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      For everyone who has an absolutely terrible ex

      And for the ones we find after who remind us we are loved.
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      Always have an escape plan.

      Words my mother often lived by and advice she’d passed on to me. Except I didn’t ever think I’d have to use that advice. As the sun falls on Monday, I slowly work on cleaning up the kitchen after dinner. I’d made his favorite, spicy buffalo wings, which always have the same effect.

      He eats. It tears up his stomach. He goes to bed earlier than normal for work tomorrow. Normally, it would give me time to work on my little projects or hobbies I’ve picked up. Tonight, it’s a different plan.

      “I’m going to bed,” Ric announces right on cue.

      I glance up from scrubbing the counter. “Okay. Good night,” I respond with a smile I’ve practiced in the mirror. I walk on eggshells often enough that I know how to appease him. Sometimes, it doesn’t work though. Sometimes, I get bruises because I wasn’t convincing enough.

      Once, I had a broken arm. Broken in three places. And that wasn’t even the first or last break.

      He nods and looks around the kitchen. “Make sure it’s spotless before you come to bed. Last time you left a drop of hot sauce on the counter, and it got all over my phone.”

      “Of course,” I murmur, looking away from his smug face.

      He thinks I’m stuck here. He thinks that there’s no chance that Elsie and I could leave. Admittedly, he has a lot of pull in the city. Ric is friends with the mayor and a lot of cops. He’s always showing everyone but me what a great guy he is. He convinces everyone that he’s nice and helpful, and then he stabs them in the back when it suits him. No one ever believes the accuser because Ric is “such a nice guy.” Ugh. I’m so tired of hearing how fucking “nice” he is.

      That’s how he’d stolen the program some poor sap had written. He’s made me go to dinner with the man and his wife, had forced me to play the part of supportive wife while Ric tirelessly convinced the man to hand over the program so he could “check it for mistakes.” Instead of doing that, he’d taken it to Aria Tech and passed it off as his own. When the man had come forward and accused him of stealing, no one believed him, and I’d been forced to watch another person fall at the hands of my husband. Thing is, they don’t know how to set it up. Ric can’t train them on the new program without revealing the fact he never wrote it, so he’s been threatening the guy to teach him in exchange for some royalties I know he’ll never see.

      But he’s such a great guy to everyone else. Until you marry him, apparently.

      Somehow, I’d been just as convinced as everyone else. And narcissists are fucking wizards when it comes to convincing you that you deserve their treatment. I’ve been complacent for too long, allowing him to treat me like shit, letting him bully me around, cowering when he raises his fists. But he’d stepped over a line three days ago.

      I’d been okay with being his punching bag.

      I’d been okay with playing pretend and happy Stepford wife.

      But when he raised his hand to Elsie. . .

      I scrub harder at the counter, not because I want it to be clean, but because I need him to be asleep before I’m ready. I need to make sure he won’t wake up. In fact, the melatonin I’d crushed up and added into the hot sauce should keep him asleep for as long as possible, as long as we need. I scrub and scrub and scrub, barely taking notice of anything else.

      When the clock strikes ten PM, I look up.

      Always have an escape plan.

      Thanks, Mom. Even dead, you save me.

      I drop the cloth I’d been using to clean everything and move over to the bedroom, glancing inside to see Ric snoring away, dead to the world until the morning. I’d used enough melatonin that he shouldn’t even wake up for his alarm. Only once I watch him for ten minutes, and am certain he won’t move, do I tiptoe over to Elsie’s room.

      She sits up the moment I open her door, her eyes wide. “Is he asleep?” she whispers.

      I nod and move with soft steps as I grab the suitcase from her closet that I’d packed earlier today. Only the essentials. Mostly Elsie’s favorite things. I don’t need many clothes. I only grabbed the bare necessities and things I couldn’t live without, like the photo album my mother had gifted me before she’d died. I’d already submitted the paperwork for the restraining order earlier today with all the proof of abuse. My lawyer made sure that it will be pushed through and be in effect by tomorrow, good for two weeks until a judge can look into it and decide for himself if my proof is worth enough. Hopefully, it’ll be one of the judges that isn’t friends with Ric. As we move toward the front door, I set a manila folder on the counter.

      Divorce papers and the temporary restraining order copy.

      I have no doubt he’ll refuse to sign the divorce papers, but these aren’t the only copies. My lawyer will be handling all paperwork from here on out. I don’t have high hopes that divorce will be possible or even that the restraining order will hold, not when one party will be vehemently against it, but I have to try. I’m hopeful that with the evidence of abuse that the family court won’t allow him visitation with Elsie. Either way, I won’t be around to let him get his hands on her.

      As we step out of the house, the lawyer hovers outside beside a black car on the street; the lights are off, but the engine is running. The moment she sees us, she gestures for us to hurry up and we rush forward, throwing everything in the backseat before I make sure Elsie is fastened in. When I move back so I can get in my own seat, her little hand wraps around my wrist.

      “We’re going to be okay, Mommy,” she whispers.

      Seven years old and already wise beyond her years. She shouldn’t have to be. She never should have been in this situation. I’ll protect her. I’ll make sure her father never hurts her again.

      “I know, baby,” I whisper, before closing the door gently and climbing in the front passenger seat.

      “Your plane tickets,” my lawyer, Mrs. Bethany Cline says, handing them over to me. She’s a sweet older woman, a hell of a lawyer, and a lifesaver. When I’d hired her, I’d never imagined she’d go as above and beyond as she already has. Turns out, we both have something in common. “You’ll be in New York before the sun rises.”

      “And Ric?”

      “Will remain here. The temporary restraining order will go through. I can guarantee that, but I can’t guarantee a permanent one. You provided more than enough evidence for this, Ava, but we’ll have to face the rest as it happens. Everything is going to be okay.” She reaches over and squeezes my hand. “When you get to New York, your friend will be waiting for you and Elsie.”

      “Thank you,” I choke out. “For everything.”

      “I watched my mom go through this situation growing up. I only wish she’d had the strength that you have right now.” Her eyes flick up to the mirror to look at Elsie. “She’s going to remember your bravery.”

      Tears well in my eyes, but I blink them away quickly. I have to be strong right now. I can’t break down, not yet.

      I only breathe properly once we’re on the plane. And when the sun rises in New York instead of back in San Diego, a weight falls away.

      He won’t find us here.

      He won’t chase us.

      “Let’s go see our new home,” I tell Elsie as we step out of the airport. “You’re going to love it, Els. I promise.”
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      Standing on the sidewalk, I stare up at the private school building in front of me. The stone architecture is old, speaking of a different era, but the science-centered curriculum inside is exactly what Elsie needs. She loves school and she’s been eager to get back to what she loves, but changing so much has been hard. She’d disappeared inside those doors barely thirty seconds ago, and I’m already panicking.

      Tonya, my best friend, stands beside me, a gentle smile on her lips. “It’s a new start,” she says as I stand tense on the sidewalk.

      “I know,” I murmur as Elsie waves at me from the top of the steps. I blow her a kiss in return. “But my anxiety is eating away at me.”

      “This is a big step,” Tonya nods. “You’ve moved around to different areas for the past year, constantly changing and I understand why, but this is your chance at normalcy. Elsie wants to be in school and stay at just one. She’s desperate for it. And Ric hasn’t turned up. He hasn’t even tried to find you despite the temporary restraining order being dropped. Your lawyer said he hasn’t reached out.”

      “But he never signed the divorce papers,” I point out, grimacing. “He won’t let this go.”

      “I think he has,” Tonya argues. “A man knows when he’s lost. You made sure your escape was flawless.”

      But the niggling worry sits heavy on my chest. Ric isn’t the kind to let this sort of betrayal go, and honestly, he only accepted the restraining order to save face. His friends in the police department made sure it didn’t stick and no matter what my lawyer did, the permanent one was never allowed to be filed. She’d filed complaint after complaint, but to no avail. I can’t imagine Ric’s embarrassment right now over that going in front of his friends. He’ll never forgive that slight. He’ll never forgive our midnight escape while he was sleeping. He would have signed the divorce papers otherwise and found a new victim already. Instead, he remains unattached and in the same position he’d been when we left.

      “You’ll be here to pick up, Elsie, right?” I ask, glancing at her.

      “Of course,” she replies. “You go to work and don’t worry about a thing. Everything is set up and when you get home, we’ll be there waiting.”

      “Doors locked?”

      “Always,” Tonya promises. “This is a fresh start. Everything is going to be better now.”

      But something doesn’t feel right. I don’t feel safe. My therapist says it’s just paranoia, remnants of my fight or flight mode being in constant overdrive, but this doesn’t feel like that. It feels as if we’re just bidding time until Ric finds a way to track us down. We’d done what we could to stay incognito. We’ve skipped through the state, and though Tonya lives in New York City, Elsie and I hadn’t stayed here until now. We’ve spent the last year moving around smaller cities and trying to keep from attracting attention. Every time we moved, Elsie had to change schools, which has been hard on her. Maybe Tonya is right and this is the correct move, but it doesn’t feel safe. I don’t know if I’ll ever feel safe again.

      I turn, feeling as if there are eyes on me, but I see nothing. Cars line the street, parked along the curb, a red Toyota, a black sedan, and a silver Nissan. No one is in any of the cars. Nothing sticks out. But I still can’t shake the feeling. My therapist would claim it’s paranoia again. My instincts tell me otherwise.

      My eyes lock on the black sedan. There’s no one in the driver’s seat, but the back of it is tinted so dark, I can’t see inside even if I wanted to.

      “Ava,” Tonya says, startling me out of my perusal. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding and biting my lip. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      Turning away, I take her hand and squeeze. “I’ll be back at five. Don’t forget to lock the doors please.”

      “Of course,” she says again, nodding in reassurance. “Be careful and knock ‘em dead at work today.”

      I turn and head down the street, walking away from Elsie and her new school. It takes considerable effort not to turn back around and snatch her out of school, take her back home where I can protect her, but Tonya is right. Elsie deserves to be in school, to be around other kids, to have some sense of normalcy. She’s been desperate for it. Everything will be okay. Besides, my new job is within walking distance of Elsie’s school, a mere four blocks from it. It’s one of the many reasons I’d picked the school in addition to their reputation.

      But the paranoia comes back the further I get from Elsie.

      The feeling doesn’t disappear as I walk into the foyer of the Frederick Business Building and head for the elevators.

      It doesn’t disappear as I ride up to the twenty-first floor.

      It doesn’t disappear as I clock into my first official day of work. . .
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      The smile plastered on my face is mostly for everyone else’s benefit rather than my own. This new job is a godsend, and while I’m well overqualified for the position, the pay is more than enough to cover expenses. The meeting room is like any other, a single large oblong table in the center, about two dozen chairs surrounding it. I’m early to the meeting, mostly because I want to make a good first impression. The chatter rises as the chairs are filled, until Mr. Gary enters and they quiet.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Mr. Gary announces. He tries too hard to sound booming, and considering he’s at least five years younger than me, it makes for a comedic effect that no one else seems to think is funny. Maybe that’s because I’m the oldest person in this room. Nothing makes you feel older than the younger generation spitting slang words of welcome that you’ll have to Google later. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, we have a new member with us this morning. Ms. Ava Hutcherson is our newest Head Marketing Ninja. Snaps for Ms. Ava!”

      Everyone snaps their fingers, and I flush, waving at everyone. “Just Ava is fine,” I reassure them. I already feel old. Adding “Miss” in front of my name will only make that worse.

      Marketing Ninja, as if calling it a silly name will make the job more fun. Granted, this job is needed and this company is known for a great workplace atmosphere, but I’d much rather be in Public Relations than in marketing. Marketing isn’t exactly my forte, but I took plenty of marketing classes in school. I much prefer to be behind a computer, deep in handling drama and issues that arise, even if it was stressful. Marketing is much more people-facing and there’s a lot more creative work that goes into it. But at least this job is better than the last one. I’d been a glorified barista at the last place, hired to be a secretary and made to make coffee constantly for the entire office. I’d had to change my last name in order to start working, in the hopes that it would make it harder for Ric to find us. Poor Elsie hadn’t understood why our last name had to change, but once I’d explained things, she’d accepted it. To Elsie, though Ric is her biological father, at the age of eight, she already understands that he isn’t her dad, not after everything he’s done.

      If you cry and wake up Elsie, I’ll bring her out here and beat her, too. Shut the fuck up! Shut up! I flinch at the reminder of the sting of pain, at the feeling of a palm across my face. Those memories have stopped bombarding me as much, but they still trickle in every so often. It’s difficult for them not to. I’d lived in that house for nine years. Nine years of fear and pain.

      “Ava?”

      I jerk and glance up, meeting Mr. Gary’s eyes. “I’m sorry. What?”

      “We were just welcoming you to the team,” he says kindly, far more understanding than any boss I’ve ever had. “We’re excited to hear about your plans for our marketing department.”

      “Of course,” I reply, nodding. “I’m excited to dive in.”

      There are a few looks from the other marketing team members, as if they were gunning for the job and some outside bitch swooped in and took it. I can’t blame them. Not really. But I’m more than qualified for this position. I’ve been a marketing manager before, back before Ric made me quit working. Calling it something different doesn’t necessarily make it any different.

      I’m not here to make friends, though. They can hate me all they want. The pay is good, good enough for me to afford the private school for Elsie she deserves and the rent of the small duplex we’d moved into. It’s a well-protected school Elsie now attends and I’d made sure to get them to promise Elsie couldn’t be released to anyone else but me and Tonya. After showing them the simple temporary restraining order paperwork, they’d agreed without looking at the expiration date. Only someone approved can pick her up. Still, I worry for Elsie while I’m away.

      “I’m happy to be here,” I say when they continue listing off my qualifications. “And I’m excited to get to work.”

      “Right. Down to business,” Mr. Gary continues. “As we were discussing last week, we’ll be working with Fox Industries on our upcoming project. Dagen Fox, the CEO, will be handling the approval personally and he’s a huge client. So, we need to impress him, people.” He looks pointedly at me, since my role will play a huge part in this project. I’d had only one day to go over things, but it’s enough. This project is a massive undertaking. But that’s not what has me tensing in my chair at the mention of it.

      I know Dagen Fox.

      I know Fox Industries well even. Not because I know him personally, of course, but because Aria Tech has a partnership with them that Ric never stopped bragging about. He also hates Fox with a passion, always threatened by the man and talking about him like he’s the Joker to his Batman. Fox Industries is a big client for this firm, the billionaire CEO more than worth his weight in the security sector. Ric always has his hand in everything, and Fox Industries is a testament to that. It makes sense that Ric, with Aria Tech’s programs he’s stolen over the years, would approach the major company. Of course, the program Ric stole from the man before I left is perfect for a company like Fox Industries. Word on the street is that Ric shopped the program to Dagen Fox and he’s currently trying to seal the deal. Fucking bastard. But there’s nothing to be done about it now. No one would believe me if I claimed it was stolen and I have no business sticking my nose anywhere Ric could learn my whereabouts at.

      The familiar company name makes me skittish, the urge to run strong in my veins at the mention of it and the ties I know it has to Ric, but we’re safe here. We have to be. Just because Fox Industries is in this city doesn’t mean that Ric can find us here. He doesn’t have to meet with the man personally. I’m on the opposite side of the country, far away from him and his fists. I’ve taken every precaution. Nothing links me back to my old life, nor does it link to Elsie. We’ll be fine.

      We have to be.
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      I get back home around six, just in time to prep some dinner. In celebration for both Elsie’s and my first day, I made our favorite, spaghetti and meatballs. I’d even prepped the meatballs in advance to save some time. Now that I’ll be working full time and Elsie is in school, I don’t have as much time as I’d have liked to prepare meals, but planning ahead helps.

      “So how was school?” I ask as I slide the meatballs into the oven. “Tell me all about it.”

      “It’s the middle of the year,” Elsie shrugs. “They’re learning division.”

      “Ah,” I sigh. “So, you’re ahead again.”

      She nods. “Better than being behind like at the last school.”

      Changing schools has been hard on Elsie, not only because she’s struggled to make friends, but because the curriculum changes from school to school. Last time, she’d been behind their curriculum. This time, she’s ahead. But there have been instances where she’d been so far ahead, the school hadn’t known what to do with her. That doesn’t seem the case here.

      “Did they mention testing you to see about skipping a grade?” I ask. They’d reached out to me almost immediately, letting me know Elsie is a great candidate for the accelerated learning program. I’d told them I’d think about it. I don’t want to put her into a program and then be forced to leave again. It’s not fair to Elsie.

      She nods. “I’m okay with it, if they choose me.”

      I stir the noodles in the pot on the stove, waiting for them to soften up. “And did you make any friends?”

      She hesitates. “Maybe one. There’s a boy, Henry, who seems nice.”

      “Good,” I smile. “You’ll make all the friends.”

      She sighs and looks down at her homework. It’s division, stuff she’s already mastered. “It’s not like it matters.”

      I set down my spoon. “Elsie, I told you this is it. This is where we’re staying. You shouldn’t⁠—”

      “You said that last time, too,” she mumbles, but she looks up. “It’s okay, though, Mom. Really. I know why we have to move.”

      I nod, my chest tight. Escape was hard on me, especially at first with finances, but staying would have been deadly. For Elsie, her entire world has been upheaved repeatedly, and each time we move only makes things worse. I don’t bother making friends, but friends are important for kids. They need that structure and social interaction.

      “I promise we won’t move again, Elsie,” I tell her. “You have my word.”

      She nods, and continues filling out her homework, her numbers perfect and correct.

      I hate it. I hate how much Elsie has had to grow up throughout this process and before. In that house with Ric, she’d been forced to grow. And now, she’s being forced to grow again. I’ll need to find ways to help her just be a child again. She still loves tea parties. Maybe once she makes some friends, we can host one.

      Tonya had been a massive help and a consistent friendly face. Not only has she been here to pick up Elsie from school and be the auntie Elsie deserves, but she’s the reason we were able to leave in the first place. She’d opened a bank account long before we’d left in both my name and hers, allowing me to pool money I’d made from contract marketing and freelance copywriting in preparation for our escape. Ric had never seen it, had never known I had money stashed away. And when he’d gone out for another meeting of his at the local strip club, I’d packed everything I could into one small bag. Most of it had been Elsie’s things, her most important. The only things I’d brought were important papers and pictures I couldn’t live without. We’d started over from scratch, and we’d only been able to because of Tonya.

      I’d covered our tracks. I’d used a different name. I’ve never once used anything that has our old surname on it. And for the first month, I didn’t even use a card. I’d thrown away my phone and got a new burner one, replacing that one within the first month when I grew skittish. I’d used cash for everything I could. The card I do use is set up under a business name rather than my own that’s linked to Tonya’s name first. Now, it’s been over a year, and Ric still hasn’t found us. He hasn’t come after us from what I can tell. Small blessings, but I don’t want to grow complacent. Still, I want this place to be home. I need it to be. For Elsie’s sake.

      “I think this place will be good,” Elsie comments as I set her plate of spaghetti in front of her. “I do like my teachers.”

      “I’m glad you do, baby,” I tell her, smiling brightly. “Good teachers make everything better.”

      She nods. “Someone mentioned a birthday party in a few weeks. If they invite me, can I go?”

      Normally, I’d say no. But this time, I smile and nod. Birthday parties are normal, and there’s nothing saying I can’t go with her to ease my anxiety. “Of course. Now eat your spaghetti before it grows cold.”

      Elsie leans forward, excited, and starts twisting her noodles, happy, bright, just as she should be.

      Hope blooms in my chest.
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      The first week of my new job with Goliath Marketing Firm goes by quickly. I spend the time getting acquainted with all my new coworkers and processing all the information for current clients, preparing to jump in feet first as soon as I get the all clear. That all clear comes on Monday the next week when my boss knocks on the doorframe of my office and asks me to come to his. I follow him, a pleasant smile fixed on my face as we enter his much fancier office, and he closes the door behind us.

      He sets a folder down in front of me on the desk and I pick it up immediately.

      “What is this?” I ask, flipping open the folder and getting a good look at a picture of a man paperclipped to the front. I recognize him immediately and understand. “Ah, Dagen Fox.”

      “Yes,” Mr. Gray nods. “I told you we were starting this new project last week and we’ve been given the go ahead. I expect you to know every inch of this project, from top to bottom, as you’ll be running the lead on it.”

      I glance up at him. “No reins?”

      “No reins. Your experience speaks for itself, Ava, and you got the highest score we’ve ever seen on the hiring exams. This is a huge project for us. I’m counting on you to complete it to Dagen Fox’s satisfaction. Of course, if you find yourself in need of help, you’ll have every bit of it at your disposal.”

      I glance down at the picture again, taking in just how attractive the man is. Dagen Fox is by far one of the most eligible bachelors in this city, hell in the whole country. Rich, good-looking, and a philanthropist to boot. The man has it all. Except a wife, apparently. I can hardly go anywhere in this city without hearing about him. His name practically drips from every building, runs across every newspaper, and his hand is in every business that needs security. I’m surprised he hasn’t run for mayor, honestly, but he also doesn’t strike me as the kind that would enjoy that. Not that I know him personally. That’s just based off of hearsay. The revolving door of women who attempt to get a ring are always happy to speak of their pleasurable time with him, so there’s never an end to willing information. The man gets around.

      Mr. Gray runs through the requirements and major information, but he doesn’t disrespect me by breaking everything down. He knows I’ll understand, and I won’t be doing this alone. I’ll have a whole team behind me. Once I’m dismissed, I stroll out of his office with the folder of information in my hands, flipping through the files. Fox Industries is primarily a security company, but they have their hands in many pots. Our project is a marketing plan for one of their newest security programs, one that uses AI to help with efficiency and planning, and is expected to take the security world by storm. Honestly, I’ve never seen such technology myself, and while I understand most of the information, there’s some of it I’ll have to ask for clarification on so I can properly market it. My strength lies in public relations and clearcut information, not necessarily in security.

      My team is made up of three employees, but we have the rest of the office at our disposal as well should we need it. Two women, one man, all younger than me. When I appear with the folder in my hand and pull out the photo of Dagen Fox, the two women, Marie and Julia, visibly sigh.

      “Bet that guy gets all the. . .” Kevin trails off when he realizes the words aren’t suitable for the workplace. “Yeah.”

      “I don’t blame him,” Julia sighs again. “He’s dreamy. A single night with him would be worth it.”

      “I don’t know if it’s exactly professional to discuss our client’s attractiveness,” I point out, glancing at the photo.

      “So, you admit it,” Julia laughs. “He’s attractive.”

      “I have eyes,” I reply with a chuckle. “And I’m certainly not blind. But we have to be professional, so his attraction doesn’t matter. We’re here to sell his new program, not offer ourselves up on silver platters.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Marie mumbles before wiggling her eyebrows.

      Despite her teasing, I know for a fact that she doesn’t mean the words. My team is nothing but professional,  something I’ve learned the past week, and this won’t get in the way of our task. Mr. Gray wouldn’t have paired them with me on such a high-profile client otherwise.

      “Well, past his unfortunate face,” I tease. “Has anyone come up with any ideas on how to market this new program to companies? We’re working business-to-business with this one, so we’ll have to change up some tactics to appeal to largescale corporations.”

      We launch into a lengthy discussion about the ins and outs of marketing. We cover everything from billboards to curated gift packaging to showing off the security with a large exhibition. We have a large budget for this client, so the sky’s the limit. The number of zeroes on the budgeting paperwork nearly made my eyes bug, but I just barely managed to keep my cool. What I wouldn’t give for that kind of money.

      A few hours later, we’re still sitting around the meeting table, taking notes and brainstorming. A knock on the door is the only interruption. Most of the time, when there’s a meeting in the room, it’s implied no one will knock unless it’s an absolute emergency. Brainstorming can sometimes be a finicky bitch and an interruption can be a roadblock for the next big idea. But when I look up to see who’s knocking, it’s to find a delivery man holding a bouquet of flowers rather than Mr. Gray with some insane emergency.

      I tense at the sight of the bouquet even as Julia stands to go accept the flowers with a grin, clearly expecting them to be for her. My eyes dance over the red roses and white daises, the ones I’ve always hated. I break out in a cold sweat when Julia’s smile falls, and she turns toward me.

      “They’re for you, Ava. Secret admirer already?” She looks for a card as she sits them in front of me but frowns. “No card. Someone likes being mysterious.”

      But I’m just staring at the blood red roses, at the daisies I’ve always hated. They’re the same types of flowers Ric always brought home after he’d cheated and then blamed me for it. The same bouquet Ric always had waiting for me after he’d hit me. The scent of the roses hits me and my stomach roils. Oh god. Don’t get sick. Not here.

      “No idea,” I croak, pushing them away from me. “You can have them.”

      Julia brightens. “Really?”

      “Yeah. I’m allergic to flowers,” I lie, looking away from them and back to the folder in front of me. But I don’t really see the words, not until Julie picks up the vase and carries them back out to her desk, away from me, thankfully.

      “What kind of secret admirer sends you something you’re allergic to?” Kevin asks, shaking his head. “Bad game.”

      But I know the kind of person. I may not actually be allergic to flowers, but I certainly can’t stand a red rose or a white daisy anymore. And there’s only one person who’s ever given them to me. Those flowers arriving can only mean one thing.

      My heart beats frantically in my chest.
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      “You don’t know they’re from him,” Tonya says carefully when I pull her aside after I get home. She picked up Elsie from school and has been waiting at home for me to get off work. Before she could leave, I pulled her aside and told her my fears.

      He’s found us.

      “Trust me,” I rasp. “I know. They were the exact same flowers, Tonya. No one pairs red roses with white daises. I’m telling you. He knows at least where I work. Word travels fast in the tech industry. Being associated with Fox Industries must have done it. That has to be it.”

      “How could he have found you so fast?” Tonya grunts. “You’ve barely worked for a week⁠—”

      “He has connections,” I rasp. “Work connections and police connections. He’s got money, influence. It could have been as simple as him searching or hell, maybe he’s had a private investigator following me. He’s had some dealings with Fox Industries before. I don’t know for what, but right now, they’re also my client. That has to be the connection.”

      Tonya runs a hand through her hair. “This is bad, Ava. I thought we were finally safe.”

      “I thought so, too. I don’t know what to do.” I lean back against the wall. “If he’s found us already, we⁠—”

      “Are we gonna have to leave again?”

      I jerk at the little voice that interrupts us and turn toward where Elsie stands just inside the room. We hadn’t even noticed her come in. Her question is sad, her entire demeanor deflated despite her being excited to tell me about her new friends earlier. She likes this school. She likes this house.

      I like this house.

      I tip up my chin. We can’t leave. We can’t run forever. And I’m tired of forcing my daughter to change her life over and over again. Ric is a threat, one we’ll have to face, but I’m tired of running. I know Elsie is, too. I just. . . don’t know what to do yet.

      “No, baby,” I reassure her. Tonya glances at me, but I keep my eyes on Elsie. “Go on back up and I’ll come read a book with you here shortly. What chapter were we on again?”

      “Chapter eighteen,” she replies happily, her sadness forgotten.

      I nod my head. “Good. Go get ready and I’ll be right up.”

      Once she disappears up the stairs, Tonya meets my eyes.

      “What are you going to do?” she asks. “If he knows where you are, Ava, we may have a problem.”

      “I know that, but I’m tired of running,” I murmur. Straightening, my brain starts going over a plan, or some semblance of one. “We’re gonna have to fight back.”

      “The restraining order didn’t stick,” Tonya points out.

      Of course it didn’t. He has friends in the police force, and he was
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