
  
    [image: His Loving Wife]
  


  
    
      His Loving Wife

      A completely unputdownable psychological thriller full of suspense

    

    
      
        Miranda Smith

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bookouture]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Miranda Smith

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        His Loving Wife

        Not My Mother

        The One Before

        What I Know

        Some Days Are Dark

      

      

      Available in audio

      Not My Mother (Available in the UK and the US)

      The One Before (Available in the UK and the US)

      What I Know (Available in the UK and the US)

      Some Days Are Dark (Available in the UK and the US)

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Harrison, Lucy and Christopher

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          12 months ago

        

      

    

    
      Whatever Kate had been dreaming—something magnificent, she believed—retreated mercilessly. She tried to remember, pulling at her thoughts like a fisherman reels in his catch, but it was useless. Her dream was gone, locked away in some forgotten chamber of her mind.

      Thud.

      A sound. Was that what had woken her? She opened her eyes, but couldn’t see anything, the blackout curtains performing exactly as designed. Behind them was nothing more than wisps of moonlight. It was the middle of the night. The alarm clock to her left confirmed it.

      Thump.

      Another sound.

      Kate raised herself onto her elbows, squinting to make sense of her surroundings. She saw the outline of the dresser across from their bed, easing her into familiarity.

      Clatter.

      A chill started in her gut, clenching her insides, snaking its way up through her chest to her throat.

      “Andrew?” she whispered.

      Her husband was still wholly asleep, perhaps lost in his own dream. He didn’t stir.

      Two more noises. They sounded closer, clearer. Or maybe that was just because Kate was now awake, fully cognizant. She gave Andrew a hard shove, the kind that was impossible to ignore.

      “Andrew. I think there’s someone in the house.”

      He turned his head in her direction, no better capable of seeing anything. “It’s probably Willow.” He fell back on the pillow like a toy whose battery had run out.

      Willow. Their daughter. Fifteen. Sleeping in her bed. The lavender walls of her room plastered with black and white posters of moody rock bands who reigned supreme well before her time. Kate could imagine it with absolute clarity, but it didn’t make sense. If Willow were wandering about the house, she’d do her best to be quiet.

      That sound wasn’t her.

      And it wasn’t Noah. Their son was only nine. He slept in the bottom tier of a bunk bed they’d found online a year before. He filled the top mattress with his favorite stuffed animals. Noah was much more comfortable with the idea of remaining a child than Willow was. He was still too cautious to roam through the house on his own in the middle of the night. He was more likely to dart down the hall, climb into their bed when he’d had a nightmare.

      That sound wasn’t him.

      “Andrew, something’s happening.”

      Kate knew it now. The feeling inside her had blossomed from paranoia into fact. Someone was inside their home, someone that didn’t belong. And they were making careless sounds, almost like they wanted to cause this type of tension before the big reveal.

      She threw the comforter from over her legs and scrambled to the wall. “Andrew,” she said, her voice an urgent whisper. He ignored her, until she flicked the light switch, drowning the room in sharp colors and light.

      “Damn it, Kate.”

      She wasn’t listening to him. She was crouched in front of the bedroom door, waiting for another sound, waiting for confirmation that the fear inside her body was founded. She couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like someone was coming up the stairs.

      “Did you hear that?” She turned, gave Andrew a spiteful stare.

      Andrew didn’t say anything, but the look on his face confirmed he’d heard it, too. He wasn’t as alert as Kate, wasn’t as on edge, but that last sound had proved he wasn’t dreaming.

      Footsteps. Right outside their door. Instinctively, she flicked the lock. The one they’d installed a few years ago, when they realized it was their only hope of intimacy away from their two curious kids. The doorknob jangled. Once, twice. Two gentle turns letting them know someone wanted in.

      This time, Kate was too afraid to say anything. She turned, staring at Andrew with wide eyes. Do something, they said. Tell me what to do. But she didn’t say it, only her expression did.

      “We’ll call the police,” Andrew said. It came out like a guess. Should we? Is that what people do in these types of situations?

      They didn’t own a gun. And they didn’t have neighbors who could hear their screams. The family next door, the Robertsons, had left for vacation that very day. The world, which only yesterday had seemed so big and colorful and vibrant, shrank to the size of a rice grain in those short, intense moments of panic.

      The doorknob moved again. This time the whole door shook. The attempt to enter the room was angry, impatient.

      “Get away from the door,” Andrew said, fumbling with the chargers beside their bed. He was trying to find his phone—the one he always turned off at night because his colleague said the radiation was slowly killing him over time. Kate tried to calculate how long it would take for him to find the phone, unplug it, hold down the power button for it to turn on, dial the number… Each task seemed to take off another year or so of her life.

      “What about the kids?” she asked. Now her mind was filled, again, with those familiar images. With whoever was on the other side of this door walking down the hallway, watching Willow sleep in her bed surrounded by posters. Seeing Noah dozing beneath his balcony of stuffed animals.

      “The kids,” Andrew stammered, as though in just this moment he’d remembered them. His fingers were pecking at the phone, pressing too many buttons to do anything productive.

      She didn’t have a choice, she realized. Whoever was standing there, jangling the lock, in the dark, in the middle of the night, was not a figment of her imagination. This was not a dream. Whatever it was, was too big a threat to keep out there even a second longer. What if one of the children had heard the same commotion, had stumbled out of their beds to see…

      She slung open the bedroom door.

      The man was tall, his shoulders disproportionately wide in comparison to the rest of his narrow frame. It was hard to tell really, as he was wearing all black. His face was covered by a mask, slits at his eyes and mouth. His mouth was open beneath the fabric, she could tell. He seemed shocked she had opened the door so abruptly.

      Kate screamed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Now

        

      

    

    
      We need a break. From the world. From the children. From the dark thoughts rumbling around in our minds.

      I look admiringly at how the pink skies swirl above the cerulean waters. I think, I never want to leave this place. I close my eyes, inhale deeply. The salt from the sea and the passing wind refreshes me. My hair blows back, off my shoulders, dancing in the air. And it’s quiet here. Secluded. Like we’re the only ones in the world. It never feels that way back home. It never feels peaceful or complete. Ever since that night, we’ve been struggling to feel whole again. But not here. This vacation has brought us closer to the family we were before our lives were ripped apart.

      I’m afraid once we return, we’ll lose everything we’ve worked so hard to repair.

      “Kate?”

      I open my eyes and look behind me.

      Andrew is cruising the planked walkway leading from our rental house to the beach where I sit. He is wearing khaki pants and a button-down shirt. In his hands are a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses.

      “Want a drink?”

      “Yes.” I turn back to the sea, watching as another wave crashes onto the shore. “But it’s the last night. I’ve not even started packing.”

      “It’s still your vacation. One drink won’t hurt,” he says, with an almost forced cheeriness.

      Out of habit, my eyes scan the beach first. I have to make sure both my children are safe. Noah is standing at the water’s edge, his pants rolled up to his knees. He’s trying to catch sand crabs before they burrow away into the earth. Willow is sprawled out on her beach towel, where she has spent most of the day. She holds her phone above her body, two white cords snaking down to her ears.

      I look back at Andrew. He’s smiling, holding out the bottle for me to take.

      “Fine. You win,” I say, an attempt to keep him happy.

      He sits beside me, setting the glasses in the sand before he pours two shots. He hands one over, making his own cursory check of the kids before he speaks.

      “To vacation,” he says, clinking his glass against mine.

      “Vacation.”

      Andrew sips his drink, but I swallow mine whole. The taste is bitter, and I quickly lick the salt lining the rim to help mellow my palate. I’m still grimacing when I look back at Andrew and laugh.

      “Look at us,” he says, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “It’s like we’re two college kids all over again.”

      “Almost,” I say, clearing my throat, trying to dislodge the stinging aftertaste. We’re at least pretending there aren’t any problems between us. “Except we have two children in tow. One of whom is a teenager now.”

      “Don’t say that. It makes me feel old.”

      “We are old,” I say, leaning my head on his shoulder. The sudden burst of tequila has left me dizzy.

      Really, we’re not. In fact, we’re young to have a sixteen-year-old. We were both only twenty-two when she was born, which puts us just shy of forty. But I feel older, and I’m sure Andrew does, too. Parenting generates an ache you can feel in your bones, a tiredness that never seems to cease. This is the closest I’ve felt to relaxed in… I don’t know when.

      “Mom?” Noah comes running up to meet us. “What’s for dinner?”

      “Burgers.”

      He kicks the sand and rolls his eyes. Suffice to say, it’s not his favorite meal.

      “It’s the last night. We need something fast and easy,” I say, sitting upright. “Have you started packing yet?”

      Instead of answering, Noah stomps back to the ocean. He passes his sister, who barely stirs on her blanket. The blaring music in her ears means she can’t hear us, but I’m sure she’ll have her own insult about tonight’s menu.

      “Maybe we should just order a pizza?” I say to Andrew. “That would give us more time to pack.”

      “Burgers sound delicious,” he says, pouring two more shots.

      “I thought you said one drink wouldn’t hurt?” There’s an irritation in my voice that’s difficult to hide.

      “To vacation,” he repeats, pushing the glass into my fingers.

      I hold eye contact as I down the second drink. He’s rarely been this optimistic in the past year, and I’m reluctant to ruin it.

      I close my eyes again, savoring the refreshing feel of the breeze against my warm skin. “I need to start packing.”

      “Do me a favor,” he says, standing, his balance stable. “Let’s eat, and then we’ll start packing. Okay? I’d like one more family meal before this all comes to an end.”

      I nod and smile. Andrew is right. This is the most we’ve been like us since… I’m reluctant to even think it. Since the invasion. It’s like our lives have been in marathon mode ever since that night, trying desperately to keep up, not run out of breath. Here, we’ve been present for the first time in a long while. Hunting for sand crabs. Listening to music. Drinking tequila by the sea.

      “I’m going to start the grill.” Andrew wipes sand off his shorts. He starts to take the bottle with him.

      “Leave it,” I say.

      He chuckles. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      He walks away, leaving me alone on the shore.

      We’ve been together over seventeen years now, an amount of time that seems to have blinked past. I think back to when we first met. Our senior year of college. We’d somehow managed to live in the same thirty-mile radius, attend the same parties, frequent the same library, and still never cross paths. That first time I saw him, it was an immediate connection. Not love at first sight, exactly. That is too abstract for either of us to ever believe. But there was a definite something, a stillness in the air, a quiet voice within telling me this was right. The two of us were meant to meet. Meant to be.

      The attraction was instant. Not that Andrew was particularly good-looking, but something about him dared me to look closer. When he smiled, his eyes crinkled into two thin slants. There was something mysterious behind those eyes. Something quizzical worth exploring. I wanted to know more.

      A member of his college fraternity, he was used to having girls around, even if they were after more alpha types in the pack. When Andrew looked at me, I don’t think he saw what he’d seen in girls past. I barely spoke at parties in those days, let alone flirted, until I found myself staring at those alluring blue eyes. In a trance.

      For months, I remained locked in that stupor. It didn’t matter that I was dating someone else at the time. Everything else in my life seemed washed away the moment we met. Andrew and I never discussed exclusivity or labels. Our relationship with one another was understood. We wanted every spare moment to be spent with each other. Exploring different dive bars around campus and local hiking trails. Every minute, every second seemed like it wouldn’t be enough. Our need for each other was ravenous, insatiable. Both of us in a fever dream that we didn’t want to end.

      Like all dreams, of course, it did.

      Graduation was on the horizon, but that very adult step was preceded by the revelation I was pregnant. Due six months after we would receive our diplomas. Our relationship, so beautifully undefined, now felt bound within a certain set of parameters. Decisions had to be made. Choices that would affect our careers and education and relationship, not to mention our own wavering identities.

      The night we found out, Andrew settled his hand on my lower back, rubbing in soft circles. “We don’t have to decide now, you know.”

      “Decide what?”

      “If you…” He waited, gripped his chin with his hand. “I’m saying, I support you no matter what you want to do.”

      “I don’t know what I want to do,” I said, defeated. I didn’t appreciate the burden being placed on my shoulders. Andrew was trying to alleviate that stress, but I could still feel its weight.

      “I’m not used to this,” I said.

      “Being pregnant? I’d hope not.”

      “No.” I laughed. “Things not going according to plan. I’m used to being in control.”

      “You are in control. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Whatever you decide, I’ll be here for you. I love you.”

      We’d said it before, usually in the heat of lovemaking or as a joke. This time when he said it, I felt the words’ impact. Those three syllables branched out through my body, filling me with warmth and confidence.

      “What about our plans?”

      “I’ve already been accepted to the graduate program for the fall. I’ll be here another two years at least. I feel confident I can complete my degree and parent at the same time.” He waited. “I understand it’s different for you.”

      Briefly, my life seemed to flash before my eyes, the way they say it does when you die. I’d been offered a writing grant by the university. I thought I’d stay on campus another year, use the opportunity to hone my skills. It would be a first step toward what I believed would be an illustrious writing career.

      “I’ve still not accepted the grant. There’s no way I’d be able to enter a program pregnant, let alone complete it with a newborn.” I bit my lip. “But I love you too and even though there’s barely anything inside me, I love it. Him or her.”

      “We’re young. We still have our whole lives to figure it out. And we’ll both have our degrees within the month. Some things might have to be put on pause, but we can do this. Together.”

      He kissed my hands. A single tear trailed down my cheek, and I was smiling. The fear, the love, the indecision… it was overwhelming. But in those moments with Andrew, it all felt right.

      “We should get married,” he said.

      My mouth fell open. “Married?”

      “I know, right? Truth is, I can’t imagine a future without you. And I hate to break it to you, but a baby is a much bigger commitment than a couple of rings.”

      “Married,” I repeated the word like a hex.

      “One thing at a time.” He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me closer. “We’ll think about it. We don’t have to decide our entire future in one conversation.”

      That’s how it started. Not I want to marry you. We should. It was a practical decision, even if the hormones in our brains made us believe otherwise. Sometimes I think every decision I’ve made since then has been the same—practical, logical, methodical. Except for that night in August.

      Willow is walking away from the sea, her phone in her hand. The ends of her hair are damp, clumped together in narrow strands. Her skin is ivory. Even after a week, she doesn’t have the tan the rest of us do. She looks angelic. So, so beautiful. It’s hard to imagine the topic of our conversation all those years ago has developed into this full person before me. At sixteen, she’s only six years younger than I was when I made the decision to be her mother.

      “What’s for dinner?” she asks when she gets closer.

      I’m staring at her, smiling, lost in thought. I clear my throat, raise my book as though she interrupted my reading.

      “Burgers.”

      “My gosh. Could you guys get more boring?”

      She returns to her towel and plops down, her legs and arms sprawled out like she’s about to be outlined in chalk. Her ears are plugged again with the headphones, and she’s retreated to a world where I no longer exist.

      I stare at her a while longer, my smile dropping ever so slightly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Now

        

      

    

    
      The meal came together easily, and eventually Willow got over the “basic-ness” of burgers. Andrew’s burgers aren’t basic at all, really. He has this special marinade he uses on the meat, which makes them taste savory with just a hint of sweet. Of course, they would have been better if we were back home and Andrew was using his familiar grill, but the one at the rental is in good condition, and by the time I take a bite, I can barely tell the difference.

      “Good?” Andrew asks, waiting for approval.

      “Delicious.”

      “Mine’s great, Dad,” Noah says, even though his burger is nothing more than bread, meat and cheese. No toppings or condiments.

      “What about you, Willow?” asks Andrew, equal parts joking and testing.

      “Not bad,” she says, fighting against herself to smile. “You know I always like your burgers, but it’s the last night. I guess I was thinking we might do something special for dinner.”

      “I’m happy you mentioned that,” Andrew says. “I actually have a surprise for all of you.”

      “What is it?” Noah asks.

      “Yes, what is it?” I ask, my voice noticeably more serious. Andrew isn’t the type to spring surprises, but I did notice something off about his behavior earlier. I settled on the fact he was probably anxious about returning home, as we both are, but I suppose I was wrong.

      Andrew smiles. “This isn’t actually our last night.”

      “What do you mean?” Willow asks.

      “When I booked this place, there was a two-week minimum. It turned me off at first, but there were already so few places available, considering we booked last minute. I checked over my schedule at work and my vacation days were stacked high. I thought, why not? Let’s really go all out this year.”

      Noah, with his dramatic flair, stands, pushing his seat away from the table. His eyes are glistening. “You’re saying we have a whole other week at the beach?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.” Andrew looks over to me, fidgeting a fry between his fingers. “And that’s why I’ve been trying to stall your mom from packing all day.”

      “This is awesome,” Noah says, jumping before getting back in his seat.

      “You’ve known this since you booked the place?” I ask. I’m smiling, but I fear it looks strained. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Well, I wanted to surprise all of you. We’ve never taken a family vacation this long before, and I thought it would catch you off guard.”

      “It worked,” Willow says, beaming. “All day I’ve been bummed about going back. This is, like, the best surprise ever.”

      “That’s the reaction I was hoping for,” Andrew says. He turns to me. “Two-week vacation. Pretty cool, huh?”

      He asks the question like it’s no big deal, but I know he wants my approval. Off the top of my head, I can’t think of any reason why it would interfere with our schedules. I’m still on summer break at the community college. The kids won’t start school for another three weeks. The only person who would be impacted is Andrew. Financially, he’s the penny-pincher more than I am. If he’s okay with paying for another week’s rent, I should be celebrating. Who wouldn’t want another week of relaxation? And yet, part of me wonders if he’s done this intentionally. Because there is one reason why neither of us want to return to Hidden Oaks just yet.

      “I think it’s a great idea,” I say, because I know he needs to hear it more than I actually believe it. “And that means I can have another cocktail. No packing tonight!”

      “Atta girl,” Andrew says, raising his drink in a mock toast.

      “Wait a minute,” Willow says, her pitch high and urgent like something awful has just happened. She’s staring at her phone, leaning over the table. “No. No. No.”

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Sonja’s birthday is next week,” she says, still staring at her screen. “If we’re here, that means I’ll miss it.”

      I don’t try to hide my annoyance. Willow—all teenagers really—have the ability to make the mundane sound like the biggest crisis on earth. Based on her tone, you would have thought Sonja had been hit by a bus, not invited a bunch of teens over to watch movies and eat pizza in her basement. I know from overhearing conversations that Willow and Sonja’s friendship has cooled in recent months. They are more frenemies than anything, and my daughter is probably more worried about what Sonja might say in her absence than actually missing the festivities.

      “She’ll have other birthdays, sweetie,” Andrew says. “Just tell her I sprung this on you, and I’m sure she’ll understand.”

      “Yeah, Dad. Thanks for the heads-up,” she says dryly. She stands, stomping toward the kitchen with her plate.

      I put a hand on Andrew’s shoulder, trying to ease the blow. “Don’t worry about it. Sooner or later, she has to find something to complain about.”

      “Teenagers,” Noah says, followed by a sigh. Trying and failing to sound like one of the adults. Once he’s gauged our reaction, he stuffs another ketchup-drenched French fry in his mouth.

      After dinner, Noah helps me clear the table and load the dishes into the dishwasher. Willow has already strayed back out to the dock. Noah joins her when we finish cleaning. I pour another drink, and wander into our bedroom. I’d like to sit outside with them, curious to see if Willow’s mood has improved; it’s typically more tumultuous than a storm at sea. I’m searching for a light cardigan to wear against the wind when Andrew walks up behind me. He kisses my cheek, then remains standing, like he’s waiting on me to say something.

      “Another week,” I say, not realizing I’ve spoken aloud. I force a smile to recover. “Quite the surprise.”

      “We deserve it, don’t we?”

      “We do. We really do.”

      He leans in, hugging me. My body trembles, tears of happiness pooling in the corners of my eyes. I think back to where we were a year ago. I remember the trauma of that night, and now there’s another layer of emotion fighting to break free. A pang of guilt.

      “Do you think we should tell them? That Paul has been released.”

      Andrew’s features turn stiff. “There’s no point in worrying them. They’ll feel safer believing he’s behind bars.”

      “But they’re not safe. Paul could get them, and they don’t even know to keep an eye out for him.” My breathing hastens. “It feels like we’re lying to them. We think we’re protecting them, but what if we’re not?”

      “Hey, it’s okay.” Andrew holds me tighter. “He can’t get us here.”

      “He got us there,” I whisper.

      “If we’ve ever needed more time as a family, it’s now. I did this because I thought it would make you happy.”

      “And it does. I am so happy. I guess I was just preparing myself to getting back and facing everything head-on. Now we—”

      “Now we live,” he interjects. “We don’t let that asshole take anything else from us. I won’t let him.”

      Andrew is trying. This is what I’ve been wanting.

      “I love you,” he says, pulling me in for another hug.

      “I love you, too.”

      I say the words. I feel them. I mean them. But there’s something else, hidden beneath every conversation, an emotion neither one of us will dare voice.

      Fear.
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      Memories from that night ambushed Kate, confronting her at the most random moments. When her SUV was queued at the car wash, rivulets of pink soap splashing across her windshield, she’d suddenly recall the pain in her lower back when the intruder knocked her to the ground. When she opened the freezer door in the grocery aisle, she’d think of the panic she felt when he tightened his hands around her throat. When she was in the middle of lecturing her students about themes and motifs, she’d remember the soul-stopping sound of Willow’s scream.

      “Kate?”

      The voice belonged to Mary Richardson: married, mother of four, her neighbor from two doors down. Kate had been staring out the window, watching as the mailman deposited letters in the mailbox, reminiscing about the cool night air clammy against her skin when she finally rushed out of the house.

      She cleared her throat and turned in Mary’s direction. “I’m sorry. What did you ask?”

      “Would you be willing to make brownies?”

      “Brownies,” Kate repeated, wondering how long she’d been checked out this time.

      “For the back-to-school fundraiser.”

      Kate looked around the room, at the half-dozen other mothers staring back at her. Most of them were neighbors, all of their children attended Hidden Oaks Middle School. This was the first Fundraising Committee of the new school year, the first time she’d been around most of these women since the attack. She wondered if they noted this the same way she did.

      “Right,” she said, giving an assured nod of the head. “Yes, I can make brownies.”

      “I think that’s everything,” Mary said, holding her notebook vertically and tapping it on the table. “You’ll let us know about using the community pavilion, Sarah?”

      Kate was standing and already in the foyer before Sarah answered. She couldn’t wait to get out of there. She’d been dreading this meeting for over a week. It was the first in a series of formalities she’d have to endure; she could no longer languish in the lazy fog that had enveloped her since that night. Andrew was back at work. The kids were back in school. Her own classes would resume next week. Their responsibilities continued, there was just a layer of anxiety at the base of it all.

      Dana Smith-Peters, Kate’s closest friend in the neighborhood, followed her out the door. She tapped Kate’s shoulder. “You okay?”

      Kate exhaled and shook her head. “Yeah. Sorry. I just zoned out in there.”

      “No one can blame you for that,” she said, walking beside her on the sidewalk. “Mary’s meetings are always a bore.”

      Kate laughed at that. Most of the other parents used the Fundraising Committee as an excuse to at least offer tasty food or potent drinks. Mary was all business. Kate remembered she was scheduled to host the November meeting, and a new wave of angst washed over her. She hated being in her house, knowing what had happened there, and now she had to invite others in; she wondered what her neighbors would think.

      “Everything else good with you? Happy to have the kids back in school?”

      Kate stuffed her hands in the back pockets of her denim shorts. “We’re adjusting.”

      Dana nodded, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She was an expert at letting Kate know she cared without prying, which is probably why she was the only friend she’d stayed in contact with since the attack.

      “Maisie is thinking about joining the volleyball team this year. It’s got to be better than swim team, right? No ridiculously long practices and meets.”

      “That’s good,” Kate said, easing back into normal conversation. “You know, Noah is always—”

      She stopped speaking when she turned the corner leading to their row of houses and spotted a police car parked in her driveway. Dana saw it, too. Both women halted, like they’d just been marked in a game of Freeze Tag.

      “Is everything—”

      “I don’t know,” Kate said, picking up her pace. “I’ll call you later.”

      Her steps pounded against the cement, mimicking the thudding of her heart. People often had this reaction when the police arrived at their house unexpectedly. But Kate was familiar with cops. They’d been in constant contact since the attack, mainly because the intruder was still at large. For the police to show up unannounced during the day, it had to mean something.

      Her stomach dropped further when the front door swung open, and she saw Andrew. Normally, he didn’t arrive home until after seven. It was unusual for him to be home in the middle of the day.

      “What’s happened?” Kate said, her breath exhausted. “Are the kids—”

      “The kids are fine.” Andrew held out his hand to steady her. “They’re at school.”

      Kate looked at the car in the driveway, then back to their front door.

      “Then why are you here? Why are the police—”

      Detective Marsh poked her head around the corner. She was a petite woman with dark skin and curly hair tied tight into a low bun. She was wearing a gray suit that looked too long for her small frame.

      “Kate, are you okay?”

      She took a deep breath. “I just saw the car and thought something might have happened.”

      “I tried calling you,” Marsh said.

      “She called me, too,” Andrew said. “That’s why I left the office at lunch.”

      Kate pulled her cell phone from her pocket. It was still on silent, revealing she had three missed calls. She exhaled with equal parts relief and embarrassment. So this wasn’t an impromptu visit. Nothing bad had happened.

      “Sorry, I didn’t see you called.”

      “It’s fine,” Detective Marsh said. “I called you both because we do have a major development, and I thought it would be best to discuss it with you when the kids aren’t around.”

      Detective Marsh had been with them since the beginning. Local deputies were the first on the scene that night, but Marsh followed soon after. She gave Kate a cup of coffee, wrapped a blanket around her shoulders. From that point forward, she’d been Kate’s main contact. She had the ability to make Kate feel like a person, more than a name in a case file.

      “Have you made an arrest?” Andrew asked, taking a seat on the sofa.

      “No.” Marsh, still standing, looked down at the beige carpet beneath her feet. “We don’t have a person in custody, but we now know who entered your home and attacked you that night.”

      “Who?” Already, Kate’s pulse was racing again. “If you haven’t made an arrest, how could you know?”

      “We pulled prints from the doorknobs and windowsills around the house. There was only one set that didn’t match someone living here. It’s taken us a while to run them through the database, but we got a hit. Turns out the guy has a couple of DUIs so his prints are already in the system.”

      “What’s his name?” asked Andrew.

      “Paul Gunter.” She paused. “Does that name sound familiar to either one of you?”

      The air stalled in Kate’s throat. For a second, she felt woozy. She took a step closer to the window, staring out at their front lawn, as if the peaceful scenery could help clear her thoughts.

      “Paul Gunter,” Andrew repeated. Kate didn’t have to see her husband to know what he was doing. His thumb and pointer finger pinching his chin, his brow furrowed, trying to place the name. “I think we do know a Paul Gunter, actually. He went to college with us, right?”

      “Yes,” Kate said, her voice so low she wasn’t sure either of them heard her.

      “When is the last time you saw him?” Marsh asked Andrew.

      Kate, still facing the front lawn, closed her eyes. She winced as her mind took her back.

      Six months ago. She was at Andale’s, her favorite post-work restaurant. She made a habit of going there when she wasn’t already committed to the kids’ activities. She was sitting at the bar, halfway through a margarita, when she felt a tap on her shoulder.

      At first, she expected to see a stranger, but after a few seconds, familiarity set in. She recognized the dark hair, still thick after all this time. She remembered his dimples.

      “Paul?”

      “I thought that was you.”

      She stood and hugged him. His gait, his smell, the texture of his denim jacket worked in unison to take her back to the last time she had seen him. Senior year of college.

      He pulled away, looking her up and down. “Kate Richards?”

      “Kate Brooks now.” She wiggled her left hand, then immediately regretted it. Paul was who she’d been dating when she met Andrew all those years ago, and even now the comment felt too forward.

      Paul seemed unfazed. “Talk about a blast from the past.”

      It was exactly the kind of corny line she’d expect him to use. “What about you? Married? Kids?”

      “No.” A subtle sadness fell over his face, then he smiled again. “Am I interrupting you?”

      “No. Please. I’m just grabbing a quick dinner.”

      They rambled through the basic introductions. Kate: college professor, mother of two, amateur writer. Paul: auto mechanic, divorced, no kids. After they’d sifted through the present, their conversation turned to the past. Old keggers and cramming for finals. They’d shared a lot of memories during college, even if the last one—their breakup—wasn’t her best moment. The fact Paul was an ex-boyfriend struck Kate as an afterthought. Their conversation, which left her giddy with laughter and nostalgia, was catching up with an old friend. Nothing more.

      Kate wished she’d never seen him again after that first meeting.

      “What about you, Kate?” It was Detective Marsh.

      Kate’s mind was still stuck in the memory, on that warm night when Paul came back into her life. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Andrew just said he’s not spoken to Paul since college. What about you?”

      Kate’s eyes darted toward her husband. He was waiting for her response, which should have been an easy one. But Andrew didn’t know about the encounter at Andale’s, or about any of the events that followed.

      Kate clenched her eyes shut. “Yes, I’ve seen him recently.”

      “When?” asked Detective Marsh.

      “Six months ago.”

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Andrew said, now standing.

      Detective Marsh looked at Kate with sympathy, like she was a drowning woman in need of a life raft.

      “It wasn’t a big deal,” Kate said. “At least I didn’t think it was.”

      Marsh pulled a notebook out of her blazer pocket. There was a pen hanging from the spiral binding. “I need you to tell me everything.”

      Kate took a deep breath, preparing to revisit her story, this time aloud. She had a sinking feeling inside that she should have known it was Paul Gunter all along. Maybe part of her did know but was afraid to acknowledge it.

      Kate didn’t want to admit that all of this had been her fault.
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          Now

        

      

    

    
      My heart pounds, like I’m running. My palms are sweating, my fingers stretching and recoiling, trying to grasp something that isn’t there. What? I don’t know. Everything is dark, and yet, in the distance, I can see something.

      A shadow.

      A person.

      It’s Paul. He drifts into focus, slowly, like heat waves on a scorching summer day. He floats closer, frighteningly near, still shrouded in darkness.

      Darkness? My eyes are closed.

      I open them. Above me, the ceiling fan lazily circles around. I turn my head to the left, squinting at how bright the morning sun is as it streams into our bedroom. I hold my breath, taking in the quiet, then hear the gentle roar of a wave as it crashes outside.

      We’re here. At the beach. At the rental house.

      There is no Paul. There is no darkness.

      “Bad dreams?” Andrew asks.

      I turn quickly, unaware I wasn’t alone in the room. Andrew is already dressed, coming out of the bathroom. I get a whiff of his mouthwash as he walks past.

      “I’m fine,” I say, flattening a palm against my chest.

      He nods in understanding but doesn’t press further. In an attempt to keep the peace, we avoid talking about that night. I’m not the only one who has flashbacks. Andrew has them too, and the kids. It’s hard to say which of us has them the most or whose are the most severe. I know I’ve not had as many night terrors lately. In fact, this is the first since we’ve been on vacation. This realization comforts me, allows me to believe I’m slowly headed in the right direction.

      “Heading off somewhere?” I ask.

      Andrew looks as though he’s been awake for a while. Fully dressed, eyes no longer puffy. I must still look a mess.

      “Noah’s been bugging me about checking out that boat rental place down the road. I told him I’d drive us down there. At least check the prices.”

      “I’m sure they’re astronomical,” I say, turning again to look out the window, my eyes just now adjusting to the brightness.

      “I already told him. If it’s too expensive, we won’t do it. But we have another week here now. I don’t think I can get away without visiting the place.” He pauses. “Are you okay with this?”

      No, my mind screams. I’d thought we’d avoided this discussion about the boat. I know how much it means to Noah, but I’m not comfortable with my baby boy being at the ocean’s mercy. Andrew watches me, trying to gauge my expression.

      “You know it worries me.”

      “And I understand why.” He sits on the bed, placing his hand over my blanketed legs. “You know I’m experienced on the water. I wouldn’t suggest going out there if I didn’t think I could handle it.”

      Experience can’t prepare you for everything, my conscience interrupts. Suddenly I feel like I’m struggling to breathe, like a swell has already overwhelmed me, is pulling me under. Then I see Andrew’s eyes, how desperately he wants to share this experience with our son.

      “Check the prices. It’s your call,” I say. “Where’s Willow?”

      “By the pool.” He stands, seeming pleased with my lack of interference about the boat. “She claims to get better reception out there, although she complained about her phone not working at breakfast.”

      Breakfast. Usually, I’m the first one up and out of bed, preparing the first meal for the family. Eggs and bacon for everyone but Noah, who prefers waffles. I’m not used to the family carrying on without me.

      “What time is it?”

      “Almost ten. You deserved to sleep in.” He leans over and kisses my forehead.

      I’d already slept in later than usual, and yet I was tempted to lie back in bed. Why not? Everything I thought we’d be doing today—loading the car, filling up the tank, googling directions—is no longer relevant. We have an extra week here. It feels like more of a gift than the rest of the vacation up until this point, like when I was growing up in the mountains of North Carolina and we’d get hit with a snow day. No more worrying about studies and sports practices; we’d officially have the day off. A true free day. Kids don’t get enough days like that. Adults get even fewer.

      I pull my cell phone off the dresser, surprised to see that I have full reception. It’s been patchy since we arrived. There were four bars our first day, then zero. There have been short periods of reception since then, but after an hour or so, it’s back to nothing. Andrew said the owners had warned about this in their listing. As I’m about to get out of bed, the phone rings.

      It’s my sister, Aster. I wonder if she’s tried calling already, or if the fates would have it that the one time she calls reception is clear as glass. I debate whether to answer, then remind myself I’d regret it if something was happening back home and I ignored her. With the patchy reception, she might not be able to reach me again.

      “You on the road yet?” Aster asks when I answer.

      “No.”

      I regret answering the phone. I can tell by the lackadaisical tone of her voice nothing serious is going on. She’s just calling for a chat, and I’m not really in the mood.

      “Well, why not? It’s nearing eleven. You should have left earlier. It’s going to be nothing but traffic this late in the day.”

      I exhale, having had an entire lifetime of hearing that voice with that tone. Aster is two years older but acts as though she’s some soul that’s on her fifth or sixth go around, and I’m on the first. That’s how she talks to me at least, her little sister with the husband and kids and menial teaching position. Aster is married to a man named David, and they have no children. They’re both college professors, like me, I would say, but she would be quick to tell you their careers are different. While I teach creative writing at the local community college, they’re both on the tenure track at the University of Georgia. David specializes in anthropology, and Aster focuses on psychology. They’re both leading experts in their respective fields.

      My career ambitions stalled after having kids. Pursuing a career as a writer no longer seemed as important as ensuring a stable income for my family. Aster, on the other hand, has achieved every professional goal and then some. It’s never bothered me living in my sister’s shadow, I just don’t know why she has to be so damn smug about it. And, of course, there’s a lot of animosity between us when it comes to our parents. I’m not used to bragging about anything to my sister, so when I realize I have the opportunity to tell her about Andrew’s little surprise, my limbs tingle with excitement.

      “Actually, we’re not leaving the beach house today. Andrew surprised us with booking the place for another week.”

      I wait for Aster’s response, and much to my pleasure, there’s a long pause.

      “Oh. You’re staying two weeks?”

      “Yes. Andrew just told us last night. After the year we’ve had, he says we deserve it.”

      Aster knows about what happened to us a year ago. Everyone does, it seems, but she’s one of the last people I want to talk about it with. I don’t need her psycho-analyzing my every move and claiming it comes from a place of professional expertise.

      “Of course you do,” she says, her only acknowledgement of the incident in months. “That’s awful nice of Andrew. I’m impressed.”

      “I am too.”

      “Of course, you have all the time in the world for it. David and I are lucky to get a week off, even in the summer.”

      And there it is. Because their jobs are so much more important. Not only do they sign up to teach summer classes (with student waiting lists a mile long, she’ll tell you), but they also sit on department boards.

      “We’ve been on the road since six, but we won’t check into the hotel until late afternoon. We decided to split up the drive this time.”

      I’d forgotten they were using this week for their vacation. They’re driving down to their beach house in Florida. A property they own, don’t rent.

      “I have a fabulous idea,” she says, in that tone that makes me think it will be anything but. “We’re going to be passing right through your area tomorrow. We should stop by your place for dinner?”

      Shit. This is what I get for bragging. In my mind, I’m already listing reasons why it won’t be good enough upon Aster’s arrival.

      “I don’t know, I just—”

      “Please, Kate. You can’t tell me you have plans. You didn’t know you were staying another week until last night.”

      She’s got me there. “I’m just thinking about you and David. You’ve already spent so much time in the car. I’m sure you’d rather start your vacation. Before you know it, you’ll be back at work.”

      “Don’t remind me,” she says in the fakest voice. “But I’d really love to see my niece and nephew. It’s been, what, Thanksgiving since we’ve seen each other?”

      “Yeah, I guess so.”

      I’ve dodged every invitation to visit them since then and offered a half dozen excuses why they can’t come see us. I’m sure she thinks what everyone else does when I turn them down. She’s been through a lot. And the people who think that are right, except when it comes to Aster. She’s my sister and I love her, but my irritation wins every time.

      “It would be nice to see you too, you know,” she says, then pauses. “David thinks we’ll be passing through about six tomorrow. Want to aim for six thirty?”

      “Sure,” I say, unable to offer up a good excuse.

      “Fabulous. Text me the address. Send the kids my love.”

      I click off the phone, half tempted to call it a day and roll over in bed. I can’t do that now, though. We used up all our groceries thinking our vacation was nearing an end. Now that we have another week here, we’ll need to restock on staples. And now that Aster has invited herself over for dinner, I’ll have to do more than that. I’ll have to entertain, the last thing I want to do.
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