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    First Edition


Prologue

	My husband brought his first love's sister home.

	She looked at me and said, "Imposter. Aaron's going to be mine. It's only a matter of time."

	I was an imposter. She was a stand-in. Neither of us had any moral high ground.

	


Chapter 3

	"Lillian?"

	Aaron crossed the room in two strides and pulled Chelsea behind him.

	The flicker of warmth I had let myself feel a few minutes ago, when he had said *your sister-in-law*, went out completely.

	I had lost count of how many times this had happened. Every time he showed me even the smallest sliver of warmth, I let myself wait. And every time, he extinguished it himself.

	I couldn't sleep that night. Past two in the morning I lay watching him by moonlight from the other side of the king-size bed. The same arm's-length distance, always.

	A scream came from the guest room.

	I watched him get up at full speed and rush down the hall. I followed slowly.

	I watched him hold the girl — woken from a nightmare, supposedly — and soothe her, over and over.

	She curled against his chest. In the dim lamplight I could see the tear tracks at the corners of her eyes.

	"Aaron, I want chicken. The hot kind."

	*Aaron. I want Nashville hot chicken.*

	That had been the last thing Sunny had ever asked him for.

	Aaron pulled on a jacket and walked out.

	The fragile, weeping girl on the bed stood up.

	She tilted her head at exactly the angle Sunny used to. She imitated Sunny's voice and said: "Imposter. Aaron's going to be mine. It's only a matter of time."

	"You should brush your hair back with your hand like this," I said quietly, miming the gesture. "And put something a

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 4

	He looked at the two of us and frowned. "Lillian. Let go of her. Chelsea can't tolerate spicy food."

	So Aaron knew Chelsea couldn't tolerate spicy food. So why had he gone out at four in the morning to buy Nashville hot chicken for her?

	We stood there at a standoff. Finally I let go.

	"Aaron. We need to talk."

	In the study, I leaned against the window. He sat on the leather sofa. The silence stretched.

	"Let her go."

	"Where would she go?"

	"Aaron. Drop the savior complex. Chelsea will survive perfectly well without you." *The one who couldn't survive is already dead.*

	Chelsea Hayes had been the publicly acknowledged daughter of the Hayes family. Every spotlight that family had to offer had been hers from infancy. Why on earth did Aaron think she needed *his* mercy?

	After a long pause, he said: "Lillian. Are you incapable of warmth toward anyone?"

	*Cold.*

	After fourteen years of knowing each other, that was the first word Aaron Whitfield had ever used to describe me.

	Every drop of love I had been hiding came back up in my throat as something else — grief, humiliation, exhaustion.

	Maybe my silence went on too long. Aaron, apparently trying to soften it, said, "Lillian, I —"

	I cut him off.

	"Chelsea being in this house is an insult to Sunny's memory." I made my voice flat. I turned to face him. "She has to leave."

	"And what about us?" Aaron said. "What are we?"

	In seven years of marriage, this was the first time either of us had said Sunny's name out loud to the other. The first time I had any idea what he thought of our marriage.

	*Insult.* That was the word.

	The full weight of every silent year landed on my chest at once. *Sunny. I'm sorry. I didn't keep my promise. Your light forgot how to be gentle the second he left your orbit.*

	"All right," I said. "Then let's get divorced."

	


Chapter 10

	In other words, Aaron had been the one to silence them. None of it mattered to me anymore.

	Soon after, Aaron received the divorce papers I'd had couriered. No response.

	"Lillian. Have you seen the latest financial news?" My intern at the firm, Ginger, messaged me.

	I opened my phone. The story was not just on the financial section. It had crossed over to the entertainment section.

	*Whitfield Group's newest rising star Chelsea Hayes rumored to be CEO's first love.* Attached, a high-school photo of Aaron and Sunny — and conveniently, a side-by-side comparison shot of Chelsea.

	I picked up the divorce papers and drove to Aaron's office.

	Most of the staff pointedly did not look at me. The moment I passed, they craned to stare.

	I went into his office. Chelsea was already there.

	"Aaron. Take those stories down."

	Aaron, plainly shocked I had come, looked tense. "Lillian. It's not what you think."

	"Divorce. Tomorrow morning. The courthouse." I slapped the papers onto his desk. "If you don't show, and if you don't take those stories down, I'll see you in court."

	I could forgive every cold year of our marriage — I could understand it as a man who had never gotten over losing the woman he loved. What I would not forgive was that he had taken every last drop of guilt and redirected it into Chelsea Hayes.

	The next morning I was at the courthouse, waiting.

	Quentin had driven me.

	Aaron arrived and caught sight of Quentin. There was a flicker of something across his face. "All these days you've been gone — you've been with him?"

	Of course I had been with Quentin. I had been at the hospital. He was my doctor. Who else would I have been with?

	"Let's go in," I said.

	Aaron caught my wrist. "Lillian. Don't do this. Neither of us gets to run from this."

	He had said the exact same sentence when he proposed to me.

	───────────────────────

	After Sunny died, every thread that bound me and Aaron together should have snapped. But I still followed at his heel.

	For a while he had looked normal from the outside. I had known he was at least as broken as I was. I had quietly hovered, fussing in small ways, hoping that the boy who had once been *light* would come back.

	And then, out of nowhere, he proposed.

	I had loved him from the first second I saw him in that alley. Years of silent, swallowed love.

	In that moment — gratitude, guilt, love, grief — all of it surged up at once. He kissed my hand, very softly.

	He pressed the bouquet of roses into my arms, slipped the ring onto my finger, stood, and pulled me into his arms.

	Then, against my ear, he had said:

	*"Lillian. Neither of us gets to run from this. We're going to torture each other for the rest of our lives. That's how it should be."*

	───────────────────────

	The day Sunny died, I had been the one to take Aaron away.

	When medicine had nothing more to give, the only thing I had left to try was praying.

	The two of us were on our way up to the temple on the hill. Halfway there, we ran into my father's old mistress — the other woman from the affair. She lunged at me like she had lost her mind, screaming and cursing my mother and me by name.

	By the time Aaron and I got back, Sunny was already gone.

	The night before, she had been asking about that same Nashville hot chicken.

	───────────────────────

	I filed against Aaron in court. The story snowballed. The internet started speculating that the divorce was because of Chelsea — the so-called "first love."

	Not one supposed defender of the truth came forward to point out that Chelsea was a stand-in.

	After the first hearing, I released a more detailed photograph — Aaron and Sunny in high school, and, deliberately, a contemporaneous photo of Chelsea from the same period.

	The internet did what the internet does. Old details surfaced. Chelsea — who up until then had been a rising starlet of the month — got dragged onto the trending list within an hour.

	


Chapter 11

	Stripped of the Hayes family's protection, Chelsea was, in the end, just an orphan. The people she had bullied over the years started coming out of the woodwork one by one.

	Some of those stories about how the Hayes family — Chelsea specifically — had treated Sunny were stories I had quietly leaked.

	The divorce was final within months. I had already sold my partnership shares at the firm a few months earlier.

	I thought about the promise I had made to Sunny. I didn't think I had really kept it.

	The only person Sunny had cared about in this world was Aaron.

	After a long hesitation, I wired Aaron two hundred thousand dollars. I packed light, but I did take a lot of small things from when I was young. I had a paranoid sense that those old years were about to slip out of my grasp.

	I told Quentin I needed a place to rest.

	The numbness was spreading up my arms now. Even with aggressive treatment, the doctors thought I had maybe one or two more years. *Slowing down the inevitable*, was the phrase.

	The Maldives turned out to be the place. Quentin pulled some strings. My caregiver was a cheerful girl with a wide smile.

	She would come into the room with a perfect shell, or a small bunch of flowers from the gardens. Sometimes, in a certain slant of afternoon light, she reminded me of Sunny.

	My legs stopped working. The wheelchair became the only way I moved.

	Quentin came to check on me periodically. The last time he came, he brought news from home.

	Sunny's full story had broken open in the press. Combined with everything Chelsea had done, Chelsea's career was over.

	The Whitfield Group had blacklisted her formally. With no one shielding her, more victims came forward, one after another.

	And Aaron Whitfield was looking for me.
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