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"Maggie Giles masterfully peels back the layers of small-town perfection in The Art of Murder, delivering a suspenseful, twisty ride through loyalty, deception, and the dangerous line between right and wrong. With tension that tightens like a noose and characters so real they’ll haunt you, this thriller is impossible to put down. Giles proves once again she’s a standout voice in the genre."  —Jen Craven, author of The Skiers and The Baby Left Behind 


"Provocative and Thrilling. The Art of Murder by Maggie Giles teems with secrets and delves into different manifestations of evil. Set in a once serene Canadian town, the murders start piling up early. Both friendship and family are tested as tension builds, past stories unravel, and the future becomes ever more dangerous. Two best friends think they know everything about each other and commit to hiding the other’s mistakes, but as the bodies pile up so do their doubts and fears. Don’t miss this sensational new thriller." —Kathy Dodson, Author of Tequila Midnight 


"Wow! Gripping, propulsive, and action packed. Giles has woven an intricate plot of murder, lies, and secrets. I devoured every dark and twisted word!" —Marie Still, author of My Darlings, We're All Lying, and Bad Things Happened in This Room




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
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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
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Chapter 1


Saturday, July 8





Blood crawled across the hardwood floor, oozing from the gaping wound in the dead woman’s head. The pounding in my ears couldn’t silence Dean’s heavy breathing. He muttered to himself, pacing his bedroom as he came down from the high. Paranoid, frightened, panicked. What had we done? 

The sickly-sweet stench of metal filled my nostrils. Vanessa’s perfectly styled hair was now matted with the dark crimson liquid and whatever else came out of a person’s head. Remnants of cocaine covered Dean’s dresser, and a small baggy of white powder still rested on top. We’d indulged only moments before the accident happened.

Poor Vanessa. 

If she knew today would be her last, maybe she would have chosen something less revealing to wear other than the miniskirt clinging too tightly to her narrow hips. 

Touch it, something whispered. Feeling like I was in a trance, I reached for the blood, moving my fingers around the pooling liquid. A feeling all too familiar. Like a long-forgotten memory. No, not a memory, a lie. A trauma response. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. But this time it was. 

I traced her porcelain skin, sliding my fingers down her neck and dipping between her perky breasts. A definite loss. She’d been a pretty little thing, a fun toy for me and Dean. Only a bit of roughing up and she ended like this. Just a fragile little creature with a petite frame. Dean would have been too much for her. Guilt swirled around me. I should have picked another woman. 

It wouldn’t have mattered, a soft voice whispered. 

“Alexa.” Dean’s cold hands grabbed my bare shoulder, jerking me out of my trance. He was scared; I could hear it in the way he said my name. He’d been my boyfriend for only six months, but I could read him better than anyone. “What the fuck happened?”

A stupid question. We’d played this game more than once: bring home a strange girl with the promise of a good after-party. Wild, consensual sex, and the next morning we drop her off never to see her again. It made our relationship exciting, unique. 

Now deadly. 

My skin prickled, remembering the feel of Vanessa’s cool fingertips as they caressed my breasts. Her touch was so soft, her breath sweet with red wine. Dean watched from the bed, his eyes tracing our every move. Would it have been different if she hadn’t been as lonely, if she hadn’t been as drunk? Would she still be alive?

Whoever this girl was didn’t matter anymore. She was gone forever, thanks to us.

I remembered her soft lips pressing against mine, inhaling her warm scent: a mix of sweat from the dance club and alcohol. From beneath it came the sweetness of her perfume. The softness turned to lust the moment Dean grabbed the back of her neck and turned her towards him, crashing his lips against hers. 

I watched him devour her as I moved to the waiting bed. When he was ready, Dean flung her towards me, his usual move to assert his dominance. She flailed, landed wrong, her head colliding with the corner of the bedside table. She tumbled to the floor. Blood pooled. She was dead. 

“Alexa.” He shook me this time.

“It was an accident,” I said, shaking my fuzzy head clear of the memories replaying themselves. A drug-induced accident. Manslaughter, not murder. 

“What?” His grip on my shoulder tightened. His voice fell into its familiar threatening tone. “Her body can’t be found here. Do you realize what will happen to me? To us?”

The air was heavy, polluted with the smell of warm blood, making my head swim, daring me to replay the death again. Was this what people described as shock? Maybe, though it felt different than the time they told me my mother had died and the nightmares that had haunted me.

I squeezed my eyes shut and ignored Dean. He was only worried about himself. I tried to silence the guilt; nothing could be done about it now. It was a weird sensation, knowing we’d committed this horrible act, yet something inside me enjoyed it. 

“You didn’t do it on purpose.” 

“Do you really think the police will care?” His fingers dug into my shoulder. “Do you think my father will care? He’ll have me locked away. And you with me. Or worse.” 

I pushed his hand from my shoulder at the mention of his tycoon father. Despite being thirty, Dean still acted like a sixteen-year-old around his parents. 

Still, he was right. We couldn’t plead accident to this. This was a dead tourist in a small town in Northern Ontario. 

“Alexa.” 

“Relax, I’m thinking.” Slowly, I lifted myself off the floor and from beside Vanessa’s body. “No one knows she’s here. We have time.” I tried to ignore my racing heart and the strange feeling inside me as I thought back to every crime show I’d ever seen. We’d have to clean the mess and find a way to dispose of her body. 

Dean resumed his anxious pacing, his eyes darting from the pool of blood to the door and back. The mess must be killing him. Part of me was surprised he hadn’t dashed for the cleaner the moment her blood began to spill. 

I wiped my blood-smudged hands on my shirt. “Can you stop?” His movements made my head pound. How long had it been since we had a drink? Or a bump? I glanced to the desk, where the rest of the cocaine lay, and went for it, knowing it would help me see things more clearly. I formed a line and quickly snorted; after a couple of minutes, a feeling of focus and euphoria washed over me. I motioned him to join me.

Dean glanced at Vanessa’s lifeless body once more before stepping around her and coming to my side. He dipped his sandy-blond head and snorted what I had left for him. His usually well-styled low fade had been mussed from the foreplay, but his worried gaze slipped, and his blue eyes lit up as that dumb grin fell in place.

“Better?”

He nodded. “Always.”

I turned back to the problem at hand. “We have to get rid of the body. Drop it in a field, anywhere.” Luckily, there were a few of those surrounding this town. “We need to clean the body, make sure there’s no trace of us anywhere.” At least sex hadn’t happened yet, and I didn’t have to worry about Dean’s DNA being inside of her. 

“I’ll grab my camping tarp. That’ll be good enough to wrap her in to get her into the back of your car. You get her to the bathroom and clean her up. Everything off her, clothes, jewelry. We have to get rid of it all.” The coke seemed to level him out, and now the frightened tone in his voice had vanished. He ran from the room.

I bent down next to her pretty face and touched her soft cheek. A real shame. She’d been one of the prettier ones to join in our escapades and to know I’d never get beyond her soft kisses made me wonder about what I’d missed. For a moment, I gazed into her lifeless eyes, remembering the way they’d took me in with uncertainly when I invited her home. The way they’d sized up my body then glowed with interest. She was one of the few who seemed more interested in me than Dean, a rare treat I’d lost in a moment. 

Turning her head offered a good look at the gash in her scalp. A weird feeling of déjà vu washed over me, and the urge to touch the blood came back. Shuddering, I pushed it away and lifted Vanessa’s small body off the floor. Her weight fought against me, she being heavier than she looked, until I managed a firm hold for the short trip to the bathroom, where I deposited her in the tub, then stripped her remaining clothes. I hesitated when I removed her jewelry. Take it, the voice whispered. Most of it I tossed into the pile of clothes but couldn’t resist keeping one piece. I clutched the silver star stud earring from her left second piercing between my fingers. It shone like new and reflected the dull bathroom light. The feeling inside hummed with approval as I glanced behind me before slipping it into the pocket of my jeans. Dean wanted everything gone. This was mine to take, the voice said. 

The creak of the floorboards told me Dean entered the room. He didn’t speak, and when I glanced at him, his eyes were fixed on Vanessa’s nude body. A plaything he’d never get to touch.

“She’s dead,” I reminded him.

“I know.” His retort was dry, as his eyes shifted to my own, and he offered a box of latex gloves. “Need these?”

I reached for them. “I don’t want to know why you have these.”

“Cleaning.” He shrugged and left the bathroom. He’d always been an over-the-top neat freak. His home often smelled of disinfectant, and he screeched anytime I stepped past the welcome mat with my shoes on. 

After slipping on the gloves, I reached for the tap and started my work, cleaning every inch of her body free of our trace. My neck prickled as I lifted each limp limb and scrubbed at it like I was giving a sponge bath to an invalid. I tried to keep all the guilty thoughts from my mind, focusing only on the task at hand. If I could dissociate from the crime, maybe it wouldn’t affect me. Inside me something cackled at my inner turmoil. When I finished, I discarded the damp gloves and returned to Dean’s bedroom. I found him on his hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. The stench of bleach made my eyes water and my nostrils burn.

“I need your help with her body.”

He didn’t look at me. “Almost done.”

“Sure.” I reached for her discarded shirt, to add with her other clothes. All of which would be best to burn. That would make them less traceable—or so Criminal Minds implied. 

As I tossed the silk fabric piece into the pile, I was graced with the image of a lively Vanessa pressing up against me, allowing my hands to travel beneath the garment and gently lift it over her head, freeing the perky, petite breasts beneath. How I longed to have another chance with her. To do this dirty game right. She’d been so playful. 

I pushed the nausea and guilt that rose up aside. 

I shook my head. Like with most of my dreams, there was no reason to dwell. It would never come to fruition. 

Dean joined me in the bathroom only a few moments later. Blood continued to drip from Vanessa’s wound and began to pool in the bottom of the tub. It dripped to the floor when we lifted her body to the waiting tarp. The way her head flopped against me like an old ragdoll gave me pause.

She’d been a vibrant woman once, and because of us she was gone. The feeling left me riddled with guilt, knowing how death could destroy a person. Weirdly, through the unease of the crime, there swirled a feeling of joy at what we had done. I couldn’t explain the conflicting emotions fighting against one another in my head. She’d been an innocent. But her death fascinated me. She was so young. And yet the idea she was here then gone by one simple act was invigorating. We were killers. Dean and I had control over her life, and it was snuffed out in a moment. Goosebumps rose on my arms. Again, I felt sick. 

“Let’s get her out of here.” Dean wrapped the body then flung it over his shoulder in a firefighter’s carry like she was nothing more than a bag of wood. He cast one last glance at me. “Bring her clothes and anything covered in blood.” His eyes dipped down to my chest. “Including your shirt.”

I followed Dean down the stairs and out to my car. The street was empty, as it always was in this dead-end town past midnight. Life stopped after 1:00 a.m. here, unless you opted to travel fifteen minutes to the Cape, a resort with countless restaurants and clubs. Even at this hour, the Cape would be quiet. 

That was where we picked up Vanessa two hours ago as her night wound down, with the promise of cocaine and a good time. Drunk tourists were easy. Love them, then leave them. Or in this case, kill them. A voice cackled inside me, and I stiffened at the strangeness. 

He tossed her body into the car, followed by a shovel from the garage. Then Dean took the driver’s seat, a move he often did and one I never questioned. It may be my car, but Dean treated it as his own. 

I remained silent as he sped out of town, listening to the gravel from one of the many dirt roads bounce against the car. 

“Where are we going?” I asked, my mind going to a dark place. Would Dean see me as a liability? Could I be next? I reached for my cellphone in the console between us. Do it first, the voice urged. 

“I don’t know, Alexa, I just turned, okay?” His voice became frantic again. The cocaine high was wearing off. 

I squinted out the window, trying to make out the surrounding fields in the darkness. How far would be far enough? 

“What about here?” I asked. 

“A little farther.” Dean kept his eyes fixed on the road.

“And then?”

“We’ll get rid of everything else.” Dean’s grip on the wheel tightened. He puffed out a long breath. “What the fuck happened tonight?”

“Seriously?” We’d been high, he got aggressive. What did he think happened?

“She freaked out.” He shot me a cold glare before his eyes found the road again. “You said she was game.”

“And she was.” I’d told her the deal. Free drugs and rough, wild sex. She was into it. They always were.

“Except now we’re dealing with a dead girl.”

I didn’t answer him, knowing I couldn’t offer an ease to his panic. I’d found her wasted in the corner of the bar slumped on a stool, glossy-eyed and ready for home. Just another drunk girl alone at the bar. The guilt made me nauseous again, and I forced myself to look out the window at the darkened fields around us. 

“Who saw her with us?” Dean asked. 

I shook my head. “No one.” 

“Cameras?”

I hadn’t thought about that. Most of the clubs in the Cape had some sort of surveillance. “I don’t think so.”

Dean gritted his teeth and punched the accelerator. “That’s not good enough.”

I didn’t know what else to tell him. Our hands, our drugs, killed her. It may have been an accident, but if we didn’t want to face the consequences, we needed to get rid of her before anyone realized she was missing. Her connection to us didn’t go beyond the Cape bar scene. Nothing tied her to us. We couldn’t be safer. As long as we could live with the guilt and weren’t caught red-handed with her body. 

The car screeched around a corner, and Dean slammed on the brakes. The headlights shone through the darkness down the empty gravel road.

“You stay here.” He dropped the keys into the centre console between us, then reached up and flicked the headlights off. “I’ll only be a minute.”

The sky was clear and the moon nearly full. It lit the area with a bluish glow suited for the eeriness of the disposal. Leave, the voice whispered. And I considered it. I could drive away right now, leave Dean digging a grave in the dark soil with a dead girl beside him. Let him get caught. Another feeling of guilt coursed through me. 

I didn’t leave, fighting off the voice, unwilling to leave him hanging. I didn’t abandon people. I wasn’t like my parents. Instead, I climbed out of the car and watched as Dean grunted under Vanessa’s weight as he tried to balance the shovel under his arm. I took it from him without a word to ease his unsteadiness and followed as he disappeared into the lush green stalks of the cornfield.

Somewhere in the middle he dropped her body and took the shovel from me, quickly pressing it into the damp ground and digging a shallow, makeshift grave. His overpriced designer shirt was stained with sweat and dirt. A sight to be seen. So unlike him. 

When Dean deemed the hole large enough, he thrust the shovel in my direction and began unwrapping the tarp. He rolled Vanessa’s body into the shallow grave, her pale skin looking sickly in the bright moonlight. Her dead eyes stared at me until Dean took the shovel and covered her face with dirt. Soon, she was buried, left in the ground to rot. 

We returned to the car in silence. Dean tossed the tarp and shovel into the back before climbing into the driver’s seat, and we set off without a word.

I got lost in my own thoughts of the night’s events. I couldn’t properly describe my feelings. The strange déjà vu. The awful guilt. The conflicting feelings. I was curious, frightened, mesmerized, remorseful.

Dean pulled into his parents’ empty driveway.

“What are we doing here?” I asked. 

“Only place I can think of with a fireplace big enough to get rid of the evidence.”

My stomach turned. “This seems like a bad idea.” 

“Do you have any others?” Dean growled.

I didn’t.

He climbed out of the car. “Didn’t think so.”

I followed, glancing around the street. Doing so made me realize it wasn’t as bad of an idea as I’d initially thought. His parents’ street was dark, free of streetlights, and populated with several overgrown trees. Many of the surrounding mansions were shuttered with empty driveways; rich people had better places to be in the summer months. Dean’s parents had been at their lake house three hours east for nearly a month. 

The inside of the house put me on edge. I hated this place, as much as Dean’s parents hated me. It represented everything I wasn’t. My family was more likely to work for the Millers than date one. Maybe that was why Dean asked me out. 

“Take a seat.” Dean gestured to the large leather couch across from the unlit hearth. “This might take a while.” He busied himself with preparing a fire. His shirt strained against his muscular back as he set up a tower of kindling in the fireplace and struck a match. When he had a fire roaring, he turned to me. “Give me your shirt.”

I did as he said but now was stuck in his parents’ house wearing only my bra. “What am I supposed to do when we leave?”

“You should have thought about it before you started playing with blood.” He sneered. Annoyance boiled up inside me. Guilt told me to let it go. At least it wasn’t my body he buried tonight. 

I didn’t answer as he tossed my once-favourite, pick-up tank top into the flames followed by the rest of Vanessa’s things. I did nothing but sit and watch. The rising flames made me think of the fire that damaged our house back in Toronto. It had been the final straw for my mother, the thing that forced the move to Cedar Plains. I’d been thirteen at the time and desperate to get back to the city. Fifteen years later, I still hadn’t left. 

I shivered in the warming room as the climbing flames reminded me of the way they’d licked at my bedroom wall and engulfed the room in a cloud of choking smoke. I’d narrowly escaped. 

With each item, the evidence of our crime burned away and something else ignited within me. A new feeling. Something urging me to do it again. The scent of Vanessa’s fresh death lingered in my nostrils, and although Dean destroyed almost every bit of evidence, I held on to the experience within me. The guilt and the excitement created a turmoil inside me I couldn’t grasp. 

I placed my hand over my pocket, feeling a pointed shape beneath my palm. Everything was gone, except the earring pressing into my thigh. That was my trophy. 

Cherish it, the voice whispered. And do it again.
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Courtney Faith


Sunday, July 9





I drummed my fingers on the café table, my patience wearing thin. Savannah sat beside me in her wheelchair, sipping her iced coffee. She alternated between fiddling with the end of her long, dark ponytail and adjusting the oval glasses that were perched on her nose.  

“She’s late,” I said, unable to stop myself. 

Savannah turned towards me. “Are you surprised?” 

I pursed my lips, trying to keep from directing my annoyance at her. I simply glanced towards the large front window overlooking the street outside. Alexa was always late.

“Court,” Savannah said, drawing my attention back to her as she tapped her manicured fingers against the arm rest of her chair. “Why don’t we start without her? We’ve already gone over most of it anyway.” 

The meeting had been more of a formality, an attempt to get Alexa more involved. This was getting ridiculous. Alexa had texted twenty minutes ago saying she’d be arriving soon. Apparently soon wasn’t for another half hour. 

I sighed and flipped the folder open to start going over the details with Savannah. At least she was a reliable bridesmaid. Loyal to the core. Maybe I should have picked her as my maid of honour over Alexa. Savannah had been there for me whenever I needed her. 

“Ladies, a refill?” The young server walked by our table carrying a coffee pot. I was used to seeing her, as I used this quaint café for all my meetings. Its square wood tables and cozy lounge seating were perfect for quiet, one-on-one chats. I’d frequented this place since high school. Alexa and I first became friends right here. 

With a quick smile, I pushed my empty mug towards her. “Thanks.” 

The door chimed as Alexa finally made her way through. Her blond hair looked knotted, and heavy blue bags rested beneath her tired eyes. The grey tank top she wore was stained and wrinkled. Probably Dean’s fault. The creep. 

“Sorry,” Alexa muttered as she slid into the seat across from me, barely glancing at me or Savannah. 

“Everything alright?”

Alexa risked a glance. Her eyes were bloodshot, making the green in them brighter. “Yeah, I’m sorry, really. Just got held up.”

I shared a look with Savannah and hoped the criticism wasn’t evident in my tone. “With Dean?”

Alexa offered me an apologetic smile. “Yeah, last night got a little bit wild. I overslept.” 

I pursed my lips but said nothing. I’d long outgrown the type of party nights Alexa and Dean had together 

“And what did you guys get up to last night?” Savannah asked, though I wished she hadn’t. Alexa had always been short with Savannah no matter how she tried to engage with her. I wished they’d get along. 

“Can you not?” Alexa lowered her voice as she dumped two packets of sugar into her dark roast coffee, followed by two creamers.

Savannah and I shared a look. I simply shook my head as an attempt to apologize for Alexa’s bluntness.

“And are these shenanigans going to be a part of my wedding?” I asked. “I mean, from here it looks like you were up all night coked out of your mind.”

“I was,” she said. “Is that what you want to hear?”

Savannah dropped her eyes to her lap. 

“Of course not, Lex.” I shook my head. “I can’t stand watching you do this to yourself. I’m worried about you.”

I could already imagine what my friends and relatives might think about Alexa and her boyfriend’s habits. I quickly shook the thought from my head. Alexa and I had been best friends for so long, and I knew her struggles better than anyone. Still, she never failed to show up for me and, come my wedding, this little hitch in our plan would be completely forgotten. 

“Please don’t worry about me. I’ll make sure your wedding is perfect.” She stirred her coffee, meeting my eyes with a soft smile. “I made him promise to leave the drugs at home. Trust me, okay?”

My jaw ached from the stress Dean and Alexa caused. I missed how she used to be. Before Dean, she cared about our friendship, our secrets, but for the past six months, I had to fight to get her attention, fight to get her to remember us. 

I glanced sideways at Savannah who had picked up her phone and started busying herself to avoid the conversation. We’d been friends only five years, and I’d spent most of that time trying to convince Alexa to be nice to her. 

“I thought we were meeting alone,” Alexa said, after a moment, glancing at Savannah with a cold stare. 

“No, I told you last night Savannah was joining us.” I shook my head.

“Please don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Savannah said, placing her hands on the arms of her wheelchair and straightening her back to sit higher. “Besides, someone needs to be there for Court during this whole process.” 

Alexa rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right, like she needs her charity case tailing along and saying yes to all her plans.” 

“Alexa!” I nearly shouted. “That’s enough.” 

“What? I still don’t get why Wheels here tags along on everything you do.” Alexa smirked. 

I stared at my friend with wide eyes. She knew why Savannah was always around. She knew what I owed her. What I’d done. 

I was pulled from my fear when Savannah placed a light hand on my wrist. “Court, I’m going to go.”

“No, it’s okay.” I tried to placate her. 

Savannah shook her head. 

“Don’t stress,” she said, wheeling herself away from the table. “I think you need a few minutes to deal with this.” She glanced pointedly at Alexa. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the boutique.” With a nod goodbye she wheeled herself out of the café. 

I turned on Alexa. “Wheels? Are you serious?” 

Alexa laughed. “It was a joke. Lighten up.” 

“Sometimes I can’t believe how different you can be with other people.” I reached for the wedding folder I had in front of me and flipped it open. 

“You’re my person,” Alexa said simply. “I don’t owe anyone else anything.” Then she forced a smile. “Besides, I can see how the guilt ways on you. Do you even like Savannah or is it just a pity friendship?”

“Of course, I like her.” At least I’d convinced myself it was true. Savannah had been a good friend with a sunny personality while Alexa sank deeper and deeper into the darkness of her life. I missed the girl who’d been so hopeful at nineteen. The one who had dreams, before her father had dashed them all. 

“If you say so.” Alexa shrugged. “Just be thankful I’m here to make sure this wedding isn’t a totally pretentious event.” She grinned with a warmth in her eyes. Sometimes I got whiplash from how her old self could pop out as easily as it could disappear. 

She didn’t give me a chance to speak before she continued, “Are you excited for our little bachelorette romp? Less than two weeks away now! It’s going to be killer.”

“So you keep telling me. Too bad you aren’t being very forthcoming with the details.” Letting her oversee my bachelorette might have been a mistake. The last time I partied was over a year ago, before Brett and I got engaged. I’d ended the night wrapped around the toilet and puking up my dinner. I’d taken it easy ever since. Alexa was in a whole different bracket. 

“Details, Schmetails!” Alexa waved off my concern, tucking her messy hair behind her ears. “Just know it will be epic.”

I had to smile. This was the Alexa I knew and loved. 

“That’s cute,” I said, changing the subject as I noted the new star-shaped earring in her second piercing. It was silver with a tiny diamond in the centre. 

Alexa flushed and shifted her hair, letting it cover her ears again. “A gift from Dean. Something about me being his moon and stars.”

I raised my eyebrows, trying to stop my amused grin. “That sounds like some terrible Game of Thrones knock off.” 

“You know Dean and his love of fantasy.” Alexa waved off the question. Not that either of us could argue with him. We’d been diehard Lord of the Rings fans since our fifteenth birthdays. It had been a coping method for Alexa after she lost her mom to the accident. 

“Mhmm,” I hummed, instinctively running my hand over my left forearm where the words not all those who wander are lost was tattooed in messy cursive. I looked back to the wedding binder I’d brought. Going over everything with Alexa seemed pointless now. Savannah had been dutiful with her support, and her feedback had been great. Especially since she owned the only wedding dress boutique in town and was married last year. She always thought of things that completely slipped my mind. 

“Everything okay?” Alexa asked. She reached up and fiddled with her matted hair, a nervous habit she’d had since we’d met, which was when I noticed the purple bruises on her forearm.

“What happened there?”

Alexa quickly dropped her arm below the table and out of sight. “Nothing. Banged it. You know how clumsy I am behind the bar.” She forced a laugh. “Remember when you were still working at Big Shot with me? I used to walk into everything.”

“Oh, I remember.” Alexa easily walked away with several bruises after a late-night shift at the dive bar. I was glad I didn’t have to work those shifts anymore.

“Lou still asks about you.” Alexa winked.

“Of course, he does.” I tried to keep the disgust from my voice as I thought about the regular patron who got handsy one too many times with me. Once, when I was in university, Brett clocked him in the face after he’d touched me while I was dropping off their drinks. Brett was banned for a year following the incident. I didn’t work there much longer after that. With university graduation, came a real job in commercial real estate. 

“He always loved you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t remind me.”

“At least he tips well.” Alexa sipped her coffee again. “Most of those dirtbags are terrible tippers. I can put up with a bit of creep as long as they pay me for it.”

“Most of those dirtbags are your dad’s drinking buddies.” The words came out before I could stop them. Talking about Danny Huston was supposed to be off limits. 

Alexa’s expression pinched with disapproval. “Yeah, well, it’s a good thing he doesn’t show his face there when I’m working the bar.”

“He’s smarter than that.” At least I hoped Alexa’s dad knew better than to cross his daughter. Back in high school, my crappy home life brought us together. While our other classmates worried about which boy liked them, I was sleeping over at Alexa’s to avoid the brawls at home. Then, when her mother died and my father went to prison, we found an uneasy comfort in my mother’s safety and her dad’s devoted new girlfriend, Phoebe. That peace only lasted for a time, then Phoebe left, Alexa’s dad fell deep, Mark got out on parole, and once again neither of us really had a safe place to call home. 

Despite the hard times as we grew up, Cedar Plains had always been my hometown. It was an outdoor playground, away from the bustle of Toronto. I’d always planned to live here and to raise my kids here. It was safe. Nothing bad ever happened in Cedar Plains.

“Who’s walking you down the aisle?” Alexa changed the topic, poking at the gaping wound that was the complicated relationship I had with my parents. I was sure it was payback for insinuating her father had a conscience.

“Miles.”

“What a good brother,” Alexa said. 

“He is.” I was thankful Miles would make the four-hour trip back to Cedar Plains to be a part of my wedding despite his issues with our parents. 

Alexa reached for her coffee again, but it was empty. She waved the server over with a casual excuse me. “So, what about your mom?”

“What about her?” The topic was one I wanted to avoid.

“Is she coming?” 

“Not unless I invite Mark.” I spat the name out like the poison he was.

Alexa chuckled. “Ouch. First name basis. Whatever happened to ‘Dad?’”

“You know he stopped being Dad the first time he hit me.” I looked down at the table between us. 

“Well, here’s to our shit dads.” Alexa raised her coffee cup in mock cheers, a playful smile on her face.

“Why is this so amusing to you?”

She shrugged. “Because it’s not like it can be helped. We’re both stuck with families we didn’t choose. This is why we have each other.”

“And why I choose not to think about it.” I rifled through the binder in front of me and pulled out two pieces of paper: my proposed table numbers and programs for the day. I slid them across the table towards her, looking for an opinion. Okay, looking for an approval. I didn’t want or expect her to make a change.

“They look good.” She slid them back to me. The table number was a white square with a cursive number in bold black. The card was outlined by connected loops, giving the piece a classic feel. The programs were more detailed with a silver outline and script font in black. It welcomed guests to the wedding of Courtney Faith and Brett Knight, and laid out the straightforward events of the day, starting with the outdoor ceremony and concluding with a reception at one of the local ski clubs, a six-course meal, and an open bar.

“Nothing else to add?”

“Of course not,” Alexa said, reaching across the table to cover my hand with her own. “I know you better than that. They’re perfect. Just relax. You’ve got this.”

“Thanks.”

My phone buzzed on the table, drawing our attention. My mom’s number flashed across the screen, accompanied by a picture I’d picked out over a year ago when I got the phone. My favourite picture of her, in which she looked genuinely happy. A rarity these days. 

“Get it,” Alexa said. “I’m going to step out for a smoke.” She was up and gone before I had the chance to criticize her. Weeks ago, she said she was quitting. 

I looked back at my phone and considered ignoring the call. At the last moment I grabbed it.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Courtney.” Her voice shook. Her words were soft, barely a whisper. “Courtney, I need help.”

My heart hammered against my ribcage as I started to move, grabbing my purse and leaving a twenty on the table. “What’s wrong?”

She choked on a sob, sniffing before speaking again. “He’s bad, Court. I can hear him downstairs. I need you to come get me.”

“What did he do?” I kept my voice low, careful not to draw attention to myself. In a town this small, the slightest bit of distress could cause gossip.

“Just please come.”

“I’m coming.” I motioned to Alexa when I saw her outside. Her brow crinkled with confusion and waved a hesitant goodbye as I turned for where I parked my car. “Stay on the line, okay? Did he hurt you?”

“He’s upset.” Another sniff. “I shouldn’t have upset him.”

“Mom, call the cops. Please.”

“No, Courtney. No police,” she pleaded. Her voice was fragile, ready to break. I could picture where she sat, in the upstairs closet, door locked, cowering against the back wall seated on a pile of dirty sweaters and surrounded by hanging, unworn summer dresses like they’d met the executioner the moment my mother decided to let my dad back into her life.

“I’m coming.” I turned the car down the street, listening to my mom’s ragged breathing and worrying about the mess I would walk in on this time. 
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My cigarette bounced across the asphalt, sparking each time it hit the ground. From where I stood, I could still see Courtney with a worried expression on her porcelain face, cellphone pushed tightly to her ear, practically hidden by her flaming red hair. She climbed into her car and sped down the street without another glance in my direction. I could guess what was causing her distress: her parents. If only Mark had died in prison like he was supposed to, then all her problems would have disappeared.  

Still, I found myself unable to focus on her trials today. I couldn’t get Vanessa’s lifeless eyes out of my mind. I’d barely slept the night before, too coked up and wired from the deadly events, and when I’d managed a bit of shut eye, my dreams were plagued with Vanessa’s gentle touch and the image of her blood creeping across the floor. I reached up, running my finger across the new silver star stud earring in my second piercing. Something inside me preened with pleasure, catching me off guard and forcing my hand to drop to my side. Last night when I first put the earring in, a feeling of content had overtaken me. Was it this voice that blossomed inside? 

I grabbed my phone, shooting Courtney a quick text to make sure everything was okay. I didn’t expect an answer, so when my phone buzzed, I was pleasantly surprised. That was until I read Dean’s name and the short words accompanying it.

Be at my place by 8. We have to talk.

Irritation welled up inside me before I processed his words. A strange feeling that put me on edge. I shook my head, as if freeing the demons from my mind and focused on the message. Did someone find the body? Or was Dean slowly becoming more unhinged? Was I? I couldn’t shake the strangeness inside me I’d felt since last night. As if seeing her death had given life to something long dormant in me. Again, I shook away the thought, willing myself to silence the crazy. Reminding myself of what my former therapist had said all those years ago. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. 

If Vanessa’s rotting corpse had been found, I would have heard about it. Either from Courtney—her cop fiancé was a terrible gossip—or the local news. There hadn’t been a word. 

“Alexa?” 

I glanced up at the sound of her familiar voice as Savannah wheeled down the sidewalk towards me. A swell of anger welled inside me, and I quickly pushed it away, ignored Dean’s message, and shoved the phone in my pocket.

“Yeah?” I tried to keep the disdain from my tone. I’d long grown tired of Savannah’s company. The accident that paralyzed her had garnered sympathy from the entire town and had been in the headlines for weeks. They never caught the culprit. They never would. 

She pulled up beside me and looked up at me with narrowed eyes. “You need to clean up. Courtney is counting on you.” 

I rolled my eyes and turned away from her. “You don’t need to worry about me and Courtney.” 

“I’m not worried about you,” Savannah said, wheeling to catch up with me. “I’m worried about her.” 

Her. I didn’t think of Courtney. I thought of Vanessa. The woman I couldn’t get out of my mind. Her blood, the way her dead eyes stared at me as if they saw right through me. The way her fair skin looked paler as the blood flowed from her head wound. I thought of the metal stench, warm and sticky on my fingers, and the way I wanted to caress her lifeless face. The strange sensation—so foreign but so right.

“Alexa?” Savannah said, eyeing me with scrutiny. 

I shook my head free of the images. “I said I don’t need you to worry about me and Courtney. I’ve got this.” 

I turned on my heel and walked away from her, my pace quick, hopeful she would take the hint and leave me alone. 

“You’re going to lose her if you’re not careful,” Savannah called after me. 

I didn’t turn around. Years ago, Courtney promised to never leave me, to never be one of the people that just disappeared from my life. And despite trying to push her away, she never wavered on that promise. She never would. Then, it was out of loyalty. Now, I knew too much. 

I turned down the path to my dad’s, following the ravine that led the way to the harbour and the bay. Watching the flowing water, I was immediately transported back to Toronto after my tenth birthday. The first time I’d ever seen a dead body. 

I’d been standing at my bedroom window, listening to my parents scream at each other one floor below. I scurried upstairs the moment Dad returned home, and Mom threw the glass she was holding at him. I never knew why they fought, only that sometimes they did. 

It was a hot summer afternoon, and the wailing sirens drew my attention, distracting me from the shitstorm brewing in my own home. 

The uniformed officers piled out of their cars, descending into the wide ravine that ran behind our house. When the body was pulled from its watery grave, I wasn’t even certain it was human. The ashen skin of the grotesque, bloated corpse looked more like a monster from my nightmares than a once-living person. Even at ten I’d been fascinated by the story, curious about the circumstances and the way the corpse decomposed with the elements around it. 

Now, my feet kicking up the gravel on the path made me think of the road Dean and I took last night, and I wondered how Vanessa’s corpse was faring buried in the shallow grave. Had her thin limbs begun to stiffen? Had maggots burrowed their way into her open wound? I tried not to imagine her once-beautiful face gnarled and frozen from the rigor mortis that had no doubt set in. Beautiful, the voice murmured, and for the first time since it had spoken to me, I found myself agreeing, listening. 

Vanessa was only inches from me when she met her end. Her body had still been warm as I scrubbed it clean of any evidence. When would Vanessa be found lost in the cornfield? Whenever she’d start to smell strong enough for someone to investigate. Or maybe the coyotes would find her first. 

Would someone eventually realize she was gone and notify the police? Did she have family or friends? I knew nothing about her life. Not even her last name. The idea frightened and fascinated me at the same time. I couldn’t reconcile the feeling inside me. The tragic loss of an innocent person, and yet, the darkness inside me was pleased every time I thought of Vanessa.

A siren sounded, making me jump from my thoughts. I was on edge, though who could blame me? Too many drugs, not enough sleep, voices in my head, and a dead woman haunting me. The lone police cruiser whipped down the street at breakneck speed, and I watched it until it disappeared, heading in the direction of the fields. Did they find Vanessa already? I shuddered at the thought. 

My phone buzzed again. Another text from Dean. Only question marks. My hands shook as I tucked it away again without responding. I should answer him if only to try and get another bump to shake off this awful withdrawal. Even as I thought it, the voice told me it wouldn’t be enough. That it would never be enough again. I wanted something else now. 

A light summer wind rustled my loose hair, and I reached up to tame it. Courtney had looked at me like I was a complete drug addict. If only she knew the truth. I supposed it would have put us back on even ground. She owed me a life-changing secret, after all. 

The third text from Dean I answered, telling him I was still with Courtney, and I’d get back to him when I could. After that, he didn’t message me. This time he got to ignore me. Dean was awfully petty sometimes.

I reached my condo after a forty-minute walk and hesitated before entering. My dad had been out cold on the couch when I’d left and dealing with him was the last thing I wanted. I’d grown tired of supporting his habits. The disability barely covered the rent. My income supplemented our lives. I’d been his sole provider for too long. But I’d never leave him. 

I’d considered moving out years ago, giving up on him and finding my own life away from the trauma we’d both seen. He was the only family I had left. Even with all the bad, I wasn’t ready to cut ties with the only person who’d ever loved me without condition. Even if he was far from that man now. 

The stench of stale booze and musky air invaded my senses as I pushed the door open. Strong enough to make me stop and gasp for air. There, sitting in the main room, was my dad. While upright, he looked haggard with his unshaven face, messy hair, and bloodshot eyes. He lifted his head to acknowledge me, then shifted his gaze back to the TV. The sounds of muffled voices accompanied his loneliness. The newscasters—his only friends. Sad. Pathetic, the voice whispered, telling me his weakness was a part of me, that I wasn’t far from being him. 

“You look like shit.” I kicked off my shoes.

“Be nice, Lex,” Dad said, his voice raspy. He didn’t look my way again.

“It’s not like you’ll remember it anyway.” I stomped across the room and swiped his cigarette pack from the table, stealing a dart and lighting up. He reached out as I discarded the remaining ones, taking one and doing the same. Then he patted the couch beside him. I didn’t take the seat.

“Where have you been?”

“Out.” I blew out a long puff of smoke as I turned away from him. 

“Not with the delinquent again, I hope.” Dad’s preferred nickname for Dean. 

“Don’t pretend you care.” 

“You know I care.”

I ignored him as I turned for the stairs.

“Where are you going?” he called after me.

I didn’t look back. So many years of anger and betrayal were kept bottled up inside me when it came to my dad. First Mom died suddenly, then he tried to start a new life with Phoebe—my pseudo-stepmom and her best friend—but after his accident and her sudden departure, Dad had been a drunk and broken man. 

I used to think about Phoebe often, scrolling her Instagram and keeping tabs on her best-selling novels. A successful indie romance author, like she knew anything about romance after running out on my dad. Years ago, I’d reached out more than once, though all my messages went unanswered. I hated her for abandoning us and never explaining why, simply leaving in the middle of the day for me to come home and pick up the pieces. Perhaps by then I should have been used to it. Everyone left me in one way or another. To death. To drink. To marriage. Alone, the feeling said. They always left me alone. 

Still, I hated my dad for the simple fact I wasn’t good enough for him to try and live for after all he lost. I was nothing. And yet I continued to carry his burden. To foot his bills. To stay.

In my room, I flopped onto my bed, tucking my hands behind my head and staring at the blank, white ceiling. Vanessa’s face appeared in my mind again. And, once again, a pleasure filled me. I’d pleased the voice in my head. She was still alive, vibrant, beautiful. In my mind, I could see my hands wrapping around her throat, cutting off the air from reaching her lungs. She didn’t struggle. She let me control her. My palms began to itch. The feeling urged me to do more. To feel it again. I removed my hands from behind my head and stretched my fingers before me, curling them again. What a weird sensation, this desire to kill. I wanted to understand it more. 

My phone rang, pulling me from my murderous thoughts. “Hello?”

“Lexa, you busy?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, silencing the desire in my mind and allowing the fuzziness to fade so I could place the voice. It was Kaylee. Another bartender at Big Shot. “What’s up?”

“My shift starts in an hour, but I could use a bump. Have you talked to Dean today?” Her awkward tone made me imagine the way she fidgeted when she was nervous. Dean provided coke for a few people I knew. I never asked questions; I didn’t want to know. “He’s not answering my messages.”

“Briefly. I think he’s gone to Barrie.”

Her silence was only disrupted by the way she ground her teeth. “Can you try calling him? Maybe he’s screening. I really need it today.”

“Sure.” I sat up in bed. “I’ll give you a shout after.”

“Thanks, Lexa.”

I hung up without saying goodbye, then stared at my phone for a few minutes trying to decide if I wanted to call him. The buzzing in my head returned, willing me to feed the desires. I considered ditching my phone, when it pinged with a message before I got a chance. Kaylee, asking if I’d reached him.

With an annoyed sigh, I dialed his number. It rang twice before he answered.

“Done with the ginger, finally?” Dean sneered. No hello, no affection. He and Courtney had always had a strained relationship. Though given that he was Brett’s best friend, if it wasn’t for Courtney, I’d have never met Dean. You’d think he’d at least be grateful for that. 

I disregarded his question. “Kaylee won’t leave me alone. She said you were ignoring her.”

“Like fuck,” Dean groaned. “I hadn’t got around to it yet. I’ve been a bit preoccupied,” his voice lowered, “making sure my bases are covered. You’re one of those, in case you forgot about last night.”

That irritation rose up inside me again, and I quickly pushed it aside. “I haven’t.” How could I?

“And you’ve kept your mouth shut,” Dean hissed. “You know how Courtney likes to talk. A bit of gossip is all this stupid town needs.” 

I rolled my eyes at his comment. Courtney was the only one I could really trust with a secret. 

“I won’t say anything.” I bit down on my lip hard. “I’m in this, too.” 

“Damn right you are.” Dean lowered his voice. “Don’t forget I could ruin your life with a single story. Crazy, white trash with an alcoholic father kills a tourist out of spite. The media would eat that story up. They’d never look twice at me.”

The voice cursed him, wishing he wasn’t a part of our little secret. I clenched my jaw. His cruel words weren’t wrong. Dean was a wealthy local. Came from a family of means, ones who had donated to and helped grow this town into what it was. If he wanted to blame this all on me, he probably could find a way. I closed my eyes for a moment and reminded myself why I’d started dating Dean months ago. He’d offered me an escape from the life I knew. He stayed when he could have left me multiple times. We weren’t perfect but being with him was better than being alone. 

“Now you sound paranoid,” I shot back. “Can you call her, please?” 

“Fine.”

“Thank you.” 

“I’m out of town tonight,” he said in a clipped tone. “I’ll be back tomorrow, so come by.”

“Where are you going?” I asked. 

“I’m getting your car detailed like the great boyfriend I am,” he jeered.

For a moment that surprised me. Then I realized it was Dean’s way of being extra cautious. There had been a dead body in it less than a day ago. “Uh, thanks.”

“Honestly, it’s disgusting. You should get it cleaned out more often.”

I bit back the comment that wanted to follow, knowing it was his weird OCD talking. 

“Okay,” I said. 

“Good.” The conversation ended with a click of the phone, and I sent Kaylee a quick message to tell her he’d be in touch. Ten happy emojis appeared on my screen with her enthusiastic response. After reading it, I shut off my phone and leaned back on my oversized pillow. I closed my eyes, trying to bring back the visions of Vanessa. It was no use.

With a frustrated sigh, I pushed myself from my bed and retreated downstairs in search of alcohol. Anything to quench this thirst, this itch inside me. The voice cackled. Maybe alcoholism did run in the family. I shuddered at the thought I could share the same weakness with my dad. 

Downstairs, the TV had been shut off and the couch vacated. My dad was gone, along with his shoes and the last bottle of vodka.

Fuck. 
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