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Chapter 1


Tallie
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The clip of high heels and the clomp of rubber-soled boots ricocheted off polished tiles. 

People we passed averted their eyes, pretending not to stare. I wanted to shout that they could stare all they wanted—that I, Tallie, a.k.a. Natalie McLaughlin, had done nothing wrong—and that the security guards flanking me were there because upper management were dickheads who’d decided I was easier to sacrifice than deal with. 

Six red surveillance lights blinked from the coffered ceiling. Eyes that were staring.

At the end of the corridor, the younger guard stepped ahead and reached for the brass door handle. My arms trembled with the effort it took not to smack the grin off his face. I cut my eyes at him, then stepped out to the sidewalk and flipped him—and his partner, and the cameras beyond—the bird. He held my gaze through the glass until a wave of office workers swept between us, shoving me aside and swallowing the guards back into the lobby.

I turned against the fast-moving current of bodies and briefcases. 

Poor work performance, my ass.

Don’t think. Don’t think. Keep moving. 

Called it “their only appropriate recourse.” We’ll see about that. 

Thorpe Investment thought a pair of wannabe cops could rid them of a problem. Wrong. I hadn’t broken every glass ceiling in that building—the first female VP of Wealth Management— just to be swept out with the recycling. 

Stop thinking.

I had to get home.

Upstairs, in the back of my file cabinet, behind a stack of personal documents, lay my secret weapon—the one thing guaranteed to snap my mind into razor focus. I needed that focus now.

The beep of my car lock echoed through the parking garage. I tossed my purse onto the passenger’s seat and slid in behind the wheel. 

Intuition had always been my superpower. Yesterday, when my forehead began to prickle, I’d known. I’d stayed late. Are you sure you want to delete this folder? Yup. That one, and that one, and that one. Files that wouldn’t be missed immediately but, once discovered gone, would cause a shitload of trouble for a shitload of people. 

Onto the emails. 

Still sure? 

Yup.

My indicator clicked as I steered into traffic. More prickling, now on the top of my head. 

Thorpe accused me of mismanaging client funds. Bullshit!

I missed three separate turns—turns I’d made every day for nearly two decades—before finally reaching my street. I lived in a nice neighbourhood, better than nice. Posh, my mom called it. Mom was from a generation that considered wealth dirty. Mom didn’t. She’d never accused me of getting too big for my britches. Be big, be bold, be brave, she’d said. She was proud of everything I’d accomplished. Her approval mattered. 

I coasted toward my posh house. What was Mom going to think about all this? 

STOP THINKING!

And Tiffany. Never in her twenty-five years had she not seen me on top. 

I pulled into my driveway.

Maybe I could stop Thorpe before either of them found out. 

But what if they did find out? 

I’d lie. Obviously. 

The front door lock clicked back into place. My briefcase thumped onto the hardwood floor. A whiff of toast drifted from the kitchen. 

“You’re home in the middle of the day,” Tiffany said—statement not question. 

My kid—magazine in one hand, a steaming mug in the other—lounged in our formal living room. I’d told her a thousand times I hated her eating, drinking, and definitely not lounging in that room. I swatted her feet off the coffee table.

“Guess I could say the same thing,” I said as her heels hit the floor. 

“You could,” she said, lowering her mug to a coaster, “but then I’d remind you that last night we discussed how I have today off, and how Sam and I are going out this afternoon.” 

“Right, I remember.” I didn’t remember. “Where are you two going again?”

“Christmas shopping.” She tilted her head, frowning. “You okay? You look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

“Did you eat this morning?” 

Sometimes Tiffany liked to reverse our roles—she’d play the parent, and like any self-respecting teenager, I’d tell her to bugger off.

“Had a yogurt.” I hadn’t.

“You skipped dinner last night. You’re getting too skinny. Are you on a diet?”

I ran my fingers through my hair. The morning I’d been fired wasn’t the moment to tell her to bugger off. 

Redirect. Redirect. 

"Christmas shopping in October, eh.”

She took the bait. 

“Only losers—and you—leave Christmas shopping until the last second,” she said. “Nothing says I love you like soap-on-a-rope from the drugstore.” 

“Knock it off. That was fifty-dollar body wash from Saks.” Now who had taken the bait? 

“Right.” She dropped her magazine and stood. “So why are you home so early?” 

We met eye-to-eye. I looked away from the two-inch magenta streaks framing her face. Yesterday she’d informed me she was an adult, which meant I no longer got to comment on her hair—I’d suggested magenta streaks screamed immaturity and could potentially hurt her career prospects.

“It was nuts at the office. Thought I could get more work done here,” I said, already edging toward the stairs. I needed that envelope. “When are you leaving?” 

“An hour.”

“Okay. Have fun.” 

My foot hit the bottom step. I had rules: not while Tiffany was home. I could wait an hour—except her hour stretched into a lifetime. Upstairs in my office, I paced between my desk and the file cabinet, wearing a groove into the carpet, trying not to think about the envelope. Or the firing. Or the fallout. 

I needed to get ahead of this before word spread. I grabbed my phone. 

“Definitely we’d be interested in talking to you.” 

Head-hunters had chased me for years. I’d always told them to go fuck themselves—after losing enough staff to poaching, it felt like the only polite response.

“Fantastic,” I said. 

“It’s just that last time, you weren’t interested,” he said. “What’s changed?”

“Looking for a new challenge,” I said. What I didn’t say was I was a fifty-four-year-old woman with six-figure salary expectations who’d just been shit-canned. 

“Huh. You looking to leave finance? 

“Possibly.”

“Okay, let’s meet. You can tell me what you’re thinking.” 

“How about tomorrow morning? Or sooner. I could meet you this afternoon.”

“You’re keen.”

“I didn’t get where I am by waiting around.”

“I’ll need time to see what’s out there. Let’s say my office, eleven-thirty tomorrow.”

“Perfect.”

We disconnected. 

Sunlight blasted into my office. I yanked the curtains closed and dropped onto the chaise lounge I’d bought for reading—though I hadn’t opened a novel in forever. Maybe this unexpected time off would give me a chance to finally tackle the stack of unread titles on my shelves. I reached for the nearest one and flipped to Chapter One. The words slid around the page. I snapped it shut.

Was I going to be okay? Surely this was just a bump in the road—but was it?

My eyes drifted again to the file cabinet.

Just when I was about to scream at Tiffany to hurry up and get the hell out, I heard the front door open. I waited for her car to start, then pull away, before crossing the room in four long, practiced strides.

The cabinet drawer rattled through the quiet house.

I carried the envelope to my desk.
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Chapter 2
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“I can’t talk to you,” Lori, my assistant, snapped over the phone.

“Of course you can,” I said. 

The afternoon had slipped away. Nearly five o’clock. I’d gone into the envelope twice more—maybe three times.

“You know I can’t.”

“Just give me a minute.” 

I stared at the empty wine bottle on my desk. Somewhere around the second glass, fear had crept across my chest: maybe I’d deleted too much. Maybe someone would dig deeper. Excavation of any kind would be catastrophic. Lori could head them off. She always had. 

“Go away, Tallie.”

“Don’t be like that, Lor. We’re friends.” 

Five years she’d been my right hand. Champagne when her kids were born. Flowers when her dad died. Birthday lunches. Holiday bonuses I’d topped up myself. 

“We aren’t,” she said.

“Sure, we are. I’ve got your back. You’ve got mine.” 

Four months ago, she’d come to me about the Corbin transfer. She could’ve gone straight to Compliance. I told her Mrs. Corbin wanted to surprise her husband with a cruise for his sixtieth birthday and needed the cash to pay for the once-in-a-lifetime trip. She’d nodded, lips pressed tight, and closed the file.

A garbage truck rumbled down the street, pulling me back. I swivelled my chair around and stared out the window. 

Lori's voice came back louder—loud enough for people near her desk to hear: “When people started questioning your accounts, you tried to drop me in it.” 

“Things got a little crazy. I apologize. I haven’t been myself.” 

The lies had tumbled out before I could stop them. I’d never meant to make her the scapegoat. Not at first. 

“You’re exactly yourself.” Her voice hissed like a snake about to strike. “I've always known you're a calculating bitch. Soon everyone else will know it too.”

The taste of my last glass of wine clung to my tongue.

“What can I do to make you comfortable about not saying anything?” I asked.

“Are you trying to bribe me?” 

“I’m trying to make things right. For both of us.” 

The unopened bottle of white downstairs in my fridge was calling out for me. So far away.

“Fuck off, Tallie.” 

The line went dead. 

I rolled my neck, and tried to steady the tremor in my hands. Seconds later, my phone rang again.

Lori again. “I’m meeting with Mr. Aston tomorrow.” 

“Ah, our fearless leader.” 

I stepped out of my office. Maybe the fridge wasn’t that far away. 

“Did he say what he wants?”

“Thorpe wants this quiet—not for you, for their investors. But they’ll want to know when and why your accounts first lost money.”

A fresh spike of panic. “What're you going to say?”

“Tallie... getting fired is the least of your problems. If they start digging—”

“A few stupid mistakes. They’ve already let me go. What else can they do?”

A long, exhausted sigh. “It hasn’t always been peaches and cream working with you, but I used to think underneath it all you were decent.”

“Used to?”

The kitchen light flicked on. I grabbed the back of a chair to steady myself.

“Like I said, you’re calculating and, as I’m discovering, the furthest thing from decent.”

“That’s not fair—”

“Got my opinion.”

“Okay... well... so... I was thinking—we should probably get our stories straight.”

I reached into the fridge and pulled out my last bottle of white.

“Not over the phone.” She’d lowered her voice.

My hand froze mid-reach for the corkscrew. For the first time in our relationship, Lori was steering the conversation. Any other day I’d have pushed back. But that afternoon, I was too deep into my pity party to muster a challenge. Let her take the wheel—just until I found solid ground again.

I sighed. "Smart.” I resumed opening the wine. 

“Before I get hauled into Ashton's office.”

“Agreed.”

“What are you doing now?”

My eyes wandered between the bottle and wineglass.

“Nothing.”

“Let’s meet, somewhere discreet. Tonight.”

“Okay, but... I probably shouldn’t drive. Been drowning my sorrows a bit.”

“Wow, big surprise.” A beat. “Fine. I’ll come to your place.”

“Not a great idea.” 

Tiffany could walk in at any moment. 

“Jeez, Tallie. Fine. Meet me in the park at the end of your street. Six o’clock.” 

“Should we have code names for each other? I’ll be Mata Hari.” 

Silence.

“Kidding, I’m kidding. Where's your sense of humour?”

“Maybe you don’t appreciate how much trouble you're actually in.” Another beat. “Six o’clock.” 

She hung up again. 

Streetlights glowed at each corner of the park, leaving a black hole of dark in the centre. Lori slipped her arm through mine and steered me toward it. Our heels clicked in sync on the paved path. The top of my head prickled... again. 

“You’re a cokehead,” she stated. 

“I’m—” 

Her grip tightened. 

“Don’t deny it. You’re a cokehead. Something I’m sure Tiffany and your parents would love to hear.”

Cold air scraped my throat. Parties in my thirties. A line here or there. After Lizzie died, a few more. Nothing serious.

Then fifty hit. Late nights. Weekends. Vacations spent working.

And Christopher—the twenty-something wonderkid they’d hired to replace me before I even knew I was being replaced.

So I bought a gram. 

Worked longer. Harder.

The nosebleed that wouldn’t stop.

All the mornings I’d wanted to call in sick but hadn’t dared.

“And you’ve been stealing money.” Lori’s voice pulled me back to the park.

“What?” 

With my free hand, I clutched my coat collar tightly against my neck.

“Really? Is that how you want to play this? Look Tallie, you aren’t that smart, and I’m not that stupid.”

“I made some bad investments. A few people lost a bit of money. But I would never steal anything from anyone,” I said, grateful for her arm that held me upright, angry at the strength of her grip. 

“Keep telling yourself that. Meantime, this charade is going to cost you.”

My stomach dropped.

“What do you want?” 

“Cash.” 

“Wow, you had that locked and loaded.”

“Learned from the best.”

“I’m broke.” 

“You’re lying. I know what’s missing. You haven’t had time to snort fifty grand.”

“Why are you doing this? What have I ever done to you?” 

“Ha,” she blasted. “What have you done to me? How much time do you have?” 

I stopped walking. 

“You’re nuts.” 

The last of my adrenaline drained. My legs felt hollow. I wanted—needed—to curl onto a bench and disappear.

Lori yanked me forward.

“I’m nuts?” 

Was that a question? My brain was fogging over. I could no longer concentrate on what she was saying. 

“You want to know what you’ve done to me?” 

Too many questions. 

“Whatever you think I’ve done, I never meant to upset you.” 

I needed to get home. Lock the doors. Use.

She stopped, released my arm, and faced me.

“You stole my promotion.” 

Earlier that year, a marketing position had opened. Lori asked me to put in a good word. She was perfect for it—qualified, ambitious, clear about wanting to move up fast.

“I spoke to the hiring committee. It's not my fault they went in another direction.” 

I had spoken to them—to warn that if they even thought about taking Lori from me, I’d rain hell on their department. Heavy-handed, okay, but losing her would’ve been inconvenient at best, suicidal at worst.

She shook her head again. “That promotion was mine if you hadn’t interfered.”

I wrapped my arm around my middle, the other joining from the opposite side. Tiffany was right. I’d lost weight. The waist beneath my hands reminded me of when I was younger, before middle-age had begun to round out every angle and curve. But my face... my face was way too thin. 

“How much?” I asked.

“I figure I lost thirty grand not getting that promotion. And you’ve stolen fifty.”

“You’ve lost your bloody mind,” I snorted. 

“I’d be willing to split it. Twenty-five.” 

“I didn’t take fifty.” 

“Yeah, you did.” 

“Even if I had—which I didn’t—I sure as hell don’t have twenty-five to give you.”

She curled her shoulders, a sneer twisting her mouth.

“I’ve been watching you for months. Keeping track. You never know when information like that'll come in handy.” 

A shiver rippled through me.

“I don’t have twenty-five grand.”

“You’re good at making things happen.” 

I needed time. Space. A plan. 

“Give me a few days.” 

She leaned in, her breath warm against my ear. “And your ring.”

“What?”

“The emerald ring you’re always wearing. I want it.”

“My sister gave me this.” My hand closed around the band—the last gift Lizzie ever gave me. “You’re not getting it. No way,” I bellowed. 

She hushed me sharply.

“What’ll Tiffany think when she hears you got fired? Or better yet, when she finds out about your ‘habit’?” Her air quotes sliced the space between us. “And your parents? They’d be devastated to learn you’re such a fucking disaster.” 

“You’re not getting this ring. I have others—more valuable.” 

“I want that ring.” 

“Why?” My temples throbbed.

“Because it matters to you. Anything else is just something you bought when you were bored. But this?”

She grabbed my hand.

“Losing this would hurt. And you should hurt. You stole from me. You stole from people who need their retirement savings. All because you could. Because you’re a fucking addict.”

Her words came fast.

“You’re giving me the ring and the money, or I blow up the perfect persona you’ve spent your life manufacturing.”

She stepped back. “Noon tomorrow. Or I call your family. Then the cops.”

I twisted away from her and charged back in the direction we’d just come. Tiffany’s car wasn’t in the driveway. I bolted the front door, then made sure the back door and each window were locked. 

In my office, I collapsed onto the chaise and twisted Lizzie’s ring around my finger.

Nine months after my sister died—on my fortieth birthday—a jeweller called. Lizzie had designed a ring for me before her bone marrow transplant. The transplant that went so terribly wrong.

And there was a note. 

Tallie, my hero,

I may not be there to wish you a happy 40th, but I couldn’t miss the chance to tease you about being so old. I hope your next 40 years are even better than the first. Love you with all my heart, rockstar.

Lizzie

A violent pull on the file cabinet drawer. A jolt of energy through my veins.

Over my dead body was Lori getting the most valuable possession I owned. 
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I startled at Tiffany’s voice. Disoriented, I pushed upright. Sun leaked through the curtains. My living room—the room I never let Tiffany hang out in. The sofa I’d bought last Christmas. A soft throw tucked around me. Yesterday’s clothes. An empty wine glass and a box of double-chocolate cookies beside perfectly fanned home-décor magazines.

My mouth tasted like something had died in it.

The mantel clock read 7:15. Twenty-two hours since I’d been fired. Thirteen since the park. Four until my meeting with the head-hunter.

“I’m good.” 

“You were moving around the house all night.”

“Menopause. Messes with your sleep.” 

“Work stressing you out?”

“I’ve got a few things on my mind.” Blackmail and being out of blow topping the list.

“Are you going in today?”

I hadn’t thought what I’d tell her when I didn’t leave for work every morning. 

“No. I’ve got a meeting at eleven. Then I’m taking a mental-health day.”

She stared like I’d confessed to murder.

“You never take a day off.”

“I’m feeling a bit burnt out.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re taking my advice for once.”

“What advice?”

“Replenish your well.” She raised her eyebrow. “Is that blood on your nose?”

I grabbed a tissue and swiped. “It’s so dry in here.” I smoothed down my hair. “Just going to grab some water, then hopefully catch another hour of shuteye before my meeting.” 

She gave me a backward glance as she left the room.

In the kitchen, I gulped cold water and stared out the window. My neighbours’ kitchen light was on. Most mornings we met in our driveways—him, the doctor, always waving; her, the speech pathologist, always commenting on the weather.

Looks like rain. Hotter than Hades. Winter’s coming. Will it ever stop snowing?

I couldn’t remember her name.

What would they think when they didn’t see me leave today? Or tomorrow? Or the next day? Would curiosity gnaw at her until she marched across the driveway to “check in”? Would she send her husband in case I needed medical attention?

“All’s good. Couldn’t be better. Nosy bitch,” I hissed at the window.

Upstairs, I headed for my ensuite. I felt dirty—like Lori and Thorpe Investment had left a film on my skin. I stood naked in front of the mirror. Tiffany’s footsteps moved across the hall. Lori had been right about one thing: I couldn’t let my family find out I was a big, fat, fucking lie.

I yanked the shower door open.

No way. I wouldn’t let this hiccup define my entire career. Under the hot sting of water, I took several deep breaths. Time to prioritize, plan, strategize—one problem at a time.

Out of the shower, I wrapped a towel around myself and stomped into my bedroom. Dressed in linen pants, an argyle sweater, hair pulled up, I set my plans in motion.

Problem number one—quick money.

Despite what Lori believed, I had precious little. I’d paid cash for my car last year, back when I did have money. I could trade it in for something smaller. Nice, but smaller. I called the dealership.

Problem number two—Thorpe.

This wasn’t over—not by a long shot. I’d call my lawyer and friend, Derek Stewart, to map out my options. I’d give it a day or two—just until I figured out the smartest angle.

Problem number three—more money.

Derek didn't come cheap. I had a triplex in the north end—a small investment property I could sell. I called my real estate agent and told her to list it immediately. She said it would go quickly but doubted she could get a closing date earlier than two, maybe three, possibly four months down the road. Sorry, Derek. You’ll get your retainer when the triplex goes.

Problem number four—Lori.

I could give Lori some cash from the car exchange. Her silence was worth a few thousand—not twenty-five. Once my brain fully restarted, I’d figure out how to make her go away. Then I’d bury her.

And the ring...

I called Lizzie's jeweller.

“What are the chances you’ve kept my sister’s design plans?” 

My fingers traced the white-gold band. 

“I keep all design plans,” he said.

“Great. I need another ring made off that design—an imitation this time. Fake emerald, fake gold.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.”

“By Friday morning.”

A pause. “Tight, but for you, sure.”

“Excellent.”

“Can you drop off a deposit today?” 

“Ah, I’m out of town and won’t be able to get there today.” 

Another pause—heavier this time.

“If it’s going to be a problem...

“No, no. No problem. See you Friday.”

We disconnected. 

My next call was to the slick, executive-looking jackass who kept my dope topped up. I’d need a little help to get through the next few days—then I’d quit. He agreed to meet me at four.

After all that problem-solving, I lowered my neck, wiggled my hips, shuffled my feet.

“Woo-hoo.” I snickered. “No problem’s too big for the unstoppable Tallie McLaughlin.”

I sat at my vanity. My phone rang. The head-hunter’s name lit the screen.

“Tallie, hey, glad I caught you. Look, I’m going to have to cancel.”

“Okay... When do you want to reschedule? I’m free anytime this week.”

“Right, well... I’ve put feelers out, and there doesn’t seem to be anything out there that feels like a good fit for you.”

“I told you I’m looking for a change. You can’t say there’s nothing for me before we even talk.”

“I’ll keep my ear to the ground, but I’m not sure I can help.”

A hard jolt shot up my spine.

“Why are you blowing me off? You’ve been dogging me for years. Now you want to freeze me out?”

A beat. “Word is Thorpe let you go.”

“And you believe that?”

“The rumours aren’t true?”

“I left. I was suffocating there. I want something new.”

“I'm hearing you’ve lost your edge. Accounts losing money left, right, and centre.”

“That’s crap.”

“I wish you all the best.”

He hung up.

I threw my phone onto the chaise.

For the second time that morning, Tiffany’s voice surprised me.

“Mom.”

I opened the door. She stood in her riding gear.

“Everything okay?”

“Fine.”

“K. So, I’m off to the barn.” 

Tiffany had ridden horses since she was ten. At twelve, she’d hugged me hard when I agreed it was time to lease her first horse. Sassy was the current horse I paid for.

I rubbed my cheek. Another problem—I might have to ask Tiff to take over Sassy’s board.

“Is Sam going with you?” 

“Not this week. Aunt Marilyn was going to come, but she had to bail.” 

Tiffany and my older sister were tight. It never bothered me. 

“You looking for company?” 

When she was younger, I’d drop her at the stable and come back two hours later. Now she drove herself in the car I’d given her for her twenty-first birthday. I’d never actually seen her ride Sassy.

“Thought you had an appointment,” she said.

“Got cancelled. It’d be great to hang out with you. We haven’t done that in ages.” 

She blinked. “Okay... but you might get bored.”

“I won’t.”

The air was crisp, the day washed in vibrant autumn colours. We took Tiffany’s car. Her attention bounced between me and the road as she chattered on about how much she loved her retail job—her boss, the fashion, all the celebrity sightings—but not her coworkers, whom she declared a pack of losers.

“All they think about is getting drunk or high,” she said, pushing the speed limit. “Sam hates drugs. Says they destroy lives. Hard to find a guy my age who thinks like that. He’s so mature.”

My jaw tightened. My hand clamped the armrest. 

“So mature.” 

She was never going to understand. 

Her conversation continued to dart around like a squirrel in a thicket of trees until we finally reached the barn.

Inside, I watched her tack up Sassy. Her hands moved with practiced ease. My heart swelled. Mutual trust radiated between them. My kid loved animals, and animals loved her back.

My phone rang. Lori. Accept? Ignore? Definitely ignore.

I followed Tiffany into the arena and took a seat on the bleachers. Another call buzzed through—not Lori, but Yvonne. Accept.

“What the fuck!” Yvonne barked before I could say hello. “You left Thorpe?”

We’d been high-school hell-raisers—rolling our uniform kilts to our asses, skipping class and smoking behind the gym.

I forced a laugh. “They’ve had enough of my blood, sweat and tears.” 

“What the fuck,” she repeated. “You didn’t think I’d want to hear that from you instead of your assistant?”

“Sorry. I woke up the other morning and decided it was quitting day. A done deal before I even processed it.”

Sweat pooled under my sweater.

“Mid-life crisis?”

“No.” I waved back at Tiffany. “Just realized there’s more to life than making rich assholes richer.”

Yvonne had never cared about my salary or perks. We’d smoked pot together, but she’d have dropped me flat if she knew about the coke.

“Still doesn’t make sense you didn’t tell me,” she said, hurt bleeding through the line.

“Didn’t want you to talk me out of it.”

“Talk you out of it? Like hell. I’d have brought champagne. No offence, but you’ve looked worn out lately. That job was killing you.”

Tiffany and Sassy circled the arena, the horse’s head high, Tiffany's ponytail swaying with each stride. A beep cut through Yvonne’s voice. I checked the screen. Lori again. Ignore.

“So what're you going to do with yourself?” Yvonne asked.

“Right now, watching Tiff ride.” 

“Let’s go for dinner. You can tell me everything. Better yet—come to the cottage this weekend.”

“Um...”

“When’s the last time we had a girls’ weekend?”

“I can’t even remember.” Screw it. A few days away might help me regroup.

“Then we’re doing it. I’ll call you tonight.” 

Another beep. Talking to Yvonne had steadied me. I stepped outside. 

“Stop calling me.”

“I wasn’t shitting you about wanting money and that ring,” Lori said. I prided myself on spotting evil, but somehow hers had slipped past me.

“You’ll get it later this week.”

“I want it today.”

“You’re not getting it today. I have more important things to deal with than your blackmail.”

“I’d have thought I’d be your first priority.”

“You aren’t.”

She’d blindsided me in the park, but I’d found my feet.

“I could change my mind before the end of the week,” she said. “I’d love to mess with your life the way you’ve messed with mine.”

“Go to hell.”

“Wednesday morning. Eleven o’clock. Food court in the concourse.”

“Friday noon,” I said. “I’ll call with the location. Oh, and Lori—”

“What?”

“Welcome to the dark side.”
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Even after a year, the car’s leather still breathed extravagance and entitlement. I signed over the ownership; pretty sure I saw the dealer lick his lips. He’d just given me the usual spiel about depreciation and the lie about how used luxury vehicles are “hard to move,” but we both knew he was thrilled to have my beautiful car back on his lot. I probably could’ve squeezed a few thousand more out of him, but he’d been in the game long enough to know something had changed for me. I’d left my bargaining chip at home.

Luxury never willingly downgraded to average. Dealer’s advantage.

“You’ll be surprised how much fun this little gal is to drive,” he said, patting the roof of my used, eco-friendly, four-cylinder import with grey cloth interior.

I drove away, stomach churning. I had some money to shut Lori up—not nearly enough. Next stop: the real estate office to sign listing papers for my investment property.

“I’ve scheduled an open house for this weekend,” the agent said. “If you could let your tenants know, that'd be great.”

Crap. My tenants. I’d have to look up their names. 

“I’m going out of town this weekend,” I said. 

“No sweat. I’ll call if an offer comes in,” she said.

I’d just reached my car when a familiar voice called my name across the parking lot.

Shit.

Marilyn was striding toward me. In a city of three million people, what were the odds? Then I remembered her office was around the corner. So... pretty good odds.

“Just taking a walk before heading back to work,” my sister said, gesturing toward the low-rise building. “What are you doing in this neck of the woods?”

“You know, a little of this, a little of that,” I said, taking a step away from my new car. 

“Where’s your other car?” 

Eagle eyes. Being the oldest kid, Marilyn had appointed herself second mom and made it her business to know everything about everyone of us. It pissed me off when we were kids, and it pissed me off now. 

“In the shop.” There was no reason she needed to know my business. “Sorry, Mar. I’d love to chat, but I have to run.” 

I opened the car door.

“Sure. Hey, call me. We can go for coffee or something. It’s been forever—” 

“Absolutely. I’ll do that.” 

She stepped back as I closed the door.

I’d almost made it home when my phone rang yet again. I drew in a deep breath. Mom. I couldn’t catch a break. 

“Hey, Ma.” 

“You quit?”

“Sorry, yeah. I was going to call, but it all happened so fast.” I rubbed my temple. “I haven’t had time to let everyone know.” I hoped I sounded nonchalant.

“What’s wrong?” After Lizzie died, and then my youngest sister, Barb, abandoned her husband and three kids, Mom held the rest of us—Marilyn, Burt, Rex and me—chokingly close. When you lose children, she’d said, you know you can lose children. “I’m coming over.”

“I’m not actually home,” I said, pulling into my driveway.

“Where are you?”

“The hairdresser.”

“Come over after you’re done. I’m making meatloaf. Bring Tiff.”

“Mom, there’s nothing wrong.” 

I needed to keep my family at arm’s length—just until I got a grip on everything.

“Dinner’s at five. I’m not taking no for an answer. See you soon.” 

Then again... I couldn’t risk them thinking anything was up. I had to act normal. 

Twenty minutes later, in a strip mall parking lot...

“You’re a bad person,” I said. 

“And yet the bad guy keeps winning,” the clean-cut, middle-aged, waste-of-skin drug dealer said as he counted my money. Satisfied, he handed over a plastic baggie. 

Back in my car, doors locked, I whispered, “Just got to get through the next few days.” 

I had half an hour before dinner at my parents’. Tiffany said she had plans and bowed out. I’d be going it alone.

A spot was open in front of my childhood home, but I drove another half block and walked back. Yellow light spilled from the semi-detached house. Before I reached the porch, my brother Rex barrelled out the door—coatless, shoeless—and crashed into my arms.

“You’re here.” He wrapped his arms around my waist. “I’m happy,” he said, his almond-shaped eyes shining up at me.

I returned his hug. 

“You, my darling, are exactly what the doctor ordered.” 

No matter who or what I was, to my Down’s Syndrome brother I was his big sister, and he was always happy to see me.

He pulled away, frowning. “You sick?” 

“No, I’m not sick.” Poor Rex. Dad’s heart attack a year earlier had made him hyper-aware. “Just glad to see you too.” 

Inside, he grabbed my forearm and tugged me down the hall.

“Mom, Tallie’s here,” he called. 

“Good, right on time,” Mom said when Rex delivered me to the kitchen. “Oh, that hairdresser didn’t do much, did she?” She brushed her fingertips over the ends of my weeks-old haircut, then turned toward the basement stairs. “Ed! Tallie’s here!”

Footsteps climbed the stairs. 

“Tally-ho.” Dad hugged me, and I held on a beat longer than usual. “How you been?”

“Can't complain.”

“Tallie, set the table,” Mom said. “Rex, go wash up. Ed, you can mash the potatoes.”

Dad winked. “Righto, boss.”

Within minutes, Mom set down a platter of pre-sliced meatloaf, steamed green beans, a tossed salad, along with Dad’s creamy mashed potatoes.

“Alicia likes meatloaf,” Rex said. “I miss Alicia.”

When Lizzie died, her thirteen-year-old daughter, Alicia, moved in with my parents and Rex. After university, she’d been offered a contract out west. 

“Yeah, me too,” I said. 

“She’s not gonna come back.” 

“Sure, she will,” I said. 

“Nope. She got a for-real job far away.”

“Did they take her on full-time?” I asked Mom.

“Yeah.”

“That’s fantastic,”

“No, it’s not,” Rex said, pouting. “Now Alicia’s never gonna come home.”

“She’ll visit.”

“She’s wondering if she can get Lizzie’s furniture,” Dad added.

We’d kept Lizzie’s things in storage until Alicia decided what she wanted. I’d paid the rental bill for fifteen years. Not carrying that cost would help.

After dinner, Dad led Rex downstairs, leaving Mom and me alone.

“You okay about Alicia?” I asked.

“I will be.”

“When are you going to the storage place?” 

“Whenever you’re free.”

“I’ll drop off the key, but I can’t open those doors right now, Ma.” I couldn’t risk seeing my dead sister’s things—not until I’d regained some semblance of control over myself.

“Fair enough,” she said, pouring us each a mug of tea. “So... what really happened at work?” 

Growing up in a big family, I’d had to claw out my own identity. In the end, good grades and an extroverted personality made me the family’s success story—the superstar kid. Sitting across from my biggest fan, I had no interest in shattering that image.

“It’s complicated.” I kept my gaze slightly off-centre.

“Start at the beginning.”

“It’s ridiculous. A massive misunderstanding. Until it’s cleared up, I’m on paid leave.” The lie lived on.

Mom stared—unblinking, unwavering. “And...”

“So stupid, really, but... money’s missing.”

Her hands tightened around her mug.

“They’re looking at you?” 

“They’re looking at everyone. But... well, they were my accounts. I’d rather not talk about it. It’s been a tough week, but your meatloaf and this tea...” I took a sip. “So great. Thanks.”

“How long before you’re back at work?” The lines on her cheeks and forehead seemed deeper than when I’d arrived.

“Not sure,” I sighed. “But it’ll give me time to reconnect with Tiffany. And with you guys. I watched Tiff ride today—that was nice. And I’m taking time for myself. Remember my friend Yvonne?” Mom nodded. “She’s invited me up to her cottage.”

“I don’t like it,” she said.

“Riding or the cottage?” 

“I don’t like that they’re looking at you. What earthly reason would you need to steal money? Ludicrous. Have a cookie.” She pushed a plate of shortbreads toward me. “Oh—Alicia’s also looking for a few things she left upstairs. Can you help me pack them up?” 

“Sure.” 

“It’s nothing much. Just some clothes and books. It’s all in her bedroom,” Mom said. “I’ll get Dad to bring up the boxes.”

“Oh. Now?” 

“It won’t take long. I’ll finish clearing up, then come and help.”

I climbed to Alicia’s third-floor bedroom—Lizzie and Barb’s old room. The handrail felt cool beneath my palm. Outside the door, I raked my fingers through my hair. When we were kids, I’d resented every ounce of attention my adorable youngest siblings got. I’d hated babysitting them, hated walking them to school.

Now, not a day passed where I didn’t miss every single annoying thing about them.

“It never gets easier,” Dad said behind me, making me jump.

How long had I been standing there? 

“Nope,” I whispered.

“Ah, come on.” He pulled me close. I buried my face in his white shirt, breathing in shaving cream and deodorant.

“Mom and I can do this,” he murmured. He stroked my hair. “You have enough on your plate.”

Safe in his arms, I wanted to confess everything—but stopped. Was I protecting him or myself? I hoped it was him.

I pulled back and met his eyes.

“Mom just told me about work,” he said. “You’ll get through this. You’re strong. We couldn’t be prouder of you.”

If he knew the truth—if Lori called them, if she told him Thorpe had accused me of mismanaging client funds—he wouldn’t be so proud. 

“I better go.” I flashed my bravest smile. “Tiff will be home soon.” 

I moved quickly down the stairs, his steps following closely behind.

“When you come by with the storage key, maybe we can have a board-game afternoon. Like the old days. Rex would love that.”

“Probably not this time,” I said, pulling on my coat. “But definitely when I get back from the cottage. Bye, Mom!” I called. “Thanks for dinner.”

“You’re leaving?” She poked her head around the corner.

“I’m pretty pooped.” 

The front door swung open. Marilyn stepped inside.

“Look at that. Twice in one day,” she said. I raised an eyebrow. “Mom invited me for dessert.”

Twenty years earlier, when Marilyn finally moved out, she’d bought a semi-detached on our parents’ street. She said it was because she loved the neighbourhood. I knew it was because she didn’t think Mom and Dad could survive without her.

“Wow, how lucky is that?” I reached around her for my jacket. “Except, I’m off.”

“But I just got here. I want to hear all about your plans. Mom said you’re on paid leave.”

I sighed. Mom and her big mouth.

“I’ll let her fill you in.” I twisted the doorknob. 

“Okay, but we’ll still go for that coffee?” 

“Definitely.” 

Once in my car, I didn’t bother wiping away my tears. I didn’t deserve such a family. Thirty seconds later, I hammered my fist against the steering wheel. 

“What the holy fuck.” 

Three more rapid-fire punches. 

Forget it. 

They didn’t deserve me. They’d set me up. Everyone else in our family got to be a royal screw-up, but I had to be perfect. I had to make money, have an important job, give Ed and Anne McLaughlin something to brag about.

No one could live on a pedestal that high. No one.

Ten minutes later, my headlights swept across the century-old boulevard trees lining my drive. My legs itched to run up the walkway, but I forced myself to walk slowly—like someone arriving home late from work.

“Tiffany?” I called into the quiet house. “You here?”

Nothing.

I relocked the door.

“Sometimes the bad guy wins.”

I dropped into a kitchen chair and opened my purse. A loyalty card. A small baggie. A straw.

“But girls love a bad boy.”

I tipped the baggie. Powder slid forward—not much, just enough to blunt the edges. Enough to quiet the panic about my sisters’ bedroom. Enough to mute what my family might think of me.

Bad guys—I’d known a few.

I stared down at my latest obsession. This one was worse than any I’d ever met. Scarier than any horror movie. A lying, cheating, stealing bastard of a bad guy.

The rush hit fast. The relentless mental loop I hadn’t been able to stop whirled off in a different direction. The curtain of sadness lifted.

I could do it. I could do anything I set my mind to. I could restore my reputation. I could get another job—no, start my own business. I would get clean.
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Tingles rippled out from my heart, double-timing each pulse. Sunlight crept across the bedroom floor. I pinched my eyes shut. I had no memory of coming upstairs and prayed I’d tucked myself away before Tiffany arrived home.

I reached for my phone and pulled up Yvonne’s number. If nothing else, last night’s party-for-one proved exactly why I needed to get out of the city.

“Shit,” Yvonne said. “I can’t go. I forgot it was my great-niece’s baptism this weekend. My family would murder me if I missed it.”

“Shit.” 

“But you should go up anyway.”

“Without you?” I rubbed my forearm. 

“Why not?”

“Suppose I could.” 

“You around tomorrow afternoon? Let’s do lunch.” She worked at the university—our usual catch-up spot. “I’ll give you the key. Go whenever you want. Stay as long as you like. Mini-vacation.”

We settled on twelve-thirty.

I texted Lori: Tomorrow. Noon. Parkette two blocks south of the university.

Her reply came instantly: You better be there.

I didn’t respond.

I opened my nightstand drawer and pulled out a bottle of sleeping pills. I couldn’t spend the next twenty-six hours staring at the clock.

Predictably, I woke the next morning with a sleep-aid hangover—but more determined than ever to reclaim my life.

“Exactly like yours,” the jeweller said, laying the new ring on a black velvet mat. “Except imitation, as ordered.” 

My heart lurched. I’d taken Lizzie’s ring off before leaving the house, but even without it there to compare, I knew he was right. The ring Lizzie created specifically for me was no longer one-of-a-kind.

I paid him, declined a box, and headed to meet my blackmailer.

“It looks brand new,” Lori said. Her eyes narrowed. “This better not be a new ring.”

“It’s not a new ring.” My heart hammered. 

Her breathing softened. A flicker crossed her face—empathy, maybe.

“I know your sister was special. You loved her. Losing her... that might’ve been the only thing that ever knocked you off track. Until the dope.”

She tapped the ring.

“Maybe losing this is your bottom. Maybe now you’ll get help.”

My jaw clenched. My fists pressed against my thighs. I stepped close enough to smell her cheap perfume and the spearmint gum she chewed like a grazing cow.

“Don’t you dare act like you’re doing this for my benefit.” 

She flinched, then lifted her nose like a doe catching a hunter’s scent.

“Where’s the money?”

I handed her an envelope. She counted ten thousand.

“What’s this?”

“All you’re getting.”

“Have you forgotten about my meeting with Ashton? You’re not in a position to fuck with me.” Her chest rose and fell in short, rapid bursts.

A woman pushing a stroller maneuvered around us. We watched her until she turned the corner.

“The way I figure it, I’m being nice here,” I said. “Potentially getting soft in my old age, but I’m willing to look at the ring and ten grand as compensation. Yeah, you covered my ass a couple of times, but now we’re even. You don’t owe me, and I don’t owe you.”

“I’ll go to the cops.”

“See, I don’t think you will. Because if you did, I’d be obliged to tell them you knew what was happening, and of course, about this shakedown. Wonder what the cops would think about that. Ha. How awesome would it be if we ended up in side-by-side cells?”

She stumbled back, the ring and envelope clutched in her hands, her Adam’s apple pumping like a piston. Without another word, she dropped her gaze and marched away.

Once she disappeared, I let a smile curl my lips.

“Worth the price of admission,” I whispered, pulling the real Lizzie ring from my pocket and sliding it onto my finger.

“You look weird,” Yvonne said as she released me from our hello hug.

“Weird how?” My stomach trembled. I felt weird, but I needed to know how I looked weird so I could fix it. 

“I don’t know—like you just discovered you have no job and aren’t sure what to do with yourself.”

“Ah.” I nodded.

“All right, dish. What happened?”

I repeated the story I’d been telling for days—the one that now rolled off my tongue with disturbing ease.

“Don’t believe you,” Yvonne said, leaning back and crossing her arms. First Mom, now Yvonne. Apparently I wasn’t as good a liar as I thought.

“That’s how it went down,” I said, mirroring her arm crossing. 

“So you’re not going to tell me the truth?”

“Honestly, Yvonne, I’m telling you the truth.”

“Okay.” She uncrossed her arms and leaned in. “When you’re ready, I’m here.”

“I swear there’s nothing more to tell.” My voice came out an octave too high.

“Oh, there’s more—and I know it. But I also know how stubborn you are. No one’ll be able to drag it out of you.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“Enough about me. How’s your job?” I asked.

Mercifully, she let my leaving Thorpe go, and we spent the rest of lunch dissecting the latest gossip from her department.

“You going up north tonight?” she asked as she reached for the bill. For the first time in our friendship, I let her take it.

“Yeah, I think I might.”

There was nothing keeping me in the city.

“Great. There’s food in the cupboards and freezer. The well water’s safe, pump’s on. Satellite TV, Internet, Wi-Fi password is ‘Rocketman’—don’t ask. Propane tank’s full, so you’ll be snug as a bug. Just bring whatever perishables you'll need.”

We hugged, and she held on longer than usual.

“Take care of yourself.” She touched my cheek. 

I swallowed hard. People needed to stop pitying me—or whatever this was.

I was fine.

“I’ll call when I get there,” I said, moving away before she could offer to walk me out.

Traffic crawled. My palms were sweaty, my shoulders tight. The car ahead stopped at an intersection, left indicator blinking.

I laid on the horn.

“Illegal turn, asshole!”

The driver ignored me. Cars in the next lane blocked any chance of getting around him. I blasted the horn again, but he was already turning.

“Asshole!” I yelled, flipping him the bird.

My pulse raced. The illegal turner joined the obsessive loop in my head. 

Thirty minutes later, I leaned back in my kitchen chair, staring at the ceiling as my latest hit landed.

The front door banged open.

“Mom?” Tiffany called.

I swept the table clear.

“In here!” I said, my voice too bright, my hand covering the empty baggie, straw, and dusty card now hidden in my lap.

Her heels clopped through the house and stopped abruptly in the kitchen doorway.

“Hey.” She frowned. “So... you still going away this weekend? ’Cause if you are, Sam says he’ll stay over and keep me company.” She paused, tilted her head, raised her eyebrows. “What’s going on?”

I arranged my face into something resembling normal. The edge of the card dug sharply into my palm.

“Nothing much. Yeah—perfect!” I chirped. “Sam should definitely stay. Yup, I’m leaving tonight. Yvonne offered her place for as long as I want. I might stay a few extra days, maybe a week. Take some time for myself—per your brilliant suggestion.”

I hadn’t known that was my plan, but why not? I had a better chance of getting clean away from the city—and away from people who wanted to hear all about my non-existent future.

“Fantastic,” she said, pulling out her phone.
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The streets leading out of the city were clogged with homeward-bound suburbanites. Determined to stay calm, I switched to a classic-rock station and pretended it was 1974—when I was a wide-eyed teenager and had the world at my feet.

Two hours later, I turned onto the county road with forty-two bends from start to finish. Yvonne and I had counted them years ago, when we were still wide-eyed teenagers with the world at our feet. The roadside trees stood naked. Autumn came and went quickly in cottage country, and I’d missed it. All that remained was the drab brownness of an in-between season.

The sun—a low, glaring orb—blasted through my back window, then into the rearview mirror, then straight into my eyes. I tilted the mirror and shifted in my seat. It had been a long day, but I was almost there.

The car ahead signalled at a sign reading Reimer’s Farm. Three unassuming grey buildings—a sprawling two-storey house, a barn, and a three-sided vegetable stand—flanked the driveway. Whenever we drove up north, Yvonne insisted we stop at Reimer's.

Best fruit and vegetables around.

I’d forgotten to pick up perishables. If I was ever going to put weight back on, I had to start eating properly. I pulled in.

Outside, I followed an elderly woman from the lead car across the gravel. A girl in a full-length coat, leather shoes, and a bonnet stood behind a cash tray. She smiled politely as we approached.

The colours I’d missed on the trees appeared here instead—carrots, potatoes, onions, squash, apples, pumpkins, and rows of jarred preserves spread across the weathered counter.

“You’re not going to get this stuff from a supermarket,” the woman said. An old-school ISO camera hung from her neck. “Would you mind if I took a few pictures?”

The girl glanced toward the farmhouse.

“Oh, not of you or anyone else, I promise.”

“I suppose that would be fine,” the girl said, her accent soft and unfamiliar.

The shutter clicks hit me like a scent from childhood. Mom loved her camera. After Lizzie died, she’d gone back to school for photography. Her work hung in local galleries now. Guilt rose—I’d forgotten to ask about her latest exhibit.

The woman wandered off, aiming her camera at a buggy parked beside the barn.

“I’m surprised your stand is open so late in the season,” I said. The girl’s cheeks were rosy from the cold. Long dark lashes framed her soft blue eyes. The fingertips of her black gloves were cut off.

“We are open as long as we have produce,” she said.

“Did you pick these yourself?”

I couldn’t imagine Tiffany standing outside in the cold for anything, let alone waiting for passing cars to buy vegetables.

“The girls pick the tomatoes and beans and peppers. The boys bring in the root vegetables.”

I gathered potatoes, apples, and carrots and set them on the counter.

“I’m Tallie. What’s your name?”

Her eyes flicked to my face, her smile slipping. “Hannah,” she said, packing my purchases into brown paper bags.

“Are you here every day, Hannah?”

“My sister and I relieve Mother once we finish our schoolwork.”

“You must get cold standing here.”

I hadn't let Tiffany have an after-school job, even when she'd begged. I gave her all the spending money she needed—in exchange for top marks.

Hannah stared past me. “I stay warm enough.”

I picked up a butternut squash. “I don’t cook much, but I’m feeling inspired. I think I’ll make soup.”

The truth was I never cooked. But now felt like as good a time as any to start. It would give me something to do. Warmth spread through me at the memory of Mom’s soups.

“Soup is a good thing to make,” she said, still avoiding my eyes.

“The perfect tonic for what ails you,” I said. 

“Are you unwell?”

“No.” Everything rattling around in my brain was making my head ache, but once I could relax, I’d feel better.

“I’m not sick, but my friend is feeling a bit poorly.”

No idea why I'd just lied to this girl.

“Does your friend like jam?” she asked, pointing to the preserves.

“She does.”

“Jam is my favourite,” she said. “It makes me feel better when I am unwell.” She twisted the stay of her bonnet around her finger.

Oh, this kid was good. She’d make a great department-store salesperson.

“Then I’ll take some. Thank you.”

A tiny smile flirted across her lips as she calculated my total. “Eighteen fifty.”

I handed her a twenty. She gave me three dollars in change.

“You might want to double-check that,” I said, opening my palm. “You owe me one-fifty, not three.”

“I am very sorry,” she said, reclaiming half the coins.

“I’m visiting a cottage nearby,” I said, bundling the bags in my arms. “Maybe I’ll see you again.”

“That would be pleasant,” Hannah said.

Yvonne hadn’t exaggerated—the cottage was stocked like a bunker. Canned goods and just-add-water sides filled the cupboards. The freezer held beef, chicken, pork, even venison. Bottled water and sodas lined the fridge, and every slot in the wine rack housed a bottle.

The furnace was turned down low. I kept my coat on, but by the time I’d emptied my suitcase and unpacked the Reimer’s paper bags, the place was comfortably warm. I chopped vegetables and a package of beef sirloin for a stir-fry, put rice on the stove—one of the few meals I could make. I ate half a serving. My stomach had shrunk. No worries. Tomorrow I’d manage a whole plate.

Two hours in, I’d unpacked, cooked, and washed up. I wandered to the lakeside window. The night bounced back a reflection of me standing alone in the middle of the living room.
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