
  
  


Praise for the Books of Marie Still 


We’re All Lying



"I love a twisty, turny thriller and this was exactly that. A gripping, empathetic read and a wonderful debut."
—John Marrs, bestselling author of The One 



"Full of twists and turns, We’re All Lying lives up to its title and then some. This debut is a domestic thriller with plenty of surprises, keeping you guessing all the way through to the shocking end. I loved it."
—Kaira Road, USA Today and Amazon Charts bestselling author of Somebody’s Home and Best Day Ever



"Marie Still’s WE’RE ALL LYING is the delightfully dark thriller you’ve been waiting to sink your teeth into. A cast of characters you know better than to trust, a twist you never saw coming, and an utterly satisfying ending. Still’s debut will leave you breathless."
—Jessica Payne, international bestselling author of Make Me Disappear and The Lucky One







My Darlings

"Sharp and disturbing, MY DARLINGS is the perfect mash-up of the Bravo network and the serial killers that we never see coming. Author Marie Still executes the delicate task of creating complex characters that lunge off the page, while giving thriller readers the payoff that they anticipate with each jump-scare. Perfect as a fall weather read!" 
—Elle Marr, Amazon Charts bestselling author of The Alone Time and Your Dark Secrets




Beverly Bonnefinche is Dead

"Beautifully written, Seeley delivers a brave and poignant tale that is unforgettable." 
—Kim Michele Richardson, NYT bestselling author of The Book Woman of Troublesome Creek series.
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Chapter 1: Present


Cass





Emma has run away, perhaps into the arms of another married man. Or maybe she’s floating beneath the glassy waters of the Everglades, slowly spinning in an eternal death waltz with the seagrass. Is her willowy body bloated, her porcelain skin gray and mottled? Has her shiny black hair now knotted around the roots of the cypress trees?  

For some reason, the police officer who has rudely interrupted my evening is sitting in the living room in our temporary rental asking me to help find her—the woman who slept with my husband and ruined my life.

“Mrs. Mitchell?” Officer Daley says.

“Cass,” I say. “Haven’t we known each other long enough to lose the formalities? Call me Cass.”

My eyes shift from Officer Daley to Ethan, my once faithful and adoring husband. At least, the man I believed to be those things. I’m not so sure anymore. Our entire life may be a lie. He’s sitting here with me now, and she’s—well, who knows where she is, but is he really here? All of him? I squeeze my phone, a substitute for his neck. 

Emma’s disappearance isn’t news. Hell, I was the one who tipped off the police in the first place. I want her found more than anyone. We deserve justice for what she’s done. However, Officer Daley showing up at the house unannounced tonight is a surprise, and I don’t like surprises. 

This isn’t the first time we’ve sat with him, but on this night, it’s different. A weird energy crackles in the room. He’s asking me questions he already has the answers to. He should be out there instead, hunting her down. Doing whatever it takes to arrest her.

I inspect his movements, overanalyze every shift of his body and each twitch on his face. The belt around his waist holding his pistol, handcuffs, and other items looks foreign on him—too big and clunky for his tall, skinny frame. He fiddles with his belt, unable to find a comfortable position in the armchair, then clears his throat. 

“There have been recent developments. I need to ensure we haven’t missed anything that will help us find Emma.” 

I shudder when he looks at me. It’s like acrylic nails are scraping down my spine. He hasn’t learned how to hide his intentions and feelings behind a stony expression yet, like a more seasoned police officer would. Or like I do. It may be a skill he’ll never hone. This ability to morph and mold oneself into whichever persona is needed takes years of experience. When you grew up like I did, clawing your way out of the trailer park, swimming through a sea of syringes and shit, you become adept at these things. You know which occasions require which masks. You can become someone else, the person you want to be, rather than the person you are.

“Cass, you’re pale. Are you okay? Can I get you a drink?” Ethan’s blue eyes swim with concern as his eyebrows meet at the bridge of his nose. I wish I could smack the worried look off his handsome face. Yes, my mouth is dry, and my throat feels coated in sandpaper, but I don’t need my husband pointing out how bad I look in a police officer’s presence. He wasn’t always this stupid. Or maybe he has been, and I didn’t hate him enough to notice. 

“I’m fine. But why don’t you get all of us some ice water?” I turn my head, unable to stand looking at him a second longer. He stands and walks to the kitchen.

My reflection stares back at me from the television hanging on the wall. I’m wearing navy blue leggings and an oversized knit sweater despite Florida’s scorching heat simmering outside. With my blonde hair framing my makeup-free face, I look like an innocent forty-year-old mom; the best look for this occasion. “Powerful advertising executive” may elicit the wrong assumptions. And right now, I don’t need any incorrect conjecture from our unwelcome visitor. 

Emma has a mom, a distraught mom most likely. My daughter’s face flashes in my mind. I can’t imagine what the not knowing must be like. If Aubrey ever disappeared—no, I can’t think like that. 

I shake my head and turn my attention back to Officer Daley. “What developments? You’ve been working my case for months now with zero progress.” I emphasize ‘my’ to remind him who the first victim was. Victim, the word is being thrown around so flippantly. Emma has probably run away, too afraid to face the consequences of her crimes. Of course, she did, she’s a child—much like my man-child of a husband who couldn’t keep it in his pants. His lack of self-control has left a wake of victims. His wife, his daughter, his son, and even Emma if I dig deep enough, past my anger, and really think about it. 

“Let’s try starting from the beginning. Even the smallest detail may help. I know you want her found, too,” Officer Daley replies. He’s trying to establish trust, to come across as empathetic. He doesn’t realize the spaces surrounding his words are so revealing. I can’t trust him. Not anymore. Once again, I’ve put my trust in the hands of the wrong man.

Ethan rejoins us with my water, which I ignore. I sigh and glance from Daley to Ethan and back again. What a group we make. The cheating husband, the trustworthy police officer, who may not be so trustworthy after all, and me, the scorned wife with secrets of her own. 

“You know about Emma and Ethan. And what Emma did to us. I’m trying to move on with my life, put her and all of it behind me. Is all this necessary?” I wish he’d fold shut the stupid little notebook his pen is hovering over, apologize for interrupting our evening, and leave. Aubrey’s face returns. I hate myself for the guilt souring my stomach, almost as much as I hate Ethan. 

“I know this is hard—” he starts.

“No,” I interrupt him, leaning forward to meet his stare. “With all due respect, none of you knows how hard this is.” I wave my hand dramatically between them. How could they even pretend to know? No one knows what hell my life has been because of the affair and Emma’s persistent stalking.

After an awkward pause, he continues, “We simply want to find Emma. Her family is worried.”

“Then you should ask my dumbass husband where she is,” I say.

“Huh?” Ethan asks.

Oh shit, did I say that out loud?

I spin my wedding band around my finger to keep my thoughts from tumbling from my mouth. Ethan reaches for my hand. Now he wants to play the part of the caring husband. I pick up my glass and wrap both hands around it. He has the audacity to appear hurt. Does he not understand the gravity of our current situation? Officer Daley jots something down in his notebook. Fucking Ethan, always getting me in trouble. His myopic view that the world revolves around his need for affection and admiration got us into this mess, and now I’ll have to get us out of it. 

“Fine,” I relent, knowing if I don’t give Daley something, he’ll sit here staring at me all night with that notebook of his. “Am I correct in assuming that when you find her, she’ll be prosecuted?”

“Yes, your case is still open and active. If it’s proven she was involved, we’ll move forward with charges.” 

If. When did her guilt come into question? I let my vision blur, then tell my story. At least the parts I’m willing to share. 

We’re all liars, after all.








  
  

Chapter 2


Cass





The morning my life imploded started like any other. I waited in my kitchen for the kids to get ready for school. In six months Aubrey would have her driver’s license. The paralyzing fear produced by thinking of her as a teen driver didn’t stand a chance against the freedom—my freedom—this privilege would deliver. I could put in my notice, hand over the keys, and retire from my side job as a personal driver. I couldn’t wait. 

I placed a finger on my MacBook’s touchpad to unlock the screen. As it came to life, I surveyed my nails and resisted the urge to pick at the chipped polish. I noted the need to fit in a trip to the nail salon, knowing full well I’d ignore it for at least two more weeks. 

A photo from our last family vacation filled the screen before me. Ben and Aubrey smiled at me, their arms flung around each other's shoulders, hair dripping with the water from the lake behind them. 

Ben was a year younger but already a foot taller than his sister—height he got from his father. The rest of his looks were all me: blond hair, blue eyes, and pale skin that, despite copious amounts of seventy SPF sunscreen reapplied every hour, turns an angry pink with the slightest exposure to sun. An inconvenience when you live in Florida. Aubrey, the opposite of her brother, shared my lack of height and resembled her dad in all other physical aspects—chestnut hair, olive skin, and blue eyes that have always reminded me of the water lapping the shores of our local Tampa Bay beaches—my favorite color. Despite being the female twin of her father, her personality mirrors my own—the good, the bad, and the ugly. If I still had a mother, she’d tell me Aubrey’s antics and outbursts were payback for all the trouble I caused as a teen. But I don’t have one. I’ve suffered alone through the ‘I hate you’s’ and the door slams. The photo captured a rare moment, their faces weren’t buried in their phones, and their love for each other, often hidden behind bickering, shone brightly.

With an elbow on my white marble countertop, head supported in my hand, I mindlessly scrolled Facebook. Typical stuff filled my feed, political fights and memes—an occasional funny one—but most posts were people hiding their boring, meaningless lives behind utter bullshit. There was a smiling family photo from one friend who, just last week, had been in hysterics over her husband’s drinking and the constant fighting it caused. Next up, a scenic view from an all-inclusive luxury resort from another friend who was always complaining about her gobs of debt. I rolled my eyes, though I’ve been hiding those same rotten bits of my life behind a shiny exterior, too. 

If I could have somehow changed how time works, frozen myself in that moment on my computer’s background, I could have lived in a blissful state of ignorance forever.

The empty stairs were tempting me to yell at the kids for the third—or was it fourth?—time. I sighed. What good would it do? They’d spent years perfecting the art of tuning me out. I could lead my advertising agency to meet our clients' ever-changing and unrealistic demands, but I still hadn’t figured out how to leverage my logistical prowess to manage my own household. 

Done with social media, I clicked into my personal email. A subject line made me pause: CASS RU LISTENING. Working in advertising, I’d seen plenty of pitch concepts for click-bait email tactics. I hated them, and they never made the cut for campaigns. But curiosity, the one who always killed the cat, got the best of me. 

I stood in my kitchen reading those vile words, gaping at a photo of my husband with another woman, while my stomach plummeted into an abyss.

The blood rushing through my ears drowned out all sounds, including Ben’s arrival. When he appeared in front of me, my hand slammed down the laptop's lid, and I plastered a smile on my face.

“Ma, you okay?” he asked. 

“Yes. I'm fine. We’re going to be late. Where's your sister?” 

My life played out behind my eyes like an old projector film, choppy and in black and white: our first date; our wedding day; Ethan bringing a bag of McDonald’s into the delivery room when I was in my eighteenth hour of labor, then laughing when I threatened divorce; the inside jokes; the tears of joy, frustration, and sadness … all of it. Ethan worshiped me … no, we worshiped each other, in our own ways. He’d always been there for me, and I assumed he always would be. Once again, I’d gotten it all so very wrong.

“Your face looks funny. Your voice is weird, too.” Ben flipped his hair from his eyes and squinted at me. His voice bumped me from my thoughts and back into our kitchen.

“You always give the best compliments.” I stepped around the counter and tousled his hair, hoping he wouldn't notice my shaking hand.

“The hair!” His hands rose in defense. My distraction was successful. Ben ran to the bathroom to undo the damage my hand had inflicted. 

Holding myself up by the kitchen table, I forced deep breaths in and out. I couldn’t think about Ethan now, despite my mind wanting to evaluate every moment of our courtship and nineteen-year marriage. The inanimate objects of my life filled my kitchen. White marble countertops—an image of Ethan bending a woman over—no, Cass, stop. I dug the heels of my palms into my eyelids and focused on the lights exploding behind my eyes instead. 

A lump formed in my throat. I attempted to massage it away, but it metastasized like a cancerous cell. I forced my racing mind to center on how to survive the next hour. Get the kids to school, get to work, potentially plan a murder or two. The women on Dateline, the ones whose pain fed by betrayal drove them to murder, became relatable.

“Can I drive?” Aubrey asked, not looking up from her phone as she entered the kitchen. A third sneak attack. The email, Ben, and Aubrey. Remaining present was proving to be an arduous task. It would be a long day, a long night—a long everything.

I wouldn’t have to continue pleading with the kids to get moving, though. At least one thing was going my way. They didn't deserve my wrath, and I was certain if I had to keep begging them to get moving, I wouldn’t be capable of keeping my words from turning into knives. 

“Sure,” I replied, forcing another teeth-gritting smile onto my face. 

In the earth’s history, the earthquake with the highest magnitude registered a whopping nine point five. My composure, comparatively, was at a twelve. As the seconds ticked on, it became harder to hide my unraveling. The familiar claws of a panic attack were snaking their way from my stomach into my chest and up through my throat, squeezing every organ on its way. I wiped the sweat beading my forehead with a slow swipe of my hand.

Aubrey cocked an eyebrow. She’d always been able to read things in my expressions even Ethan would miss. I watched her lift her phone and turn her attention back to shooting the perfect selfie before I allowed myself to release the air burning in my lungs. 

I checked my phone’s calendar app. With no meetings before one, I had five hours to process what I’d learned and begin my investigation. I mentally started my checklist. Facts: Ethan was a cheater. Still unknown: who he was cheating with. Not knowing the identity of my enemy was unnerving. I needed every piece of data, every dirty detail. I also needed to fully prepare for the confrontation with Ethan. The one barreling toward him while he sat at work unaware.

The morning’s activities turned blotchy. I was in the kitchen then, blink, sitting in the car's passenger seat, blink again, Aubrey pulled into the high school’s carline. The car stopped, but my next step wasn’t registering. I stared out the windshield with unfocused eyes while a thousand questions screamed through my mind. Who was the woman? How had this happened without me realizing it? Who was this man I married? The questions tumbled and tripped over themselves, demanding their answers. I put my fingers in my ears to quiet them so I could stop losing time.

“Mom, hello?” Aubrey waved her hand in my face. “You can sit here all day like a weirdo, or you can get in the driver's seat and leave like a normal person.” Aubrey jogged from the car toward the school after muttering something about embarrassing under her breath. With a reliance on muscle memory, I unbuckled the seatbelt, walked around the car, got behind the wheel, and somehow drove myself to work. 

Easing my Range Rover into my assigned spot, I looked up at the stand-alone building. A wall of glass glittered in the morning sun. Since reading the email, everything seemed off, including the once welcoming but now menacing office looming over me. The palm trees lining the parking lot quivered in the breeze like they were laughing at me. 

While my hands gripped the steering wheel even tighter, I tried to remember the breathing exercises they were always droning on about in yoga class. Deep breath in, exhale the bad. 

Unfortunately, no matter how many cleansing breaths I forcefully pushed out, the tension wouldn’t lift from my chest. Ugh, I should have focused more on the breathing and advice in yoga, and less on trying not to fart or fall asleep.

“Well, you can’t spend the day sitting in your car. Get your shit together, go in there and get to work,” I said to myself. A Sandhill Crane meandered by on the sidewalk; I’d always found its long, curved neck and the red mask rimming its eyes to be beautiful. I slipped on my own mask, the one I used to cover my shame and anger, then stepped out of the car into the morning’s muggy air. 

Head tucked down, I walked with long, fast strides through the halls of Mitchell & Parker Advertising Agency. My stilettos clicked on the marble floor and echoed through the modern open office. Most mornings, I’d make it a point to walk around and greet everyone on my way in. I’d ask about their lives, their boyfriends, girlfriends, spouses, kids, or whatever personal details I’d committed to memory. It was important to me they felt valued as humans and not just employees. As such, it was unusual for me to bolt past them, and I hoped it didn’t raise any suspicions. Life is fine, everything is great, no, my husband isn’t a cheating bastard. If I could convince myself, even for the few minutes it took to run to my office, then I could convince the staff. Maybe. 

Alice, my assistant, scurried toward me as fast as her loafers would carry her, foiling my plan to sneak in unnoticed. 

“Mrs. Mitchell!” She waved her hand above her head. The stack of folders she carried in the other threatened to fall. 

I cringed, then forced a smile. “Alice, good morning.” My jaw hurt from a morning of clenched teeth and fake smiles. I resisted the urge to reach up and massage the aching away.

Alice caught her breath and straightened before pushing her glasses up her nose. “You look beautiful as always. I simply love that blouse! Where’d you get it? I’d buy one for myself, but it wouldn’t look as good on me.” She looked down at her nondescript white cotton button-up with a slight frown. I cracked my knuckles to hide my impatience. Although my bruised ego could use a few compliments, that morning I was in a rush. She shook off her frown, straightened her back—all business—and continued, “You have the Blaxten presentation today at one. I’ll have coffee and light snacks set up in the boardroom by twelve-forty. I’ve made copies of the presentation for everyone. Is there anything else you need from me?”

I stepped around her and walked toward my office. She followed behind, notebook open, pen poised ready to record any last-minute instructions, of which there’d be none.

“You’ve been my assistant for ten years and have never forgotten so much as a pen. You know better than I do what’s needed. I trust everything will be perfect. It always is in your capable hands.”

“Your trust is appreciated, Mrs. Mitchell. I can assure you everything will be up to your standards. Thankfully, you have no other meetings scheduled today. If you decide to make any changes to the presentation, I’ll need them by eleven in order to have enough time to re-print. But of course, if they come in after that, you know your wish is my command.”

We arrived at my office. I turned and my face relaxed into its first genuine smile of the day. 

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary.” 

Alice was one of our first hires, second only to Carla, the office manager, head of HR, and other many hats she wore. Initially, Alice supported both Julie, my best friend and business partner, and me. But as the agency grew, we both needed our own assistants. Julie, despite being against the idea, relented. I took Alice and she hired a new assistant, then another, and yet another after that. I couldn’t blame the poor assistants for the revolving door—Julie was an acquired taste. You had to learn to not take her sharp tongue personally and how to push back. Her bark is much worse than her bite.

Alice gave a curt nod, pushed her glasses up her nose again, and began to take her leave. 

“Alice, one more thing. Please hold all my calls. Tell them … I’m busy, or out of the office, or whatever.” She turned and looked at me quizzically. “I just want to ensure I’m ready to nail this presentation and secure this account.”

“Yes, of course, Mrs. Mitchell, not that you need the extra time; there is no one better than you. Shall I order your usual salad from Café Ponte for lunch and bring it to your office?”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you.” 

Alice retreated to her desk, a large double cubicle with multiple monitors. She could have as much space and as many monitors as she needed. Without her, my life would be in shambles. Not that it isn’t, but before this morning it has been relatively shamble-free. Based on her employee file, I knew she was forty-five, only five years older than me, but she had the aura of an older woman, an old soul I suppose. Order and predictability oozed into every area of her life, including her work, mannerisms, and wardrobe. I imagined her closet, a row of neatly pressed ankle-length skirts, white blouses, and cardigans. The same three articles of clothing multiplied in various neutral shades. She always styled her brown hair in a neat bun at the nape of her neck, the same hairstyle every day for ten years. She never got sick and rarely took time off. When she did, it was only because I’d forced a vacation day on her. I did, however, like to imagine her taking that bun down, shaking her hair loose, and hitting the bars, dancing like no one was looking. No one should suffer through being that buttoned-up all the time. But I had too much going on to concern myself with Alice finding joy from something other than a new file organization system.








  
  

Chapter 3


Cass





I stood looking at my office door, thinking about how satisfying it would be to slam it shut.  No need to cause a scene, Cass. I eased it shut. Once closed, I pressed my back against it, dropped my purse and briefcase, closed my eyes, and sank to the floor. I wrapped my arms around my knees and lowered my head between them. In twenty-four hours, everything had changed. One day I was living my mostly perfect life, in my mostly perfect marriage, with my mostly perfect family … then, I wasn’t.

A checklist. Make your list. Cross off each item one by one. 

My head lifted. I looked at my desk. Five steps. I commanded my legs to stand and bring me there. They obeyed. 

After collapsing into my chair, and flinging my purse on the credenza behind me, I ripped my computer from its briefcase and slammed it onto the stand. The tremor in my hand made it hard to connect the monitor’s plug into the small port on the side of my laptop. Finally able to jam it in, I pressed my finger with more force than necessary to unlock it. My sweet, innocent children smiled back from the monitor. The cool gray wood of my desk seemed to pulse under my splayed hands. Looking at their faces, a watery haze filmed my eyes, turning the picture into a soft watercolor painting. I rubbed my eyes with clenched fists. He couldn’t have my tears, not yet. An unsteady hand moved to the mouse. 

I should delete the email, pretend I never saw it. 

There would be no pretending. Far too late for that. 

My finger tapped nervously on the mouse’s button, not depressing it fully. It’s like a Band-Aid; you have to rip it off. With one click, I opened the life-shattering email and re-read it, this time looking for clues of the sender’s identity.


Cass,

You don’t know me, but I know your husband. We’ve been sleeping together for six months. Your perfect Ethan, not so perfect, is he? Surprise! It’s not just sex either. He loves me. The only reason he hasn’t left you is the kids. Ha! Such a cliché. But whatever. Your life is about to fall apart and mine is about to begin. Everything’s always so easy for you, isn’t it? Well, it’s about to get a tad more difficult. In case you don’t believe me, I’ve attached a few photos. Enjoy! 

XOXO,

The Future Mrs. Mitchell



I re-downloaded the first one now that I had time to examine it properly. Ethan stood with his arm looped intimately around a microscopic waist. I leaned in, trying to grasp onto anything I recognized about her. She had colored over her face with black—tricky little thing.

I tucked my hair behind my ears and cataloged our differences. Jet black waves cascaded down her shoulders, and she had the body most women slaved hours at the gym for. Her delicate frame suggested she achieved that body by eating whatever she wanted and laughing about how no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t gain a pound. Bitch. At forty, I’d finally reached a point where I loved and accepted my body—the stretch marks, extra pounds, wrinkles, and all. But those old insecurities were rearing their ugly heads. Guilt turned my stomach for being so bitchy, the exact thing I accused her of in my head. I took great pride in supporting women, never judging them for their looks. Despite the nasty email, it wasn’t her fault, not entirely. 

I could kill Ethan. 

Unable to stand the proud smile on my husband’s face, I angrily clicked my mouse to close the photo. There hadn’t been time to open all the attachments earlier. If I’d known the filth awaiting me, maybe I would have skipped them completely. Probably not though, I know myself better than that. 

The same woman was in bed with Ethan. Both were naked, hair tousled from sex, posing for a selfie. She’d blacked out her face again. I opened the last attachment. An image of Ethan’s face buried between a pair of milky legs filled the screen; he was too busy to smile for the camera. I’d seen that angle enough to recognize the top of his head. I imagined the motion of his tongue.

My hand shot out for my trash can. I had it between my knees with my face hovered over it in time to vomit. That was my pleasure, I owned it. 

“Knock, knock. Good morn—” Julie halted halfway in my office. “Cass, what the hell? Are you okay?”

I lifted my head. Snot dripped from my nose and tears streamed down my face. One look at Julie and the dam crumbled. I didn’t realize how much I needed my best friend until she was standing in front of me. Julie slammed the door, which, despite my condition, I wished I could stand and slam for myself—over and over again. She ran to me and crouched down, grabbing my shoulders. Her brown eyes danced in their sockets searching my face. 

“What’s going on?” she gasped.

I pointed to my monitor. If I had to say the words out loud, I’d puke them into the trash can on top of that morning’s coffee and stomach bile. Julie’s gaze followed my finger, and she recoiled. 

“What the—?” She leaned closer to the monitor while her finger frantically clicked the mouse. Her eyes darted side to side reading the email, then bulged when she flipped through the photos. Her dark hair, slicked back in its signature high ponytail, swung back and forth with each shake of her head. 

Julie whipped her head from the screen. “Bastard. I’ll kill him.”

“I don’t understand,” I stuttered, finding my voice. “How could he do this to me? To the kids? And she says he’s leaving me for her, that he loves her. Do you think that’s true?” I searched my mind for any signs I’d missed. A faint smell of an unknown perfume wafting up from a basket of dirty laundry. A credit card receipt for a piece of jewelry I never received. A sudden increase in business trips and work-related dinners or evening outings. Our sex life was great, better than most. We had raised kids together, and barely fought. We still made each other laugh, even his ridiculous dad jokes and random ass slaps followed by ‘good game.’ None of it made sense. I clutched at my chest; it was as if my heart had been raked by a cheese grater.

Julie grabbed the photo of Ethan and me off my desk, opened a desk drawer, and threw it in. 

The drawer crashing made me jump. From her angry eyes I expected her to follow it up with a few good kicks. I looked at the closed drawer and envisioned the photo of the two of us standing on a white sandy beach. My arms wrapped around Ethan’s tanned six-pack, my gaze locked only on him. And Ethan looking at the camera, face filled with that knee-weakening smile. The truth hit me like a smack to the skull with a hammer—the affair had already started when the photo was taken three months before. I slid the drawer open, picked up the frame, then slammed it against the edge of my desk until the glass shattered and the frame lay scattered in pieces.

“Feel better?” Julie deadpanned.

A buzz sounded from my desk. Both our gazes locked on my phone.

“A text. You don’t think it’s him, do you?” I asked.

“Could be. Read it,” Julie encouraged, nodding toward it.

I wiped my sweaty hands on my navy slacks, picked up the phone, then with a shaking voice, read the text out loud. “Hey babe, hope the kids weren’t a pain this morning. Don’t wait on me for dinner. Work stuff.” My shoulders slumped. 

“Work stuff, ha! He’s something, isn’t he? Of all the men, I’d never expected this from him. What a dick. What a disgusting dick.” She gazed out the window. I wondered what thoughts were somersaulting through her mind. An uncontrollable wince pulled every part of my face inward. Ethan had committed the ultimate act of betrayal, yet a small part of me wanted to defend him. I wanted to punch that part in the mouth.

“Write him back right now and tell him you’re on to him.” She jammed her finger at the phone.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard. I changed my mind and placed it face down on my desk. 

“Nineteen years, Julie. We’ve been married nineteen years. How can the person you think you know better than anyone in the world turn into a complete stranger in seconds?” I asked, an obnoxious whine raising my voice. “You knew everything about our marriage. Would you ever have imagined it would come to this?”

“No. But fuck him.” Julie’s frown deepened.

I puffed my cheeks like a blowfish and let the air leak out. “I can feel my eyes swelling shut. Blaxten will be here in a few hours. The most important pitch of the year and this happens.” My fingers delicately tapped under my eyes. 

“I have a makeup bag in my office. Want me to grab it?” Julie asked.

“Nah, I think I have some concealer.” I looked back at my purse, but my arms felt too heavy to reach for it.

“You better talk to him tonight. No sitting around planning and practicing your speech until you’ve memorized every word. And do not let him off easy. He’s a charming fucker; don’t let that smile of his fool you. You better not fall for his shit and cave. He’s always been your weakness, and all this time, I thought he was worthy of being that.” I ignored the dig—weakness, my ass.

“I’m waiting up for him so I can get this over with tonight. Who do you think she is?” I asked. Half-moons were forming in my palms from my nails.

“Probably some young naïve idiot half his age from the looks of those photos.” Julie sneered. “Typical. Pigs, the lot of them. You should give up on men. I have tons of single girlfriends I can hook you up with.”

“Don’t be silly. Women cheat, too.”

Images of every woman I’d ever met rotated through my head. There’s no way that long black hair wouldn’t have made an impression. Once my mind wrapped its tendrils around a problem, it wouldn’t let go until I found the solution. Right then, the need to identify her suffocated me. A face. A name. An address.

“Have you looked through his social media yet?” Julie asked.

“No, I was planning on it but got distracted by the projectile vomiting.”

“Well, if she’s there, you’ll find her. No one’s a better internet stalker than you. FBI level skills.”

“The thought of him saying I love you to someone else is almost worse than those photos.”

“Leave his ass. Kick him out tonight. You don’t need him or any of this shit,” Julie said. 

I looked at the photo of us now sitting on the floor next to my chair. Leave him. I rolled the idea around my mouth. It tasted like sour milk. 

Julie checked her phone. “Shit, I have to run. Meeting.” She stood to leave, her face and voice softened. “You going to be okay?”

“No.” I snorted. “But you don’t need to sit here and watch me cry. Go. I’m going to see if I can figure out who she is. I’ll let you know if I find anything. I also need to review my presentation. This deal is too big to screw up.”

“Never. You could do that presentation in your sleep. No way we don’t win the account.” 

I struggled to wrap myself in her confidence like a blanket. 

“I hope you’re right. Or I’ll burst into tears in the middle of the meeting and humiliate myself.” I laughed dryly. 

“I should have IT record it just in case.” Julie half-smiled.

“Funny. And IT is James. It’s one person, and he has a name. Fuck’s sake, Julie. I’m giving you an org chart and making you study it until you’ve learned everyone’s name.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Julie sobered. “We’ll get through this, Cass, I promise. We’ll figure it out, okay?”

“I hope—” My voice trailed off. I tilted my face to the ceiling to keep more treacherous tears from falling. I had broken my cardinal rule of never crying at work more times in one day than I had in my entire career. She closed the door with less ceremony than she’d entered.

“Where do I even start?” I asked the now empty room. Work the problem. All problems have solutions. I just needed to break it down into smaller chunks. Make a list and cross each task off until they’re all complete. I picked up my phone and returned Ethan’s text: K. We need to talk tonight. 

Sick of watching the blinking dots at the bottom of our exchange, I slammed it face down on the desk. Then picked it back up and spun it over to check if the screen had shattered. There was nothing more to discuss over text anyway, as what I had to say required a face-to-face discussion. I needed to see his reactions, analyze his facial expressions, and observe his body language. It was too easy to slip a lie through a text. And Ethan, it turns out, was a very capable liar. I also liked the idea of him spending the day wondering and worrying if I’d discovered his little secret. 

Social media, bank statements, phone records, and Google were all dead ends. I slouched back in my chair and steepled my fingers under my chin. Only one option remained. Take my investigation to the source, my cheating husband. 

A low growl vibrated from the depths of my mind. Who is she? it whispered, until its screech reverberated within my skull. I opened the Blaxten presentation to rehearse the pitch and ignore the monster before it took over. After reading the first bullet point for the twentieth time, I rocked back and rubbed my temples.

Desperate times and all that. I dug through the junk in my purse and found a bottle of magical football-shaped pills. Shaking it, I sighed with relief as clacking resounded from inside. I popped the top open and swallowed a Xanax dry. Hand paused with the bottle top partially turned back in place, I stopped. This was an emergency. A second pill followed the first down my throat. 

Helpful, but not enough. I pretended to read my phone and rushed through the bright halls to the back staircase. Our open floor layout allowed every employee to observe my escape, so I hoped they’d assume I was running around working on final preparations for the afternoon’s guests. Blaxten would be a huge win for the agency. 

Down the back staircase, I pushed open the door leading outside to the alleyway. The sharp smell of smoke hit me. My jaw unclenched at the sight of the small, huddled group.

“Anyone have one I could bum?” I asked.

Jim, the director of business development, HR head and office manager Carla, and Alec, one of our graphic designers, stared at me with matching saucer-shaped eyes.

“Bad day?” Jim asked. 

“You could say,” I answered.

“Sorry, none here. Unless you want a puff of this,” Alec replied, holding up his e-cig. I shook my head. I needed the real deal, the sharp pang of nicotine-filled smoke in my lungs.

“Here you go, love,” Carla said, handing me a Marlboro Light. My brand. 

“Thank you,” I cooed, grabbing the cigarette. After several attempts, the lighter flicked to life. The cigarette’s end turned red and crackled as I inhaled the first drag. After handing the lighter back to Carla, I walked a few steps away and exhaled smoke, letting it curl from my mouth, then leaned against the concrete wall of the building’s ugly rear foundation. The group resumed their hushed conversation while the Xanax and cigarette lightened my head. My rage was now less likely to explode. It simmered below a dulled surface. After a few drags of the cigarette, I stomped it out with the toe of my Louboutin, red sole be damned. The black marks would be a fitting complement to my now tarnished life. 

Everything angered me, including my designer shoes. For two thousand dollars, my feet shouldn’t hurt after an hour. If I had my way, I’d show up to work in ripped jeans and a hoodie, or even sweats to truly put the casual in casual Friday. But Julie had always insisted that appearances matter. I’d debated her, claimed a sharp outfit didn’t make my work any better or worse. I was full of shit. I’d been using appearances—clothing, facial expressions, body language, all of it—to my advantage long before meeting Julie. Appearances did matter, and today I was thankful for my Louboutin heels, Armani slacks, and Valentino blouse. I looked much more confident than I felt. 

Julie had her reasons, ones she’d only confided in the two people closest to her, me and her wife, Victoria. “There are two things this industry holds against me,” she told us once when we were first starting the agency, “a vagina and a spouse with a vagina. I’ll be damned if I give them anything else. Not only will we be the best fucking agency on the east coast, maybe the entire country, but we’ll look good doing it.” 

Back in the safety of my office, I stared out the window into the parking lot mentally rehearsing what I’d say to Ethan. 

‘What are you talking about Cass?’ ‘What affair?’ In any argument, he always started with denial, then would flash the smile that crinkled the edges of his eyes and charm his way out of whatever mess he’d gotten himself into. It always worked. His smile would melt me like butter in a heated pan. My fists clenched at his imaginary responses, and I slammed them on the desk. He would not be sliding through this fight unbruised. The more I pictured his grinning face, the angrier I got. That was my smile. Those were my crinkled eyes. I grabbed the closest thing to me, a stapler, and threw it against the wall. Two people walking by turned their heads. I smiled at them through the glass window and shrugged, inwardly thanking Alice for her extended cubicle and the geographic convenience of my corner office blocking me from more potential curious stares. The chitter-chatter of the imagined gossip tickled my neck. It wouldn’t be long before people knew, before everyone knew. Those things always had a way of getting out. I smoothed my hair and the front of my blouse and remembered my breathing. There was no sense in getting worked up over a made-up conversation.

What I wanted—more than anything—was to drive home, tell Alexa to play every Adele album, and cry myself to sleep. But there’d be plenty of time for more tears and Adele later. 

Who is she? the relentless voice returned. 

“Mrs. Mitchell?” Alice’s head peeked into my office.

“Yes, Alice?” I asked, too tired to disguise my annoyance. 

“Everything okay?” 

I sat up a little straighter. “Everything is fine. I was lost in my thoughts, running through this afternoon’s presentation.” 

Alice opened the door fully. 

“Okay, here’s your lunch.” She placed the Styrofoam takeout container on my desk. She started to leave and paused at the door. “You aren’t stressed about the presentation, are you?” She wrung her hands; it made her look like a child who’d done something wrong, or perhaps a concerned mother. Not that I’d had any first-hand experience with the latter from my childhood.

“No.” I smiled. “I’m surprised it’s lunchtime already, is all. The day has flown by.” My voice sounded false, overly cheery. Now I was the guilty child.

Her head tilted sideways. She eyed me quizzically. I busied myself with unwrapping my utensils and concentrated on my grilled chicken salad like it was the most captivating creation I’d ever encountered.

She nodded curtly and told me she’d let me know when Blaxten arrived and settled in the boardroom. She shut the door behind her. I threw the salad in the trash and tucked my lowered head into my folded arms.








  
  

Chapter 4


Alice





My knee shook beneath my desk. Something was amiss. It was my job to know when things weren’t going as expected. It had been my responsibility for almost a decade, and I was very good at my job. I chewed my fingernails.  It’s not the presentation. Work doesn’t make her nervous. She’s too brilliant to be nervous. She was confident, sometimes too confident and too sure. But that always worked for her and for us. I could count on one hand, with only three fingers, the number of large clients we didn’t get after one of Cass’s pitches. Those three were easy to remember. 

She had many strengths but handling rejection wasn’t one of them. Much like those athletes who moan and pout when they’ve lost one of their games, after each loss Cass would do the same. It would take weeks of extra compliments, tiptoeing around her feelings, and an extra bit of coddling to raise her spirits lifted and get her grumpies gone. I had never minded. I would have done anything for Cass. I knew she’d do anything for me, too. She didn’t always show it the way I did, though. She was a very busy woman, so it was to be expected. There’s only so much one could expect from a person in a position such as hers. 

I snuck a glance at Cass’s office. Julie was in there with her. I was desperate to know what all the yelling and clamor was about. I had to be careful, though. Getting caught snooping would not fare well for me. They were too entrenched in whatever had them so worked up to notice anything, much less me. I stood and pretended to stretch. Moving regularly is imperative to spine health. Proper posture too. So many people sit slumped over their computers for hours every day, then complain about their chronic back pain. Not me. Every twenty-five minutes on the dot, I am up and going for a walk and doing my stretches. It comes in handy in situations like the one I was in. I stopped in front of her office and bent to pick up a non-existent piece of trash on the floor, leaning toward her door. If either of them came out, my presence would be nothing out of the ordinary. Just me, taking my regular walk, preventative health and all that. 

Ethan’s name is being said quite a lot. Interesting. Not work then, it seems.

I straightened and rolled my shoulders back, giving them their perceived privacy. It was imperative for me to find out whatever was going on, even if it involved Cass’s personal life. I needed to know. I needed Cass to depend on me. Much depended on this.

In the past, I’d been told I get too attached to people, things, ideas, and situations. Teenage girls are harsh, so their opinions are of no consequence to me—not now anyway. Little hawks, always circling around, watching and waiting for you to screw up. ‘You’re too much, Alice’ ‘You’re not my only friend, Alice’ ‘Stop stalking me, Alice.’ I never ‘stalked’ anyone. What a preposterous idea. I was simply fiercely loyal to the few friends I had. Cass appreciates my loyalty. All those so called ‘annoyances’ became my greatest assets. I was invaluable to Cass because of them. 

Maybe if things had been different—

I walked into the bathroom and sat in a stall on top of a closed toilet seat. This is where I go when my mind did that thing it liked to do sometimes. I called it my “what ifs.” I had no room for them in this life. The past was the past, and it needed to stay there. I reminded myself to focus on what I could control, not on things that could not be changed. Ten years I’d spent working to get to this position, and the time prepping for it, of course. I couldn’t let those nasty girls from the past ruin it for me. I’d come too close to finally getting what I wanted. I was almost there. A bit more time and everything would fall perfectly into place. I rolled up my sleeve and began tracing Cass’s name in my arm with my fingernail, light at first then harder.

The door squeaked open, my head lifted and I flushed the toilet. By the time I opened the door, whoever had come in was already in the privacy of their own stall. I washed my hands, dried them thoroughly, and walked out.

I glanced back toward Cass’s office. The door was still closed. Despite my burning desire to stand next to it and find out exactly what all the fuss was about, I took a stroll around the office instead. My steps slowed as I passed by the cluster of cubes where the account managers sat. Not that these junior employees would ever be in possession of more information about Cass than I was. I still listened for her name among the meaningless chatter and gossip. Of all the departments, the account managers were the breeding ground for office rumors, so they did come in handy on occasion. They were all still very young, comparatively. It was the first step into a career in advertising for most, and several of the team were fresh out of college. They hadn’t learned the power of knowledge, especially when you’re the only one who possesses that knowledge. They handed out their secrets for free. 

“Hi Alice,” Delaney said, much louder than necessary. A warning to her friends. Whatever they were talking about, they didn’t want me to find out. 

"Hello, Delaney. I hope this chitchat is all work related.”

One girl to my right rolled her eyes. I turned my head and stared just long enough to make her face redden. She quickly tucked her chin and became very interested in her keyboard.

Delaney’s lips formed a wry smile. “Of course, everyone is so excited to see what happens today. You must be pretty busy getting ready for the big meeting and all.”

My eyebrows rose. “I’m not sure why you would think that. Everything is and has been taken care of for quite some time,” I replied, my tone sharp. “You’d best learn,” I said, swiveling my head to imply I was imparting this wisdom on the entire group, “that waiting until the last minute is exactly how you run into issues. The most effective approach to any task is to tackle it proactively and efficiently. Procrastination leads to mistakes. Have you learned nothing by watching Cass?”

A snorting sounded from one of the farther cubes. I didn’t give the offender the satisfaction of trying to identify who made the appalling noise. “Well. I think that’s enough for now. Back to work all of you.” 

I ignored the stifled giggles and the rising blood pressure they conjured. Resisting the urge to turn back and do something shocking, or worse, I continued to the boardroom, where I found Carla cleaning the table.

“Ms. Diaz, thank you for doing this. Cass will be so pleased.”

“Oh, hello darling. I’m almost done in here. I’ll be up front waiting to greet our guests. You give me a shout if you need anything, okay?” She threw the dirty paper towel in the trash can and walked out. My face fell into a frown. I had to be nice to Carla as Cass thought she walked on water. I didn’t trust her. That sweet old lady act was nothing but an act. She wasn’t fooling me. Julie either. 

Two problems for another day.
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