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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            JUSTIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten thousand bucks’ worth of diamond and platinum bounced off Justin Norquist’s chest, rolled across the white-oak flooring, and tumbled into an HVAC vent. A perfect metaphor for his day.

      “This is over. We’re over,” Melanie yelled. “If you won’t support my dreams, how can we get married?”

      He’d tried to be supportive. He had. But her dreams kept changing, and he couldn’t keep up. He’d assisted with her car loan, paid the rent on a New York apartment to help her modelling career take off, and built her a yoga studio in the backyard. But the current dream involved a destination wedding and a three-month honeymoon in the Caribbean. On a yacht.

      “I can’t just take three months off. I have a company to run.”

      “Everyone knows a CEO is basically a figurehead, and you keep saying you have a great team. Why can’t you work remotely for a while?”

      “Because it’s a construction company, and our worksites are all here in Virginia. Then there’s the seasickness—I’ve never been on a boat without puking over the side.”

      Melanie waved a dismissive hand. “There are pills for that. And once you’ve been on the yacht for a few days, your body will adjust anyway. I don’t understand why you’re not jumping at the chance of a once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

      Justin took a calming breath. The day Melanie said “yes,” he’d felt relief rather than happiness, and he’d hoped it would be third time lucky. But once the ring was on her finger, their relationship had only gone downhill from there.

      “I can’t take three months off. Period. I’m happy to go to the Caribbean for a couple of weeks, but I’d prefer to stay on land instead of on water.”

      “Fine, two months. And then when we come back, we can get a house together.”

      “We already have a house.”

      Okay, so it was slightly charred and suffering from smoke damage, but the insurance claim was halfway to being resolved, and then he could work on getting the place fixed up. Or he might even stay in this one. At first, it had felt too big, too sterile, a temporary solution to a crisis, but it was growing on him.

      Melanie snorted. “It’s way too small. If we have kids, we’ll all be tripping over each other.”

      “This house has four bedrooms.”

      Her nose crinkled in disgust. “We need six at least.”

      “Six bedrooms? But you said you didn’t want kids.”

      Which had been a disappointment, but Justin respected her choice, and deep down, he feared he wasn’t cut out for fatherhood anyway. He hadn’t exactly been blessed with a great role model.

      “I said I don’t want kids at the moment. They’ll ruin my figure.”

      “Stretch marks are normal,” he tried to reassure her. “Nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Oh, you think? I’m a freaking model, Justin. Do you want me to throw away my career?”

      “That wasn’t what I⁠—”

      “Motherhood will have to wait, or I guess we could use a surrogate.” She strode over to the vent. “How long will it take you to get the ring out? Don’t forget I have a flight first thing tomorrow.”

      Her words pinballed around in his head like a ball bearing. The wedding was off; no, she wanted the ring back. Pregnancy was a hard “no,” but maybe she wanted a kid, or five, as long as they didn’t interfere with her career. And most of her modelling gigs were in New York, so how would that work?

      “Who would look after these hypothetical kids?” he asked.

      “Huh?”

      “If you’re working, and I’m working, then who would look after the kids?”

      “Well, obviously we’d need a nanny, and you’re self-employed, so you can take time off whenever you want.” She tapped her foot. “The ring?”

      Once upon a time, Greyson Meyer, serial womaniser and one of his former housemates, had told Justin that beautiful redheads were his kryptonite. Justin had laughed and brushed it off, but now he was beginning to suspect Grey might have been right. A painful admission. Eliza had dumped him after police questioned him as a murder suspect, Rebecca cheated on him with a colleague of hers, and now Melanie had cast him in the role of accessory. Or was he overreacting? Equality was important, and of course he’d share any childcare duties, but the honeymoon thing and the threats to call off the wedding if she didn’t get her own way felt less like a negotiation and more like a hostage situation. This wasn’t the first time she’d thrown the ring at him either.

      Did he want to spend a lifetime placating her? He loved his job, and he didn’t want to rattle around in an oversized mansion, alone apart from his cat. She didn’t even like the cat.

      Fuck, he hated this part.

      Hated the breakup.

      Hated playing the villain, hated the thought of sweeping up broken glass at eleven p.m., hated the whispers that would follow after yet another failed engagement.

      “I think that maybe the ring should stay where it is.”

      “No, I need it back, otherwise people will ask awkward questions.”

      “Melanie, you just broke things off.”

      “What? Yes, but I didn’t mean it.”

      “Then why did you say it?”

      Her mouth opened and closed in a passable imitation of a fish out of water. Usually, he didn’t push back. He was too nice, according to Braxton Vale, another old friend, one who spent his days surrounded by beautiful women and his nights catering to other people’s kinks. Brax framed amiability as a shortcoming, called him a pushover, but Justin had only ever aspired to be the opposite of his father. Jeb Norquist had died as he lived—in a bar fight while being an asshole.

      But now, as Melanie squared up with her hands on her hips, Justin wished he’d told her “no” sooner. He ducked as she picked up a vase and hurled it in his direction. Turquoise shards exploded across the floor in a halo of colour.

      “If you don’t want to marry me, just say so!”

      His first instinct was to backpedal, to compromise on two months in a beachfront villa for the honeymoon, but if he simply mollified her, he’d regret it later. Brax had spent years trying to extricate himself from his first wife’s clutches, and at the time, Justin had wondered why the hell the fool ever married Carissa. But now he knew the answer—it had seemed like the easiest option at the time.

      Justin prepared to duck again. “I don’t want to marry you.”

      “You asshole!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            JESSALYN

          

        

      

    

    
      Could he hear my heart hammering? It sounded like a sledgehammer pounding against my ribcage as I crept down the stairs, one careful step at a time, avoiding the squeaky fifth tread. I’d mixed a dozen Benadryl tablets into his second glass of wine, but would it be enough? My husband had always been a painfully light sleeper.

      When I tripped over his briefcase in the hallway, I almost chickened out. Almost crept back to bed and pretended I’d just gone to the kitchen for a glass of milk. But the bruise around my left eye throbbed, and I knew that if I stayed, I’d regret it later. This wasn’t the first time he’d marked my face, and unless I escaped, it wouldn’t be the last.

      I should have cut and run before.

      I knew I should, but it hadn’t always been like this. Sunglasses used to be a casual accessory, not a shield from awkward questions. In the beginning, Ridge had acted sweet and charming, the lawyer who’d had my back as I fought for compensation from the careless jerk who’d killed my mom and injured me. And Ridge had won. Won the case and won me over. We’d gotten married three months after the cheque was cashed, and now when I looked back, I realised that was the point he’d begun to change.

      It was hard to pinpoint the exact moment my life turned to shit. When “I’ll treat you to a new outfit” left him dictating how I dressed, when “I’ve booked a table at L’Eiffel, just the two of us” left me cut off from my friends, when “finances are hard, let me give you a hand with budgeting” left me with no access to my own money. My failure to get pregnant had been hard on both of us, I understood that, but comfort had turned to overbearing pressure as he tracked my cycles, put sex on a schedule, and gripped my hand at doctor’s appointments. For the past six years—dating for one year and married for five—I’d been stuck like a frog in a pan of slowly boiling water.

      Only two things had kept me sane—Saylor, the sole friend who refused to take “no” for an answer, and Shiro, the puppy I’d found shivering on the porch almost three years ago.

      Yesterday afternoon, Ridge had taken Shiro to the shelter.

      And yesterday evening, I’d finally snapped.

      But quietly, because I didn’t want more bruises, and I needed him to drink that damn wine.

      Carefully, I lifted my mom’s casserole dish out of the cabinet. Maybe I was dumb for wanting to take it with me, but it was the only thing I had left of her. I wrapped it in three dish towels and slid it into my backpack. The bag didn’t contain much, just the clothes and toiletries I’d hurriedly stuffed inside, plus the small amount of cash I’d hidden in an empty bottle of laundry detergent, a place he’d never look. Each bill had been carefully liberated over time from his wallet, ten bucks here and twenty there, but nearly five hundred dollars in total.

      I heard a creak and froze. Had he woken up? Was he coming to find me? I held my breath, listening, but no lights came on. Perhaps it was just the house settling? We lived in a restored Victorian, a beautiful prison. The car key was kept in a lockbox, but Ridge wasn’t always too careful when he opened it, so I knew the code. One-four-two-seven—his golf handicap and his birthday. I’d barely driven since the accident, since George T Baker blew through a red light while on his cell phone and smashed into my passenger door. Mom died beside me. The fire crew had taken over an hour to cut me free.

      Getting behind the wheel again terrified me, but now I realised it was the lesser of two evils. Key in hand, I tiptoed toward the garage. The internal door opened on silent hinges—I oiled them regularly because Ridge got annoyed if they squeaked—and then I tucked the backpack into the trunk of Ridge’s Lexus. It was time. Time to flee with the only man in my life who still mattered.

      Ridge hated dogs, and the feeling was mutual, so I’d been shocked when he agreed to let me adopt a puppy. But it hadn’t taken long for me to see why he’d acquiesced. Control. It was all about control. By giving me something to love, he could also threaten to take it away if I stepped out of line.

      We’d both been expecting Shiro to grow into a cute little fluffball, but he must have been younger than the veterinarian—a golf buddy of Ridge’s who drank too much, too early in the day—thought because six months later, he could put his paws on my shoulders if he stood on his back legs. And I was five feet eight in flats, which was all I ever wore because Ridge had a complex about his height and didn’t like that I could look him in the eye. My wedding shoes were ballet pumps.

      There were two shelters in town, and I hoped with every atom in me that Ridge had been telling the truth about taking Shiro to one of them. If he’d simply abandoned him in a forest somewhere, I’d never find my boy. But I didn’t think he’d lied, not about that. Image meant everything to Ridge. No, he’d tell our friends that poor Shiro had been bouncing off the walls, and because both of us had work commitments, we’d surrendered him so he could find a new family with more time to exercise him. So sad, but what else were we supposed to do?

      One shelter opened at eight thirty, and the other at nine—I’d checked the times twice before I deleted my browser history. At eight thirty, I’d be waiting outside the Biddeford Humane Society, ready to beg for my dog back. And if he wasn’t there, I’d speed over to Saving Paws and try not to have a coronary as I waited.

      How long did Benadryl last? I’d turned off the alarm clock.

      The car sounded like thunder as it started, and I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what was to come. The noose hanging from the ceiling caught my eye, and in a fit of anger, I hopped out, grabbed the pruning shears, and cut it down. To anyone else, it was just an emergency handle for closing the garage door, but I knew better. After today, there would be no more threats. No more, “If you embarrass me in public, that rope’s going around the damn mutt’s neck.”

      No more.

      The garage door motor rumbled to life. Why did everything seem so much louder when you were desperately trying to stay quiet? If Ridge slept through this, I’d send the makers of Benadryl a thank-you note and recommend antihistamines to all my friends. As I waited for the door to open, I fastened my seat belt and sent a message to Saylor. It was already afternoon at Camp Humphreys, and what a time for her to go on a phone-free bachelorette trip. The bride-to-be had requested “presence, not presents,” so electronic devices were banned. Saylor wouldn’t know what I’d done until it was over.

      And by “over,” I meant I’d be either holed up in a motel somewhere or dead.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I did it. I left Ridge. Driving out of the garage, think I’m gonna puke.

      

      

      

      

      

      I turned off the phone and put the car in gear, but my hand was shaking so much that I got it wrong and reversed into a shelf of ski equipment. Dammit! A snowboard fell down and dented the trunk, and I winced even though I’d be ditching the Lexus as soon as possible. Ridge had once sued a valet for returning his vehicle with a scratch, and the poor guy lost his job over it. Worse, I remembered Ridge making that scratch himself when he backed into a wheelbarrow, and he’d also fired the landscaper for “leaving a hazard in an unsafe location.” The lawn. The wheelbarrow had been on the lawn. Ridge strayed onto the grass because he was checking a pimple in the rear-view instead of looking where he was going.

      A sob caught in my throat as I said a final goodbye to my home. Although the past several years had been hard, the place held a few good memories too—puppy Shiro skidding around on polished floors, the tropical plants I’d lovingly tended in the conservatory, me filming my cooking blog in the bright and airy kitchen.

      Right now, I had no idea whether I’d be able to return to the little niche I’d carved out. Or whether my followers would still want to watch my content once they found out my carefully curated life was a lie. I’d cast Ridge as the perfect husband because who wanted to admit their mistakes to thousands?

      I couldn’t lie—there were times when I’d considered ending it all the way Ridge’s first wife had, a woman he’d painted as tragic and unstable without ever admitting the part that his actions might have played in her death.

      But I chose to live.

      I was taking back control, and I was going to start by rescuing Shiro.

      Again.
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      “He’s white and fluffy. Mostly, he looks like a German shepherd, but he’s thinner, and his right ear flops down when he’s tired.” I pulled out my phone, now in airplane mode. “I have a photo. See? He would have come in yesterday afternoon.”

      While I was at the salon, getting plucked and waxed and primped and prodded. Heaven forbid Ridge Packer’s wife looked anything less than perfect. He’d signed me up for an anti-cellulite wrap because my thighs were “bumpy.” And even though I was ten pounds lighter now than when we got married, he still commented about my body every time we ate dinner. Not outright calling me fat, more “Did you know that carrying a little extra weight makes you twenty-eight percent more likely to die of heart disease?” and “We’re having dinner with the Benellis this weekend—do you still fit into that green dress with the gold straps?”

      “I’m sorry, we don’t have a dog like that,” the girl who’d greeted me said. “The only dog that came in yesterday was a blind chihuahua. A couple more people called trying to surrender their pups, but we just don’t have the room, and we mostly take smaller dogs. Have you tried Saving Paws? They’re across town.”

      “Not yet. I’ll head over there right now.”

      “Did he escape from your yard?”

      “Uh…” What was I supposed to say? “My husband was meant to be taking care of him.”

      “Ah.” She peered closer. “Have we met before? You look kinda familiar.”

      The girl had shoulder-length green hair, perfect skin, and a ring in her nose. Not a face I’d easily forget.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Huh. Well, good luck.”

      I was halfway to the door when I heard footsteps behind me.

      “Hey, wait! You’re the cooking lady, aren’t you? A Sprinkle of Happiness? My sister loves your videos. She was having a real hard time after my niece was born, serious postpartum depression, and you had that series on five-minute desserts, and no kidding, she lived on the PB and banana ice cream for a month.”

      A sprinkle of happiness? More like a sprinkle of lies. Once, I’d thought that if I faked enough smiles, I could convince myself that my marriage wasn’t a disaster. And I’d only started the blog to help Saylor, who was bored on the other side of the world and couldn’t cook to save her life. She’d send me a list of ingredients, and I’d turn them into a simple recipe that even the most culinarily challenged klutz could master. Think I was exaggerating about Saylor’s lack of kitchen skills? Well, both her parents and the Sanford Fire Department had banned her from owning a microwave after three of the darn things went up in flames.

      “I’m glad she found comfort in one of my recipes, really.”

      “Can I get a picture with you? She’d go crazy.”

      “I’m so sorry, but I need to be at Saving Paws when they open.”

      “You know what? I’m gonna call Carol. She works there, and if they have your dog, I’ll tell her you’re on the way to pick him up.”

      Sometimes, kindness hit me harder than Ridge’s fist. A sob welled up in my throat and burst free before I could stop it.

      “Th-thank you. I’d appreciate that.”

      She regarded me curiously. “You okay?”

      “I’m f-f-fine.”

      But when I lifted a hand to wipe my eyes, I knocked my sunglasses, and the girl gasped.

      “Ohmigosh! What happened to your face?”

      “I… Uh…”

      “It wasn’t the dog, was it?”

      “What? No, Shiro would never hurt me.”

      He did growl at Ridge, though, which was why he’d spent so much time in his kennel. I owed that dog so many apologies.

      “You got mugged?”

      “Please, could you just call Carol?”

      She looked as if she had a hundred more questions, but she pulled a phone out of her pocket and dialled.

      “Hey, it’s Shana. Did you get a white GSD yesterday? I have his owner here. … Oh, really? … Man, that’s messed up.” Shana’s gaze flicked toward me. “No, don’t. I think there’s DV involved there.”

      DV? Oh, hell. She knew, didn’t she? She’d guessed what Ridge was doing to me, and although I should have been horrified that my secret was out in the wild, there was also a tinge of relief.

      “Okay, hold on a second…” Shana lowered the phone. “So, they have the dog. But the guy who surrendered him yesterday just accosted one of the volunteers in the parking lot and claimed it was all a big mistake, and now he wants the dog back.”

      The fear that had plagued me on the drive to the shelter ratcheted up tenfold, and my pulse kicked hard and fast.

      “It wasn’t a mistake. He drove Shiro there deliberately, and now…and now… Please, don’t let them hand Shiro back.”

      “They won’t. Carol says he filled in the paperwork, and legally, the dog belongs to Saving Paws now. But she also says they won’t risk putting him into a home where there’s domestic violence, so if you’re planning to go back there…”

      “I’ve left my husband.” Saying the words out loud made it all the more real, and I began sweating. “I should have done it before, but I was scared of starting over, and I had to save money, and I didn’t have anywhere to go.”

      “So you have somewhere to go now?”

      My silence gave her the answer, and she touched my arm in a soothing gesture. “Shiro will need a place to live.”

      “I know that, I do. We’ll stay in a hotel room for a few days until I can rent an apartment, somewhere far away from here. He stays by my side, always, and I only got the courage to escape because he’s my soul dog, and I don’t even know how I’ll go on without him.”

      Shana made a “yikes” face. “Uh, if you’re suicidal, you should probably speak with a therapist?”

      “That part came out wrong. Truly, I’m not suicidal. I just… For the past year, he’s given me a reason to wake up in the mornings, and my new life will be flat and grey without him in it.”

      Shana raised the phone again. “Can you transfer Shiro to us? I know you’re full, right? … Uh-huh, uh-huh. But he isn’t the owner, and Jane is also an attorney, so if he gives us any trouble, we’ll deal with it.”

      She hung up, and I managed to suck in a breath. That sounded awful and positive at the same time. Ridge was at Saving Paws? So much for the Benadryl. No thank-you note from me.

      “Is he still there?”

      “They’re both there—your dog and your husband, and your husband’s being real rude and talking down to everyone. Carol’s gonna sneak the dog out the back door and have someone drive him here.”

      “Ridge won’t be happy about that.”

      “Doesn’t seem as if he’s happy about a lot of things. We have a volunteer who’s a trial attorney, and she’ll wipe the floor with him if he tries to sue. Like, he’ll be a smear of doo-doo on the tile. We have surrender forms for a reason. We also have adoption forms, and really, I need to get an address from you, but I’ll take an IOU if you give me a contact number.”

      “I had to put my phone into airplane mode.”

      “Right. Did you turn off the location services?”

      “The what?”

      Shana held out a hand. “Give it here.”
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      Half an hour later, I wept in relief as Shiro licked my face nonstop, and who cared when he knocked me onto my ass? Shana had to hold him back by the collar so I could get back to my feet.

      “Well, he’s definitely your boy.”

      “Thank you so much for helping us.”

      “Don’t forget to let me know how you’re doing.”

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      She’d accepted an email address in lieu of a regular address, and also loaded a bag of kibble into the Lexus’s trunk alongside the blankets and pillow I’d hastily stuffed in there. Meanwhile, I’d paced in the parking lot, terrified that Ridge would see Shiro leaving the other shelter and follow him to this one. But Ridge was apparently too busy calling the sheriff’s department, determined to get someone, anyone, arrested.

      “Well, good luck,” Shana said as I opened the car’s back door and let Shiro jump inside. He hesitated, probably because Ridge pitched a fit if he even breathed in the vicinity of the Lexus, muttering about claws and scratches and hair on the upholstery. I’d had to take an Uber to training classes, which was where I’d met Saylor. “Will you still make your cooking show?”

      “At the moment, I’m not sure.”

      “My sister will be real disappointed if you quit. Although she preferred the original episodes—you know, the ‘Dear Saylor’ ones.”

      At first, when my blog had just been my silly way of keeping in touch with a bestie who’d moved a million miles away, I’d started every video with “Dear Saylor, today we’re gonna make…” and it was only after Ridge had gotten involved that the show grew more polished. Proper lighting, set design, product placement. I’d gone along with it because he left me little choice, but secretly, I preferred the early days when I’d made each recipe with love for an audience of one.

      “She did? Those were my favourites too. When I get settled, maybe I’ll be able to start cooking again.”

      Although I’d have to be so, so careful about keeping my location under wraps. For the first time, and with help, I’d outsmarted Ridge, and I knew he’d never give me a second chance if he caught up with me.

      Shana waved as I set off with Shiro, onto the highway and into the unknown. But one thing was certain—never again would I get entangled with a man. We were on our own now.
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      “Three thousand bucks for a diamond engagement ring? That’s all? But it cost ten times that much.”

      “Yeah? You got a receipt?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Three thousand bucks for the pair. Nobody wants princess-cut diamonds at the moment.” He tapped the glass counter in front of him. “Got six here I can’t sell. You could try Herb at the Trading Post, but he’ll tell you the same as me. We’re businessmen, not charities.”

      I’d hoped for five thousand at least, but what choice did I have? I didn’t have time to go traipsing all over Keene, New Hampshire, negotiating for more. Ridge was already on my tail, and it was only a matter of time before he realised Carol and Shana had cooked up a scheme to deceive him. Two strangers who’d stepped in to help me pick up the pieces of a shattered life, and I owed them everything.

      Apart from Saylor, I had no support network anymore. Ridge had stripped it away until I relied on him and him alone, and I shuddered just from thinking about it.

      “You okay, doll?” the pawnshop owner asked.

      “Uh, yes. Yes, I’m fine.” I took a steadying breath, and my gaze settled on a cabinet full of cell phones, older models mostly. “If you’ll throw in a phone, I’ll take the three thousand.”

      Maybe my sunglasses had slipped again, because his expression softened.

      “Tell you what, I’ll throw in the phone and a cup of coffee. Gonna be a cold one today.”

      It was. New England winters were hard, and I only hoped I’d brought enough blankets. But if I made it far enough south, as I hoped to do, I wouldn’t have to worry about snow anymore. I smiled a thank-you out of habit.

      “I appreciate that. Is there someplace around here that I can buy a vehicle? A cheap one,” I added hastily.

      “You want to talk to Mike. Mike’s Motor Mall. He’s a great guy, always has good runners to suit every budget.”

      “Is that near here?”

      “On Alfred Street, as you head out of town. West of I-95.”

      I planned to head in that direction anyway. Then I’d follow I-95 south and pray Ridge didn’t catch up with me. He’d report me missing, of course, but I didn’t think he’d report the car as stolen. Why? Because then either he’d look like a petty asshole, or he’d have to admit to the shortcomings in our marriage. Hey folks, my wife hates me so much she took my Lexus and fled the state. No, he’d tell the cops I’d had a breakdown. Frame himself as the caring husband who just wanted to get me the help I so badly needed. The only saving grace was that the cops didn’t like him very much. All the times he’d sued the police for misconduct had left a river of bad blood between Ridge Packer and the Biddeford PD, the Maine State Police too. But Ridge knew enough shady private investigators that no corner of the United States would be safe for me, and leaving the country wasn’t an option right now because he kept my passport locked in the safe. And the safe was a fancy thing that required his fingerprint to open.

      The pawnbroker handed me a cup of milky coffee, and I sipped while he did the paperwork and counted out the cash in front of me. Then I waved goodbye and good riddance to my wedding and engagement rings. Five years ago, when Ridge slid that diamond onto my finger, I’d thought I was in love. Now I realised that I’d been in love with an idea. With a man Ridge was incapable of being. But for a while, he’d put on a good act. He deserved an Oscar. To the temple.

      I hated that man.

      But more than that, I hated myself.

      Hated myself for being such a fool. Hated that I’d been too scared to leave sooner. Hated the tears that threatened to escape at any moment. Everyone thought I had the perfect life, but I was broken inside. So broken.

      At least one person was happy to see me. Well, one dog. Shiro showered me with licks when I slid back behind the wheel, three thousand bucks richer, in possession of a prepaid SIM card, and filled with nervous anticipation.

      “Let’s see if we can get us a station wagon, boy.” His yip-yip said he wanted a walk, not a ride. “Once we’re clear of New Hampshire, we can take a break, I promise.”

      Yes, I talked to my dog. Some days, that was the best conversation I had. He didn’t complain if dinner was five minutes late, didn’t criticise my choice of clothing, didn’t complain if I cursed, and didn’t set impossible standards for me to live up to. Try to tone down the accent, Jessalyn. You’re in a five-star hotel, not a dive bar. Ridge had suppressed my personality, the essence of what made me, well, me, so effectively that I’d barely noticed he was doing it. Gone was the girl who used to line-dance in cowboy boots, replaced by a Stepford wife. The only part of my past I’d clung on to was my love of cooking, but now I’d have to wave goodbye to that too, at least temporarily. Maybe I’d be able to get a job in a kitchen? Split shifts would be perfect so Shiro wouldn’t have to spend too much time alone, but I’d take anything to get back on my feet. Finding a place to stay would be the first challenge. I hadn’t dared to research in case Ridge caught me, but I knew from watching the news that property prices had gone crazy since I last rented a room, and securing a home would be even harder with Shiro in tow. But abandoning him wasn’t an option. He’d been there for me through my worst days, and I’d always be there for him.

      We’d have to sleep in the car for a while, and that was okay. We’d make it through. Somehow, we’d make it through. There were three steps to happiness, Mom had always told me. Find something to love, something to keep you busy, and something to hope for. But over the years since, I’d lost my way.

      Sure, there had been brief glimmers of joy, but sadness overshadowed them. Strange how happiness and sadness went hand in hand when there was such an imbalance of power. Sadness stripped you to your bones, and each time it receded, it left so many scars that the good times were hard to remember. Happiness was fleeting, ephemeral, sparkling on the horizon but always out of reach.

      But I’d become so, so good at pretending.

      My fans all said so.

      I wish I had Jessalyn’s energy!

      #LifeGoals

      Uh, it should be illegal to be that cheerful.

      Yes, I’d managed to carve out a successful media career by being faker than a three-dollar bill. At first, Ridge had indulged my “dumb hobby” because it “kept me out of trouble.” But later, when he realised my earning potential, he’d taken the helm and curated my life into an illusion. As for the money? He’d taken that too. We were married. What’s yours is mine, what’s mine is mine as well.

      When we met, I’d been on my knees, and instead of helping me up, he’d pretended to lift me and then kicked me headlong into the dirt.

      The first message I sent with my new phone was to Saylor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        New number! Heading through New Hampshire with Shiro, let me know when your digital detox is over. J x

      

      

      

      

      

      What time was it in Seoul? Korea was thirteen hours ahead of Maine, so she’d probably be asleep, and I hoped she was enjoying the bachelorette party. The move overseas had been hard on her—she was struggling to learn Korean, plus her daughter wasn’t settling at school, and she didn’t have a car yet. The only good thing about her being so far away was that Ridge couldn’t easily pay a visit and try to strong-arm my location out of her.

      Mike’s Motor Mall wasn’t much of a mall, and Mike wasn’t around either. Three rows of cars sat on a grimy concrete lot, although someone had tried to cheer the place up by tying balloons to the windshield wipers. A man emerged from a squat grey building at the rear, chewing. His name badge said “Shaun,” and the ketchup on his tie said I’d interrupted his lunch.

      “Can I help, ma’am?”

      “I’m looking for a vehicle.”

      He eyed the Lexus parked at the kerb. “I hate to turn down business, but you’d be better off going to Deluxe Autos on the other side of town.”

      “Oh, no, I just borrowed it.” And I couldn’t sell it because I didn’t have the title. “My budget is definitely more at your end of the scale.”

      “How much do you have to spend?”

      “A thousand bucks, max.”

      The slight widening of his eyes told me that maybe I’d slid off the scale altogether.

      “A thousand bucks? You’re gonna be limited.”

      “You don’t have anything?”

      Shaun glanced around the lot, calculating. “I didn’t say that. I got one that might be right up your street. See the Camry at the end?”

      You could hardly miss it. “The pink one?”

      “A real ladies’ car.”

      Gee, was it the colour? Or the eyelashes over the headlights? The yellow butterflies painted on the doors? The “I Love Hot Yoga” sticker in the window?

      “Is there a less conspicuous option?”

      Shaun seemed disappointed. “I guess I got two other vehicles I could let go for that price.”

      Thank goodness. “Which are they?”

      “The Crown Vic over there. It’s the best runner, but I’m not gonna lie—it smells a little fusty.”

      By “fusty,” he meant someone had puked in there. Probably multiple times. I’d be practically living in the car, at least to start off with, and it wasn’t just myself I needed to consider. Shiro’s nose was a lot more sensitive than mine. Although he had tried to eat a dead squirrel last month, so maybe he’d be okay with it?

      “I’ll throw in a bottle of Febreze and an air freshener,” Shaun offered.

      “What’s the other option?”

      He pointed to a dark green Nissan. “This Altima had one owner from new, but her daughter doesn’t want her driving anymore. Cataracts.” Shaun made a face. “A real shame.”

      If she’d suffered from eyesight problems, that would explain all the dents. I counted four on the driver’s side alone. But cosmetic damage didn’t matter as long as the car would take me far, far away from Maine.

      “That one’s perfect.”

      “You think? Uh, I mean, that’s great.” Shaun beamed at me. “You won’t regret it. How do you want to pay?”

      “In cash.”

      Shaun helped me to transfer my belongings into the Altima, diplomatically keeping his mouth shut about the dog food and blankets, and my black eye too. Then it was time to say goodbye to Ridge’s precious nubuck leather and the last remnant of my old life.

      “I just need to return the Lexus, okay? I’ll be back in a half hour,” I told Shaun.

      “Sure thing, ma’am. I’ll top off the oil and coolant while you’re gone.”

      “Thank you, I really appreciate it.”

      I drove a mile and a half away to a street that didn’t look particularly nice, parked the Lexus outside a convenience store, and left the doors unlocked with the key on the seat. Its fate was in the Lord’s hands now. With any luck, it would find its way to a chop shop and not back to Ridge. With Shiro by my side, I wasn’t worried about walking back to the Motor Mall alone, and it gave us both the chance to stretch our legs before what promised to be a long drive. I just wanted to put as much distance between us and Maine as possible.

      Although I’d never return to Alabama. I’d been happy there once, but my childhood memories had been tainted by what my father did. North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee… Maybe I’d make it as far as Georgia? Or even Mississippi?

      Honestly, I didn’t care, just as long as I was nowhere near Ridge.
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      Make it to Mississippi? Ha.

      We were driving through rural Pennsylvania when an amber warning light blinked on, and I realised the temperature gauge on the car was creeping toward the red. That meant it needed coolant, right? Shaun had promised to top it off before I left the Motor Mall, but maybe he’d forgotten? Hell, I needed to find a gas station, preferably one with a helpful, capable attendant who knew where the coolant went because of course the owner’s manual was missing from the glove compartment. A cup of coffee would be good too, plus more water for Shiro, although staying hydrated wasn’t so much of a problem seeing as it hadn’t stopped raining since we left New York state.

      I checked my new phone for the hundredth time. It had become a habit over the past day, but there was still no reply from Saylor. I’d tried calling too, but all I got was a generic voicemail, and I needed to thank her. Thank her for everything she’d done. For seeing what he’d done. Everyone else had bought my excuses about hormones making me tearful or Shiro bruising my ribs, but not Saylor. We only managed to snatch whispered words during dog training classes, but they’d been enough, and we’d stayed in touch via text and a secret email address she’d helped me to set up.

      “This sucks, boy. But at least you’re not in the kennel, huh?” I tried to sound upbeat. Animals picked up on your mood. “And Ridge can’t threaten to leave you swinging from the garage door ever again.”

      The needle crept higher, higher, in a game of vehicular Russian roulette, but my nerves gave out before the engine did. Okay, just breathe. All I had to do was take a rest while things cooled down, and then I could find a gas station. We were doing fine, I kept telling myself that. We’d driven through five states, avoiding any toll roads, and survived a night in the car. If I reclined the passenger seat back as far as it would go, then wrapped myself in blankets, it wasn’t too bad. Better to sleep next to Shiro than next to Ridge, who expected me to spread my legs on command before he turned his back on me and snored until morning. Plus Shiro took his role as head of security very seriously. At two a.m., he’d hurled himself against the window, barking, and I’d poked my head out of the blankets in time to see a shadowy figure skedaddling into the darkness. Who cared about diamonds? A dog was a girl’s true best friend.

      I fed Shiro a treat, then closed my eyes. Only to be rudely awakened a while later by barking, but this time, the man watching me through the glass didn’t flinch. No, he peered closer, one hand shielding his eyes from the driving rain. I rolled down the window a crack.

      “Howdy, ma’am. Everything okay?”

      “Just taking a rest. I don’t suppose you know where the nearest gas station is?”

      “About five miles south of here. You out of gas? I got a spare can in my truck I’d be happy to let you have.”

      I tried to swallow the lump in my throat and ended up coughing. Kindness in a man both made me tearful and scared me. Ridge had seemed kind at first, and my dad was a big bad wolf in sheep’s clothing.

      “I-I-it’s not the gas.” I still had half a tank left. “It’s the coolant.”

      “You have a problem with the radiator?”

      “I guess?” The amount I knew about car maintenance could be written on a fingernail. “I’m just waiting for the engine to cool. Maybe it’s okay now?”

      “Did you add more coolant? Or water?”

      “No?”

      “How long have you been waiting?”

      “Uh…” I checked my phone. “Almost an hour?”

      “Pop the hood, and I’ll take a look.”

      “Uh…”

      “The release is on the left by the steering wheel. Used to have a buddy with an Altima.”

      If I stayed in the car, I’d be safe, right? Plus Shiro had stopped barking now, and he was a good judge of character, much better than me. I mean, he’d bared his teeth at Ridge the first time he laid eyes on him. I opened the hood, and the stranger peered underneath.

      “Yup, you need coolant. I’ll top it off with water for now, but you’ll need to add antifreeze when you get to the gas station. Automobile this age, you’ll want to get the radiator checked for leaks too.”

      Did it leak? I thought back to the discussion at the Motor Mall, to Shaun saying the Crown Vic ran better. Had he knowingly sold me an unreliable vehicle? If so, that was just one more reason I’d never trust a man again. I could hardly drive back to Keene and complain, could I?

      “Do you think they’ll be able to check that at the gas station?”

      The guy scratched his chin. “Rufus is no mechanic, but he’ll have antifreeze. The auto shop is over in Hickory Hill—about fifteen miles from here. Do you know it?”

      Kind of. I’d driven through there a half hour before the warning light came on, and it was in the wrong direction. I didn’t want to go back toward Maine, not when I’d put so much effort into getting away from there. And would I even be able to afford a repair? I did some quick calculations—we’d driven over four hundred miles since we left New Hampshire, so the hole in the radiator couldn’t be that big, right? As long as I carried spare bottles of coolant in the car, we’d be able to keep going through Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia. A thousand miles, and I’d be able to breathe again.

      “I actually need to meet a friend in Baltimore this evening.” If the stranger thought I might be missed, then maybe he’d be less likely to murder me at the side of the road, right? “He can help me find a mechanic.”

      Men would respect another man they’d never met over a woman standing in front of them; Ridge had taught me that much. And yet I’d spent years trying to earn that respect. Years trying to keep him happy at the expense of my own well-being.

      In the end, it had taken one simple kiss for me to see the light. Saylor’s new husband, Kevin, had come to pick her up after our training class, and I’d watched from the shadows on the other side of the parking lot as he helped her to load Snowy the husky into the back of their SUV, then opened the passenger door. Before she climbed inside, he’d kissed her forehead. That was it. Just one forehead kiss when he thought nobody was watching, but it showed me everything I was missing. Kindness. Support. Love. I’d been living in denial for years, believing I was unworthy of a man’s attention unless the house was spotless and dinner was waiting on the table when he came home. I’d played my part, but I still never got a forehead kiss, just a possessive hand around my wrist when we were out in public.

      And I’d only gone to the training classes in the first place because Shiro hated Ridge. Such a smart dog. I’d had to train him well enough that he didn’t growl every time Ridge came near, otherwise Ridge would have taken him on a one-way trip to the veterinarian.

      “Then stay on this road,” the stranger told me. “The gas station’s on the right, a small place with a blue canopy and a six-foot yellow chicken outside.”

      “A six-foot chicken?”

      “The feed store is on the same lot. Rufus’s wife runs it. Real nice lady.” He nodded toward Shiro. “Always has a bowl of doggie treats on the counter.”

      “Thank you for your help.”

      He tipped an imaginary hat. “You have a good day, ma’am.”

      Good was relative, wasn’t it? But it couldn’t be worse than the last few months of my marriage to Ridge.
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      “So where’s the ring now?” Brax asked three days later.

      After the fight, Melanie had taken a cab to the airport, and Justin hadn’t heard from her since. But she must have spoken to people in New York, because the news had trickled down the social grapevine and reached Brax’s ears at mid-afternoon today. Rather than interrogate Justin over the phone, he’d picked him up at seven, then gone to collect Grey Meyer, and now they were in the VIP area of an uncomfortably hip DC joint filled with men who made the wheels of government turn and beautiful women wearing shoes that looked eye-wateringly painful. Three of the women had already tried approaching Grey, and he’d given each of them a subtle shake of the head. He’d been forced to tone down his debauchery since being elected to Congress. Voters on his side of the aisle didn’t tolerate scandal. The final person at their table was Ava, Grey’s chief of staff, a no-nonsense British import who took it upon herself to act as chaperone.

      “The ring is still in the HVAC duct. Do you think I wasn’t supportive enough?”

      “Buddy, you paid for her to move to New York to get the job she wanted,” Brax said. “She was a second-rate masseuse before she got involved with you.”

      “Not second-rate. I mean, she was great at getting the kinks out of my shoulders.”

      Grey smacked his head. “Way to miss the point. Which is that she didn’t have the drive or ambition to make the move until you handed her everything she needed on a plate. Are you still paying the rent on the Brooklyn apartment?”

      “I can’t leave her destitute.”

      “How much does she earn now?”

      “We’ve never gotten into that.”

      “And you were planning to get married? She probably makes more than you do. And if you want my thoughts, her ‘doting girlfriend’ mask began to slip right after we advised you to get a prenup. Without it, she would’ve bled you dry.”

      Grey wasn’t wrong; Justin just hadn’t wanted to see it. Brax had been half joking when he mentioned signing a prenup, but Melanie’s reaction rang enough alarm bells that Justin had asked his lawyer to draw up the paperwork, despite her protests that, “We shouldn’t need a piece of paper when we love each other. You do love me, don’t you?”

      Ava put a hand on Justin’s. “Look, I know that officially, I should be on Team Sisterhood, but she was taking the bloody piss. Stop being a doormat.”

      “I’ve been telling him that for months,” Brax added, and she shot a withering glare in his direction.

      “Your opinion is tempered by the fact that you spent a decade married to a psycho. It doesn’t hold much weight.”

      Grey tried defending him. “His second wife is remarkably normal.”

      “And your longest relationship lasted
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