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IT’S ALWAYS THE HUSBAND

A Hope Ridge Thriller

ROSEMARY WILLHIDE

Nestled on the edge of Hope Ridge, Pennsylvania, is an exclusive, upscale neighborhood called The Heights. From the outside, the residents of The Heights lead a charmed life, enjoying a lavish lifestyle in their grand homes, but behind closed doors they all have secrets.

When true crime buff, Bella Wright, moves into the neighborhood with her husband, Jack, she makes fast friends with her neighbors. The women of The Heights waste no time sharing their problems with Bella. Her kind, empathetic nature makes her a perfect sounding board.

While being a good listener has its advantages, being the only one who knows worrisome, private information is overwhelming to Bella.

Every husband in The Heights has something to hide. Every wife is living a lie.

If only someone had discovered the biggest secret before it was too late.

PUBLISHER NOTE: A Small-Town Thriller containing adult language, violence, and sexual themes. 56,000 words.
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DEDICATION

This book is for the husbands, the good ones that buy their wives books, not the “murdery” ones. LOL!

Two of the best husbands I know are my husband, Bill Johnson, and my dad, Charlie Willhide. Thank you for being amazing men, I love you both so much. Cheers to the good ones! This book is for you!


QUOTE

What we do in the dark will eventually come to light.


THE DAY BEFORE THANKSGIVING

This is how it’s going to end for me. This is how I die. I’m completely pinned down. I’m immobile. Even if I were stronger, I wouldn’t fight. I have no fight left in me. The grip around my throat is tightening, squeezing the life out of me. I’m gasping as I draw my last few breaths. Maybe I deserve this. All the lies, the secrets, the pretending, it’s over now. I resign myself and let go.

Dead…


CHAPTER ONE

Six weeks earlier

Bella Wright

“Hey, I thought you were coming to bed,” my husband said as he crept up behind me.

I flinched and my fingers froze over the keyboard of my laptop. “Jack! You scared the crap out of me.”

He joined me on the sofa. “Sorry, love. So, what’s the latest mystery that you’re working on?”

“Something from our old neighborhood. I’ve gotten a little obsessed. I think I’m about seventy percent sure who did it.”

True crime blogs were my drug. I considered myself an amateur detective and relished watching for updates on cold cases. Whether it was a missing person or an unsolved homicide, connecting the dots that led to closure was a high like no other. As a mostly silent observer, I hadn’t personally contributed to any arrests, but I was getting better at looking at the pieces of the puzzle. One of these days I was going to solve a whodunit and start a blog of my own.

“Our old neighborhood is in our rearview mirror for a reason.” Jack sighed. “I thought we agreed to move on. Why don’t you come to bed?”

I hadn’t agreed to anything. “Okay. I just need five more minutes.”

“Mrs. Wright… I insist.”

I broke out in gooseflesh when he called me Mrs. Wright. It was his way of saying he wanted me. We’d been married fifteen years, and if he still found my forty-two-year-old ass desirable, who was I to deny him?

I shot him a sideways glance and grinned. “Well, since you insisted, Mister Wright.”

I signed off and mumbled under my breath, “Bella W, out.”

When I tossed my laptop to the side, his bright, blue eyes sparkled, and he gathered me into his arms. “You know we haven’t christened all the rooms in our new house.”

I tore off my long-sleeved T-shirt, relieved I had on my date night bra. “What did you have in mind?”

He rose and unzipped his jeans. “You and me up against the big, bay window. Let’s put on an X-rated show for the entire neighborhood.”

I chuckled, darted to the wooden shutters, and closed them. “Jack, that’s not fair. You’re in DC working during the week. I’m the one that’ll have to face these people Monday through Friday.”

My husband was a successful commercial contractor and got an offer he couldn’t refuse in DC. Rather than living close to another big city, we decided on a small town in Pennsylvania, and he would commute. Eventually, he hoped to make it a four-day work week, but so far that hadn’t happened.

For now, it was cool, since I’d been busting my butt getting our new house in Hope Ridge organized. I unpacked the last box on Friday and enjoyed this glorious weekend with the love of my life. Hopefully, once he got more settled, we’d be enjoying three-day weekends together.

With care, he placed my laptop on the coffee table and opened his arms to me. “Then let’s do it on the sofa like we used to when we first met. Remember the olive green, velvet porn couch from my first apartment?”

“How could I forget? We defiled it. It probably had more bodily fluid on it than a crime scene.”

He stripped down to his boxer briefs. “You want to relive the glory days?”

His body still looked the same as it did in his thirties. With his long, lean runner’s physique, Jack was fine as hell at forty-five.

I licked my lips. “Of course I do, but that is a brand spanking new ten-thousand-dollar custom-made couch.”

Jack tossed the plush throw on it and took a seat. “Hmm… did you say spanking?”

“You’re so bad and irresistible.”

In the sexiest walk I could muster, I sauntered toward him, removed the rest of my clothes, and straddled my hot husband.

He ran his fingers through my hair. “Hmm… you look gorgeous as a redhead. I’m loving it.”

“Are you sure it isn’t too short?”

“No. It’s sexy as hell.”

With that, he kissed my neck and I turned into a puddle of goo. Jack knew all of my pleasure triggers. As he took off my bra and caressed my breast, I gripped his broad shoulders and let out a moan.

“Let’s take this upstairs,” he whispered. “I have to have you, baby.”

As he whisked me up to the primary bedroom in our beautiful home, I thought it couldn’t get any better than this. I had the best husband in the entire world. How did I get so lucky?

In the aftermath, tangled in the sheets, I exhaled. “You still got it, Mister Wright.”

“That’s all you, gorgeous.”

“I wish we could stay like this forever.”

His lips grazed my temple. “I do too. Unfortunately, four a.m. comes early.”

I squeezed him tighter. “Would it be so terrible if you stayed here with me?”

He chuckled. “You’ve said that every Sunday night since we moved.”

“I know. I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too, but I always come back to you. Maybe this week I’ll leave DC early Thursday morning. We’ll have a three-day weekend.”

“Don’t tease me.”

He threw back the sheet and sat up. “I’m not. I’m going to figure it out. In the meantime, maybe get out of the house a little. Go meet the neighbors.”

My eyelids grew heavy. “People are overrated,” I muttered.

“Maybe a little human interaction would do you some good. You can’t live on a steady diet of true crime blogs.”

“I don’t. I also listen to true crime podcasts and watch Dateline.”

“Think about it,” Jack said and got out of bed.

When he pulled out his suitcase, I whined, “Less packing, more cuddling.”

He grinned, came to me, and kissed my forehead. “It’s late. Get some rest. This week will fly by. I’ll see you again before you know it.”

“You promise?”

“Yeah, I promise. I love you.”

I forced myself to stay awake so I could nestle in close when he came back to bed. With a yawn, I said, “Make sure you kiss me goodbye before you leave in the morning, even if I’m asleep.”

“I don’t want to disturb you, sweetie.”

“Disturb me, please. I don’t want to miss a single kiss from my amazing husband. I insist, Mister Wright.”

“Whatever you say, Mrs. Wright. And remember, I’ll always come home to you.”


CHAPTER TWO

“Hi. Uh… can I help you?” I asked the pretty blonde woman on my porch holding a basket.

“Oh… um… I’m your neighbor, Nicole, from across the street.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Bella… well, Annabelle. My friends call me Bella.”

“Well, Bella, I wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

“That’s so sweet. I just made some coffee. Do you want to come in?”

She smiled and handed me the basket. “Sure. That would be great. They’ll go great with the blueberry muffins.”

“Follow me to the kitchen,” I said and led the way.

“Awesome sauce. Wow! You look all moved in. How are you enjoying living in The Heights?”

“I haven’t had a chance to explore it much, but so far so good.”

Under the bright, overhead light of the kitchen, Nicole seemed familiar. Or maybe it was because she resembled every over-forty mom in my last neighborhood. The perfectly manicured nails, the Lululemon yoga outfit with matching hoodie, the forehead that didn’t budge, and sadness disguised with a smile. I’d seen this before and as a rule, I never got too close, but Nicole seemed to have an extra dash of charm. Maybe she would be an exception.

I gestured to one of the chairs surrounding our oversized kitchen island. “Have a seat. I’ll fetch you some coffee.”

When she sat, Nicole asked, “I’d love a latte if you can swing it?”

“Uh… how about some pumpkin spice creamer? I heard it was good.”

“That sounds super. So, do you have kids? I haven’t seen any cars in your driveway.”

“Uh… we don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Um… it kind of never worked out for Jack and me.”

“Well, you look young. There’s still time for babies. Don’t you think?”

As I sat down our tray with coffee, napkins and plates, I replied, “No. I don’t like kids.”

Her jaw went slack. “You don’t like what?”

“Kids. They seem kind of annoying,” I said in a half-joking tone.

Of course, Jack and I wanted children. We agonized about not being able to conceive. To avoid further discussion about my infertility issues, I would try to make light of our childless household and not answer any more questions.

Nicole let out an uncomfortable laugh. “You know what? I have two daughters and they are kind of annoying. You might be the smart one.”

I joined her at the table. “How old are they?”

She beamed at the chance to talk about them. “Oh, Emily is my oldest. She’s twenty-one and Sarah just turned nineteen.”

“Stop! There’s no way you’re old enough to have a twenty-one-year-old.”

“I am. It’s called Botox. I’m going to turn forty-eight next month, but the other ladies in the neighborhood think I’m still thirty-nine and I don’t correct them.”

I popped a piece of blueberry muffin in my mouth. “It’ll be our secret. Mmm… these are good.”

“Thanks. I got them on Main Street at the cutest bakery. Have you been?”

“On Main Street? No. But I hear it’s lovely.”

“Hope Ridge is very quaint and friendly. The families in the neighborhood spend most of their time at the Country Club. You know, golf and tennis. Now that it’s fall there are a lot of theme nights at the club, and of course lots of house parties. Oh! You should come to my Wine Down Wednesday this week and meet everyone.”

“That sounds wonderful. I might take you up on that?”

“Great. So, what does your husband do?”

“He’s a commercial contractor in DC. He got an offer he couldn’t pass up, so we picked up and moved. Jack stays there during the week and comes home on the weekends.”

Her eyes grew wide with dollar signs. She knew being a commercial contractor in DC meant we weren’t hurting for money. “Wow! Where did you move from?”

“Chicago. Well, the suburbs. Do you know Chicago?”

“No. I don’t. We relocated from Pi… Pine Hills. It’s not too far from here. My husband, Dave, is a realtor and since Hope Ridge is thriving it seemed like a perfect spot to settle down.”

“I got a great deal on this house. It was below the asking price. We were amazed.”

She nodded and sipped her coffee as if she knew a juicy secret. “Yeah, it’s been empty for a while.”

“Interesting. So, your daughters, are they in college?”

“No. Emily has some issues with anxiety and depression. She felt like going to college would be a waste of time, so she’s trying to find her thing. And Sarah, she’s taking a gap year and deciding what she wants to do.”

“Real-life work experience is nothing to sneeze at. I have a degree in philosophy and English which means I’m qualified to do… hmm… I haven’t figured that out yet.”

She leaned forward. “So, no kids, you don’t work, and your husband is in DC part of the week. How do you fill all your time? Are you like . . . an undercover spy?”

A polite chuckle escaped. “Um… just a few hobbies. Lately moving took up most of my time. So, how long have you lived in The Heights?”

“We’re coming up on our second anniversary right around my birthday next month. Dave and I absolutely adore it, but the girls think it’s boring. I tell them if you’re that bored get a job.”

“What do they do with their time?”

“Instagram mostly. Also, TikTok, but not Facebook, because apparently, that’s for old people like us.”

“Do they want to be influencers? I hear that’s like a thing now.”

She whipped her phone out from the pocket of her jacket. “Here, I’ll show you the girls. Sarah loves makeup and does tutorials.”

As I watched her video, Nicole kept talking. “She favors me. Don’t you think?”

“Yeah, the blonde hair and the exact same smile. She’s very pretty.”

Once the video wrapped up, she kept scrolling. “Now this is my other daughter, Emily. She’s a little more camera shy and mostly posts sarcastic memes.”

Emily was much less vivacious than Sarah. In the photo, she looked like Eeyore with unkempt, long, brown hair.

“She is quite attractive too,” I commented.

“Oh, that’s so sweet of you to say. Emily gained the freshman fifteen without going to college. She used to play sports and then we moved a couple of times, and she became more withdrawn. I honestly don’t know what’s going to become of her.”

The expression on Nicole’s face grew so grim, Botox couldn’t mask it. It looked like a horrible memory flashed in her head, but she caught herself quickly and plastered on a smile. “Oh, uh… are you on the gram? I’ll follow you. What’s your last name?”

“It’s Wright, but I’m not on social media.”

“Not even Facebook?” she asked in shock.

“No. I don’t see the point. My husband and I are pretty private, so it doesn’t make sense for us.”

“Huh… now I’m convinced you’re a secret agent or something.”

“What can I say, I’m just a dull housewife.”

“Definitely not dull. I hope you’ll come over on Wednesday and meet my friends. I think you’d enjoy yourself.”

“Who would I be meeting?”

“Well, there’s Wendy Anderson. Sometimes she’s kind of in a funk because she thinks her husband is cheating on her.

“Is he?”

“I mean, probably. Lance is impossibly handsome and has been known to have a wandering eye. And there’s Julie Mitchell. She’s kind of shy at first, but after some wine, she loosens up and will talk your ear off about her favorite subject, which is herself. Julie is a single mom who moved to the neighborhood right before we did. She took her ex to the cleaners in their divorce settlement. And Catherine Myers is a total hoot. She and her husband, Mick, work with my husband. They’re realtors too. You’ve probably seen their billboards for ‘Love it or List it.’ That’s their agency.”

“I like the title. It’s catchy.”

“Thank you! I’m the one that came up with it. They were going to call it The Agency or something like that. For once, someone listened to me.”

I sipped my coffee. “How long have you two been married?”

“Oh, gosh, it feels like forever. What about you?”

“Same. Oh… I didn’t catch your last name.”

She cleared her throat. “Uh… it’s Taylor. If you change your mind and join Instagram, I’m under Nicole Taylor HIB.

“What’s HIB?”

“Head bitch in charge.” She clicked her tongue. “It’s kind of an inside joke between me and my husband.”

“I love it. A strong woman who rules the roost.”

“Sure. Something like that. You know, I should go and let you get your day started. So what do you think? My place, Wednesday night at seven?”

“Yeah, I’d love to meet everyone. You’ve painted quite a colorful picture.”

She rose from her chair. “Awesome sauce.”

As I walked her out, I asked, “What can I bring?”

“Uh, nothing. Unless you don’t like wine.”

“I love wine,” I fibbed. I didn’t drink much. I preferred to remain in total control. “Maybe I’ll head into town and pick up something from the bakery. I can’t come empty handed.”

“Suit yourself,” Nicole said with glee as she left. “See you then.”

After I shut the door, I went to the bay window, peeked out the shutters, and watched her walk across the street. She was hustling.

With my curiosity bubbling, I made a list of the neighbors’ names in my notebook and opened up my laptop.

“Let’s see who I’m dealing with,” I mumbled to myself.

I began with Nicole Taylor. Why did I have an inkling there was more to her than meets the eye?


CHAPTER THREE

Wednesday evening

“Bella!” Nicole squealed. “I was beginning to give up on you. Come on in.”

As I crossed the threshold of her home the scent of pumpkin spice smacked me in the face. It was next-level and almost nauseating.

“Your home is gorgeous!” I said as I followed her across the hardwood floor and down the hallway. By gorgeous, I meant enormous. It was more modern than our place, very Pottery Barn, with no personality or personal touches.

“Thank you. And thanks for bringing ice. I always run out.”

“I also have some double chocolate brownies from the bakery you told me about.”

When we landed in the kitchen, she took the brownies from me, and I placed the bag of ice on the counter while laughter sounded in the other room.

“You must have quite the crowd for Wine Down Wednesday.”

She giggled. “Catherine has been cracking us up all night. I guess Mia caught wind of our get-together and invited herself, or Catherine did and won’t fess up to it.”

“Who’s Mia? I don’t remember a Mia.”

“Oh, you’ll see,” she replied and arranged the brownies on a plate.

“Nicole, we need more Chardonnay,” a husky female voice called.

“Coming right up,” Nicole replied and headed to the fridge. “Oh, uh, would you mind putting the ice in the freezer for me? I’ll just be a second.” She pulled out the wine and raised it in the air. “Hostess duty calls.”

Left alone in her kitchen, I plopped down my purse by the stack of mail, picked up the ice, and opened the freezer. It was full.

Hmm… she probably had a freezer in the garage. In our old neighborhood, any mom with more than one kid had a freezer in the garage. Taking a guess, I opened up a door. Bingo. It led into their three-car garage, and they had a freezer out there. When I lifted the lid and set it inside, I turned and noticed one of the cars was covered. Maybe it was an expensive sports car.

My nosiness got the best of me and I peeled back the black covering on the passenger’s side, but all I saw was extensive damage right above the front tire. It wasn’t a fancy car at all. It was a hunter-green sedan that had obviously been in an accident. How odd, I thought as I put the cover back on and stepped away from the car.

“Who the hell are you?” a male voice grumbled.

Shaken, I gasped. “Oh… hi… uh… I’m your new neighbor from across the street, Bella. You must be, Dave?”

His icy stare practically pinned me to the wall. “What are you doing out here? The party’s in the back room.”

Dave stood well over six feet and had to weigh more than two hundred pounds. His intimidating demeanor wasn’t what I pictured when Nicole told me about her husband, the real estate agent.

“I’m so sorry,” I replied. “I brought some ice and there wasn’t any room in your freezer, so I thought maybe you had one in your garage. Um… so… yeah… that’s pretty much it.”

He relaxed his firm stance. “Okay. The freezer in the kitchen is always full. There’s never any room. Let me show you where the ladies are hanging out.”

With tentative steps, I followed him. It was as if I’d just left the principal’s office. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Once we were back in the kitchen, Emily, who I recognized from her photo, huffed at Dave. “Dad, Mom says I can’t have any wine, but I’m twenty-one and I say that’s crap.”

He ran his hand through his thick, light brown hair. “Didn’t one of the ladies bring hot chocolate?”

“Uh… hello… I’m not ten,” she snipped.

Emily had a permanent scowl etched on her face and was almost as tall as her dad. Perhaps Dave had a soft spot for his oldest daughter, because he grabbed a glass and poured her some wine from an already opened bottle of red. “Take this and head to your room. And please, don’t tell your sister you have it. She’s still underage.”

A near smile emerged. “Thanks, Dad.”

“By the way, this is Bella, our new neighbor across the street,” he said.

“Nice to meet you, Emily.”

“How do you know my name?” she asked and made a sour face.

“Your mom came over and showed me your picture from Instagram.”

“Whatever,” she replied and snatched up her glass of wine.

“Do you have kids?” Dave inquired after Emily left the kitchen.

“No. We don’t.”

“Consider yourself lucky. I only have two and they’re a handful. They fight and they never seem to have enough. Nicole raised two entitled brats.”

As inquisitive as I was about people, this was more information than I expected or wanted. While my initial search of Nicole and her family didn’t prove fruitful, my gut said there was something going on in this grand house.

His cheeks turned red as he ranted some more and grabbed a beer. “The cackle fest is to your left. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

When he left me on my own in the kitchen, I took a second to collect myself, wishing I had stayed home.

“Okay, Bella, you can do this. Plaster on a fake smile, stay twenty minutes, and then head to your sanctuary of true crime.” Maybe there’s a good serial killer documentary on Netflix to take my mind off of my conversation with Dave?


CHAPTER FOUR

“There you are,” Nicole exclaimed. “I thought you got lost in the kitchen. Everyone, this is our new neighbor, Annabelle Wright. Her friends call her Bella.”

A chorus of “hellos” and “welcomes” greeted me, while my cheeks flushed. With all eyes glued to me, this was more overwhelming than I anticipated.

“Let’s get you a drink,” the one and only brunette said and poured white wine into a glass and handed it to me. “I’m Catherine. I work in the real estate trenches with Nicole’s husband, Dave. What do you do?”

“Um, at the moment, nothing. Uh… my husband, Jack, is a commercial contractor in DC. I guess I’m just a boring housewife.”

“There’s no such thing,” Catherine replied. “I’m not sure if Nicole told you who is who, but Julie, the blonde over there will talk your ear off in about two more drinks, and it will be all about her, if you know what I mean. And Wendy, the other blonde will probably start crying in twenty minutes.”

“Is she okay?” I asked.

Catherine shrugged. “Who knows. Now, just to be a bitch, I’m the one that invited the gorgeous, tall bombshell, Mia. That can be our little secret.”

Secrets seemed to run rampant in this charming, little neighborhood, The Heights. Mia grazed the buffet table on her own and I did wonder why this sexpot in the tight sweater dress with cascading, jet-black, straight hair was here. She was at least fifteen years younger than the soccer moms and appeared not to give any fucks. I had to know her story.

“Your secret is safe with me,” I replied. “So, what’s Mia’s deal? She’s like a diamond in a room full of cubic zirconia, no offense.”

Catherine let out a loud boisterous laugh. “None taken. I like you already, Bella. So, Mia is married to none other than Samuel Wallace, a direct descendant of John Wallace, who is legendary around these parts. They have old, family money and Samuel is about as ancient as they come. I heard Mia was his caretaker and now she’s his wife.”

“Exactly how old is her husband, Samuel?”

“Older than dirt,” she cackled. “Seriously, if you ever meet him, you’ll think he’s getting a head start on his dirt nap. I figured the poor girl needed a night out, so I extended the invite. Nicole is probably going to kill me later, but it was worth it to see the look on her face when Mia showed up.”

As I made my rounds, meeting all the ladies, I noticed Nicole was the head bitch in charge. She had a certain charisma and knew how to command the room. Wendy and Julie hung on to every word she said. The three of them even had the exact same hair style, shoulder-length blonde hair with a few lowlights for contrast and no bangs to showcase their frozen foreheads.

My tousled, red bob, Mia’s shiny, black locks, and Catherine’s tasteful short brunette hairdo were out of step with the blondes.

“So, are you married?” Wendy Anderson asked in a quiet, yet friendly tone. She seemed to be the shyest of the blondes. “I mean, you’re so pretty. My husband Lance always said he had a thing for redheads.”

“Yes, I am. My husband’s name is Jack. He works in DC during the week.”

“Do you have kids?”

“No. It’s just us.”

If Wendy could’ve furrowed her brow she would’ve. “Huh… do you work?”

“Not at the moment. It sounds kind of silly, but I’m obsessed with true crime. You know, blogs, podcasts, Dateline, stuff like that. I suppose if I had gotten serious about a career, I would’ve been a detective.”

Wendy clasped my elbow and pulled me away from the other women. “Um, if I asked you to look into something, could you? I’d pay you for your time.”

“Hmm… I don’t know. I guess it depends on what it is. I couldn’t do anything illegal.”

Her hazel eyes welled up with tears. “I understand. My husband is a therapist and he’s so wonderful… it’s just… sometimes I wonder if he might be having an affair. I volunteer at my son’s school, and I’m the assistant coach for his soccer and baseball teams. I don’t have access to a lot of funds on
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