
Table of Contents

THE CHOICES WE MAKE

{Chapter 1} — MALLORY

{Chapter 2} — JUDE

{Chapter 3} — MALLORY

{Chapter 4} — JUDE

{Chapter 5} — MALLORY

{Chapter 6} — JUDE

{Chapter 7} — MALLORY

{Chapter 8} — JUDE

{Chapter 9} — MALLORY

{Chapter 10} — JUDE

{Chapter 11} — MALLORY

{Chapter 12} — MALLORY

{Chapter 13} — JUDE

{Chapter 14} — JUDE

{Chapter 15} — MALLORY

{Chapter 16} — MALLORY

{Chapter 17} — JUDE

{Chapter 18} — MALLORY

{Chapter 19} — JUDE

{Chapter 20} — MALLORY

{Chapter 21} — JUDE

{Chapter 22} — MALLORY

{Chapter 23} — MALLORY

{Chapter 24} — JUDE

{Chapter 25} — MALLORY

{Chapter 26} — JUDE

{Chapter 27} — MALLORY

{Chapter 28} — JUDE

{Chapter 29} — MALLORY

{Chapter 30} — JUDE

{Chapter 31} — MALLORY

{Chapter 32} — JUDE

{Chapter 33} — MALLORY

{Chapter 34} — JUDE

{Chapter 35} — MALLORY

{Chapter 36} — JUDE

{Chapter 37} — MALLORY

{Chapter 38} — JUDE

{Chapter 39} — MALLORY

{EPILOGUE}


The 

Choices

We

Make

––––––––
[image: ]


Megan James

Copyright © 2026 Megan James

All rights reserved.

ISBN: 979-8-234-10272-0

{DEDICATION}

––––––––
[image: ]


To the women nearing forty who are entirely too tired for anyone's bullshit.

Here's to strong coffee, unhinged book boyfriends, and the kind of best friend who doesn’t ask questions when you ask to borrow a tarp and a shovel.

Keep your mouth shut and your alibi straight.
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WARNING LABEL: 

This book contains violence, murder, kidnapping, and themes of severe grief and trauma, but mostly, it contains a staggering amount of spectacular, unfiltered audacity. If you are allergic to foul language, please put this down and back away slowly as the characters drop F-bombs like they’re getting paid per syllable. 

Consider this your official notice for the following chaotic contents:

	Domestic Violence: If family drama triggers you, be warned: this family doesn't just need therapy, they need a whole new family tree.

	DIY Morality: If you are a stickler for the traditional legal system or proper corpse protocol, Mallory’s "bury the truth and the body" method might give you hives.

	Severe Stalking: Includes a deeply unhinged stalker who treats psychological terror like a full-time job. Also features a very graphic delivery involving a severed human finger. Next time, just send Edible Arrangements, man.

	Arson: If you suffer from claustrophobia or a fear of matches, hold onto your seat.

	Corrosive Problem Solving: Mentions of "creative body disposal." Definitely not EPA-approved.


If you or someone you know is struggling with any of the real-world issues reflected in the content warnings, please know you are not alone and there is support available. 

	The National Domestic Violence Hotline 	Call: 1-800-799-SAFE (7233)

	Text: Text "START" to 88788

	Website: thehotline.org




	The VictimConnect Resource Center 	Call or Text: 1-855-4-VICTIM (1-855-484-2846)

	Website: victimconnect.org




	The Crisis Text Line 	Text: Text "HOME" to 741741

	Website: crisistextline.org




	SAMHSA’s National Helpline (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration) 	Call: 1-800-662-HELP (4357)
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{Chapter 1} — MALLORY
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The wedding was everything I imagined it would be. Not my wedding, obviously. Given my dating history, or current lack thereof, I’ll be pushing daisies before I find someone willing to settle for me. 
Tonight is the formal wedding of Hunter and Maeve Thomas. 
When Hunter said he married Maeve in the hospital, not long after she’d woken from surgery after her accident, I wasn’t even surprised. It felt right for the woman I have come to know and love. Spontaneous to a fault. 
I’ve been Hunter’s PA for four years now, and in that time, I’ve seen a barrage of beautiful, yet forgettable, women slink through his office, none returning a second time. Again, not a surprise, given that Hunter is tall, dark, and brooding, the classic book boyfriend. Somehow, I wasn’t one to fall under his spell. 
For a while, I seriously questioned if I might be a lesbian. 
It was never because I wasn’t physically attracted to him, more so because this man couldn’t function properly in the real world. Laundry and grocery shopping were foreign concepts. He may be a billionaire now, and I am more than compensated for the hell he puts me through at times, but it still makes me wonder how he managed to survive before he made a name for himself. 
Then came Maeve. 
Hunter’s standard, chilly professionalism has taken on an unexpected warmth. His demeanor genuinely happy. The office even feels lighter now. People smile, they talk. Hunter talks ... to his employees... and not just about work. Unless he’s in a meeting, he keeps his door open, as if signaling an invitation for conversation. 
It’s wild. 
I don’t miss the eyerolls when explaining that while he may come off as a jerk, he is really not that bad. Maeve not only turned his world upside down, but she also managed to tilt everyone else’s in her path. 
If I wasn’t already spoken for in the best friend department, Maeve would be a top contender. Honestly, given Tessa’s work schedule and how often Maeve is in the office when Hunter is there, it’s hardly a fair fight. 
I’m one of those people who wears their heart on their sleeve and have never been one to shy away from a hug. Two traits Maeve has embraced, whereas Tessa basically tolerates, only to remind me to keep myself in check.
Maeve invited me to dinner on a night Hunter was out of town. The conversation was light and flowing, the food greasy, and as the topics turned to our families, Maeve told me she always wanted a sister. Her brother’s husband being the closest she’d ever come to one until she met me. 
I held it in, but when I got home, the waterworks were heavy. 
I have a sister, biologically speaking. We were close when we were young, but life pulled us apart, and we’ve never been able to repair the tears in our relationship. That one person who I felt should understand me, understand what I have been through, has become a stranger, and I’ve spent a lifetime navigating the voice they’ve left behind.
When Maeve made that comment, it was like ripping off a band-aid, and a rush of emotions washed through me. Around her, I feel different. Like I can be the person I am meant to be, not the one cowering in the corner as I have been taught. 
Maeve is magnetic. Confident. She knows what she wants and isn’t afraid to take it. She has a way of making you feel like you can take what you want too, feeling capable in her presence. 
Which brings us to the present. In the blink of an eye, I went from questioning Hunter’s sanity, and Maeve’s very existence, to helping them furnish a home, plan a wedding, and somehow became part of Maeve’s inner circle. 
If you would have told me a year ago that my billionaire boss would be getting married in his backyard, I would have laughed. The man has more than enough money to gain last-minute access to any of the luxury venues around Colorado. Hell, he owns some of them. He could have covered the cost to fly everyone to a vineyard in France or private island in the Maldives (googled it ... gorgeous... bucket listed). 
But here we are. Almost a year to the date after they were legally married, celebrating in the most unexpected of places. Their home, tucked off a winding road on a sprawling plot of land, surrounded by trees and silence, is both rustic and modern. The wraparound porch and four-car garage accent the front of the property, while the pond is the focal point of the backyard, catching the reflection of the mountains in just the right light. 
The size of the house and land are extravagant, but the calm and peaceful aura is perfect. A lot like Maeve and Hunter. 
When Maeve first asked for help planning the wedding, and Hunter gave us the green light for a nearly unlimited budget, I was elated. My ideas included black-tie, gold-plated China, imported flowers, an over-the-top guest list, and a dreamy designer gown that would blow any sense of a budget to pieces. 
The final product: a sunset ceremony under a pergola covered in all white flowers and string lights. On a wide stretch of grass to the side of the house is the biggest tent we could find, full of freshly cut flowers and more string lights hanging from the ceiling; lanterns on the tables and ground, primed for the reception. Outside the tent, a firepit with chairs and my own personal touch, a table overflowing every combination of s’mores imaginable.
Maeve wore a backless, lace dress, her hair down and in waves. She didn’t want a veil, didn’t want a bouquet, I think the only reason she caved to shoes was because the ground is cold, but she opted for tennis shoes over heels. I’m fairly certain Hunter just grabbed one of his many suits from his closet, but the smile on his face has been so genuine it’s breathtaking. 
At the end of the short ceremony, performed by one of Maeve’s brothers, we all filed into the tent, where another of her brothers had prepared a buffet of comfort foods; smoked meats, a pizza station, mac and cheese, an array of salads and an entire table dedicated to desserts, including a sundae bar. The rest of the wedding may be low key but the food has been extraordinary.
True to form, a third brother (there being four in total) took charge of the bar, keeping drinks flowing. As bellies were filled and the night crept in, all sense of formality has been thrown out the window and dancing has taken over the makeshift floor, with Hunter spinning Maeve around, the two intertwined to the point they seem to have forgotten the rest of us. 
Standing on the edge of the dance floor, the tent filled with love and happiness, lost in my own thoughts, I know this night will be unforgettable, for all involved. 
“You two really outdid yourselves,” the voice of a man behind me draws me from my thoughts, startling me a bit. 
He hands me a drink and nods at the dance floor. “Maeve said you were helping her. Trust me, if it had been left up to her, none of this would have happened. If by some grace of God it did, it would not have been half as organized. You should talk to Hunter, event planning can be a lucrative business, especially with his caliber of clients. People with more power, old money and influence than they know what to do with.”
The man at my side is stunning, the kind of man that turns heads but also may not realize the attention he draws. Light brown hair, slightly unruly, as if he’s been running his hands through it as the night has worn on, sharp green eyes, just like his sister. Clean shaven with broad shoulders, causing the stitches of his button-up to strain. Sleeves rolled just far enough to reveal powerful forearms, veins flexing as he moves. Taller than I am, though he doesn’t stand much over me, which is normal given I am five-foot-nine, a bit more today as I have on heels. 
It’s not his facial features or physique that catch me off guard, but his smile; warm and inviting, charming even. The kind that lights up his entire face, crinkling the corners of his eyes, even revealing a dimple, just one on the right side of his face. It’s not hard to smile back though impossible to look away. 
“I could say the same about you and the food.”
He shakes his head, letting out a slight laugh. “Wrong brother. Don’t worry, we get that a lot. Roman is the chef, I am the significantly better looking of us. Jude,” he extends a hand for me to shake. 
Embarrassment courses through my body. I cannot believe I called him the wrong name. I’ve always prided myself in remembering things about people, especially their names, which has made me very successful as a personal assistant (the last thing you want to do is mistake the wife for the mistress). Not only that, but I have also met this man before. 
“I’m so sorry, Jude,” I say, taking his hand. Almost immediately, a bolt strikes through the embarrassment and replaces it with something much more enticing. I meet Jude’s gaze, his eyes giving the slightest hint that he felt it as well, before pulling my hand back quickly. 
The smile on his face widens, suppressing any doubt he felt the same thing I did. “Don’t worry about it, Mallory. Like I said, people often confuse us. It proves how crazy DNA can be. We have the same dad but different mom’s, yet we are practically twins.”
“What did you say?” Oh my god, that sounded just as stupid coming out of my mouth as it did in my head. 
“Which part?”
“You know my name?” Stop talking Mallory!
“Of course I know your name,” his voice laced with laughter. “You are friends with my sister, work for my brother-in-law, plus we’ve met briefly. Do you think I’d forget you?”
“I...” I don’t know what to say. What to think. 
What the hell does that even mean? Has he been thinking about me? Why? Get it together Mallory, you’ve already shot your chance, let’s not make this worse than it already is. 
Taking a deep breath, I center my emotions before speaking again, so I can at least say something coherent.
“I didn’t think I was memorable.” My mouth is currently running a good ten steps ahead of my brain, the minute the last word hit my tongue, I want to curl up in a ball and die.
“What use is it to have a bartender if you are not manning said bar?” Colin, who is within arm’s reach of us, yells at the top of his lungs. I’d blame this on having far more than his fair share of alcohol, but as often as I encounter him around the office he’s not supposed to be at, I’ve come to know this is common behavior for him. I cannot believe my luck, having the devil himself come to my rescue. 
Jude crosses his arms and turns to Colin, though my attention is solely focused on his shirt and how it’s hanging on for dear life. The position has the buttons on his chest pulling at the seams. It takes me a second to snap back, right before I start physically drooling. 
“You aren’t supposed to be drinking tonight,” Jude says, eyeing him suspiciously. 
“Incorrect. You told me not to. Dad told me not to. I did not tell me not to and my opinion is the only one that actually matters. What are you going to do? Rat me out to dad? I can hold my own with him.”
Jude slits his eyes and I can sense he’s won a battle against Colin a time or two before. 
“I’ll tell Maeve.”
Colin stares at him for a second before backing down and I’m at a loss for words. If I had known threatening to send his sister after him was all it took, I’d be the office hero. Now that I do know, I’m not going to let this little bit of information go to waste. 
“You’re not playing fair,” he says, then waves a hand in Judes direction. “Only because Maeve is my favorite sibling and it’s her wedding will I relent this time, but if you don’t want me near the bar, your ass better get back behind it.”
Jude rolls his eyes, then turns to me, his expression completely changed, his smile just as bright and intoxicating as before. 
“It was good to see you again, Mal. Let’s not let another year pass before we get to chat again.” He steps towards Colin, playfully punching him in the arm, though by the wince Colin tries to hide, it appears to have had some force behind it. “I could use a yearlong break from you, bastard child.”
“We are both bastards, jackass. At least women want to fuck me.” Jude is already walking back to the bar but not without flipping off Colin in the process. 
The minute he is out of earshot, Colin turns on me.
“You naughty, naughty girl.”
“Don’t you have someone else to annoy?” I ask, making sure he sees my very dramatic eyeroll. 
“I don’t know why everyone keeps asking me that, but to answer your question, I do not. My wedding gift to the happy couple was to be on my best behavior tonight.”
“That’s very noble of you.”
“Hardly, I just happen to be one of the few who knows what my sister is truly capable of and I’d rather not incur her wrath if I am able to avoid it.”
His statement throws me for a second. Maeve may be all over the place at times, but she is one of the nicest people I know. Though, I guess from experience, I do understand sibling relationships can be complicated. 
“I’m sure you’ve deserved...”
“All these months,” he interrupts. “I’ve been trying to wear you down but I wouldn’t have bothered if I knew you had the hots for Jude. Trust me, I’m a catch but even I know when to concede. Jude is a grand prize.”
I should walk away, there is no use in talking to Colin, but he’s also one of those people that can easily captivate you with his utter madness. 
“First of all, I am definitely not interested in you. I go out of my way to avoid you when I see you at the office.” As does everyone else, for that matter. “And second, Jude and I were doing nothing more than talking. Can’t two people just have a conversation?”
“They can,” he says as he starts to walk around me before stopping at my back, much closer that I would prefer he be. “But I know my brother, Mal. I know he always gets what he wants. And I’d put good money on the fact that he wants you.”
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{Chapter 2} — JUDE
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{ONE MONTH LATER}

“Why do you need a house?”
What a ridiculous question for a realtor to ask, though valid in this case. It has been a month since my sister’s wedding. A month that I have been trying to find a way to see Mallory again, without involving Hunter or Maeve. The best I have been able to come up with is to ask Hunter for help purchasing a house, as it gave me a reason to come to his office.
“As a realtor, shouldn’t you just be happy to make a sale?”

Hunter crosses his arms and looks down at me, I’d assume more to assess my motive than to pass judgment. Knowing my sister, it’s a smart move on his part. 

“I have not taken part in a residential sale in ... years. Probably closer to a decade since I now have a team for that. And at the last family dinner, you wouldn’t shut up about how the apartment life suits you.”

He’s not wrong. My apartment is more than enough. Working random shifts at the hospital, being on call at all hours, and a serial bachelor, I don’t have the time or energy to put into maintaining a house. I hired a cleaning lady knowing I am, by far, her easiest client. 

“I don’t need a house. I want a house.”

He doesn’t move, doesn’t even blink. 

“It’s been over a year since I’ve been with someone. A sprinkling of first dates and a lot of rejections after that. Women love the idea of dating a doctor, the breaking point seems to be my barely furnished studio apartment. Couple weeks ago, I managed a second date with a girl I met online. One look at my apartment and she said it gave off two-star hotel room vibes. Her exact words, not mine.”

“It’s not as if you spend a lot of time there. The location could not be more convenient.”

A several minute walk to the hospital. The savings from not having to drive or take the rail have been astronomical. Walking also helps me wake up and focus if I get called in during the middle of the night. 

“You speak in logic. Something that goes out the window when you attach MD to the end of your name.”

I have had plenty of opportunities over the past year. There are a lot of women who see dollar signs when they hear you are a doctor and are willing to make concessions for access to your bank account. There are even more nurses and other hospital staff who would be happy for a quickie in the storage room. 

“You think owning a house is going to help you find ‘the one’?”

“I didn’t say anything about settling down. I just said I’d like to find someone willing to stay the night.”

I would love for that person to be Mallory. Meeting her last year at the lawyer’s office, the minute she smiled at me, I knew I was done for. Back then, it hit me like a lightning bolt and scared the shit out of me. Instead of being an adult, I chose to bury my feelings and hope they disappeared. I told myself she was just being polite, was Hunter’s assistant, therefore off limits and clearly, she was not interested. 

I knew she would be at the wedding, knew she was helping Mae and I thought if it was meant to be, she would come talk to me. When I saw her standing off the side of the dance floor by herself, a wave of sadness rushed over me and before I knew it, I was walking towards her. 

One short conversation and a handshake was enough to have me pining over a girl I have barely spoken with. I thought Mallory felt that spark too, waited for her to reach out, until I couldn’t take it any longer and am now sitting in Hunter’s office like an idiot. 

“Alright,” Hunter says, interrupting my thoughts, “I’ll have Eric reach out to you, he’s in charge of new builds. Unless you want something older, we can probably get you close to the hospital but the house might need more work.”

“New build works better. I’d like move-in ready, not a plot of land with a concept.”

“You have someone in mind you’d like to have stay the night?”

Yes.

“Hardly. My lease is up at the end of the year, the sooner I can sign the papers, the less work I have to do subletting or, god forbid, paying for both places.”

Hunter completely ignores me and begins typing on his laptop. He pauses for a moment, types a bit more, and then finally acknowledges I’m still in the room.

“Eric will be in when he’s out of his meeting. He has a couple properties near completion and can set up tours.”

Before I can respond, a sharp, authoritative knock echoes against the heavy office door. I can’t help it. A wide, mocking grin spreads across my face as I lock eyes with Hunter. 

“He doesn’t waste time, does he? At least someone here takes their job seriously.”

The comment earns me an eyeroll but is largely disregarded as he yells over me, inviting Eric to enter the office. As I turn to acknowledge him as well, I am stopped in my tracks as Mallory steps through the doorway.  

Dark, wild curls pulled up in an untamed bun, tendrils falling out and framing her face. Her skin glows with warmth, smooth as silk with a dusting of freckles across her face. 

And her eyes. 

Fuck me. 

Grey-green, full of heat and desire. When we locked eyes at the wedding, I knew I was ruined. Soft lips that parted like an invitation, her mouth tilted into a smile, even if she wasn’t looking up from the tablet as she entered the office. 

She isn’t just beautiful, she’s devastating. The kind of woman who could break my heart into a million pieces and I’d still go crawling back for more. 

The woman I want screaming my name. 

“Mallory,” is the only thing I can think to say. I knew she would be at the wedding, had prepared myself for it. I walked into Hunter’s office knowing she works here, wanting nothing more than the opportunity to talk to her again, but hadn’t convinced myself we would run into each other. Now, here I sit, speechless and awe-struck by her presence. 

“Jude,” she replies with a smile. 

“You remembered this time.”

Her cheeks begin to turn an adorable shade of red, causing my heart to skip a beat and my brain to malfunction. 

“It’s nice to see your face again, Mal. It ... it looks like...a face.”

Jesus fucking Christ, I cannot believe that came out of my mouth. 

Hunter chokes back a laugh, and I turn to him, relieved to draw the attention away from myself for a second, giving me the chance to regroup.

“Anyway,” Mallory taking the opportunity to change the focus as well, “Hunter, Furry Friends called and has an opening in an hour. I blocked it off on your calendar, but wanted to make sure you were aware, given the short notice.”

I can’t bring myself to turn back to Mallory, instead, I look up and give Hunter a questioning look. 

“I didn’t know you were into furries. Definitely explains some shit.” 

“Shut up, fucker.”

“Hey, I’m not kink-shaming. Whatever gets your rocks off. Question though, does my sister know? Because this is one-hundred percent not something I will keep to myself.”

I hear Mallory attempt to stifle a laugh from behind me, while Hunter lets out a sigh and pinches the bridge of his nose. 

“We have been trying for a bit, and things have not been going as planned. Maeve’s been talking about getting a dog, and I thought, maybe that will help ease some of the other tension. She doesn’t know and if you tell her, so help me god, I will make your death slow and painful, then I’ll chop your body into little bits, scatter the pieces around and force the blame on Colin because I refuse to go to jail for either one of you shits.”

Fair.

“I wouldn’t mind a little less of Colin,” Mallory says with a huff. I turn to look at her and am a bit surprised that she doesn’t seem phased by Hunter’s threat. If anything, I sense she is imaging life without Colin stalking around the office, as I’ve heard he’s keen to do. 

“I could use a lot less of him at my house,” Hunter mumbles under his breath before addressing us again. “Thank you, Mallory. I want to reschedule one of this afternoon's meetings, so I will send you the updates for my calendar. Jude, Eric will be in touch by the end of the day. Now, both of you, out.”

I stand as Hunter waves us off, walking to the door and motion for Mallory to walk through first, pulling the door closed behind me. 

“You’re kind of cute when you glitch,” Mallory says with a laugh. 

“I didn’t glitch.”

“You froze, then said my face looked like a face. You glitched.”

I let out a sigh. “I was caught off guard because I thought Eric was coming in and my brain ... fine. I glitched.”

Her laugh hits me out of nowhere, and for a second, my heart just stops.

“Why are you meeting with Eric?”

“My lease is up at the end of the year. I decided to try being an adult and enter the world of homeownership.”

Her smile fades, causing a sinking feeling in my gut. “Just be careful around him. I’m sure he’s more professional with men, but he’s kind of a creep. If I had to choose between him and Colin, I’d choose Colin in a heartbeat, if that’s any indication.”

It is, and it’s something Eric and I will be having a discussion about. Probably Colin too, though I doubt anything will change on that front. 

Before I can respond, Mallory quickly turns and begins walking down the hallway without so much as a goodbye. 

“Give her time, she’s going through something right now.”

I turn sharply in the direction of the voice. 
“Jesus, Dot. Where the hell did you come from?”
“I’ve been here the whole time,” Dorothy, Hunter’s receptionist, says with a smirk. My understanding is she was a friend of his mother’s, prior to her death, then helped him as the company grew. I’ve also heard she has become the self-proclaimed office matriarch and is taking her new role very seriously. “I think you two could be good for each other.”

‘Why do you say that?”

“Just a hunch. I get those a lot and they are fairly accurate,” she says with a shrug. 

“You said she’s dealing with something. Do you know what that is?”

“I just hear things. Big fancy building, but very thin walls.”

I cross my arms and narrow my eyes at her. The thing about having a big family is that word spreads quickly, especially gossip. 

“You snoop and have been known to go through people’s desks. You can’t fool me, I’ve heard about your antics. Now out with it, what do you know?”

Dot feigns a gasp while grabbing her chest in an act just shy of being Oscar-worthy. I stare at her and begin tapping my foot, trying to hurry her along without losing my patience. 

“Fine,” she sighs in resignation. “It sounds like an issue with her family. I know she had a falling out with them, I haven’t been able to catch the full extent of what happened, but it seems to upset her when they call. But you did not hear that from me. And I definitely did not hear the from standing outside her office door.”

The anxiety that had started to rise in my stomach suddenly calms itself. The least of my worries is unruly family members. 

“Thank you, Dot.”

She eyes me suspiciously before crossing her arms. “You’re going to tell Hunter about the snooping, aren’t you?”

I turn and head towards the elevators, giving Dot a wave as I do so. “He’s the one who told me, I think it’s safe to say he already knows.”  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

{Chapter 3} — MALLORY
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Unknown: 
You took something from me, Mallory.
It’s only fair I get to do the same. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Earth to Mallory.” Maeve snaps in my face as I am pulled back to the table in the dive she picked to meet at for dinner. All the money her husband has, yet if it requires anything nicer than jeans and a t-shirt, we aren’t going. One of the many things I adore about her.

Before I have time to react, Maeve is on my side of the booth, grabbing my phone out of my hand and reading the text that has popped up on the screen. 

“Who sent you this?”

Anymore, it could be a list of people; a couple of scorned exes who can’t seem to take no for an answer; some family members who have found out I work closely with one of the richest men in Colorado looking to cash in. Hell, the homeless guy a block over from my apartment has been harassing me since I rejected his offer of “a night I’ll never forget” if I just took him home with me, to which I’m fairly certain I would not have lived to see the sun rise if I had. 

Not having an answer, all I can really do is shake my head. 

“Is it common for you to get threatening texts from strangers?” 

I look up and meet her gaze, unsure which part of her question I’d like to address first, but I don’t get the chance before Maeve is speaking again.

“Noted. I’m taking your phone.”

“What? Why? There’s no phone number attached to the text, it’s not like you can do anything.”

Maeve lets out a laugh, but the way her eyes darken, I don’t think she finds this situation to be funny. 

“We can dissect this at a later time, but for argument’s sake, I used to work for the CIA. Colin does a lot of sketchy shit. Minutes with your phone and one of us would know exactly who this is and where they are.”

“You used to work for the CIA?!”

Maeve rolls her eyes dramatically at me. “Way to disregard the rest of what I said.”

“Wait, was your accident really an accident, or were you involved with some super-secret spy stuff?”

Maeve grabs my face with her hands, forcing me to look at her. 

“Focus, Mallory!”

I let out a sigh, my face still clutched in her hands as I try to talk. 

“Look, my family is fucked up. Not like your family, where they are fucked up in a cool way. My dad was never in the picture; my mom has been an addict for as long as I can remember. I have a sister but she’s followed a similar path as our mom, and we don’t really talk. I never hear from anyone unless they want something, and that something is always money. Worst-case scenario, they owe a dealer and gave them my number.”

I study Maeve’s face as she digests my explanation, wondering if she believes it. It’s not exactly a lie, more of a very high-level overview of the truth. It’s not until she releases me that I am sure I was compelling enough. 

“Does this happen a lot?” she asks. 

“Yeah, sometimes,” I say with a shrug. “If they can’t reach me directly, they throw me under the bus. It’s not the first time, but it’s usually harmless.”
“Why do you put up with this?”
Million-dollar question. Mostly because I don’t have a choice. 

“They’re my family,” not untrue either. “They aren’t always like this, I guess I still hold out for the times when their good intentions outweigh the bad.”

Maeve shakes her head, causing my heart to sink a bit. I hate when people do this, when they feel sorry for what I’ve gone through or continue to go through. I don’t want their sympathy, I just want to move on. 

“I’m going to say this because I feel like I have to, and I’m doing so knowing that you are an adult and can make your own decisions,” Maeve takes my hands in hers as she talks. “You don’t deserve to be treated like this, even if they are family. Just know, I am here if you need anything.”

“Anything?” I narrow my eyes at her coyly. 

“I mean, I’m not against murder, though I have other ways of making people disappear.”

The look on my face apparently speaks volumes as Maeve continues. 

“If things get out of hand and you want help, my brothers and I have a lot of random resources at our disposal.”

“I have it handled. Speaking of brothers,” I say, desperate to change the subject before this heads in a direction we can’t turn back from, “Jude has been in the office, sounds like he’s in the market for a house.”

Maeve gets up from the booth and returns to her side. 

“Oh, I’ve heard. I’m just wondering who the woman is.”

“What do you mean?”

“Jude, God love him, will go to the ends of the earth to please people and is notorious for grand gestures. When he meets a woman, he really likes ... loves... whatever, he thinks the only way they will stay with him is through big displays. He’s keen on jewelry and vacations, but that never seems to convince them to stick around. At least not long term. This one must be pretty serious if he’s making that big of an investment.”

That sinking feeling returns, this time into my gut, and I feel the nausea start to set in. I can’t blame anyone but myself, a couple of random interactions over the course of a year does not equate to a budding romance. 

When he showed up at the office, there was a glimmer of hope that ran through me, third time's a charm and all. I was just about to give him my number, but Dot came slinking around the corner, and I knew better than to give her anything to gossip about. Seems it would have been pointless as it is. 

“I thought you two were close?” Why Mallory? Why subject yourself to knowing more about Jude’s love life? 

“We are. Too close sometimes. I’ve learned my lesson digging into my brother’s love lives, there are a lot of images living rent free in my head that I would gladly evict if I could. Once you know something, you can’t unknow it, and they like to share.”

I let out a sigh, louder than what I had intended. “Let’s hope things work out for him then.”

“And that he doesn’t have shit-ass neighbors who burn his fucking house down.”

~
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The holidays are closing in quickly. This used to be a time I dreamed of all year long, only to have that feeling turn to dread over the years. We never had any real memorable celebrations, no gifts that stood out more than others, if there were gifts at all. But it seemed to be a time of year where the biggest blessing was no one fighting. 

My inner introvert was pretty excited about Thanksgiving, having spent it alone in my apartment, eating a salad and half a pie. The salad was nothing more than a basic salad, however pumpkin pie is kind of my jam. It snowed, as it usually does this time of year, I took a walk while the city was quiet, then was up and going the next day as if Thanksgiving was just another day. 

I’ve never been a fan of Thanksgiving. It signaled the start of more time inside as the weather shifted, the cold and snow meaning little to no escape from the war raging at home. 

With just over two weeks until Christmas, the office is buzzing, either with the excitement over the office Christmas party that Maeve and I have planned, or taking time off as winter does tend to slow down business. Everyone is talking about spending time with their kids and families, which is great, I love that for them, I’m just not loving it for me so much right now. 

I’ve also been actively avoiding both Jude and Colin. Colin being harder because that guy is sneaky as shit. Jude has been in to talk to Hunter over the past couple of weeks, however, having access to both his personal and company calendars, I’m able to work around that. For instance, I knew he would be here to close on his house at nine AM, which seemed like a very good time for a coffee run. 

Returning to my office around nine-thirty, I place my still steaming coffee on the desk before shedding my heavy coat. Pending I’ve timed everything right, I shouldn’t have to leave again until closer to lunchtime, even then I brought a sandwich for the sole purpose of not having to go to the break room. As long as I don’t have to use the bathroom anytime soon, I should be golden. 

I know this is being childish and kind of petty being in my thirties, I can admit I find Jude attractive and may be able to concede to it being a crush, but the last thing I want to have to do is congratulate him on purchasing a house for himself and, from Maeve has alluded to, the woman he wants to spend his life with. Being that woman is not me, I feel validated in keeping my distance. 

I’ve barely logged back into my laptop when my cellphone rings. Typically, I wouldn’t bother with personal calls during work hours as I try to keep the two separate, but seeing Tessa’s name on the screen has me reaching to answer. It feels like ages since we have talked, and I could use a distraction from the pity party raging in my head. 

“Hey, Tessa!” I try to sound much more chipper than I feel right now.

“Have you heard from your mom?”

Tessa is the sweetest person I know but can come off a bit crass, though I guess when you spend your days defending criminals and working your ass off to become a partner in your law firm, it would be hard not to develop a no non-sense attitude. 

“Hun, I haven’t talked to her in years.” My mother, sister, and I had quite the falling out before I moved to Denver, while it damn near tore me to pieces, I’ve worked very hard to put that life behind me and move on. To be honest, I never thought I’d get to a point where the loss of my family didn’t consume me, yet now I find myself going long stretches without thinking of them.  

“Have you talked to Mother?” I ask. Tessa has been my best friend for more than a decade now. Tessa knows about my past and unfortunately knows my mother, having helped get her into rehab years ago in an attempt to avoid jail time. 

“Sweetheart, I am so sorry. Amy is dead.” 

I was wholly unprepared for the direction this conversation took, Tessa’s words hitting me so hard that it feels like the air has been knocked out of my lungs. Grasping at my chest, it feels like it is on fire and the world around me is starting to spin. I’m not sure how I made it, but I find my desk chair before I faint. 

Is this what a heart attack feels like? 

“Mallory?”

“How?” I squeak out in a voice I don’t recognize as my own.

“I don’t know the full details, I just got word a little bit ago and called as soon as I had the chance. I know the police are still investigating, but it sounds like a homicide.”

Heart is racing, I can feel the sweat forming on my brow. The nausea boiling in my stomach has me looking for the trash can in case I vomit. 

“Shit, I hate to cut this so short, but I’m due in court. I’ll let you know if I get more information. And Mal, whatever you need, I’m here, okay?”

I don’t get the chance to answer her as the line goes dead. 

My body is on the move before I have time to think. I pack up my bag, grab my coat and am out of my office in mere seconds. I just shy of sprint down the hall to the conference room being used for the closing. I would never dream of interrupting one of Hunter’s meetings unless absolutely necessary, especially not for a personal issue, but thinking rationally is not an option at the moment. 

I practically throw open the conference room door, causing everyone in the room to turn and stare at me however, I don’t bother looking at anyone but Hunter, whose expression is a mix of anger and concern. 

“I have a family emergency and need to leave.” Just opening my mouth long enough to get the words out has acid burning at the back of my throat. 

Hunter’s nod
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