
  
  
Praise for the Books of Maggie Giles


The Things We Lost


Distinguished Favourite in the 2023 Independent Press Awards

“The many plot twists and turns will keep readers flipping through the pages at lightning speed. This novel has it all: love, laughter, murder, and hope.”

—Booklist starred review



“This intriguing Sliding Doors-style story makes the reader think about how a single decision can change our entire future. Both suspenseful and emotional, THE THINGS WE LOST will keep you turning pages right until the end.”

—Kathleen Barber Author of Are You Sleeping



“In THE THINGS WE LOST, debut author, Maggie Giles has crafted a page-turning contemporary allegory about the domino effect of our choices and our desires. Book clubs are sure to devour this one, as Maddie Butler’s “Then” and “Now” intertwine and interrupt with unexpected twists and reveals that will have readers contemplating the “What If?” in their own lives as well!”

—Amy Impellizzeri Author of Award-winning Author of Lemongrass Hope



“Maggie Giles’s debut did not disappoint. THE THINGS WE LOST is a thoughtful look at the choices we make and how one decision can snowball out of control. It’s the perfect clear-off-the-calendar read! Maggie Giles is a delightful new voice and I’m looking forward to seeing what comes next from this talented author.”

—Orly Konig Author of Carousel Beach and founder of the Women’s Fiction Writers Association




Twisted 

"Twisted is the perfect word to describe the way you'll feel as this thriller reaches that OMG moment when you finally figure out what's going on. It'll keep you guessing until the very last page." 

—Lyn Liao Butler, Amazon Bestselling author of Someone Else's Life.



"With an intricate, inventive plot, TWISTED by Maggie Giles is a fascinating suspense that had me theorizing every which way while enthralled with the clever clues. As a detective trying to solve a jewelry theft stumbles on a high-class escort service, nothing is as it seems. This wild, gritty thrill ride will knock you for a loop and blow your mind."

—Samantha M. Bailey, international bestselling author of Woman on the Edge and Watch Out for Her



Wicked

"Immersive and hard to put down, WICKED is a thrilling ride into the underbelly of a pharmaceutical gone wrong where the balance between right and wrong isn’t just blurry; it’s wicked."

—Tanya E Williams, Historical, Women’s Fiction Author



"Edgy, haunting, and unputdownable, Wicked confirms that Maggie Giles is a master at crafting intricate webs of twists and lies. An intoxicating thriller, Wicked picks up the threads from Twisted as Detective Ryan Boone and a forensic specialist, Cora Porter, investigate a slew of murders connected to a rogue pharmaceutical company. Giles’s novel holds readers hostage as each new layer of complexity is revealed. A gripping read."

—Kristin Kisska, Agatha Award-nominated author of The Hint of Light















  
  
      
        
          The Things We Lost

          
		      
          Maggie Giles

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          
        

      

    


  
  


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events, places, names, or persons, is entirely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2021 by Maggie Giles 

All rights reserved. For information regarding reproduction in total or in part, contact Rising Action Publishing Co. at risingactionpublishingco.com 

Cover illustration © Ashley Santoro Designs 
Proofread by Beth Attwood

ISBNs:
Print: 
Ebook: 

BISAC: FIC044000       FICTION / Women

#TheThingsWeLost 

Follow Rising Action on our Socials: 













  
  















For Celeste,


without you I would not be writing










  
  








The Things We Lost










  
  

Chapter one

Now





The hot water stings my hands as I dip them back in the sink and grab the remaining frying pan. The cut on my thumb still hasn’t healed from nearly two weeks ago. If only my anxiety would allow me to stop picking at it.  

My mind drifts to him while the sponge swirls back and forth against the stainless steel. It’s been something I’ve caught myself doing of late: thinking about him. The way his hands explored the sensitive spot behind my ear, the birthmark on my thigh, the soft skin of my breasts, every part of me. 

I shiver at the thought but don’t allow it to escape. I imagine he’s home now, watching the hockey game, tired after a long run or a strenuous workout. I picture the way his muscular arms stretch behind his head as he leans back on the couch, hoping his team will score the next goal. I’d told him to give up on the Leafs long ago, but he’s a loyal fan. 

At the commercial break, he’ll go for a beer, and his nails will scratch at the label throughout the next period because his anxiety starts to get the best of him. It’s these little quirks I remember most, which remind me of our days together populated with fits of laughter, stolen kisses, and simple longing. 

His firm torso comes to mind before I can stop it. He has grown fit and confident over the years when many let their fitness goals fall to the wayside; he takes pride in the man he is and what he can offer a woman. My fingers tingle when I remember tracing his perfect muscles and how they always manage to creep carefully towards what lay below. 

“Momma?” 

I jump at the sound of Haley’s voice, the pan falling from my hand and splashing back into the soapy water. I grip the edge of the sink and steady my breathing, embarrassed that my youngest daughter caught me daydreaming. I put the girls to bed ten minutes ago.

“Yes, Little Lamb?” I turn with a forced smile, worried the tone of my voice gave away my guilt. Loneliness isn’t a good enough excuse to get distracted by him again. 

Haley gazes up at me with large brown eyes; she has this awful puppy-dog stare that makes me bend to her every desire. Her lips hold a steady pout, and I know what will follow before she speaks. 

“Will Daddy be home to read to us tonight?”

Guilt tightens my throat, but I push it away. “Not tonight, Little Lamb. But he promised to make it up to you tomorrow.” I hate lying, but I hate seeing the disappointment even more on the girls’ faces when their father misses bedtime stories—again. Tomorrow when they ask him why he missed their story time, Nathan can deal with it.

Haley beams at the prospect of a day with her daddy. 

“Back to bed,” I say, hopeful of avoiding any follow-up about my absent husband. 

Haley looks away and kicks at the kitchen tile, her typical action when she wants to say more. I don’t let her.

“Go make sure Ava is in bed too. I’ll be up in a minute once I’m done with the dishes.” 

Haley nods and scampers back the way she came. 

When I am alone again, I take an unsteady breath and reach for the fallen pan. With a final rinse, I force my eyes away from the sink and place the last pan in the drying rack, then pull the plug, listening to the suck of the drain as the bubbles start to swirl away. 

Letting myself be distracted by him was a mistake. I have to let him go. 

I climb the stairs towards my girls’ bedroom and enter to find Haley leaning over her sister’s bed. When Haley sees me, she hurries across the room, throws herself into bed, and wraps her arms around her PAW Patrol Everest plushie with her loved-off ear and torn pom-pom hat. She wears an innocent smile like she’d been waiting there the whole time. 

I go to her side, give her a gentle kiss on the forehead, and pull the covers to her chin. “Sweet dreams, Little Lamb.” 

Haley coos a response as her eyes flutter shut. She’d always been fast to sleep, even as a baby. 

My eldest daughter, Ava, sits on her single bed across the room, scanning her chapter book. It’s a few years beyond her reading level, but she has always been bright. I love when she squints at the words she doesn’t know. 

“Time for bed, Kitten.” I cross the room to sit on the edge of her bed.

“One more chapter, Momma. Puh-leeze?” Ava gazes at me with large, light green eyes. Nathan’s eyes. The reminder wakes a long-dormant flutter in my chest. 

My husband’s eyes used to be my favourite thing. I loved the way they popped against his umber skin. I still remember the first time my gaze landed on him; he was so distinguished, so handsome, I’d been unable to look away. When was the last time we actually looked at each other? Connected as a couple? Months. Maybe years. Nowadays, we’re too busy avoiding one another so we don’t have to engage in conversation.

“Not tonight.” I reach for the book and set it on the nightstand.

Ava huffs. I stifle my amused smile and bend to kiss her.

“Good night, girls.” I move to the door and flick off the light. Haley’s nightlight illuminates a small portion of the room. I pull the door partly closed.

Alone again.

My heartbeat quickens with every tiptoed step to my bedroom. I have to break things off tonight. Knots twist my stomach as I reach for my phone and select his name.

I sink onto the bed listening to the phone ring, my leg shaking. Confrontation has never been my strong point, but we both need closure.

It feels like an eternity before Jayson answers.

“Maddie, are you okay?” 

His concern is a knife to my resolve, making me falter, and I consider hanging up. It’s been two weeks since we last spoke, though the daydreams make it feel like it hasn’t been so long. 

I shake my head to clear my thoughts. This has been hard, but it’s for the best. This is the only way our love story can end.

He gave me an ultimatum when I left his condo two weeks ago: him or Nathan. It’s a choice I wasn’t willing to face at the time, but Jayson was good to me when I needed it. I can’t let him wallow in my silence; he deserves better than that—than me. “I had to call. To say sorry for the way I left things.”

“Maddie, don’t.” 

I picture him pacing the room, eyebrows curved in concentration, his forehead creases deepening by the moment. 

“But you were right,” I say, my tone slow and sad. “I overreacted.”

He releases a long breath. “It wasn’t my place to make demands.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that I have to tell him the truth and face the consequences.”

There’s a long pause. 

“Mads…”

I close my eyes at the sound of his nickname for me. Jayson wasn’t someone I’d just met; he was my first real boyfriend. When we ran into each other at a bar a few months ago, all the memories of being with him when we were younger came flooding back. He had the same boyish grin now that he did years ago. Love seemed so simple in my first year of university. Would life be different if I had stayed with Jayson? Would we have two daughters and still be in love? Sometimes the loneliness made that daydream easy to believe.

I draw a slow breath. “You know I’m right. You told me yourself.”

After everything that’s happened–the pain of lying to Nathan about the affair and the thought of only seeing my girls part-time—it was all coming to a crashing halt, a realization that I could lose everything. 

Now with the addition of the threats to expose my double life, I’m reminded why I can’t walk away from my family. Not now. Not ever. I don’t want to. 

Had it not been for last month’s writers’ conference—Muse and the Marketplace—Jayson and I may have never rekindled our first-year affair. My choices were foolish.

This is the life I chose. It’s time to live it, no matter the consequences.

“I’m sorry.” My voice is weak with the hurt I’ve caused—his, mine, Nathan’s.

It’s several seconds before he responds. “You know you can always call if you need me.”

I listen to his breathing. “I know.”

“Goodbye, Maddie.”

“Goodbye.”

Hitting end on the call is slamming a door on another life. Letting go of that part of me makes an empty pit form in my stomach. I try not to think of the way his hand slipped into mine so innocently as we walked the streets of Toronto only a few weeks ago or how his lips felt as they trailed across my cheek and down my neck. The way his attentive gaze never left mine, never judged me. Or how his voice was filled with excitement when he answered my calls. 

But I won’t allow myself to cry over that life any longer. I’ve picked my family and must look forward. My unending loneliness doesn’t compare with Ava’s avid curiosity and bright mind or Haley’s pure heart. I’ll do anything for them, even if it means giving up my happiness. Even if it means forgetting everything Jayson and I had.

I once loved Nathan above all. He’d been my rock, a supportive husband, a loving father, and once my very best friend. He’d seen my highs and my lows and had been there through it all. We’d let the past five years of distance define us, but we could love each other again. 

We have to.

I fiddle with my wedding band and the old engagement ring that needs a shine. 

Together we made a mockery of our lives; maybe it’s too late for forgiveness. I steady my breathing, reach for the phone, and dial his office.

“Nathan Page.” His formal greeting sounds distracted, uninterested—his typical business tone.

“Hi,” I say, but my raspy throat and quiet sniffles give me away.

“Maddie?” Nathan’s voice changes from business to concern. “Why are you crying?”

“It’s fine. I promise. Will you be home soon?”

“I have a few more things to work on, so a half-hour, maybe. Shouldn’t be long after that.”

“Okay. Dinner will be ready.”

“Sounds good.” He hesitates. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Of course. I’ll see you soon.”

“You will.”

“And Nathan.” I want to get it out before I lose the nerve. It’s been too long since either of us has spoken these words, and while I made an unforgivable mistake, my feelings for Nathan are still there. “I love you.”

There’s a pause, long enough to make me doubt. Then the short laugh that used to come whenever Nathan would form his adorable half-smile sounds over the phone. “I love you too.”

Relief washes over me.

I end the call before noticing Ava standing in the doorway. My voice must have been enough to get her out of bed.

“Momma, are you crying?”

I smile through the tears and wipe them away with the back of my hand. “No, Kitten. I’m okay.” I hop to my feet and motion Ava away. “Just making sure Daddy was coming home soon. You should be sleeping.”

“Sorry, Momma.”

I follow Ava back to their room and tuck her into bed again. “Sweet dreams.”

“Night, night.” Ava yawns and clutches the blankets close.

I glance over at Haley. That girl sleeps so soundly. 

I go to the kitchen to plate our dinner. This evening it will be just Nathan and me sharing a meal for the first time in years. And, hopefully, taking steps to rekindle our lost love.

With the food keeping warm in the oven, I sit on the couch with a glass of wine then check my watch. It’s going to be a late dinner. I grab the book I’d discarded earlier in the day and pick up where I left off, a light feeling in my chest. 

As the pages turn, the clock slowly ticks by. It’s been an hour and no word from Nathan. I try calling his office, but the call goes straight to voicemail. The same happens when I call his cell phone. I’ll wait another ten minutes. If he’d left the office, he wouldn’t be long. 

I complete another chapter and give in to my grumbling stomach. I fetch my dinner and take it to the set dining room table. I light the candles like I’d planned and proceed to eat alone. He’s busy. I need to respect his time. Sadness bubbles up inside me, reminding me that Nathan doesn’t respect my time. 

When the second hour passes, I try calling his cell again; the slow ringing is torturous as it beeps through to voicemail. I reach for the bottle of wine I opened after finishing the first one nearly half an hour ago. 

Giving up on the evening I hoped for, I stand on wobbly legs, moving slowly as my head spins. I blow out the candles, carry my plate to the kitchen, and drop it in the sink. I reach for the dinner I’d left for him, though it has long cooled, and throw it in the sink next to mine. Nathan will see my disappointment in the spoiled food when he finally makes it home.

I try his cell once more, but when his voicemail picks up again, I take the bottle of wine upstairs. I strip and crawl into bed, my body shaking from alcohol and tears. The loneliness is eating me from the inside out. Where could he be? Does he honestly not care to come home when he knows I’m waiting? Nathan has been checked out of our marriage for years, longer than I have. First came the girls, then work. I barely make it into the number three slot. I wish I could remember the last time I’d felt his affection, his love. His absence makes me question everything. 

When did my life go wrong? It’s more than a writers’ conference in Boston and my terrible mistake. My life hasn’t been right for ages.

I clutch tightly to the covers and wonder how life could have been different if I had never met Nathan.








  
  

Chapter two

Then





The screams of the excited crowds in Fenway Park could be heard from the streets. Another win for the Red Sox. Despite the excitement in the air, I sat alone in the hotel bar after the formal dinner at the writer’s conference had concluded. My feet throbbed from a long day of standing, followed by my keynote speech, and my nerves were only now beginning to settle.   

I massaged my cramping hand. The ache from signing hundreds of novels for fans radiated from my palm through my fingers. Their praise was difficult to accept, given I felt like a fake and undeserving of their love. How could they love me when my husband couldn’t? 

All of the other attendees I knew had retired to their rooms, and although the bar was packed, I felt alone, something that was all too common lately. Even the wine didn't help. I’d barely drank in the years I’d been with Nathan, a huge change from my party days. It used to be a running joke that Nathan “tamed” me. I’d never found it very funny. 

I reached for my phone, silent since the last message from Nathan several hours ago, and considered calling home to check-in. It would be nice to hear my daughters’ voices and wish them good night. Would it be worth the awkward conversation with Nathan though to speak to them? His distracted mind had become a lonely partner. I couldn’t remember the last time he asked about my day, let alone pretended to care about it. Sometimes I tried to decipher where it went wrong and when our bed went cold. I often thought back to Haley’s birth. My postpartum depression lasted for the year that followed. Nathan had been supportive for some time, but soon my depression weighed on him, as all my feelings seemed to now. My mom had come to stay with us when Nathan could no longer be away from work, and since then, our distance defined us. Five years later, our love seemed like a myth.  

I forced the thoughts from my mind and flipped through photos on my phone, admiring my beautiful girls, hoping that seeing their faces would be enough of a fix. I’d be back home with them in another two days. My photos were clumsy and far from professional, featuring quirky angles and sometimes blurry shots. Still, Ava and Haley’s vibrant smiles broke through every imperfection, making every one of my photos a treasure. The sight of them made my chest tighten with loneliness and an urge to hug the two people who loved me the most.

Usually, pictures of my daughters cheered me up, but tonight, they reminded me how far I was from them. I scrolled through my contact list, stopping at Dee’s name. She’s the person I’d normally reach out to—my most consistent rock, the one person who knew me better than I knew myself most days. But I couldn’t. Not about this. Not with anything negative about perfect Nathan. I couldn’t tell anyone about that. Everybody loved Nathan. Dee would never believe he was anything but a loving husband.

Dee could never understand that home had become an unwelcome place, busy with young children and a distracted lawyer. Because that’s all Nathan was these days, a lawyer, not a husband. At least he was the doting dad he always was: he still took the girls on weekend outings for ice cream or to see the Blue Jays play from the company box.

Most times that only hurt more. He held affection, just not for me. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d had sex or the last time I’d gone to bed happy. 

Even though my loneliness was unbearable, I had to credit Nathan for once being my biggest supporter. He’d been there through the struggles of my career, the countless rejections, and the times I felt like a fraud. He had lifted me up and given me the confidence to be the author I was. Was feeling alone worth forgetting about all the good that came before, even if it seemed like a distant memory now? 

“Maddie?”

The familiar voice made me jump in my seat, causing my phone to slip from my hold and crash to the floor.

Jayson?

He chuckled as he reached down and picked it up. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“You d-didn’t,” I stammered. I looked up at the man who had been my first boyfriend.

He passed me the phone, and my lips tingled as I thought of our first kiss, stolen in secret behind the ball diamond. The way his fingers trailed down my arms and grasped my hips, drawing me against him. 

I had to glance away to shake the memory from my mind.  

Jayson looked different than I remembered, though his smile was the same. The wrinkles around his eyes were more prominent, and his jet-black hair was peppered with gray. He would be forty-two now; nearly fifteen years had passed since we last saw each other. 

It had been the night of Dee’s party, circus-themed and overdone. I had attended with Nathan, and on my way to the bathroom, Jayson cornered me, begged me to take him back, claiming we had a future. He was drunk and tried to kiss me. I pushed him away in frustration but was taken aback by the sadness in his eyes. He didn’t speak; he only turned and left. The last thing I saw was the back of his flannel disappearing into the crowd. That was the party where everything went wrong. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked, fiddling with the stem of my wineglass, avoiding eye contact. I forced the memories aside. 

“Editor.” He pointed at his chest. “Remember?”

“Right. I forgot you were working towards that.” I should have known. It was something he developed an interest in when I was determined to write my first novel. He wanted to support me however he could. He always saw us working together in love and in life. 

“Eons ago.” He laughed. He motioned to the barstool next to me. “Do you mind?”

“No, it’s fine.” While the company was welcome, seeing him again sent a swirl of mixed emotions through my mind—attraction, regret, desire, denial. Memories of lives past and paths chosen; some were long forgotten with time, others hidden away in guilt.

I pushed away the thoughts, refusing to let them in. Of course Jayson was attending the conference, as it drew hundreds of writers, editors, and agents from around the globe. 

Despite the mixed emotions I was feeling, running into him was a welcomed surprise in my loneliness. His friendly smile reminded me of cheesy movie nights and board games that spurred endless laughter. The rough way our relationship ended had been softened by time. 

We met through my close friend and his sister, Arabella, in my first year of university and were together for three years. Jayson was six years my senior, but he always gave me the attention I desired. It was easy to turn visits to Arabella’s house into date nights with her brother. We were planning our future, talking about marriage, kids. Then things changed. Other guys offered attention, indulgences, and limitless fun. While Jayson was worried about his career, I thought about my next party and if I could get away with skipping class because of a bad hangover. Ultimately, I ended our relationship, more interested in living my present life than thinking about our future. We were in the wrong place, wrong time. 

“I hoped I would see you,” Jayson said, sipping his beer. “I’ve been following your success. Three bestsellers.”

“Thanks.” I was surprised he’d kept tabs on me after all this time. Sure, I had an avid social media following and posted on a steady schedule as my publisher wanted, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d sought me out or if my book had simply fallen across his desk. With a sheepish smile, I said, “I wish I could say the same.”

Jayson chuckled. “Authors are a bit easier to track than editors. Especially ones like you.”

“I guess.” I looked back to my glass of wine, nearly empty, and realized the thought of finding him hadn’t crossed my mind. 

“So, if you’re married, did you not take his last name?” He said it playfully, but his eyes fixated on the ring wrapped around my finger, and disappointment edged his voice. 

“I did take his name,” I said, fiddling with the band. I’d always wanted to share the same last name as my children. “But I have two daughters, and I thought being Madison Butler to the public would help shelter our lives a bit.” I’d always told myself publishing under my maiden name had been for separation’s sake; business from personal. Maybe that part of me wanted something separate from Nathan, from being Mrs. Page.  

“Nice, two girls. Like you always wanted.” Jayson looked down at the beer in his hand. “It’s crazy how things work out. I always thought you and I would be together one day. It made sense to me.”

“Life is crazy,” I agreed. 

Our conversation lulled, and I gently nudged my empty glass away. “I think it’s time I head to bed. I’ll be expected to be in top form at the workshop in the morning.” I’d had enough wine and knew better than to stay out too late with a busy day ahead.

Jayson laughed and agreed. “I’ll get this.”

He tossed a bill down on the counter and ushered me out of the bar. Together we walked to the elevator and climbed in. I was on the fifth floor, but the ride up felt like it took ages. The confines of the walls made me flush around the neck. All I could smell was Jayson’s potent woody cologne and, along with the wine, it was making my head spin. 

When the doors slid open, I released the breath I had been holding with relief. I called over my shoulder, “Have a good night!” 

Except Jayson followed, letting the elevator doors close behind him. My stomach flip-flopped. What was he thinking? Had I been more flirtatious than I intended? 

“Let me walk you to your room.” He waved down the hallway. “What kind of gentleman would I be if I abandoned you now?” 

“It’s okay. It’s not very far.” 

Jayson didn’t listen, only stepping ahead and leading the way as if he knew where he was going. This had to stop, as I feared I’d extend our visit and invite him in. 

“I’m this one,” I said as he passed by my hotel room. “Thanks for walking me, and it was great to see you.” 

He opened his arms and I hesitated before leaning in to hug him. Immediately I relaxed in his hold. The familiarity of his limbs wrapping around me made the memories of our love come crashing back. It’s like the time he held me after my grandfather passed and doted on me for the weeks that followed. Or when I’d been stuck in the hospital to get my appendix removed. He was there waiting at the start of visiting hours, and the nurses had to usher him out when it was time to go.

The hug was different too. He was fitter now, less soft around the belly. Although his body gave my mind an excuse to wander, I almost missed the plushness of his supple stomach; once, a hug from Jayson was the most calming and comforting thing.

“I’ll probably see you around,” Jayson said after we separated. His face was flushed. I could still feel the warmth from his embrace. The distance between us was short, making it hard to focus beyond my memories, his athletic torso, and his intoxicating scent. 

He fished out his phone from his pocket, fumbling as he did. 

“But why don’t you give me your number? We can have a drink again. Also, I’d love to introduce you to a few of my coworkers. Most don’t believe me when I say I used to date Madison Butler.”

I hesitated before taking his phone. Was giving my new phone number to an old boyfriend a crime? Would Nathan care? I pushed the questions away. It’s innocent—a request for a drink, a networking opportunity.

“Sure, why not.”

Our fingers brushed as I grasped his phone. The touch was electric, sending a shiver through me and almost making me drop the device. Drawing a sharp breath, I punched in my number and handed it back to him, careful to avoid touching him again. 

“Don’t be a stranger.” I winced the second the words left my lips. For someone who gets paid to write, I was a walking cliché. 

“I won’t be.” Jayson grinned as he pushed the phone back into his pocket. Then he turned to head towards the elevator. He hesitated before getting too far and looked back at me. “I’m still in Toronto, you know. Not Lawrence Park anymore, but downtown. We could meet up back home if you feel up to it.”

I couldn’t help the slow grin that crossed my face. It was the first genuine one I’d had on this entire trip and, apart from my daughters, the first feeling of affection I’d had in months. 

It would be good to catch up with an old friend. There was nothing wrong with seeing Jayson again. Everyone needed friends; Dee had been trying to pin me down for a girls’ night for how long—weeks? But I never had time; most days, I woke up earlier than the sun to squeeze in some writing time before waking up the girls and getting them ready for school, and by the time I went through the whole thing in reverse at the end of the day I was worn out and ready for bed. 

Nathan had urged me to make more time for myself. “You’ve been looking pretty run-down, babe.” The thought of those words made my blood boil. 

Well, yeah. What did he expect?

It would be nice if I had a little help at home during the week. It would be nice if Nathan were home more than the seven hours at night when he flopped into bed next to me. 

Pushing the irritation towards my husband aside, I nodded at Jayson. “I’d like that.”

“Great. Good night, Maddie.” Jayson headed back towards the elevator, and I watched him until he turned the corner out of sight, the steady smile still on my face.








  
  

Chapter three

Now





Darkness surrounds me. 

Though I lie still, my heart raps an anxious beat in my chest as if trying to escape its confines. Where am I?

This bed feels different, softer. The covers are heavy and too warm. Unfamiliar snores break the silence.

Something is wrong.

Keeping my breathing quiet, I glance to my side, terrified to find out who lies next to me, but only the outline of a body is visible in the darkness. 

Hands shaking, I lift the covers and slide out of bed, careful not to disturb whoever is beside me. After ten years of marriage, I know that breathing does not belong to Nathan. Sweat prickles on my brow. I’m hot—too hot. I know I went to bed alone. What happened last night? 

The digital clock across the room reads 6:30 a.m. in neon red. The clock is the only familiar thing in this unfamiliar room. Feeling my way through the darkness of my bedroom, on a route I’ve taken thousands of times blindly, I find the bathroom. I’m in my own home with another person in my bed.

Yet, I swear Nathan crawled into bed next to me last night. There was wine, about that much I’m sure. There’s a foggy memory of the bed moving and Nathan speaking. At least I thought it was him.  

I place a palm against my warm forehead. How much did I drink?

I reach for the bathroom light, illuminating the small room. My first glance makes me pause. This is definitely the master bathroom in my North Toronto house, but the wallpaper is different, and the crack in the sink where I dropped the hairdryer last year has somehow disappeared. The window shutters are drawn and white—identical to the shutters here when I first owned the place, not the expensive wooden ones I recently replaced them with. I rub my eyes, attempting to clear my vision. Could this be some wine-induced dream? 

As my shaking hands pull away, I can’t believe what I’m seeing. My middle finger is no longer crooked from when I broke it three years ago. My wedding ring has vanished, and the skin on my hands is smooth and soft; all former wrinkles are gone. My nails are coated with chipped black polish, a colour I haven’t worn in years. I lift my shirt to examine my abdomen, surveying my body. My stomach is tight, free of the flesh that clung after two pregnancies. My hands travel further, investigating my buttocks and breasts; the latter are as firm and perky as they were before breastfeeding. This is wrong. Everything feels like I’m in another person’s body. This isn’t the body I’ve come to know over the past few years.

Rushing forward, I risk a glance in the mirror. My breath catches. Who is that staring back at me? I mean, sure, it’s me. My brown hair and dark eyes are the same, but I look ten years younger.

I try to swallow the tightness in my throat and bring a shaking hand to touch my soft skin. My heart slams against my rib cage. There’s no way to process what I’m seeing. There are no wrinkles around my eyes and my lips are smooth. The scar on my forehead I got from a car accident six years ago is gone. I squeeze my eyes shut tight, hopeful that when I open them, I’ll realize I’m hallucinating. 

When I’m met with the same sight, I turn and throw the bathroom door open. The light casts a yellow glow across the bedroom, revealing my sleeping bed partner. I immediately recognize the curve of his jaw and the messy black hair. My heart thuds faster. This is not my husband, but Jayson. My throat constricts. Did I drunkenly call him last night and take back everything I said? Did Nathan never come home? Did he see him here and leave?

I start to shake and make for the hallway, desperate to get away from this horrible nightmare. When I see the door to my daughters’ room cracked open, I move quickly and push my way through. Once inside, I stop. Nausea builds inside me. Their twin beds no longer rest side by side. The Frozen wallpaper is gone. Ava’s tiny form does not slumber, sprawled across her mattress. There is no gentle purr of her breath. Haley is also nowhere to be found; her tanned arms are not wrapped around her Everest toy. Now, a plain double bed rests in the centre, and a generic landscape painting hangs on the wall. 

I throw open the closet, hoping to see their toys and clothes to prove I’m only losing my mind. Instead, it is void of my girls’ things and filled with storage boxes, which I promptly rip apart, finding only documents and old clothing. The room is filled with silence; it's a typical, plain, spare bedroom.

I dash to the guest bathroom, kneeling over the pristine toilet and spewing the remainder of last night’s dinner into the basin. I sit back for a moment, shaken by the disorienting changes. I refuse to accept it. It’s impossible. My girls cannot be gone.

I descend the stairs to the main floor, desperate to find any trace of them in the house. Something to tell me this is all some cruel joke, a bad dream, a horrible prank.

This is the same house I’ve lived in for over thirteen years, but it doesn’t seem to have seen the fights between Nathan and me or the babies growing up. My wedding photos have vanished. Not a single picture of the kids occupies the walls. Once the stairwell was full of them, but now the white paint is completely undisturbed.

The kitchen is different, back to the way it was before I decided on that disastrous renovation. The vaulted ceilings are in place and the natural wood beams remain. The sitting room rug no longer bears the stain of red wine from our fourth wedding anniversary. 

It’s like I’ve somehow gone back in time. 

I shake the idea from my head. That’s impossible.  

There are pictures of Jayson and me, either alone, with friends, or with family, on the mantel in the sitting room. They show vacations, parties, gatherings, and events I cannot remember or am unsure even occurred. It’s as if someone erased all records of my previous life and replaced it with a fictional creation featuring my university boyfriend and recent lover.

“Maddie?” Jayson’s voice comes from upstairs, making me freeze. Instead of causing a stir of excitement, it fills me with dread. “Maddie? Are you all right?” His footsteps sound on the upper level then descend the stairs. His tone, though raspy from sleep, is full of worry.

“I—I’m fine,” I manage to say, though my shaking hands won’t steady. I rub my eyes, trying to remember how I got here, but ten years of conflicting memories cloud my mind. Perhaps I am dreaming. I pinch my arm hard. The scene remains the same. My last clear memory is the thoughtless question I asked myself before sleep took me—how my life could have been different if I’d never met Nathan. It seems impossible that thought has come true. It is impossible. This isn’t real.

“Maddie?” Jayson’s warm hand touches my arm.

I jerk away from his touch, feeling trapped, confused. My chest tightens. It’s hard to breathe. 

“Hey.” His voice is soft as he reaches out for me again. 

I risk a glance at him, and I’m met with concerned brown eyes, thin lips, the familiar mole on his chiselled chin, and a steady smile. I allow him to take me in his arms and pull me towards him in a strong embrace, though the action causes my body to shake. His hand finds the back of my head and holds me against his chest, like a father protecting his child. 

“What’s going on?” Jayson whispers into my hair. The affection makes my skin crawl. I can’t think of anything but my girls.

“Nothing.” There’s a threat that I might hurl again. I have nothing close to a logical explanation. “A bad dream, I guess.” No, this is a nightmare. A world without my daughters. It can’t be true.

Jayson pulls away. “Do you want to talk about it?” His feet shift, and his eyes dart to the clock. It’s quarter past seven. He clearly hopes I don’t want to. He probably has to go to work soon. Do I?

“No, it’s fine.” I force a smile, though my body rages with chaos inside. I need him to go away; I need to figure out what’s happening. “It’s over anyway, right?”

“Right.” Jayson’s hand runs through his already-messy hair. “Let’s go back to bed.”

I shake my head. “I need a minute.”

A yawn escapes his lips, encouraging him to heed his suggestion. 

“Don’t be too long.” He gently squeezes my arm, then makes for the stairs. When he’s gone, I lower myself onto the couch and run my hands over the soft upholstery, dark blue from my university days. It’s aged but so comfortable. This is the first piece of furniture I bought for the house. I thought I had it refurbished years ago.

Again, I squeeze my eyes shut and try to scan my memory for an explanation. All I can remember from the previous night is tucking my girls into bed. Nathan was working late—typical—but I had made my choice. I vowed to make it right. To clear my conscience of the choices I’d made, choose my family above all else, and pray we could move on together. How did I end up here with Jayson?

My eyes fall on the computer across the room. I flick it on, tapping the desk as I impatiently wait for it to load. It’s an old iMac, one I remember wanting for my twenty-fifth birthday. Nathan didn’t buy it for me, splurging on a trip instead. But somehow, it’s in my house. I hope I can find the answers I’m looking for. 

Pictures of my daughters used to be my desktop background; now it’s a photo of Jayson and me, dressed in tropical attire on a white sand beach. Some vacation I don’t remember. Or do I? Images of seafood dinners with sandy beaches and sunset backdrops and dancers in skimpy sundresses pop into my head as if I actually had been there. 

According to the date in the top corner of the screen, it’s three months before my twenty-sixth birthday, four and a half years after I should have met Nathan. That can’t be right.  

No files on the computer feel familiar. Or do they? I can’t tell. 

There are no photos of my daughters, a few of my family, and less of the friends I think I remember. Who are these people surrounding me? Focusing on one, I recognize the strange couple with us. A name comes to mind—Kerry—and a memory with it, a book club where we’re laughing and sharing a bottle of red wine. We’re good friends, but she moved out of town and I haven’t seen her in ages. 

I exit the photo shaking my head. How can I have a memory that I know I didn’t experience? The confusion and conflicting recollections make my head spin. Could they be real or as fabricated as these photos seem? It’s as if someone took my face and plastered it onto another body to mess with me. Is this an extremely elaborate joke? No other explanation makes sense. 

Beside the computer is a cell phone, though a much older version than the iPhone I have. The date matches the one on the computer, yet I refuse to believe what I’m seeing. The stupid thing needs to be reprogrammed. I scroll through, finding no familiar photos and several missing phone numbers. Luckily, I know my husband’s cell by heart.

As I dial his number, I hope this is some twisted punishment for my foolish actions. But the line comes up as a dead end. It’s unregistered. It’s not Nathan’s. 

I glance at the time—it’s nearly eight. Nathan often worked early and returned late. It wouldn’t be unusual for him to be in the office. I dial the number and extension he’d had for years. The ring through is quick, and I’m met with an unfamiliar baritone voice. 

“Bruce Ross.” 

“Uh, I’m sorry,” I sputter, thrown by the answer. “I must have dialled the wrong extension. I’m looking for Nathan Page.” 

“Hold on.” 

The joyful hold music fills my ear but rather than cheer me, the delay only makes my anxious heart beat faster as I wonder what’s taking so long. It feels like an eternity before the deep voice returns. 

“I’m sorry, ma’am. There is no Nathan Page in this office.” 

Dread sends chills down my spine. 

“Ma’am?” he questions when I don’t respond. 

Unsure how to answer him, I disconnect the call. 

At half-past eight, Jayson descends the stairs again. This time he’s dressed, his hair is slicked back, and he carries a leather briefcase.

“Are you trying to work?” His eyes hold the same concern from earlier.

I suck in a sharp breath. “I’m trying to find some pictures.”

“Which ones?”

“From my birthday last year,” I say, thinking on my toes.

Jayson grins. “You won’t find anything from that night.” He moves across the room and plants a gentle kiss on my temple, one that makes me stiffen. At first, the reaction surprises me. Only a couple weeks ago I’d considered throwing my entire life away for this man. And now his touch causes that same nausea from before to boil up inside me, like my subconscious knows something is wrong. “You were so wasted you broke your camera. After that, you forbade anyone from documenting the night.” He chuckles.

Another memory surfaces. The barstool was cold under my short, pink party dress. I recall grasping at a camera with a jammed lens. I’d dropped it while I was dancing. 

I shake my head to clear it, my skin prickling with unease. “That’s too bad.”

Jayson shrugs. “I’m surprised you forgot. You were pretty upset the next morning about it.” He shakes his head. “I’ll see you tonight—oh, and happy anniversary. Four years since we got back together, man, I feel like it’s been forever.”

I laugh nervously, unsure what to say. He seems uninterested in the idea of an anniversary. Shouldn’t he be excited? But I know the thought is foolish. When he touched me, I jumped away from him, and I don’t know whether to believe this is real or fake. The last thing I need to worry about is if Jayson is excited about an anniversary I can’t remember having. 

He’s gone without another word, and I watch from the window as he walks to the silver Beemer waiting in the driveway. The same car he drove when we started dating. The first place we had sex and the last, until recently, of course.

He turns and looks back at me before climbing into the front seat. He speeds off down the road. A quick decision has me on the phone again, dialling a number by heart. It rings only twice before she picks up.

“Hello?”

A wave of relief washes over me at my best friend’s voice. She answered. She can tell me what’s going on.

“Dee, it’s Maddie.”

She doesn’t reply, and the feeling of dread begins to build again. I’m sensing, like everything else, something is wrong.

“Dee? Are you still there?”

“Maddie, why are you calling me?” Her tone is cold, hollow. My throat tightens. Dee’s never been so curt with me.

“Something weird happened this morning. I’m freaking out and need to talk to someone.”

“Then why are you calling me?” This time her voice changes, anger evident in her short, breathy words. “You made it pretty clear last month you weren’t interested in talking.”

“What? I never would’ve—”

“Maddie, you hung up on me!”

“But I—”

“Then you refused all my calls. Not subtle. I got the idea.”

That can’t be right. Dee and I have been best friends since we were ten.

“But to be honest, I’m glad you called because I’ve been waiting to do the same thing to you.” The phone clicks before I have a chance to respond.

I stare at the phone, shocked by the confrontation. What did I do to upset her? I can’t imagine turning my back on Dee or pushing her away when she needed me. 

Amongst the confusion, my mind goes back to my girls. I grab my coat and dash out the door. It’s nearly 9:00 a.m.—they should be at school. No teacher would deny a worried mother access to her kids.

My worry makes the short drive to Havergal Private School excruciatingly long. Haley should be in her kindergarten class with Ms. Topp and Ava her second-grade class with Mrs. Braxton. I pull into the driveway of the school and a startling realization settles on me. The extension they put on two years ago is missing. The building looks ancient, almost identical to the day Nathan and I looked into possible private schools for Ava. The timeless feel of Havergal had struck us, and they’d assured us a renovation was in the future. But now, so many years later, the old windows still remain, and the weathered shingles are peeling back. How is this possible?

I throw open the car door and hurry up the front steps to the office. I ring the doorbell and am greeted by an unfamiliar young woman dressed in a posh pantsuit, who offers me a smile that looks sarcastic.

“May I help you?” Her voice is sickeningly sweet. Her eyes dance down to my outfit, and I immediately feel foolish. I pull my coat tighter around my body, hoping to hide the aged pyjamas from sight. I must look crazy, but I can’t think about that now. 

“I’m looking for Haley and Ava Page.” I overenunciate their names to be sure she hears me correctly. “I’m their mother.”

Her expression falters as if she doubts my words. Still, she turns and leads me to her desk. When she sits at her computer, she asks, “Which grades?”

“Kindergarten with Ms. Topp and second grade with Mrs. Braxton.”

Her fingers hesitate over the keyboard. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Page, but Mrs. Braxton is teaching fourth grade, and I’m afraid we don’t have a teacher by the name of Ms. Topp.”

I swallow hard. “Can you please check for them?”

She grits her teeth. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Page. We can’t release any student information.”

A deafening sound rushes in my ears, and I try to keep my breathing calm. 

“Please. My eldest, Ava, won the achievement award for her grade last year. She’s right here on the wall.” I point to where her plaque is hung.

I follow my instruction, glancing towards the portrait of my proud little girl, only to see that while the photo and plaque are still in the correct spot, neither Ava’s name nor her photo is there. My skin prickles, and dizziness sets in. The year pictured under the award is all wrong. It’s ten years earlier than it should be. A lump forms in my throat. It’s not possible. 

The secretary stands when she sees my expression. “I’ll fetch the principal. She’ll know what to do.”

But I don’t need her to fetch anyone. It all begins to sink in—my young age, the phone date, Nathan’s nonexistent phone number, Dee’s resentment, and now my missing daughters. 

My steady pounding heart feels like it stops. 








  
  

Chapter four

Now





Before anyone can return, I hurry out the door and back to my car, pushing the impending tears away. I grip the steering wheel, unsure what to think. How could my life simply reset and everything I had, everything I wanted to fight for, vanish without a trace? Worse, where are they now?   

I’ve only a moment to consider my circumstances and let the weight of my choices push me down before my phone springs to life with an old club tune from my university days.

To my surprise, Arabella’s name flashes across the screen. Jayson’s younger sister and my least favourite person.

I ignore the call; however, she only calls again and again. On the fourth attempt, I pick up, knowing Arabella is relentless. Maybe she can help clear up this mystery. 

“Maddie, where are you?” her shrill voice comes through the receiver. The sound of her makes me shudder with memories of our university days and the accident we both deny. We haven’t been close since our final year of undergrad. Beyond seeing her a week ago when I asked for the extortion money, her life is a mystery to me.  “You were supposed to be home. I’m here, but you’re not.”

“What are you talking about?” I pinch the bridge of my nose as the frustration wells up inside me. Nothing is making sense. 

“We have a wedding meeting, Maddie.” Her irritation is clear. “We’re going to be late.”

“Wedding? What wedding?”

Arabella groaned with displeasure. “My wedding. The one you, my best friend, are maid of honour for. C’mon, Maddie. Enough with the games. I don’t care where you are. Get home now. We need to go.”

My head spins. Wedding, maid of honour, best friend. How did this happen?

“I’m not feeling great,” I lie. “I’m at the walk-in clinic.” 

“I don’t care,” Arabella snaps. “Madison Butler, go to the doctor later. I can’t have my maid of honour missing this meeting.” 

I cringe as she uses my full name, realizing that I am no longer Mrs. Maddie Page—no longer Nathan’s wife. 

“I’ll see you soon.” 

Arabella ends the phone call without a goodbye. 

I rush home, focused on the road and hopeful that Arabella can share some more facts about my bizarre life changes. There’s a limo waiting on the street outside my house; I cannot see the driver through the tinted windows. 

Inside my home, I’m met with my first truly familiar view. It’s Arabella, her bleached hair tied back in a teased, painful-looking ponytail and wearing a short, pink dress in four-inch heels that match. Her makeup is perfect and she has books, bags, and other wedding paraphernalia piled on the floor in front of her. A real-life Barbie doll, as Dee and I used to joke. 

She plants her hands on her hips and raises an eyebrow as she glances up and down at my ensemble. “This won’t do at all.” She waves to the stairs. “Off with you. Some actual clothes would be nice. I did you a favour and picked an outfit for you. It’s on your bed.” 

“I told you I wasn’t feeling well.” Given my state of mind, I don’t think I needed to fake illness at this point. I am sick. Sick with the changes, sick with confusion, sick with the idea that my babies never existed. 

“And I told you I don’t care.” She cocks her hip, hands still planted. “The girls are meeting us at DT for brunch, so you’d better hurry.”

“DT Bistro?”

“Obviously.” She rolls her eyes.

I open my mouth to retort but snap it shut, realizing the comment would sound ridiculous. That place closed five years after we graduated from university. 

A pout takes over Arabella’s smile. “Didn’t Jay tell you?”

“He must have forgotten.” I turn to the stairs, but before I reach the top, I hesitate and look back at her. “Hey, I was wondering something.”

Arabella glances up. “What?”

“I called Dee today—”

“You did what?” Arabella’s interest switches to rage. “You swore you stopped talking to that slut after what she did.”

“I know I did,” I said, playing along. “I had a weird dream last night and gave her a call this morning. It was stupid anyway. She hung up on me.”

“Bitch.” Arabella sneers. “Sounds like her. Stealing boyfriends, fucking brothers, and ruining people’s lives. She did you a favour hanging up.”

I frown, unsure what Arabella is referring to.  

“Did you hear she’s bisexual now?” Arabella rolls her eyes. “Like, did she not get enough action when she was straight? She’s going to go after girls now too? I guess none of us are safe.”

I bow my head, unsure what to say. That doesn’t sound like Dee at all. In fact, that sounds similar to how Arabella used to exaggerate in our university days. Why would I pick the less credible side?  

I don’t have time to react, as Arabella’s expression shifts again; this time, with narrow eyes and tight lips, she says, “Don’t call her again.”

“I won’t. It was stupid.” I concede to her will. I already look crazy enough.

“Yeah, it was.” Her stern look vanishes, and a smile returns. Her voice becomes light and airy once more. “Now off with you. Get ready. We don’t want to keep the girls waiting.”

I nod and scamper upstairs. When I descend in the tight blue dress Arabella left out for me, she’s waiting at the door, holding out a pair of black pumps. They look painfully hard to walk in. 

“I might wear something more sensible.” Hoping to reach for the flats I spy by the closet. 

“Not at my meeting, you won’t.” She pushes the pumps towards me. “Now, let’s go. Vincent is waiting.” 

She drags me out the door and towards the waiting limo. 

The driver, who Arabella greets as Vincent, is a middle-aged man with a shock of white hair and sunken cheeks, hurries from the driver’s side to open the door for Arabella. Then he looks at me as Arabella calls me in.

Vincent closes the door behind me, and I gaze around the large car. I can’t remember ever riding in this limo, but I experience déjà vu as I take in the blue lighting. The fine leather seats feel familiar under my palms. My chest constricts as the anxiety rushes in. I can trace the details without looking and know this isn’t my first ride in this limo. 

The car jerks forward, and Arabella rambles on about her bridesmaids and the girls we are meeting. The names are unfamiliar, and I find myself drifting as I glance out the window watching the busy Toronto city pass by. Everything looks different; construction that hasn’t happened, parks that need restoration. The daily newspaper tucked into the door of the limo reminds me the date is ten years earlier than I remember. My life has vanished without a trace. 

The wedding meeting is where I begin to accept this isn’t some bad dream. This is my new reality. Arabella and her friends order several drinks—martinis, cosmos, and expensive champagne—and proceed to gossip about their families, friends, and other people in our tight-knit Lawrence Park community. Each speaks as if they know me well. Being with Jayson seems to have completely changed who I am. Or was.

How could I be in a relationship with Jayson again? Four years ago in my old life, Dee had planned to set Nathan and me up. It was a way for me to get over Jayson, move on from my tryst with an undesirable, and start growing up. I’d been reluctant at first, but the moment I set eyes on Nathan, I was hooked.  

“Why are you so quiet, Maddie?” Arabella asks, pulling me from my calculations and memories of my life. Her expression is pinched with annoyance, and her so-called friends—our friends, I guess—wear looks that match. “We kind of need your help.”

I have to get through this meeting, convince everyone I’m not as crazy as I feel, then figure out what the hell is going on and where I went wrong.

I force another fake smile, trying not to think about how my face is starting to hurt. “Of course. I’m sorry. My attention is all yours.”

Arabella returns the grin, and the conversation continues. “Kimi suggested bottle service at Cobra for the bachelorette, but I desperately want your opinion.”

I lean closer to Arabella, glancing over the notes she’d been marking down. Cobra has been closed for years. We’d frequented it in our university days but outgrew the dark lighting and loud music. 

“Cobra?” I ask, trying to ignore the angry look Kimi shoots me from across the table. “I’m not sure.” 

“That’s why I asked. You always take us to the hottest parties.” Arabella beams at me. 

I frown. I’m a total fraud. What was open ten years ago? I realize our once favourite club would still be open. 

“Maison Mercer,” I say with confidence. Every night spent on their rooftop terrace was epic. “Bottle service, obviously. But getting to drink under the stars is always a plus.”

“White dresses?” Arabella prompts. 

Wasn’t the bride supposed to be the only one in white? A memory of a university party comes to mind, one of Dee’s ragers that Arabella promptly rethemed and decorated into a classy cocktail party. Dee hated every second of it and blamed me for forcing Arabella on her. She always used to joke that I was the bridge between two very different worlds when it came to their friendship, but I’d only wanted them to get along. As always, Dee was a good sport and went along with Arabella’s changes, but it was no surprise she refused to let Arabella help plan any party after that. 

“You should wear white,” I say. “Accent it with a gold belt, and the rest of us can get gold dresses to match.” 

Arabella considers this for a moment before producing a genuine smile. “Yes, it’ll look perfect. My golden girl posse.”

“What you’ve always dreamed of,” I say, to my surprise. What has happened to the old me? The conflicting feelings that I’m Arabella’s best friend when I know how our lives ended up makes me dizzy with regret and confusion.

“Thanks, Maddie.” She places her hand on mine, then turns back to her other bridesmaids and continues discussing the plans.

I lean back in my seat, pulling my hand away from her touch. Weirdly, I seem to know all these things about Arabella. Like I am in my own episode of The Twilight Zone.

My morning should have begun with me helping Ava and Haley pick out their outfits before taking them to school. I should have kissed both their foreheads and hugged them tightly, inhaling their soft, flowery shampoo, and watched them skip off to see their friends.

Instead, I wear a dress too short to bend over in, and I’m spending my day gossiping with girls I have no interest in. I want nothing more than to wake up from this nightmare and hold my girls close.

Arabella finally frees us after nearly three hours of discussion. My vision blurs, and my body feels light. The champagne has gone to my head. Arabella hooks my arm with a giggle as we stumble out of DT Bistro. Her cheeks blaze red, and her eyes are glassy. The classic Barbie is gone, replaced with a staggering mess of a girl. So much for Arabella always being the picture of grace.

“Bye, ladies!” Arabella grips my arm, swings around, and waves at her departing friends.

“Where to?” I don’t want her coming home with me. More than anything, I want to be alone, get out of this dress, and try to figure out how I got here.

“Anywhere! My driver’s not here,” she slurs, a dopey smile in place. “I told him we’d be longer than this.” She giggles. “I thought I would keep you for hours.” She already has.

“So, we’re cabbing?” My place is at least half an hour uptown if the traffic behaves.

Arabella waves a hand forward. “Let’s walk a bit.” She pulls her phone from her purse, still gripping my arm in the process. “I’ll call Vincent and get him to meet us as soon as possible.”

I try to keep us steady, but we sway from side to side. I hope our walk will be short-lived, as my feet are killing me from the painful heels Arabella insisted I wear.

I remain silent while she makes her demands to the driver, then hangs up and tucks her phone away. After which, she wraps both arms around mine and rests her head on my shoulder as we make our way down the street.

“Thank you,” she mumbles from where her head rests. Her eyes close as we walk.

“I always make sure you get home, Arrie.” The words come out so naturally it surprises me. I have no memory past university of ever stumbling home with Arabella in tow. Our friendship had waned when she rejected my younger brother, Declan, in our final year. Jayson and I were over, and Declan had been long infatuated with Arabella. She never discouraged his attention, but when he finally had the courage to ask her out, she humiliated him in front of the entire party. I knew then we couldn’t be friends. Why we were so close now was beyond me. Maybe Declan hadn’t dared to ask her out this time around, or something stopped him. 

“That’s not what I was talking about,” Arabella says, distress rising in her voice. “I mean for everything you’ve done. Fixing my relationship with Jack, denying Dee, and, of course, how you helped Gina.”

I trip, taking Arabella to the ground with me.

“Hey!” Arabella cries as we crash onto the grassy patch of someone’s front yard.

I scramble to my feet and pull Arabella to hers. She’s quick to whine while trying to brush away the dirt and grass from her dress. I can only focus on what she said.

“How did I help Gina?” I blurt. The mention of her name makes my chest contract with guilt and my breathing shorten. The memory of her accident still burns in my mind, though I’ve tried to forget it.

Gina was a university friend—at least in the life that vanished. She and I dated the same guy—Brian. It had been nothing short of tragic when her totalled car was found on the side of the road, her dead body inside. It had been ruled an accident due to impaired driving, but a part of me knew there was more to the story. No one ever spoke up; there was never any proof of foul play. It was something I’d spent my adult life trying to forget.

Arabella narrows her eyes. “You are acting weird, Maddie. You know that, right?” Her expression fades, and she grips my arm again. “I’m talking about all that stuff with her psycho ex and the night of Dee’s birthday party.”

I remembered it well. That night we all witnessed Brian’s aggression and his disregard for Gina. Nathan and I had been dating a few weeks already, and I didn’t want to involve him in my history with a former fling, so we’d avoided the whole situation. I didn’t want Nathan to know about the cocaine Brian and I had done together, or the times we were high that ended in violent fights. He brought out the worst in me. Or maybe we’d brought the worst out of each other. 

To this day, I wish I could take it back. I was so enticed by the allure of drugs and fun I let my guard down and gave in to my inhibitions. When I look back on it now, there was never an emotional connection with Brian, only sex, drugs, and alcohol. And regret. 

To this day, I wish I’d had the courage to step in and stop Brian from abusing Gina emotionally and physically. But I fear a part of me was happy he’d moved his attention from me and I’d gotten off easy. Gina wasn’t so lucky. 

“Oh, right.” I pretend to understand the reference, although my insides twist with a desperate need to know more. How had that night been different? Did I confront Brian like I wish I had? Did I take Gina away from the fight?

The limo pulls up next to us and Arabella groans with relief. “Finally!” She pushes away from me and staggers towards the door.

“So, where’s Gina now?” I ask once we’re seated and the car jerks forward.

Arabella pours us another glass of champagne, not that we need it.

“She went home to Costa Rica.” Arabella’s gossipy smile falls in place. “But I heard Gina and her man are having problems. No surprise since she has such awful taste in men.” Arabella gives me a small smirk. “At least you got your sense back when you gave Jayson another chance.”

I force a tight smile. 

Arabella leans back in her seat. “Anyway, we should expect Gina’s return in the next day or two. Apparently, her man was caught with another woman. Oh, the scandal.” She cackles at the misfortune and tips back her glass. That’s the Arabella I remember.

While Arabella is sipping champagne and checking her phone, I focus on one fact: Gina is alive. And Arabella implies it’s because of me. Because I am here, right now, Gina is alive. A sick feeling almost makes me double over. If I find a way back to my real life, the one I am desperate for, she will be dead.

“I hope she’s okay.” I finish my drink, hoping it will settle my nerves. It doesn’t.
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