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      This novel has a running theme of domestic and family violence—including emotional and physical abuse.

      

      In the United States, domestic violence affects an estimated 10 million people annually—as many as one in four women and one in nine men. It comes in many forms and affects families in countless ways.

      

      Many cases go unreported to health professionals or the authorities.

      

      This novel also reflects the power of women friendships and the mother/daughter relationship.
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      The Tuckaway Bay books continue with Maggie’s story. You first met Maggie in Beach Therapy. Now, dig deeper into her story in The Me I Left Behind—her life, her marriage, and all the secrets….
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        * * *

      

      Maggie Oliver has everything—beautiful children, a lovely home, and financial security. Her husband, Max, often reminds her of that fact. So what if he has his share of discreet dalliances?

      She’d agreed to the one-sided open marriage of her own free will, and with careful consideration. He would not give up his freedom. She needed the security he offered. Weighing the consequences, she vowed to make the arrangement work.

      But when the baby came, and then two more, things changed. Max became less tolerant and increasingly abusive—emotionally and sometimes physically. Twenty years later, Maggie knows she is losing herself.

      At what point did she leave herself behind? And why? She is determined to find out.

      When she discovers her husband has a secret family in another country, her determination quickly unravels. Then a family tragedy strikes, changing everything, and Maggie’s path to finding herself takes an unexpected turn.
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      June, Tuckaway Bay Beach

      

      Thank God for friends with beach houses.

      Maggie Oliver watched the littles play in the sand, a lazy sigh escaping her lips. It had been a while since she’d felt this relaxed—this much at peace. Her kids, too.

      She supposed she should stop calling them the littles—which is what they’d called Jason and Chloe ever since Carol gave them the pet name years ago. They weren’t little kids any longer. Jason was fourteen and Chloe almost seven.

      Carol, who just turned eighteen, was working at the Sea Glass Inn Resort this summer for Zach and Lia—mostly at The Sandcastle restaurant but sometimes helping with housekeeping. It was a great experience for her and helped with upcoming college expenses. She’d be heading to Eastern Carolinas University in the fall. Maggie’s alma mater.

      Tilting her head back, she let the soft ocean breeze warm her face, the afternoon temperature mild for June. The waves were calm today, the Atlantic playing nice along the east coast barrier island. Life was better here. Not just good. Better.

      No other way to put it.

      Thank God for Tuckaway Bay.

      The sea rolled endlessly behind the kids, the waves gently inching toward Chloe’s sandcastle. Jason brought her water to bind the sand, running back and forth on his skinny legs. Those two had always played well together, although she sometimes worried Jason spent too much time with Chloe, and not enough time doing boy things with his friends.

      He was protective of her, that was for certain.

      Pushing up out of her beach chair, Maggie left her spot under the umbrella and ambled toward the kids. She wished Chloe had chosen a different spot to build because the tide would take her creation away, sooner rather than later, and Maggie would have to deal with the aftermath. While Chloe had come a long way over the past few months, she still had her moments. Earlier, Maggie had suggested she build further up the beach—but her daughter wasn’t having it.

      Live and learn, she guessed. Consequences.

      “Look, Mommy. Two towers! One for the princess and one for the prince.”

      “It’s beautiful, honey. You are so talented.”

      Chloe grinned. “Jason helped.”

      “He’s a good big brother,” she said, catching her son’s eye. “Come here, you.”

      She grasped Jason’s slim forearm and tugged him closer. Whispering in his ear, she said, “You are a very good big brother.” She hugged him then, and as always of late, his body went stiff. Don’t hug me in public, she’d been told more than once.

      “Thanks, Mom.” Then he grinned and took off with the water bucket.

      Maggie studied Chloe’s sandcastle again. “The prince and princess have their own towers?”

      Chloe nodded. “So they won’t fight.”

      Her words sucked the breath out of Maggie’s lungs. Chloe looked up, her expression blank. No emotion. No question. Nothing going on behind those big brown eyes.

      It was just a statement. How it is.

      She held her daughter’s gaze for another few seconds. Chloe’s upturned face remained stone still—and suddenly, the thought hit her that perhaps her daughter was challenging her to say more….

      But princes and princesses usually live together.

      You and Daddy don’t.

      Well, Daddy is away, remember?

      And when he’s away, you don’t fight.

      So that’s better?

      Fighting makes everyone cry.

      Or maybe Chloe was worried she’d said the wrong thing.

      An overwhelming feeling of sadness overtook her, and Maggie had to turn away. The conversation in her head wasn’t real, of course, but it could have been. She tried to cover her sob with a snort and a cough but wasn’t sure she’d pulled it off.

      “I’m going to get my toes wet,” she said then, not looking at the kids.

      Chloe said nothing. Jason gave her a wave.

      They’d lost so much.

      And all because she’d been too naïve, self-centered, gullible, and foolishly agreeable to stand up for herself, and for the children, for far too many years.

      She had grown these past few months, certainly. She was stronger, smarter, more independent than even a year ago. But she blamed herself for not waking up to the reality of her marriage, of their situation, sooner.

      Twenty. Long. Years.

      Where was that girl she used to be?

      The girl who could lose herself painting for hours?

      The college graduate who wanted to travel before settling down, and chose a flight attendant job, instead of teaching, for the travel perks.

      That carefree, boy crazy, back-seat-romping college co-ed who loved life, sex, choices, and freedom?

      When had she lost that girl? Where had she left her behind?
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        * * *

      

      She stared out to sea, thinking, worried, then dropped her gaze as seafoam tickled her ankles, and a piece of seashell tumbled over her toes. She dragged her big toe into the sand, chasing the shell fragment, then bent and picked it up, washing off sand in the surf. It was the top of a scallop shell, pink and a little rosy on the edges. Her favorite shell.

      A gift from the sea.

      Smiling, she cupped it in her hand, then pivoted and headed back toward her chair and umbrella—glancing up at the Gull, the beach cottage Lia and Zach had graciously let her stay in for the summer. She waved at the littles as she passed, thinking about Carol.

      They’d grown incredibly close since Christmas. She’d leaned on her too much, and perhaps that was unfair. But Carol knew more than the other kids and had experienced more of the chaos. Maggie saw no need whatsoever to drag all three children fully into the hellscape their father had created around them.

      They were innocent. Practically clueless.

      That’s how it appeared then. Jason had known more than he’d let on, according to Carol—but ignored or simply refused to acknowledge. One or both. Maggie often wondered if all the secrecy and closed doors had bothered him. Until Max left, Chloe was a hard child to read on a normal day—shy, withdrawn, showing little emotion until she had a meltdown. The past months, however, she was coming out of her protective shell. Still, it was challenging to know how the mess had affected her.

      Carol had assumed the role of Maggie’s confidant and supporter, and together they unloaded and reflected on the issues with Max and contemplated what to do about it. As much as Maggie hated that, somehow, it was good for both of them.

      While eighteen-year-old young women don’t have the depth of knowledge or experience to understand the choices Maggie had made over the years, and why, Carol had needed her, too. Max had unceremoniously thrust her into the fray of their dysfunction. She had questions. Lots of questions.

      The support was mutual.

      Of course, Maggie could have found support elsewhere and often did. She had the girlfriends from college. And while they knew the situation with Max, and had for years, they’d not had the same experiences as Carol.

      Alice was the mother hen of the group, the self-appointed fixer. She had a solution for most any situation. Too bad there wasn’t an easy fix for Max’s kind of crazy. Thing was, Alice had her own problems currently, with her pending divorce, and Maggie would not burden her with more.

      Julia, her practical, no-nonsense attorney friend, gave practical, no-nonsense attorney advice as any lawyer would—unless she was giving Maggie shit for screwing up. Which often happened. But Julia… God, she owed her more than she could ever give back. She was getting her out of this mess so she could get on with her life.

      And Lia, dear sweet Lia, always looked to the brighter side of life—though Maggie wasn’t sure there was a bright side to anything related to Max Oliver. But she’d been her savior, offering them the Gull Cottage for the summer.

      The twins, Wren and Willow, couldn’t give advice, but were good listeners. That’s how she framed it in her head, anyway. There were times she needed to talk or explode, and she’d go out to her backyard and shout at the sky, pretending she was talking to them. They never answered, of course, because wherever in the world those two women were living was a mystery.

      Carol, however, was always there. For everything she’d been in the past, the spoiled bratty teenager to her, the darling daughter to her dad—she was neither of those things now.

      She had, indeed, grown up too fast.
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        * * *

      

      Back at her beach chair, Maggie plucked up her cell phone from where she’d stashed it under a book, shaded from the sun, and noticed a call notification.

      She tapped on the call log. A missed international call from Australia. Puzzling. Max never called. All communication was through their attorneys.

      The phone vibrated again in her hand. Australia.

      “Hello?”

      “G’day. Maggie Oliver?” The male voice spoke with a distinct Australian accent.

      “Yes?”

      “My name is Adam Barnett. I’m an officer with the Queensland Police Service. Your husband is Maxwell Oliver?”

      What the hell kind of trouble is Max in now?

      “Yes. That’s right.” Her heart rate kicked into overdrive. She would not bail him out of some stupid situation in fucking Australia. “Until the divorce is final.”

      His voice lowered. “I see. I’m afraid I have unfortunate news. Your husband…well he was….”

      He rambled on, the words dipping in and out of his Australian dialect.
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      Six months earlier

      

      “Please stay longer, Maggie. There is no need for you to go.”

      Maggie plucked a pair of jeans from a clothes pile on her bed, loosely folding them. “You’re sweet, Lia, but we need to get out of your hair. Christmas is over and we all agreed to leave after a couple of days so you and Zach can have a quiet New Year’s holiday. Besides, he’s tolerated us long enough, and Sea Glass Inn is still in recovery mode after the Christmas storm and all the related chaos.”

      “But you’re not a problem, Mags.”

      Oh, but I am. I am always a problem. “Seriously? Drama follows me to every girlfriend getaway. You all don’t need the Maggie shit show now.”

      Laughing, Lia stilled her hands. “Stop folding. Good gracious. Your family provided no more chaos than anyone else’s.”

      “Oh? Whose daughter went off and told the world that Alice is gay? Who argued with Ella and made her run out into the storm? She could have gotten hurt.” Pulling back, she reached for one of Jason’s T-shirts on the bed.

      “And whose daughter had a baby on the prep island in the restaurant kitchen? Whose ex-husband showed up unexpectedly with his new wife and stepdaughter? And Zach’s not innocent in this, either. What about his fishing buddies crashing our holiday?”

      Maggie met her gaze. “Exactly why the Oliver family needs to head home. Besides, I’m tired and sort of brain dead.”

      Julia sat on the edge of the bed. “Maggie, look. You seem a little tense. Don’t let all the Carol stuff get to you. She’s going to grow out of this crap sooner or later.”

      Staring at the pile of clothes on the bed, Maggie exhaled, then turned and sat beside Julia. “It’s not just Carol.” Pausing, she glanced at both girlfriends. “Well, she’s involved, but this time she wasn’t bringing the shit. It’s Max.”

      “But he’s still in Australia. Right?” Lia touched her arm.

      She nodded. “Yes, but apparently his reach is far.”

      Shifting to face her, Julia asked, “What happened?”

      Maggie pushed out another breath and briefly closed her eyes. She had to unload some of this, didn’t she? She’d not wanted to get into it on Christmas Day, and then the day after, with all the storm cleanup. No one wanted to deal with her family shit then.

      Especially her.

      But now? Maybe.

      “Maggie?” Julia prodded.

      “All right.” She stood quickly and paced a few steps. Abruptly, her insides felt like trembling jelly. “Let me just get it out, then we can talk.”

      “Sure,” Lia said.

      Julia agreed. “Of course.”

      Again, she took a deep breath. “Here’s the gist of it. You know Max is working the holiday in Australia. Well, the kids and I had scheduled a video call with him for Christmas Eve at midnight Brisbane time, which was ten in the morning for us here. He didn’t log on. About an hour later, Carol got back on the tablet and noticed that he had signed in—but apparently had forgotten to turn the thing off. The computer was in a bedroom and—”

      “Oh no…” Lia gasped.

      “Fucking shit. What did she see?” Julia stood too.

      Maggie shook her head. “Not what you think.”

      “Then what?” Lia joined them.

      “It was what she heard first—a baby crying. Then she saw Max get up to get the baby. And then him talking with a woman.”

      Both Lia and Julia stared for a moment.

      “Wait. What?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Turning, Maggie headed for the window and peered out over the ocean. “Evidently, Max is starting another family in Australia. It’s his baby. His and this woman’s.”

      “Oh, holy fuck.” Julia came up behind her. “We will get his sorry ass, Mags. I swear. Just give me the word and I’ll file divorce papers.”

      Maggie swiftly pivoted. “No. I don’t know what to do yet. I don’t know what I want to do.”

      “Of course, you don’t.” Julia paused, studying Maggie for a minute. Her voice lowered, she went on. “I don’t mean right now, this minute. These things take time. But give me that time and we will make the sorry asshole pay.”

      Lia moved in and embraced Maggie from the side. “Oh, honey. Are you okay? What can I do for you right now?”

      Her words overflowed with concern and Maggie’s heart warmed. Turning, she gazed into Lia’s eyes and soaked up her compassion. “I’m okay. I’m numb, actually, so I guess that’s a form of okay. Who knows?”

      “Have you talked to him?” Lia’s eyes probed.

      Maggie shook her head. “No. I’ve not. Carol has. He told her not to tell me, the bastard, and that he would call. Well, it’s been three days….”

      “Goddamn sonofabitch.” Julia paced now, running a hand through her hair. “Tell me what you want me to do. I’ll start researching the legalities in Australia and then we can—”

      “Stop, Julia.” Maggie grasped her forearm and met her gaze. “I can’t go there yet. I just need to think.”

      Julia pushed out a breath. “Okay. I’m rushing you. But I will be doing some research behind the scenes.”

      Maggie nodded. Let her work. It’s what she does. And maybe it will keep her out of my hair for a while. Until I’m ready.

      “This is why you should stay, Maggie,” Lia said. “It will give you time to unwind from this and all the other chaos, talk things through with us, and perhaps spend some quality time with the kids for a few more days.”

      “No.”

      “Why?” Lia stepped closer.

      “Well, for one, I am not concerning either of you, or Alice, with my crap right now. You have families to be with,” she said. “Besides, I’m not ready to talk this through, yet. And as for spending time with the kids? I can do that at home.”

      “Can you?” Julia asked. “You know what will happen. You’ll get home and Carol and Jason will hook up with their friends, and you’ll not see them until school starts in January.”

      She was probably right. “But this has been one hell of a holiday. With Max, and the storm, and Ella getting lost, and Belle’s baby— Good God, Lia, you don’t need me, my kids, or my problems hanging on, too.”

      “Then come stay with us, if that makes you more comfortable,” Julia said. “Sam’s place is small, but there is an extra bedroom. The littles can camp out in the family room. Carol can bunk with Hannah until she leaves for Albuquerque. Might be nice for both of them. It would be tight but—”

      Maggie stopped Julia with a hug—which seemed to startle her friend. She spoke softly, but directly. “You both are lovely, and I thank you—but we should go. I have things to figure out.”

      “Can you do that at home? Alone?” Lia prodded once more. “Is that possible?”

      She wasn’t sure, to be honest. “I don’t know.”

      “Maggie, please reconsider. It’s only a few more days. Maybe until New Year’s Eve?”

      Returning to the pile of laundry on her bed, she folded a few more articles, her brain rolling over the question. “I don’t know, Lia. Let me think about it. We’ll stay tonight, at least. How about that?”

      Lia smiled. “Perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      The Nor’easter that blew over the Outer Banks on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day left them with mild temperatures and clear skies. Maggie pulled her legs up on the wooden beach chair and wrapped a blanket tighter around both her and Carol as they stared into the night.

      “The stars are really bright tonight,” she whispered. “Look, there’s the big dipper.”

      “And the small one, too.” Carol pointed. The two sat huddled together by the firepit at the back of the inn. Chloe was already asleep in bed, and Jason was up in their suite watching a movie. “I wish I knew the names of more stars and constellations. They are really pretty out here at the beach.”

      “Umhmm,” Maggie murmured. “So easy to see. Hard to imagine people all over the world looking at the same thing we are looking at right now. Isn’t it?” Times like this, Maggie realized how small their world really was. Her world, her life, her problems.

      “Like Dad? Can he see these same stars?”

      Maggie wasn’t sure. “I don’t know. Probably not right now. I don’t know how that all works on the other side of the world.”

      Carol gazed upward. “I don’t want to go home yet,” she whispered. “Can we stay longer?”

      “Don’t you want to go home and see your friends?”

      “Not really.”

      Maggie rotated toward her daughter, catching the uncertainty in her eyes. “You don’t? I thought Sophie was texting you like crazy, wanting you to come home. Don’t you want to see your best friend over the holidays? Didn’t she mention a party?”

      “Yeah, she did. But I’m not in the mood, really.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” Carol nodded. “I don’t want to be where he was. I want to stay here with you and Jason and Chloe for a while longer and not think about him. My head is still kind of spinning around it all. It’s like he’s not here, but I know once we get home, it will feel like he is.”

      Maggie understood. Max permeated everything he touched. Whether or not he was there.

      “I understand, honey. But we’re going to have to go, eventually. We can’t impose on Lia and Zach for too much longer.”

      Carol’s head fell against her shoulder. “Please?”

      Maggie sighed and wrapped the blanket tighter around them. “All right. Two more days. I want to be home before New Year’s Eve. We have school to get ready for.”

      “Okay.” Carol snuggled closer. “Thanks, Mom.”

      It wasn’t like Carol to avoid her friends and want to be with family. Who was this child of hers right now? The Max incident seemed like a turning point for her.

      And likely, would be for all of them.

      “Sweetie, what was it your dad said about telling me?”

      “He told me not to tell you. That he would talk to you. Did he?”

      “No. I’ve had no word. You?”

      Carol shook her head. “No.” She inched her arms around Maggie’s waist. “I’m not sure I want you to hear from him. My head tries to sort things out. My heart is really confused.”

      That statement hurt her own heart.

      Carol went on. “I know you said there’ve been other women. But do you think this time, with this woman, it’s different, Mom? They have a baby. Is Dad coming home, or what?”

      Good question. “I don’t know, sweetheart.”

      “But if he loves her and the baby, then what? What happens to us? Me and Jason and Chloe? What happens to you?”

      “Sweetheart, let’s not go there, yet.” She paused, waiting to see if Carol said anything more. She didn’t.

      They sat for a few minutes, gazing up into the night. The rhythm of the waves provided a steady beat behind the silence, ticking off time.

      Finally, Maggie said, “Julia will look into some legal things for me, here and in Australia.” She wondered if Carol just wanted something to hang her hat on. “I don’t know what is going to happen, honey, but there are obviously some things to figure out.”

      “I didn’t think about that.”

      “I’m not sure I can stay married to him.”

      Carol twisted in the seat and sat up slightly, searching Maggie’s face. “You mean divorce?”

      Shit. Maybe too soon.

      She shrugged. “Sweetheart, I don’t know. Right now, I never want to see him again.”

      Carol blinked several times, then slowly nodded. “I get that. I don’t either. What I don’t get is how it all works afterward.”

      “After a divorce?”

      “Yeah. With all of us.” She stared. “I mean, you don’t work. How will the bills get paid? Will Dad have to pay something? Child support? Will we have to move out of our house? What about school? I know it’s expensive.” She paused, glancing off, then back again. “College?”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Panic gripped Maggie’s heart. Obviously, this was worrying her. “That’s a lot to digest. I don’t know the answers to any of it, but I will say this—let us figure that out. Your dad and me. That’s not for you to worry about.”

      “But I do worry. I have been. I don’t know what is going to happen in the future.”

      “Do we ever, honey?”

      Carol stared, and the look behind her eyes told Maggie she was frightened. “No. And that’s scary.”

      “I know.” Maggie squeezed her tighter. This uncertainty was going to be a problem. “I just don’t have answers now, sweetheart. Negotiating with your dad might be difficult. But Julia—”

      “She’s a good lawyer, isn’t she?”

      “She is.”

      “She’ll screw Dad over. Won’t she?”

      Hell, where was Carol’s head? With a forefinger, she pushed back a strand of hair covering one of her eyes. “Honey, Julia will follow the law and do what’s best—”

      Carol grasped her hand. “No, Mom. Julia needs to screw him over. Look at all he’s done! He’s totally messed up all our lives. He’s a fucking asshole!”

      They locked gazes for a moment, then burst into laughter.

      They hugged and giggled, and sank back down into the beach chair, wrapping themselves up again with the blanket. After a moment, they settled back into silence.

      “Even though he’s not here, it still feels like it. You know?” Carol murmured.

      Maggie moved in her seat a little to look at her daughter. “He’s thousands of miles away. He can’t hurt us.”

      “Really?” Carol’s eyes flared wider. “Mom, he hurts us all the time.”

      Her words stabbed Maggie’s heart. “Carol, you and your dad were really close. It’s bound to be confusing and hurtful.”

      “But he still hurt us. I love him. He’s my dad. But he does things.”

      Anxiety bit into Maggie’s chest. “What do you mean?”

      Carol sat up straighter. “I mean, he’s never hit me or Chloe. He did hit Jason once, that I know of, when you weren’t home. I don’t know if Jason ever told you. He smarted back about something, and Dad punched him in the mouth.”

      Maggie gasped. “Oh, no.”

      “Busted his lip.”

      Her mind raced. “When?”

      “Last summer. Jason told you he got hit in the mouth with a baseball at practice.”

      She remembered that day. He’d not let her look at his mouth and waved her off. She’d thought it was one of those boy things, like no hugging in public. She’d had no clue Max had hit him.

      “Oh, poor Jason,” she whispered, looking away. Settling back into her seat, she watched the stars again. “But he’s never hit you or Chloe?”

      “No, he just yells at us when you’re not there. Mostly, he yells at Chloe.”

      No wonder Jason was so protective of his little sister. Again, her brain stumbled over scenarios when she’d not been home, but Max was. “I tried not to leave you alone with him very often.”

      Carol nodded. “I know. But there were times he’d send you out for stuff.”

      That was true.

      “And he’d get mad so easy about crap. Like, when Chloe spilled her juice.”

      “Did she?”

      “Once.”

      “And?”

      “He started yelling and threw a towel at her and made her clean it up. He scared her so much she cried, and she spilled it again, and then he stood over her yelling. He said it was your fault that you hadn’t taught us not to spill or how to clean up, and all that. I tried to help.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Pushed me away and called me a stupid-ass cunt.”

      “That fucking bastard.” Her gaze never faltered from Carol’s, and she saw the hurt in her eyes. Her heart ached for her. “I’m so sorry, honey. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “The same reason Jason didn’t. We were too scared to tell you.”

      “Oh, sweetie….”

      “If we told you, then you’d say something to him, and then it would get worse. He’d come after you and then probably us again. So, we learned not to tell you.”

      Anxiety seized Maggie’s heart. “This kind of thing has happened more than once?”

      Carol looked away and ducked back down under the blanket. “Mom, let’s not talk about it anymore. Not right now. Can we forget about it for the rest of the night? Please?”

      Her child was shutting down. Her brave, bold young woman of almost eighteen years was suddenly reduced to an uncertain little girl. Just like Chloe.

      They’d hashed this around too much tonight.

      Shit. They were all going to need therapy. Weren’t they?
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        * * *

      

      “Mommy, can I see baby Grace today?”

      Maggie met Chloe’s gaze in the bathroom mirror as she brushed her hair. The child was obsessed with Belle’s baby and asked to see her several times a day. “I will check to see if there is a good time. Okay? Remember, newborn babies sleep a lot and don’t need a lot of new germs around them.”

      Chloe smiled. “But she is so cute!”

      Maggie met her smile back. “She is, isn’t she?” She kept brushing, pulling Chloe’s hair up into a ponytail.

      Her daughter nodded sharply.

      Maggie had tried to keep things as normal as possible the past couple of days for all three of her kids. The littles deserved a fun break from school, especially after the scary storm. And Carol deserved some downtime from all the drama.

      Honestly, she welcomed the change of pace from the hustle of daily life back in Rocky Mount. That hustle—school, sports, dance, cheer, and other activities—plus keeping the house up, groceries, managing Max’s life, and all that.

      With Max gone, though, she could relax a bit, perhaps.

      Maybe.

      Probably not.

      Certain things were rooted into her routine after nearly twenty years, and managing Max, the kids, and the house was her full-time job. There was safety in that. Security, too. She’d grown into predictable routines.

      Carol poked her head inside the bathroom door. “Hey, Mom. Julia and Sam are taking Hannah to the airport and asked me if I would like to ride with them. That okay with you?”

      Turning, she smiled. “Sure. If you haven’t packed yet, do that when you get back. Remember, we’re leaving early tomorrow, and we are having dinner tonight at The Sandcastle with everyone.”

      “Yep. Sam said we’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      “Enjoy the time with Hannah. I’m glad you two are getting to know each other.”

      Carol shrugged. “She’s cool.”

      Even though Hannah was a few years older than Carol, they seemed to have some things to talk about the past couple of days. Maggie had noticed them walking on the beach together, chatting away one afternoon. And last evening, they’d hung out on the deck around the firepit drinking hot chocolate. Maggie wondered if Carol had told Hannah about her father.

      Maybe it was good she had someone else to talk to, rather than herself.

      “So, I’m off, Mom.”

      Maggie smiled and glanced at her again in the mirror. “I’ll see you back here later. I think dinner is at six.”

      Carol gave her a quick salute and grin, then was off.

      “Ouch, Mommy!” Chloe grabbed her ponytail.

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize I was pulling.”

      Whirling away from her, Chloe said, “Let’s go see baby Grace now!” She ran off into the other room before Maggie told her they still had to call Belle.

      She waited a minute, holding the hairbrush, and stared into the mirror.

      Honestly, they’d been sharing a two-bedroom suite for too long, and she was actually looking forward to getting home. Because once they got there, she had a lot of thinking to do—and some research, which reminded her she had some questions for Julia, later.

      It was time she figured out what the hell was going on with her husband and this woman and her baby in Australia.

      “Mommy!” Chloe ran back into the bathroom. “Baby Grace!”

      “Alright, sweetheart.” She set the hairbrush aside. “I’ll call.”

      A few hours later, after a brief visit with Belle and Grace, they gathered at The Sandcastle for dinner with the others. The afternoon had gone by much too quickly.

      Zach pointed to a long table. “Let’s all sit over there. Order what you want,” he said. “It’s on the house.”

      “Oh, no.” Sam pulled out a chair for Julia. “We’ll gladly pay our share.”

      “Zach, are you sure? My kids can eat a lot.” Maggie ushered her kids toward the table.

      He smiled. “I’m positive. Let them eat!”

      Lia moved in, too, and sat beside Julia. “There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that Zach Allen is going to let any of you pay for dinner tonight,” she said.

      “Well, that is just too kind.” Julia smiled at Lia.

      “Are you sure?” Alice hustled closer and sat across from Lia. “Hi. It’s just me. Ella and George opted to stay home.”

      “Are they okay?” Maggie had to wonder what kind of after-Christmas discussions had happened in the McBain household, since Alice officially—but not willingly—came out.

      “They are both…prickly. Yes, that’s a good word for it.”

      She stifled a laugh. Alice had rarely dealt with a prickly Ella or George before now, Maggie was certain. “I suppose prickly is understandable given the circumstances?”

      Alice shrugged. “Probably.” She looked at Carol, then glanced off.

      Maggie gave Carol a side eye. “Let’s sit here, kids.”

      They found seats opposite Sam and Julia, with Jason sitting at the end of the table. Chloe sat between her and Carol.

      “Looks like we’re all here,” Zach said. “Menus are on the table.”

      “Smaller group than on Christmas day,” Sam noted.

      Chloe tugged at Maggie’s sleeve. “Baby Grace?”

      Maggie glanced about, not seeing Belle. “Will baby Grace be joining us? Belle too? Chloe is obsessed.” She grinned at Lia, then looked down at her daughter’s questioning face.

      Lia opened her menu. “She’s tired, but might pop down after a while. Gracie was sleeping.”

      “Oh, shoot, Mommy,” Chloe said. “I wanted to see that stinker.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Chloe hid her face in her mom’s side.

      Julia teased, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard Chloe talk that much ever.”

      Maggie hugged her child. “She is a quiet one, usually. But she really loves baby Grace.”

      Chloe looked up then and grinned. “Can we have a baby, Mommy?”

      Maggie choked back a shocked cackle, made brief eye contact with Julia, then Lia, Alice, and finally Carol.

      Carol’s eyes twinkled. “Yeah, Mommy. Can we?”

      Squaring her shoulders, Maggie said firmly to her oldest. “No, we cannot.” Then turning to Chloe, she whispered, “Mommy’s baby making days are over, sweetheart. You’re my last baby.”

      At that, Chloe beamed and cuddled into her side again.

      Maggie put her arm around her youngest and looked up at everyone staring back—then she eased out a slow, cleansing breath.

      Alice leaned in, changing the subject. “It’s too bad Grant and Ginger had to get back to Seattle so soon,” she said. “I’m sure they would have liked more time with baby Grace, too.”

      Lia nodded. “Yes, of course. But Ginger had to get back to her other children for Christmas. Belle’s fine about it. Grant knows his way here now.”

      “Oh, Lia…” Julia made a face and glanced at Zach. “Is that going to be difficult for you and Zach?”

      “Not at all,” Zach said, answering the question for Lia. “Actually, Grant and I got along quite well, and we plan to keep it that way. We’re all adults here.”

      Maggie felt those words cut into her soul. She knew Zach meant nothing by it. He barely knew Max and wasn’t sure what Lia had shared with him about this new turn of events in the Oliver world.

      “I’m glad,” she said softly. “Being adult can make a world of difference.”

      Lia caught her eye, questioning, and Maggie waved her off.

      “Oh, look who’s here!” Zach stood and headed for the door. Everyone’s attention shot that way.

      Belle approached the table with a baby carrier. “Hey everyone. Thought I’d come by for a few minutes.”

      “Oh!” Chloe jumped up.

      Maggie snagged her arm. “Let her find a seat, sweetie.”

      But Belle could barely get seated before everyone crowded around her.

      “Let’s not all get too close, remember,” Lia said, protectively. “Germs.”

      “Oh, Mom. It’s fine.” Belle tossed her mother a quick grin.

      The restaurant door slapped shut again and everyone turned toward the sound.

      Carol gasped.

      “Well, well. If it’s not Josh Sullivan,” Zach said. “Fish stop biting?”

      Belle slowly looked up.

      Josh stepped across the room. Maggie recognized him. He was one of the anglers stranded at the hotel during the storm. An E.M.T., he had also helped deliver baby Grace during the power outage. They’d left Christmas day looking for another fishing charter, and Maggie had assumed they’d headed back to New Hampshire by now.

      “I heard there was a newborn baby here. How’s she doing?” Josh locked his gaze on Belle.

      Belle’s face brightened, smiling at him. “Hey. What are you doing here?”

      Maggie caught Lia’s eye momentarily. Lia blinked rapidly, then tossed a questioning glance back to Maggie.

      “Thought I’d check in on my patient before heading back home to New Hampshire.”

      Zach snickered. “Grace or Belle?”

      Lia elbowed him.

      “Why, little Grace, of course. Goodness, she’s grown!”

      “It’s only been a week, Josh,” Belle said.

      “Still, she’s plumping up.”

      “Oh, she likes her milk.” Belle shifted the baby in her arms. “Do you want to hold her?”

      Josh grinned. “I do.”

      The server approached the table then, asking for their orders. Everyone scurried back to their seats, except for Josh and Belle and baby Grace, who sauntered off to a private booth to chat.

      Carol leaned toward her mom. “Do you think there’s something there?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. What do you think?”

      Carol watched the couple for a few seconds, then nodded. “Definitely.”

      “I guess time will tell. Right?” Maggie said.

      Their food came eventually, and they ate amidst chatter and stories and reminisces of the chaotic Christmas they’d just spent together. At some point, Josh and Belle slipped out, and it seemed no one noticed until long after they were gone.

      “Do you think Belle and Josh are a thing?” Julia asked Lia.

      Lia looked at Julia, surprise etched on her face. “A thing? Oh, good Lord, no. They just have a connection, you know, because of that night.”

      “Hmm.” Julia gave her a snarky grin.

      Maggie knew that grin of Julia’s all too well. It meant, “Yeah, right.”

      “So,” Maggie interrupted. “We will leave early in the morning. Until next summer, then? Are we back at Tequila Sunrise, last week of August?”

      “Good by me,” Julia said.

      Alice tipped her iced tea glass. “I’m good for that week.”

      Lia nodded. “Plans are to open Tequila Sunrise for the season in late May, and we’ve already held the last week in August.”

      “Great!” Julia nudged Sam. “I’ll be gone all week. Think you can survive without me?”

      “It will be tough.” He leaned in and kissed the tip of her nose. “But I will muddle through.”

      “I’m looking forward to it already,” Maggie said. “Who knows what the next six months will bring?”

      Get ready, Maggie.
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      Max called the morning of New Year’s Day.

      Maggie chose not to answer.

      Out of spite. Out of fear. Or just being goddamn stubborn. She refused to talk on his terms. When the time came, she wanted some sort of edge—even if it was simply being prepared for the call.

      Today was not that day.

      Pacing her kitchen, she watched a skiff of snow drift over the back deck. The kids were upstairs in their rooms, playing, sleeping, whatever. School started back tomorrow for the semester, so she had to make sure they got to bed early tonight. They’d had too many late nights over the holiday, and frankly, were all exhausted.

      Herself, included.

      “Mom!” Carol bounded down the stairway, her phone in hand. The look on her face told Maggie she was upset, concerned, something. She made it to the landing and pushed her phone toward her. “It’s him,” she mouthed, her hand over the microphone. “Dad.”

      Motherfucker!

      Maggie stared at her daughter. “Jesus. What does he want?”

      Carol shook her head. “What do you think? Just asked if you were home and said he wanted to talk to you.”

      With a sigh, she took Carol’s phone. “We need to get new phone numbers.” She waved Carol off, indicating she should go back upstairs, but her daughter just stood there. Waiting. Apparently not going anywhere.

      Maggie put the phone to her ear. She refused to put him on speaker. “What do you want, Max?”

      There was a brief pause, then he said, “We need to talk. Are the kids around?”

      She looked at Carol, still standing there watching, listening. “No, the kids are all upstairs.” Hell, Carol knew everything anyway, so why shield her from any of this now? Besides, her ass was making a permanent dent in the stair tread.

      “Good. Mags, things have changed in my life, and….”

      “Oh, fuck, Max. Spare me the sordid story. I know what you are going to say. You got some chick knocked up in Australia and now you think you want to play house with her. So, go screw yourself and your new pitiful life, too.”

      Again, silence from his end.

      “Say something.”

      “You think you got this all figured out, don’t you?”

      “Jesus, Max. I don’t have a damn thing figured out, and I won’t until you stop changing the rules of the game. That’s all this is, right? A fucking game?”

      Max snickered.

      She was in no mood for his fucking games. “So, tell me. Why call today? Is there some sort of symbolism in that? New year? New kid? New woman? New life? What a fucking idiot I have been. Of all things, I truly did not see this coming.”

      He laughed out loud. So loud, in fact, she pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at Carol, who apparently could also hear him.

      “Glad I could still surprise you, sweetheart. I thought perhaps I’d gone stale on that.”

      She walked away from the stairs and Carol, and into the living room. Standing dead center in the room, between the piano and the massive wall of bookshelves, she stared out the picture window and into the street. “Max?”

      “You don’t know everything.”

      “I know enough.”

      “So, Carol told you.”

      She huffed. “Leave her alone. Do you hear me? She was upset. Devastated, really. Do you have any idea how traumatic something like that is for a kid? Especially for a child who adores you? No, you don’t, because you don’t fucking care.”

      “I love my daughter, Maggie.”

      “Right. So, you expected her to stay quiet and wait for you to call? Don’t put that kind of pressure on our kids. Jesus, Max. It’s been over a week. You could have called sooner.”

      He ignored that. “Do the other kids know?”

      Other kids. Like, Carol was the only one who really mattered. “No.”

      “Good. Let me tell them.”

      “Over my dead body,” she sneered.

      “That would make things easier, don’t you think?”

      Anxiety raced through her like a jolt of electrical current. Is that a threat? She turned back to seek Carol’s eyes, meeting her gaze. She still sat on the bottom step, her arms crossed over her chest, rocking a little. Maggie watched her pull in her lower lip with her teeth and bite. Nervous gestures.

      “Of all the stupid shit, Max. This takes the cake.”

      “Settle down, Maggie. Get a grip.”

      She whirled back and paced again toward the window. “A grip? You want me to get a fucking grip? Jesus. Are you an adolescent? You’re forty-six years old.”

      “I’m a grown man who can make his own decisions, Maggie.”

      “Well, goody for you. When do I get to grow up? Make my own decisions. Fuck around on you?” The second those words were out of her mouth, she panicked. She knew how he’d take them.

      “You knew the deal.”

      “Yes, and I was too young and stupid to naïve to realize what I was getting into, what it would lead to.”

      “You enjoyed your perks. Right, honey?” His voice was softer, lower-pitched, seductive.

      An immediate zip of sexual energy shot through her body, settling in her pelvis. Shit. She really didn’t want to go there. Didn’t even want to have this conversation. “Shut up, Max. I had no choice.”

      “You could have walked.”

      “How? You wouldn’t let me.”

      “Goddamn, Mags, you’ve always had the power to make your own decisions. In fact, all you ever had to do was make one decision and your life would be your own.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      “To leave.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You can leave anytime you want, but if you do, you’ll lose more than you will gain.”

      That’s right. She’d lose everything. Her kids, her home… My kids.

      “If that’s true, Max, then why in the hell do you even want me? Why are you tying me to this marriage with threats like that when you don’t even want to be in it? I don’t get it.”

      He laughed. “Damn, Mags. Don’t you get it? You’re convenient. You take care of things—the kids, the house, me… I don’t want to train someone else.”

      His words literally stabbed her in the heart. “I’m the babysitter and housekeeper.”

      “Perhaps,” he said. “With perks.”

      “And please tell me your definition of perks?” She knew what he was talking about, but wanted to hear him say it.

      He chuckled again. “Well, me, for one. You get to fuck me regularly—when I’m home, that is. And there’s the house, the money, and all that.”

      Closing her eyes, she tried to block out the noise unexpectedly crowding her head. Was Carol still in the room? She didn’t want to look back and see. “Gee. Lucky me.” Finally, she glanced back. Carol still sat there with her head in her hands. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

      “I didn’t?”

      “No. Why are you tying me to this marriage now? Appears to me you already have someone in training.”

      “Eh. Time will tell.”

      “But why, Max?”

      He paused, and she could hear his low growly chuckle again. “Because I can, Mags. Why else?”

      Right. Fucker. And I fell for it.

      She needed to switch the subject. “Max, what are your plans? I need to know. Are you staying there or coming home as planned by the end of the month? I’m not up for any more surprises.”

      Damn. She wished she hadn’t said that. Sounded weak. She needed to be up for anything he could throw at her. Every. Single. Day.

      Again, he chuckled, and she could absolutely envision the stupid smirk on his face.

      “I’ll call and let you know,” he said. “I’m still working some things out here. Tell the kids hello.”

      He clicked off the phone.

      Maggie stood there for a moment, the phone still to her ear.

      Tell them hello? Not, I love you. I miss you. I’ll see you soon. Happy New Year?

      Just hello?

      Carol stepped up, took the phone out of her hand, and put her arms around her.

      “He’s an ass, Mom. Let it go.”

      If only.
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        * * *

      

      With Chloe finally tucked into bed, Maggie softly closed her bedroom door—leaving it open a crack so the light would peek through, like she always wanted—and stepped out into the upstairs hallway. Carol’s door was closed, as was Jason’s, and if they were still awake, at least they were quiet. They’d both showered early, after dinner, and had headed to their rooms not long after.

      They’d be there for the night, she was certain. Jason sometimes played video games until he fell asleep. Carol was probably figuring out her wardrobe for tomorrow and texting with friends. They’d sleep soon enough, if they weren’t already.

      Heading downstairs, Maggie knew she’d rest very little tonight.

      She had other things to deal with.

      Max’s office was off limits to her and the children. Always had been. When he was home, it stayed locked during the day, but open at night so he could go in and out, working or not. When he was out of town, he kept it locked up tighter than a drum.

      She’d never questioned it, nor did the kids. By now, it seemed normal.

      But was it really? What did Max have in there that he did not want anyone to see or know about? While she could guess, she knew she was relatively oblivious.

      Clueless. Max could be involved in anything, really.

      She knew very little about his business, his clients, and all that entailed.

      The only time he allowed her into his office for any length of time was when she was planning his trip itineraries, which Max trusted her to do because of her years spent as a flight attendant. She knew the airports and kept up with the flight schedules and concourse changes, so she could get him to his destination and home again as efficiently as possible. Of course, he was always in the room with her, looking over her shoulder while she worked on his laptop.

      Not this time.

      Maggie stood staring at the walnut-stained door to the office. The room was situated just off the kitchen/family room area, down a short hallway. Her gaze dropped to the handle, and she jiggled it—locked, of course, as expected. Max had replaced the bedroom-door lock a few years back and had installed a coded keypad, plus a key lock.

      She had to break through both—and no telling what she would come into contact with once she was inside.

      Turning, she moved through the kitchen-family room area and headed to the garage, where she gathered up various tools from Max’s tool bench.

      While she figured the crowbar might make quick work of breaking in, she also assumed it would be loud and maybe cumbersome. She didn’t want the door falling down on her, and she didn’t want to disturb the kids while sleeping, either. And while bashing in the door with a crowbar might have felt remarkably satisfying, she couldn’t risk it. So, she started with a thin screwdriver and attempted to pick the key lock, to see if she could get that one open first.

      Nope.

      What the hell kind of lock had he installed? The kids had locked themselves into their bedrooms, or the upstairs bathroom, many times, and the screwdriver trick always worked. What gives with this fucking lock?

      Tossing the screwdriver aside, she stood back and studied the door.

      Maybe she could remove the door handle altogether. She’d watched a few You Tube videos earlier in the day showing how. Running her fingers over the lock and the base, she felt for a set screw, or other screws, there. Finding none, she stood back and stared at the thing again.

      Even if she could get the key lock open, she had to know the keypad code.

      She could guess but was unlikely to guess correctly.

      She supposed she could call a locksmith tomorrow to come when the kids were at school. She hated to involve anyone else in this, though. Or perhaps she could go for the hinges and try to remove the door that way. Otherwise, she was going to take a freaking drill and the crowbar to the lock—noise and caution be damned.

      Try the hinges first.

      After another quick tutorial video, she realized she’d made the right choice. The guy in the clip talked through step-by-step instructions, and in less than fifteen minutes, she had scooted the unhinged door open enough to slide through and was inside Max’s office.

      Waiting to flip on a light, she stepped away from the door, and slowly scanned the room looking for anything that might show he’d installed a live camera for security. Her gaze fixed on a small green light coming from the corner.

      Maggie promptly dragged a chair over and stepped up on it. She jerked the device away from the wall, hopped down, and smashed the sucker with the crowbar.

      Strangely satisfying.

      “There,” she mumbled. “Take that, Maxwell Oliver.”

      Scanning the room again, she searched for more devices. She found nothing, but did it matter? If Max monitored the feed from his phone, he’d know soon enough that she’d broken into his office.

      She had about a day—perhaps twenty-five to thirty hours before he could get home—to do what she needed to do. Max couldn’t get out of Brisbane for another four hours at the minimum, and the quickest route home once he was in the air was a twenty-five-hour-long trip. Lengthier, probably.

      Too bad for him.

      Time to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      “Mom. Mom. Wake up.”

      Someone poked at her shoulder. Carol?

      “What?”

      “Wake up, Mom. What in the world are you doing in here?”

      Pushing away from the pile of papers on Max’s desk, Maggie swiped at her eyes and looked at Carol. Immediately, she panicked. “Shit! What time is it? I fell asleep.”

      “Obvs, Mom. Dad will kill you.”

      She glanced at her watch. Five-thirty. “The soonest he could even get here is around nine o’clock tonight—at the extreme earliest. I’ll be finished by then.”

      “But what are you doing?”

      Maggie studied her. “Why are you up at this hour?” Usually, their alarms went off at six.

      “I went to sleep early and woke up early. I washed that pair of jeans you got me for Christmas so I could wear them today. They’re scratchy.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question.” She glanced at the desk. “What is all this stuff?”

      Maggie gave a shrug. “Files. Contracts. Shit papers. I don’t know what half of it is or why he saved it.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Anything.” With a sigh, she sat back in Max’s big leather chair and stared at Carol. “He already knows I’m in here.”

      Carol rounded the desk and leaned against it. “How?”

      “Cameras. He has at least a couple. I found one but not the other one. Look.”

      She opened her phone and scrolled to a text from Max. He’d sent a video of her sitting at the desk going through the drawers. Carol took the phone. “Shit. Did you find the camera?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’ve looked everywhere.”

      “He can see us right now?”

      “Maybe, but I suspect he’s in the air. Read the message.”

      Carol clicked off the video and scrolled, reading the text aloud. “Whatever you are looking for, you won’t find it. Get out of my fucking office or I’ll take your head off when I get home.”

      Jerking up, she peered into Maggie’s eyes. “I’m staying home today and helping you find whatever it is you need to find.”

      She hated to do that to Carol. “It’s your first day back at school.”

      “Fuck school. This is more important.”

      “Language.” But she knew Carol had almost as bad a potty mouth as she did. “I don’t want him to blame you, honey. I’d rather he just be mad at me.”

      “Isn’t that what you’ve been doing for years, Mom? Taking all the blame for everything us kids did wrong? Not this time. I’m staying and helping. Besides, this affects all of us.”

      Maggie blew out a breath. “The first thing we need to do is find the other fucking camera.”

      “Yes.”

      “And get the littles up and off to school.” Standing, she stretched the kinks out of her back. How long had she slept hunched over his desk? At least a couple of hours.

      “Right,” Carol said. “Then we can dig in here.”

      She nodded. “I’m going to call Julia and get her advice.”

      “Good idea. She might know what we should and shouldn’t do.”

      “I think she will say that we’ve already crossed the line.”

      Carol glanced about at the messy office. “Probably.”

      “Look,” Maggie said. “Go get the littles up and keep them away from this room. Can you fix breakfast? I’ll search for that damn camera.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Hopefully, I can locate and destroy it before I have to take the kids to school.”

      “I can drive them.”

      That wasn’t their usual routine, but what would it matter? Chloe’s school was one street over, and Jason’s a few blocks further. She’d had her driver’s license for over a year now. Surely, she could manage a ten-minute drop-off.

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and grinned. “I got this.” Heading for the door, she paused and then turned back. Her gaze met Maggie’s and held for several seconds. “I love you, Mom.”

      She left quickly, and Maggie was glad. Carol didn’t need to see her cry right now.
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