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Sometimes you make bad decisions, and you don't realize how bad they are until it's too late.

Like leaving the love of my life because I thought it was the right thing to do. 
Or marrying an asshole who kept me barefoot, pregnant, and in the kitchen, away from my friends and family.
Or making excuses for his behavior.
When I got a chance to fix it, by escaping and coming home, I had to take it. Even though it meant swallowing my pride.
And to pour salt into an open wound, the man I was in love with became my savior when my van broke down.
Life is finally looking up.
Until I discover that all the best decisions in the world don’t make up for the secret I’d kept.






  
  
Dear Reader, 
Unlike Indecent Intent and Twisted Truths, this story features a dark undercurrent of abuse. It in no way glorifies it, but shows you behind the curtain of how damaging it is and how beautiful the healing can be.
If talk of child abuse, domestic violence, and death triggers you in ANY way, I respectfully ask you not read this book. There is also a death at the hands of a violent man.
If you’re still ready for the ride of this story, strap in. There is a HEA waiting for you.
Love,
Ivy






  
  
To the beautiful women in my life that allowed me to pull from your experiences. I want you to know I will forever be proud of you all for finding the courage to do what you needed to in survival mode. 
I love you.
To those stuck in relationships – we see you. And help is available when you’re ready.
800-799-7233 or you can text BEGIN to 88788
Love,
Ivy
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  Chapter one

Dear Richie, 
Things between us have been odd lately, and I get it. You’re graduating and making plans for your future. And I know I don’t have a place in that. Which led me to do some thinking, and I realized that I need something more out of life. I need out of this place. There are things I want to do, and to do them, I need to spread my wings and see what the world is like outside of Port Stella.
I hope all your dreams come true.
All my love,
Jo






  
  Chapter two

Richard 
4 years after graduation
Pete came around the corner in the garage and smiled at me. “Wanna go to lunch?”
“You buyin?” I laughed.
“Yeah.” He nodded. “I wanted to talk to you about your plans.”
I went over to the sink and scrubbed the grease from my hands. Pete and I had been friends since kindergarten, actually all my friends were that old.
“Plus, the guys’ll be there too.” He added in as I walked closer to him.
“That One Place?”
“Always. Can’t beat their burgers.” He chuckled, and we slipped out the bay door and into his car.
For being a rich kid, you wouldn’t know it by what he drove or even his house. Pete was down to earth and easy-going.
“Any news from Coop?” He lowered the radio as he drove to the diner.
“Still in the sandbox. Still seein’ the world on Uncle Sam’s dime.” I looked out the window and shoved down the misery that rose up my throat.
Our dad was a mean SOB. I left home right after graduation. Jeremy left at seventeen and finished school outside of Port Stella. Cooper? He joined the Marines and left the morning after the end of school bash.
About a year ago, we learned Dad was sick. Jeremy moved back home to help Ma take care of him and I filled in where I could.
Pete cruised around the town square and pulled it to the diner.
James and Chase were strolling over to the door and held it open for us.
“Hey guys, quiet day?” Pete smiled at them as he got out of the car.
“Don’t jinx us,” James laughed.
“Hey guys!” Gene waved us over, and we all sat at the table next to them. “How’s your dad doing, Rich?”
Eugene came from a family who cared about each other. And they were the first ones to jump up and help Ma out when she needed it.
“Fucker’s still breathing.” I snarled. “Jeremy moved back home to help Ma during the night. I do my best to be around when she calls.”
“What happened?” Henry looked at us.
“Cancer.” I shrugged. “He’s collecting a whole set.”
“Damn.” Ethan shook his head.
“He’s a bastard. Don’t even feel bad.” I sighed. “Once he’s gone, Ma won’t have to deal with his shit anymore.”
Edie brought over more water and menus for the newcomers, and I waited for her to head back to the counter before I pulled out the ring box hidden in my pocket.
“So, uh, I’mma do a thing.” I flipped it open, and Ethan scowled.
“Nobody likes a show-off, Walsh.” He huffed and took a drink of his coffee.
“You sure about this, man?” Dexter eyed the ring.
I couldn’t help laughing. “Dude, he’s been pining for her since middle school.”
Pete nodded. “I remember that.”
Chase chuckled. “Man, if she makes you happy, I say tie that knot.”
James nodded in agreement. “My grammy is in the long-term care and Miranda is her favorite nurse.”
“You? Endorse marriage?” Chase snickered softly. “Your divorce was brutal.”
James gave a shrug, nodded to guys and drank his water.
“I can see that. She’s an amazing mom.” Glancing down at the ring, Henry smiled. “You planning to make an honest woman outta my cousin, Ethan?” he teased.
“Fucker.” He flipped him the bird. “Not until after this one comes into the world.”
Edie came back around to get our orders and we spent the rest of the time bullshitting and catching up with each other.
James had his eyes locked on a couple having lunch across the diner.
“See someone you know?”
He turned to me, his face flat. “It’s her.”
Tilting my head, I looked across the diner and noted the woman. She was dressed in business casual attire and laughing at something the man across from her said. Not a gentle laugh either, it was a full-on Pez dispenser laugh that made you want to know what was so funny.
“You left her?” I kept my voice down.
“I cheated.” He sighed. “And she walked.”
I gave him a shrug. “That sucks.”
“Yeah.”
“You could try to make it up to her.” I took a drink of my coffee.
He barked out a laugh. “I doubt she’d do that.”
“If it was one time.” I shrugged. “Why…”
He sat beside me, shaking his head. “I’m a colossal asshole.”
The diner filled up fast with hungry customers. Being the good big brother he was, Gene went to help Edie while we ate our lunch.
We were about done when James watched his ex-wife walk through the diner and out the front door.
“You look like someone kicked your dog.” I partially whispered to him.
“Nope. I am the dog, and I deserve that kick.” He let out a sardonic laugh as we all stood up and threw money down on the table.
When we got back to the Yacht club Pete went his way and I went mine. I’ve been working here since I was in high school. It’s decent pay, honest work and I get to work on motors.
I’m a gear head through and through. A friend of the family helped cultivate that in me and my brothers. He taught us everything he knew alongside his youngest girl, Olivia.
Slipping outside the bay door, I pulled my smokes out and lit one.
I’m a damn fine mechanic and all I’ve ever wanted was my own garage setup with my brothers.
Pop knows it too. Last night when I helped get him back into bed, he told me he planned to leave something for us to remember him by.
He’s too weak from the cancer to throw anymore punches. And knowing that filled me with a sadistic happiness.
Pulling out my phone, I shoot a text off to Olivia.
Hey libs

can you meet for coffee after work?

Sure can.

Diner?

Yep

I’ve got an idea and I really hope you can help.


I head back in and finish out my day, feeling like a weight’s been lifted off me.
Finishing up my day went quick, and I opted to use the locker room showers to clean up before meeting her.
She’s akin to the baby sister I never got, and she knows it. If Cooper would get his head out of his ass, she would be my sister. In law, that is.
Right now she’s dating an asshat.
I hope she leaves him at home.
I finish up and put on clean jeans and a tee before hopping into my 77 Ford truck. Olivia’s dad, Joe, supervised my rebuild on this baby. Every part, every mirror, even the dash, was a work of art to me.
The final step was painting her, and I chose midnight envy metallic pearl. Agatha shimmered in lights and was a cool green without them.
Her engine purred to life as I pulled out of the parking lot and headed back to the diner. We were meeting before the dinner rush, and I was glad we wouldn’t have to jockey for a place to sit.
I pulled into an open spot beside a piss colored Malibu and smiled, thinking I beat her here.
Walking into the restaurant, I saw her neon backpack on a chair, but I didn’t see her. Heading over to the table, I caught sight of her coming out of the bathroom and she smiled at me.
“Hey Richard.”
“Hey, Libs.”
“I already ordered us coffee.” She took a seat and then pulled out a notebook and pen. “So, while we wait. Tell me what’s up and what you need from me.”
“How do you know I need anything?”
“Because you never call me for coffee.” She gave me a duh look and clicked her pen, poised, ready to write.
“I want to open…” I lowered my voice and sat forward. “My own shop.”
“Go on.” Her eyes sparkled. “We’re talking about finally getting Grease Monkeys.”
Her excitement was contagious. I nodded and tried to give an aloof shrug. “Nothing massive. Couple of bays. Office, Customer waiting area.”
“Just you?” Her eyebrows went up.
“Well, I thought about my brothers, too. Who knows what Coop’s plans are with the military?”
I watch the happiness drain from her at the mention of Coop and she plowed through. “Well, there are a couple building that would work. I’ve been scouting for one since we were kids and you guys talked about doing this. I can set up appointments with the realtor and we can check them out and then once you have a place, you’ll need to decide where to get your loan through.”
“What’s up, Dick and Libs?” My younger brother kicked a chair out and took a seat.
“It’s good to see you too, ass.” Libby laughed and side hugged him.
“What’re we talking about?”
“I’m done working for people. I want to open a garage.” Lifting my cup, I took a drink of my coffee, watching my brother’s face.
“Alone? Or Can I get in on the action?”
“It’ll cost ya.”
“It just so happens I’m about to fall into some cash.”
I reached across the table and ruffled his hair. “Same.”
“What about Coop?” He smacked my hands away.
“What about him?”
“Think he’ll want in?”
Shrugging, I wave over Evi for a refill.
“Should I put on a fresh pot?” She cocked her hip and smacked her gum.
“I think so, Evi.” Libby gave her a smile. “Can you also put an order in for some fries?”
“Plain, chili, chili-cheese, cheese, or my favorite Irish nachos?”
“Irish nachos all the way!” Libby gave her a fist bump and then took a sip of coffee.
“Yo! Big E!” Evi yelled, walking back behind the counter. “Frog sticks and make ‘em Irish!”
“Got it!” He called back, flipping his spatula.
“I love this place.” Libby sat back.
“Libby.” I tapped the table. “Can we make it work?”
“Pfft. Hell yeah we can.”
Libby pulled out a small laptop and set it up and showed us the logo she came up with.
“When did you do this?” Jeremy’s jaw dropped open in awe.
“When I was in the hospital.” She shrugged. “It gave me something to dream about.” Then she pulled up the realty sites and showed me the places she found and her notes on each place.
Little by little, our plans take shape and we keep the food coming for a couple of hours while we dream. By the time we leave the restaurant, I feel well on my way to my dream.






  
  Chapter three

Jolynn 
My back hurts, I have to pee, Grady needs his pull-up changed and Johnny wanted me to wait on him hand and foot.
“Grady. Please.” I pled with my toddler. “I need you to stop trying to run.”
“Haton!” He pulled me with him as he tried to grab his brother.
“Harrison, come sit here for a minute, so I can do this.”
My three-year-old looked at me, blinked a couple time and ambled over. “Mama? Can we go to park?”
Tears welled in my eyes. Lord knew I wanted to take them to the park, but this pregnancy was kicking my ass and their father was home.
Out of work. Again.
It wasn’t his fault, though. It never was. He always claimed his employers discriminated against him and fired him over bullshit.
This isn’t the life I wanted or dreamed of.
No. You shattered your dreams the day you left Richie a ‘Dear John’ letter.
Ugh. You’d think after four years I’d forget about him.
Wrong.
“Dammit! Lynn!” My husband exploded from the living room. “Where’s my goddamn beer?”
“In the goddamn fridge.” I grumbled under my breath as I finally got the dirty pull-up off Grady.
“Atoomb position!” He squealed with laughter and bent over with his butt in my face.
Shaking my head, I cleaned him up and handed him a clean pull-up. “You know, Grady, if you would use the potty, this would be easier.”
My son ran off without anything on but a tee shirt and socks screeching.
“Fuck! Lynn!” John bellowed from his recliner. “Fuckin’ do something with these kids!”
I closed my eyes, and a tear made its way down my cheek. A moment later, I felt a tiny hand that smelled like Cheetos wiping it away.
“It’s otay, mama.” Harrison wrapped his arms around my neck. “I wuffs you.”
“I love you too, sunshine.” My arms wrapped around his little body and I held on for dear life. “I’m sorry, baby.”
“I get beer, daddy!” He yelled in my ear and ran off to serve his dad.
Pushing my pregnant butt up off the floor was a challenge, but I managed and then made my way to the bathroom.
I threw away the dirty diaper, peed, and then waddled out to the living room. “If you boys want to go to the park, Grady needs pants and shoes. And Harrison, you need to get your shoes.”
“What the hell am I supposed to eat for lunch?” Johnny growled as the boys ran off screaming.
“There’s food in the fridge.” My voice sounded defeated.
He put the leg part down and stood up. “S’cuse me?”
I backed up as he rushed me, and he pinned me against the wall. “John.”
Before I could blink, his hand was up and across my face. “Listen, bitch, you don’t talk to me that way.”
I panted, trying to catch my breath, and tasted blood in my mouth. “I … I’m sorry.”
“Go make my lunch.” He shoved me away to the side, and I caught myself before my belly hit the doorway.
“I’ll get it right now.” My voice came out in a hushed whisper as I turned to go into the kitchen. “Boys. Go play outside for a couple minutes.”
I grabbed my dishtowel to wipe my face and reached for my phone, tapping out a message to my friends.
Hey ladies, I’ll be a few minutes late


We're not going anywhere =)


Seeing Miranda’s quick response made me smile. I couldn’t tell John we were meeting them, or he wouldn’t let us go.
My body trembled as I got the bread out and the leftover meatloaf. I was on autopilot as I slathered Miracle Whip on the bread.
I hate Miracle Whip.
Placing the meatloaf slice on top, I salted and peppered it, then laid the top piece of bread. I put things away, grabbed two more beers and carried it all into the living room.
“Here you go.” I gave John a smile and turned to leave.
“’Bout time.” He grumbled.
I was safe from another outburst.
For now.
The boys sat on the steps waiting for me, smiling up when I came out.
“Let’s go.” I smiled at my angels and held out my hands.
Feeling them clasp mine made my heart swell. Together, we walked to the park. I let them carry on talking and giggling and enjoyed the peace we had in the moment.
I pushed thoughts of John from my mind and focused on the bright, sunny day with a gentle breeze.
Once we made it to the end of the block, we turned left and the park was straight ahead.
“Mama, can we’s go?” Grady bounced around.
“Go ahead.” I let go of their hands and let them run ahead.
The warmth of the day combined with me being pregnant made me sweat like a pig. By the time I waddled to where my friends sat, my clothing was soaked.
“How’s the baby doing?” Vivi smiled at me while she rocked her baby.
“I am so ready for him to be here.” I flopped into a camp chair. “He keeps getting his foot caught in my ribs.”
“He?” Miranda beamed. “When did you find out?”
“Last week.” I sighed and let my head fall back. “John didn’t want to be surprised this time.”
“Always John’s way.” Edie grumbled.
Licking my lips, I pressed them together and lifted my head. “How’s my mom and dad?”
“They’re making due.” Vivi reached for my hand. “They’re worried about you.”
“We all are.” Miranda tilted her head. “You have a bruise on your jaw.”
“Oh. That?”
Don’t cry. Don’t let them see.
“I was trying to open something and when I got it free, I busted my fist into it.”
“Look, Jo, he’s not good for you.” Vivi gave my hand a squeeze. “You and the boys can come with us.”
I shook my head. “He’s a good husband. The boys love their dad. Stop …” I jumped in the chair and grabbed my lower back. “Whew. As I was saying. Stop worrying.”
Tension filled the air, and then Miranda cleared her throat. “I have some news.”
We all looked her way, and her face lit up with joy. “Baby Walsh is on the way.”
“Aw, that’s amazing!” Edie did a small dance in her chair. “It’s nice that we all have kids together.”
“Maybe they’ll all grow to be friends the way we all are.” Vivi looked over at Frankie, bossing the boys around. “Ugh, maybe she’ll lead the way on Wall street and not a gang?” A soft laugh erupted. “This one loves to be snuggled and eat.”
“You leave my beautiful niece, Amelia, alone.” Miranda laughed. “Babies should be snuggled and love to eat.”
Vivi shook her head. “She’s chonky.”
“She’s perfect.” I reached over and tickled her little toes.
I wanted a little girl, but I wouldn’t trade my boys for anything. Another sharp pain made me jump again.
“Ow!” I sat forward and took a couple of deep breaths.
“Jo?” Edie leaned forward and searched my face. “Are you having labor pains?”
“This doesn’t feel like labor.” I panted, trying to breathe through the pain.
“Could be back labor.” Miranda got up and crouched in front of me. “When’s your due date?”
“I’ve got two weeks.” I shuddered as the pain passed.
“Maybe we should take you in?” Her hands pressed on my knees. “Could be worth checking out.”
“I’m fine.” I brushed her off. “We’ve all been pregnant and know that sometimes you get odd pains.”
Miranda narrowed her eyes at me. “Uh-huh.”
Vivian handed me a bottle of water. “Maybe you just need to relax?”
“Maybe.” I sat back in my chair.
I felt them all staring at me while we watched the kids play. This wasn’t helping me relax at all. All I wanted was to enjoy a modicum of peace before going back home.
Miranda and Vivi talked about some of the new bottle designs that came out since Frankie, Charlie, and Dillon were born.
Edie talked about the diner and how Evelyn was a pain in the ass. 
I had nothing to add. When you’re home all day, every day, there’s nothing new to say.
After we’d been there for an hour, my phone blew up. Each text angrier than the last.
Y ain’t u back yet?

Where r u?

Don’t u think u shood come home?

WTF LYNN

Answer me bitch


We’re on our way now


Fuckin time


“This heats getting to me. I’m gonna take the boys home.” I struggled to get out of the chair.
Miranda came over and helped me up. “Want a ride?”
“No.” I shook my head. Panic swelled in my chest. “I’ll be okay walking.” Stepping around her, I called for the boys and waved them over. 
They both ran up, covered head to toe in dirt, and I wanted to cry. I wasn’t planning on doing a bath tonight, between laundry and cleaning.
“Time to head home.” I plastered a fake smile to my face and saw the happiness drain from theirs.
They both turned and gave everyone hugs and kisses before we made our way home. The walk home felt like we were inmates waiting for a pardon as we made our way to the electric chair. We weren’t even swinging our arms.
I need to get us out of this.
“Did you boys have fun?” I gave their hands a shake.
“Yup!” Grady’s eyes grew wide. “Fankie bosstid us.”
“She is a very determined little girl.” I tried to smile.
Grady got quiet again, and we turned the corner on our block. I knew they wouldn’t tell John we saw everyone. Mostly because he wouldn’t ask.
I hope he’s in a better mood when we get home.
Right after we passed our neighbor’s house, John stormed out of ours. “Waddle your fat ass faster!”
“Uh-oh,” Harrison muttered, and I felt a tremble go through his body.
“You boys just go in the house.” I gave their hands a reassuring squeeze.
They let go of my hands and ran towards the house.
I placed my hand on my back where that strange pain was and kept walking. The moment it let up, I watched in horror as John grabbed Grady around the throat, picking him up.
“Did you go see them bitches?”
“Wet hims go!” Harrison ran over and bit his dad’s leg.
John tossed Grady down and Harrison helped his brother up before pulling him further away from an angry John, who tore across the yard, heading for me.
“What’s wrong with you? You leave me here! Alone!” He reached out and grabbed my messy bun, yanking me forward. “I need more chips and beer.”
“O … o … okay, John, I’ll run up to the store.” I tried to stand up, but another sharp pain went through my back.
Ignoring my whimper of pain, he pulled me alongside him to our Suburban. “Get in the fucking car!”
“C’mon, boys.” I tried to steel my voice, but I heard it waver.
“Get them kids buckled in, Lynn.”
“Yes, John.” I gave my head a yank to get away from him and cried out in pain when his grip got tighter.
“FUCK!” His scream blew the little loose hairs on the side of my head as it pierced my ear.
“I’m going as fast as I can.”
In through the nose. Out through the mouth.
The boys scrambled inside the car, and I stretched, buckling them in before I walked around to the driver’s door.
My feet barely touched the pedals and my belly rubbed against the steering wheel. I started the car and waited for him to get in.
He punched the passenger door and then tore it open, climbing in.
“Why do you do things that make me so mad, Lynn?”
“I don’t mean to.” I sniffled as I put the car in gear and drove to the store.
Beside me I could hear him rage breathing like a pent-up bull. I wish I knew what set him off this time.
He stayed quiet as we drove into town. I parked as close to the doors as possible and looked over at him.
“John? I need your debit card.”
He chuffed a sound of disgust as he pulled out his wallet and handed it to me. “Be quick. I wanna get back to my movie.”
I gave him a nod and looked back at my boys. “Be good. I’ll be right back.”
Opening the door, I slid out and waddled into the Wal-Mart. At least going inside afforded me time to myself to get my thoughts in order.
I pulled a cart free and used it for support. My feet were still killing me and this pain in my back was not going away.
I should probably call the doc when I get home.
The store wasn’t as crowded at this time of day, making it easy for me to pick up some chips and snacks for the boys, then
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