? She wasn’t going to ask—it would just be an invitation for her sister to remind her that her PhD wasn’t in child psychology. And what did she know about being a mother?


Outside, Audrey opened the trunk for Greg. Then she removed her carry-on and bag from the backseat while her brother-in-law collected her suitcase.


“Did you have a good flight?” he asked as they approached the house.


“Not bad.”


“And the show? It’s still doing well?”


“It is.”


He stepped in front of her. She had to jerk back to avoid colliding with him. “Look, I know it’s been years and we barely know each other, but your sister is going to quiz me on you later, and if I don’t have answers longer than two words for her, she’s going to be pissed.”


His expression was one of such mock pleading that Audrey couldn’t help but smile. “Really? You have to know the idea of irritating her thrills my inner child.”


“I know there’s a lot of hurt between the two of you.”


She shot him a dry glance as she opened the door to the house. “You should go into psychology with that keen sense of observation.”


Greg crossed the threshold into the house before her. “But it takes so long to get a PhD. Nice of you to throw that in her face, by the way.”


Heat filled Audrey’s cheeks. Jessica had gone to a local college and worked at a doctor’s office. She’d wanted to go into medicine but hadn’t the grades or money to achieve that goal. That was probably the second-biggest reason she despised Audrey as she did.


“I know it was low,” she confessed, closing and locking the door as they both stepped into the porch. “But the fact that her life didn’t turn out the way she planned is no more my fault than my plethora of fuckups is hers.”


“You and your clinical mumbo jumbo.” He grinned over his shoulder. “You want me to take these upstairs?”


“I’ll take them, thanks. Just set them down out of the way.” He did, and Audrey set the bags she carried on top.


She straightened to find her mother and sister standing there. Her mother had a baby in her arms, while Jessica carted a sleeping five-year-old who was missing a sock. Her husband took the little girl from her.


This was the first time Audrey had seen her sister’s children. It was a little more painful than she’d ever expected. She stood there dumbly, staring as the five-year-old—Isabelle was her name—dropped her head onto her father’s shoulder. Long, thick lashes parted, and for one heart-pinching moment, Audrey found herself looking into her own eyes.


“Heterochromia,” she murmured. “She has it too.”


Jessica shot her a sharp glance. “It doesn’t mean she’s like you.”


That probably should have hurt more than it did. “Well, yeah, it kind of does. At least a little bit.” Her sister looked as though she were going to pop any second.


“Girls,” their mother admonished with a sigh of long-suffering, handing the baby to Jessica. “Please. Not tonight.”


Neither of them argued.


“Who are you?” Isabelle asked, watching her with a familiar intensity. So far, the kid had yet to do anything to back up Jessica’s theory. She had Audrey’s eyes, her bluntness, and her watchfulness.


Please don’t let her be like me. Taunting her sister with it was one thing, but reality was another.


“That’s your Auntie Audrey,” Greg explained. “Can you say hello?”


Another yawn. “Hello. You’re pretty.”


Audrey smiled. It was hard not to. “Thank you, so are you.”


“Okay,” Jessica interjected. “Time to go.”


So, she wasn’t going to be allowed to get to know her nieces while she was home. It was probably better that way. Better not to get attached. God knew when she’d see them again, and eventually their mother would tell them about their awful Aunt Audrey and they wouldn’t want anything to do with her anyway. It would be less painful if she just never got to know them.


Jessica slung a flowered bag full of diapers, formula, and onesies over her shoulder while balancing the sleeping baby in her other arm. She kissed their mother’s cheek and walked past Audrey without so much as a sideways glance. It was a good thing she had that baby or Audrey would give in to the temptation to kick her feet out from under her.


Suddenly, Jessica stopped. “What is this?” she demanded, pulling a photo from Audrey’s bag, turning it so both Audrey and their mother could see it. It was a photo of what David Solomon had done to one of his boyfriend’s attackers. It was clinical and graphic and lit by a harsh flash.


Audrey snatched it from her hand. “It’s work.”


Jessica glared at her. “Just like you to leave that somewhere a child could see it.”


She was not going to take the bait. Wait. Yes, she was. “Your child wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t stuck your nosy hand into my bag and pulled it out. That photo could have been of kittens and unicorns and you still would find fault with it.”


Her sister’s eyes narrowed. Audrey’s right hand curled into a fist. Give me a reason.


A look of panic passed between Greg and her mother. “Come on, babe,” Greg said in a gentle tone. “Let’s get the girls home.”


“What sort of person would do something like that?” Jessica asked, jerking her chin at the photo in Audrey’s hands. The baby stirred against her shoulder, rubbing tiny fists across her squished-up face.


God, that bait was so tempting. Of course she rose to it. “A young man society failed.”


It was almost like a physical strike, the moment when their gazes actually locked. Jessica smirked at her. “That’s a phrase they use when trying to defend a monster.”


Audrey frowned. “They who? CSI: Nebraska, or one of those other shows you watch?” For someone who claimed to abhor violence, Jessica watched a lot of procedurals. Audrey knew this because she often stalked her sister’s Facebook page when she had too much to drink, and Jess had a lot of posts about the shows and their “hunky” cast members in her feed.


The shorter woman bristled. “Are you mocking me?”


She thought that was mocking? “I’m saying that TV doesn’t paint an authentic picture of forensic psychology. Not all monsters are obvious.”


“I think I know a monster when I see one,” Jess shot back. If her meaning were any more clear it would be a sheet of glass breaking over Audrey’s head.


The room went dead silent—as though all the breath and life had been sucked out of it. Audrey’s mother and Greg were completely still—frozen, cringing statues waiting for the inevitable blowup.


But it was Isabelle’s wide-eyed and fearful face that changed everything. Audrey knew that expression—she’d worn it many times at that same age when she couldn’t understand why her father acted the way he did, when he scared her.


Audrey turned to Jessica, met that hateful gaze. There would be no changing it. Her sister thought she had every right to hate her, and it wasn’t Audrey’s place to say she didn’t. “If I’m your measuring stick, Jess, you really don’t know monsters. Not at all.” Then, to her mother, “I’ll take my bags upstairs. Greg, it was good to see you. Good night, Miss Izzy.” She smiled at the little girl and got a hesitant smile—and a wave—in return.


She took her larger suitcase and carry-on up the stairs to the room that had been hers for as long as she could remember. Jessica’s room had been turned into a quilting room, but Audrey’s room was exactly as she’d left it before going to college. It was lavender and black—a great bruise of a room that was as painful to be in as it was to look at. So many memories. So many regrets.


Her mother had made the quilt and shams on the bed by hand—and the curtains that hung in the window, indulging her younger daughter’s ghastly taste in decor. It had been an effort to make everything okay. To make Audrey okay.


It hadn’t worked.


She could live with her sister’s hatred. She could live without knowing her nieces. She could live without ever coming back to this place again, but she could not live with her mother thinking that she was somehow to blame for the fact that at thirteen years old, Audrey, who was no stranger to the local police, had helped kill a pedophile—a real monster.


She put her carry-on on the desk and rolled her suitcase over to the closet. She wanted to take a pill, crawl into bed, and put this day behind her. She was exhausted, and it was only a few minutes past eleven, L.A. time. Normally she’d be reading, watching some TV, or out with acquaintances. This kind of weariness had nothing to do with what time it was, and pretending otherwise would only be a futile lesson in denial.


If nothing else, that doctorate of hers had provided a heap of self-awareness.


After laying out clothes to wear to the birthday party—why had she agreed to an almost-weeklong visit as her mother’s birthday present?—Audrey washed her face, moisturized, brushed her teeth, and slipped into a tank top and cotton shorts. She was just folding back the unnecessary quilt when her mother knocked on the door.


“Can I come in?”


Audrey straightened. “Sure.”


She watched as her mother approached. When had she gotten so tiny? She’d never been a big woman, but she’d lost weight. It made her look older. Or maybe she looked just as she ought to, and it was only Audrey’s memories of her that said otherwise, and no one looked the same in their sixties as they did in their forties—not without help.


Her mother was still attractive. In her youth she’d been known as one of the prettiest girls in the area, though years of living with Rusty Harte had taken their toll. When she smiled, though—all cheeks and sweetness—the whole world smiled with her, just as Audrey did.


“Look at you,” her mother said. “I see you in this room and think you’re still seventeen, but you’re a woman. A beautiful, successful woman.”


Audrey’s eyes prickled. If she started crying it would be the icing on the burnt shit-brick cake of a day. “Thanks, Mum. Sorry about the thing with Jess.”


Her mother waved a slender hand. “Jessica isn’t happy unless she’s angry about something. Thank you for picking up your father. Was he happy to see you?”


“He was unconscious when I got there.” She hated having to tell her that.


Anne’s lips thinned as she nodded her head—just once. “Did you run into any old friends?”


Audrey hated having to answer that even more. She could lie, but people would be talking about it tomorrow. There was always talk. You couldn’t pick your nose in this town without someone having something to say about it.


“Jake. And Maggie.” Just saying her name was a lesson in rage management. It had been so long since she’d felt that kind of anger.


The invisible string holding her mother’s back straight snapped. Her shoulders sagged. “Oh, Auddie. I… I never thought. I’m so sorry.”


Audrey shrugged. “Maggie grabbed me and I shoved her. I’m only telling you this because I know you’ll hear about it tomorrow.”


“Anyone who says anything will be asked to leave. It’s my damn birthday, and I won’t have anyone gossiping about my baby girl.”


Oh, hell. “It’s okay, Mum.” She sniffed. “Do you need help with Dad? Because I’m wiped. We filmed today, and then with the flight and Maggie and Jess… I just want to go to bed.”


Her mother came closer, opening her arms. Audrey braced herself as those same arms wrapped around her—as strong and comforting as she remembered. She closed her eyes and held her breath. She hadn’t seen her mother since last fall, when they’d met up for a long weekend in New York. She could probably spout a dozen theories, quote studies, and postulate on the effect of maternal affection, but it would all be shit. Her mother’s arms around her felt as wonderful as they did terrible, and it had nothing to do with her mother, and everything to do with herself.


She couldn’t help herself; she hugged back. She would always hug back, and hope that she didn’t apply so much pressure that she cracked her mother’s ribs. For a moment, she let herself feel, but only for a moment. Then she let go. And stepped back.


“Good night,” she said.


Anne smiled—maybe it was sad, or maybe it was just tired. “Good night. Pancakes for breakfast.”


Audrey’s lips stretched into a mockery of a smile. “Sounds great.”


At the door, her mother glanced back at her and blew her a kiss. Then she was gone, the latch clicking behind her.


Audrey sank to the bed, gripping the edge of the mattress with white knuckles.


She never should have come home.


She woke to the smell of pancakes and coffee. For a moment, the world was good and exactly as it should be.


But then she looked up at the black ceiling and lavender walls and remembered where she was.


“Fuck,” Audrey rasped, sitting up. She dragged her fingers through the wild tangle of her hair. She should have left it tied back when she’d gone to sleep.


She sighed and threw back the blankets. As soon as she was out of the bed, she turned around and made it back up, so that no one would ever know it had been slept in. That particular habit had been hard learned in Stillwater—the facility that had been her home for three years. It was one of the few that actually stuck. That, and where to punch someone so the bruises didn’t show.


After changing into her running gear—if she was going to eat both pancakes and birthday cake in the same day, she was going to have to work for it—she went to the bathroom, made an effort to smooth her hair, and twisted it into a bun on the back of her head. She pulled on her sneakers before running downstairs.


Two things struck Audrey as she entered the kitchen: Her father was at the table in his bathrobe with a huge orange cat on his lap, and the kitchen looked nothing like she remembered. The walls had been painted a rich cream, the cabinets were dark, and all the appliances were stainless steel. There was even a butcher-block island. The table and chairs looked new as well—or at least, new to her. What other changes had taken place? And if they could do all of this, why couldn’t they paint her room so it didn’t look like a damn hematoma?


Her mother was at the stove, dressed in jeans and a blouse. Her highlighted brown hair hung neatly around her shoulders. She even had some makeup on. “Hey, sunshine,” she said as she flipped the pancake in the pan before her. “Grab some coffee. Breakfast is just about ready.”


Audrey went to the counter, grabbed the biggest mug she could find (the one she’d made for her mother twenty years earlier in a pottery class), and filled it with coffee, cream, and an unhealthy amount of sugar. When she had it as pale and as sweet as she liked it, she raised the cup and took a drink. Heaven.


She turned toward the table and stopped short. Her father had lifted his head from his magazine and was staring right at her.


He wasn’t a bad-looking man, her father. He wasn’t going to make People’s Sexiest Man Alive any time soon, but he wasn’t ugly. He was, however, scruffy and weathered. His once ruddy hair and beard were mostly gray, and the lines around his eyes and across his brow had deepened. But his stare—one eye brown and the other blue—made her feel like he saw things inside her that she never let anyone see, even when bloodshot and tired. It was stupid, she knew that, and not just because people couldn’t actually see inside one another. But she had those same eyes, and she’d gotten her fascination with understanding people somewhere.


“Hi, Dad,” she said finally. This wasn’t awkward or anything. He probably had her shoe prints on his back.


“Hi back atcha, kid. Thanks for dragging me home last night.”


Audrey nodded. That would be the end of the discussion. It always was. She’d tried talking to him about his drinking once. He’d looked her dead in the eye and informed her that he didn’t have a problem, and who the fuck did she think she was to point a finger at him?


“Here you go, Auddie,” her mother announced, setting a plate of food on the table.


She stared at it. “You expect me to eat all that? Mom, that’s enough food for three people.”


Anne waved a hand at her. “Just eat what you want and I’ll feed the rest to the crows.”


“Goddamned crows,” Rusty murmured, before taking a slurp from his coffee mug. His wife put her hand on his shoulder. He reached up and took that hand in his own, pressing his lips to her knuckles. It was an oddly intimate gesture—and completely out of character for them both. Audrey tried not to stare, but she couldn’t help it.


She pulled out a chair and sat down before the monstrous feed her mother had dished up. Four pancakes, hash browns, eggs, and sausage. The eggs had been cooked in the sausage grease, the pancakes in rich butter. She was going to die of a heart attack before even taking a bite.


Her father handed her the maple syrup. It was in a whiskey bottle, of course. He always saved his empties for syrup in the spring.


Audrey unscrewed the cap and tipped the bottle over her plate. So. Much. Sugar. She hacked into the stack of pancakes with her fork and shoved the layers into her mouth.


“Oh my God,” she practically moaned.


Her parents laughed. It was the most bizarrely “normal” moment she’d ever experienced in that house, and it was cut short the moment the phone rang. Her mother went to the living room to answer it.


“Someone calling about the party,” her father supposed, seemingly oblivious to the cat snoring on his lap. “She was supposed to let Jess take care of all of it, but that didn’t last long.”


Audrey swallowed another bite of carbohydrate heaven—this time with a bit of sausage speared on the end of her fork. “I’m not surprised. Does she still buy all her own Christmas gifts?”


“Mostly, but I still manage to get a few surprises in. I’m pretty sure the bracelet I got her for her birthday is going to be a dim second to having you home.”


All that flour and sugar started to turn to a heavy brick in Audrey’s gut. “Dad…”


He held up his hand. “I know. The ‘why don’t you come home more’ horse has been beaten so much it’s nothing but dust and an old hoof. I’m not trying to give you grief, just saying thank you for making this special for her.”


Audrey frowned. What was his angle? Was he sucking up to her because he felt bad about her having to pick him up? Probably not.


Rusty cleared his throat and took a drink of his coffee. “Bertie said you and Maggie had words.”


So much for breakfast. “It was nothing. She was drunk.” She scowled. “And Albert Neeley’s a nosy old fool who doesn’t know when to keep his mouth shut.”


“I will not argue with you there.” A pause. An assessing look. “You okay?”


Why was everyone so unnaturally interested in her mental state? She hadn’t been the one to go to the psych hospital. “Fine.” She pushed her plate away and her chair back. “I’d better go for my run if I want to be ready in time for the party. Tell Mum not to feed my breakfast to the crows.”


She had one foot outside when her father called after her, “Hey, kiddo?”


Audrey turned her head.


Rusty smiled. “Next time you kick me out of a vehicle, could you do it in your bare feet?”


Audrey arched a brow. “You should just be grateful the car wasn’t moving.”


The door closed behind her.
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