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Prologue

Asher Ridgeland tried to wake up, but the deep sleep wouldn’t let him go. Cold air whispered down his spine, continuing along the backs of his legs and his feet. Touching his leg, he realized it was bare, and that he lay naked on the cold floor. His stomach roiled as nausea threatened. He tried to open his eyes, but the effort proved too difficult, so he closed them again, letting his conscious mind swim toward the pool of darkness. His thoughts came in random waves, like an out-of-sequence film, clear thinking just out of reach. Every time his brain formed a thought – What happened to my clothes? Where am I? – the ability to reason would slip away. He was cold to his core, but when he tried to conjure himself awake, a curtain of fog would descend, carrying him away once again into blissful oblivion.

He dozed. Time passed. He awoke. Needed to pee. He opened his eyes, saw the flat gray light coming through the window, and realized that it was morning and the San Francisco fog had yet to burn off. The tall windows and the sheer curtains were familiar. Mikala’s apartment. Grunting, Asher tried to turn on his side, but he didn’t have the strength for even that simple task. Through the haze in his brain, a memory from the previous night coalesced. Mikala. Small memories floated through his brain, like pieces of an impossible jigsaw puzzle: his early return from his camping trip, meant as a surprise, Mikala dressed in the lingerie he had bought her for her birthday, two glasses on the coffee table, a cigarette butt in a crystal ashtray. The myriad emotions – shock, surprise, and finally guilt – that played over her face as he stepped into the living room, carrying a bouquet of roses and a heart full of longing. Did his heart break into a million pieces? He only remembered the anger. Yelling. Then what?

Everything after that was a blank. His eyelids became leaden. Unable to keep them open, they shuttered, leaving him in the dark. In the distance a door slammed. Still keeping his eyes closed, Asher tried to cry for help, but the words stuck in the back of his throat, which was as dry as the Mojave.

“Mikala?” His voice came out a whisper.

He recognized the purposeful footsteps as they approached. Lexy Ford, Mikala’s roommate. Thank God. Lexy was level-headed, calm under pressure. Shivering from the cold now, Asher knew he needed help. He’d have to trust Lexy to get it for him.

A blood-curdling, primal scream cut through the thick fog in Asher’s brain. Lexy. Shouting as though the building were on fire. The rush of adrenaline pushed Asher’s eyes open as primal fear propelled him into a sitting position. When he opened his eyes, a constellation of stars burst across his field of vision.

Lexy stood in the doorway to the living room, her face white, pointing her finger. Pointing at Asher? No. Next to Asher. He turned, the effort of it causing the muscles in his neck and upper back to scream in protest. Next to him, Mikala lay on her back. She wasn’t moving. Her tongue, blue and swollen, protruded, rendering her once beautiful face into a hideous caricature of itself. Lexy’s screams grew louder. Just as Asher tried to cover his ears against the piercing sound, it stopped. The only sound in the room was her gasping breath.

“Oh, no.” Asher’s voice came out a whisper, the rush of air against the back of his throat painful. Mikala’s eyes, usually beautiful and blue and full of life, were now lifeless. A fly landed on the ocean-colored iris of one of them. Mikala didn’t blink. Of course she didn’t. She was dead.

A hot stream of vomit erupted, taking him by surprise as it puddled on Mikala’s stomach and chest. Droplets of it dripped, as if in slow motion, down the side of her body and onto the floor, finally forming a puddle between them. Unable to support his weight, Asher lay back down, his naked body landing in the warm liquid, as the welcome curtain of darkness descended once again.


   


Chapter 1

Olivia Sinclair walked down the hill toward Magnolia Avenue on this beautiful September morning. To her right, a blanket of fog swirled over Mt. Tamalpais, halting abruptly, as though prohibited by an invisible barrier from snaking its way down Magnolia Avenue. She’d been doing this walk to her office for years, yet she had never tired of the view. As she passed the patisserie, savoring the smells of freshly baked bread and strong coffee, she noticed the figure of a woman standing in the alcove near the doorway to her office. Ava Bledsoe. It had been decades since Olivia had seen Lauren’s friend, who was now – at least according to Lauren – desperately in need of a lawyer. As she drew closer to the woman, Olivia could see Ava watching her surroundings warily, as though she worried someone would find her. Olivia recognized that fear, had seen it on hundreds of women during her long career as a divorce attorney.

When the woman’s eyes lit on Olivia striding purposefully toward her, she stood a little straighter, as though she were trying to be brave and put her best foot forward. Olivia recognized this behavior too. Resilience. Good thing, Olivia thought. If what Lauren Ridley said was true – her dear friend had a proclivity for over-exaggeration – this woman would need every ounce of strength she could muster.

“Olivia?” the woman asked, as Olivia searched her purse for her keys.

“Yes.” Olivia smiled warmly. She hesitated, not sure if she should give the woman a perfunctory hug for old times’ sake. “Ava? It’s been a while. How long? Thirty years or so?” Olivia’s office key slid smoothly into place.

“Twenty-eight and a half years to be exact,” Ava said, as she scanned the street. “Can we get inside, please? I don’t mean to sound paranoid, but my husband …”

“Understood.” Olivia opened the office door and beckoned the woman to enter. Ava Bledsoe gave an audible sigh of relief when Olivia locked the door behind them. “My office is this way.” The woman followed Olivia down the corridor to the office at the back of the building. “Did you want coffee? I’d have to run and get some, but I can easily do that. I’m retired and have been clearing out.”

“No, thank you,” Ava said, as her eyes swept around the office, taking in the lack of furniture and the pile of papers heaped next to the shredder.

Olivia watched Ava Bledsoe take off the cashmere overcoat and lay it over the chair next to her. By quick calculation, Olivia surmised Ava Bledsoe was now in her mid-fifties. Her hair, naturally dark and professionally maintained was now neglected, as a half inch of gray showed at the roots. Her eyes spoke to her ethereal beauty, blue and set wide in perfect alignment to cheekbones that most women would die for. The way she moved and the width of her shoulders suggested a life of athleticism, but her clothing was loose, likely from stress-induced weight loss. Ava’s mouth had a pinched look and the lines around her eyes were deeply etched, dehydrated from lack of sleep. As she reached into her Gucci purse and took out a package of tissues, Olivia noticed the woman’s bitten and bloodied cuticles, incongruous against the polish of her clothes and makeup.

Casting her mind back all those years, Olivia remembered Ava as the fresh-faced young woman who’d turned heads in her youth and had stolen the heart of Lauren’s drummer, Ricky Lee. The two had met backstage at one of Lauren’s concerts, had fallen instantly in love, and had eloped to Las Vegas for a secret ceremony. Olivia remembered Ava as a naïve but beautiful young woman, in awe of the entire rock-and-roll experience. The music scene reverberated with sorrow when Ricky Lee had died in a car accident months after the wedding. After that, Ava retreated to the recesses of Olivia and Lauren’s younger days.

“I’ve taken to random bouts of crying, thus the tissues. Not sure whether the tears are from joy or sorrow.” Once Ava had dried her tears and regained her composure, she leaned back in her chair and focused on Olivia. “Thank you for agreeing to see me. Lauren told me she called in a lifetime of favors to make this happen, but I need help. And I need it fast. When my husband discovers what I’ve done, he’ll hunt me down. If he finds me, he’ll kill me.”

“Why don’t you tell me what you’ve done, and then we’ll discuss what I can do for you.”

“I left. I can’t believe it, but I’ve left him, walked out. I need a divorce, but I need to do it so Mark can’t find me.”

“If your husband is as violent as you say he is, you might be better off with a big firm, one that can provide you with security—”

“Absolutely not,” Ava said. “I’ve tried that. I went to an attorney from one of those so-called big firms.” Ava made air quotes. “They failed to grasp the seriousness of the situation, especially when they found out my husband is the billionaire icon of the entire financial world, to hear him tell it. He’s charming socially, adored by many. He gives to the right charities, belongs to the right club, has a soft spot for the underdog, and is a steward of the environment. This is the shiny façade my husband has cultivated and his team has curated over the years.

“I don’t know how much Lauren told you, but all that moral goodness is a veneer. At home, in private, he’s an arrogant blowhard who takes pleasure in making people – namely me – suffer,” Ava said, with an admirable amount of chutzpah. Olivia liked this lady. “That man has been terrorizing me for years. I want to be free of him. I’d like to get divorced. If that cannot happen in a way that makes me feel safe, I’m just going to go home to Sweden. My father is an investment banker. He’s received some threats over the past few years, and now has a security detail. My family can protect me there. I don’t care about the money, don’t care about getting my share. Money doesn’t matter if I’m dead. Make no mistake, Mrs. Sinclair. If my husband finds me, he’ll kill me.”

“Aren’t you afraid your husband will come to Sweden, chase you down?”

Ava shook her head. “No. My family is too well insulated.”

“Then why don’t you just go now?”

“I’m waiting on a new passport. My husband took mine and locked it in his safe. Once I get it, I’m on a plane.”

“How are you going to get your new passport? Don’t they need to mail it to you?” Olivia asked.

“I’ve arranged for it to be delivered to the Swedish Embassy. Again, thanks to my family and my father’s connections, I’m getting help. I haven’t got a cell phone, so I need to call them. Once they have my passport, I will go to the embassy, get it, and return home to Sweden. To safety. To my family.”

“So basically, you just need me to keep you safe for the next forty-eight hours?” Olivia asked. “I think a security firm would be your best bet for something like—”

“And I want to start divorce proceedings, Mrs. Sinclair. I need Mark to know I’m serious about severing ties with him. All ties. I want out of this marriage.”

“Okay. Got it. Why don’t you give me some backstory? What made you finally leave? If his actions are provable, we could get a restraining order—”

“Are you joking?” Ava laughed, a brittle bark that conveyed her distrust. “Trust me when I tell you a restraining order wouldn’t keep him away from me. Mark Bledsoe operates outside the law. And he’s careful to protect himself. If he were ever to be charged with domestic violence, he would lose his job. He’s being groomed to chair the Securities and Exchange Commission. Jeffers Miller – the company where he works – would fire him immediately if they got wind of what a brute he is. They have a morality clause in their employment contract. So does the television network, for that matter.”

Olivia held her pen ready. “What would you like me to do for you? Tell me your ideal scenario.” Over the course of her career as a family-law attorney, Olivia had dealt with dozens of women – and a handful of men – who had fled violent situations, sometimes sneaking away in the middle of the night with nothing but the clothes on their back.

“Last November, my husband broke my jaw. He sucker-punched me because he didn’t like the way I loaded the dishwasher. I fell and hit my head, suffering a mild concussion. He had to take me to the hospital because a neighbor chose this time to stop by with a package that was delivered to her house by accident.” The hand that dabbed her eyes with a tissue shook. “That injury and my well-intentioned neighbor in some strange way saved my life. Had the neighbor not come by, I wouldn’t have gotten medical treatment. She insisted on calling an ambulance. Good thing she did. It turned out that I had a concussion.

“When the time came for me to leave the hospital, Mark didn’t let me go home. He was afraid that the neighbors would check on me, realize what he had done, and try to get me away while he was at work. He made a generous donation to a private hospital in Arizona and sent me there to recuperate away from prying eyes and our neighbors’ suspicions. His plan backfired. During the three months I was there, I slowly recovered myself – the self I was before I married him.”

She’d been staring down at her lap while she spoke. Now she raised her eyes and met Olivia’s gaze straight on. “The self I was when I first met you and Lauren all those years ago.” Olivia recognized the dogged determination, a quality that Olivia not only admired but knew was necessary if Ava were to deal with the difficulties that lay ahead. Extricating herself from a man like Mark Bledsoe would not be easy. At least Olivia now knew Ava would be up to the task.

“We’ve been married for five years and dated for about a year before we tied the knot. Honestly, Mark was the most loving, charming, gentle man I’d ever met. He wowed me and everyone else in our circle of friends. When he proposed, I accepted immediately. When he wanted a quick wedding in Las Vegas, I accepted that too. That should have been a red flag. The controlling behavior started shortly after our honeymoon, becoming worse as time went on. We were two years in when he hit me for the first time. He backhanded me when I didn’t agree with something he said.”

Ava ran her hand over her face. “I don’t even remember what it was. I threatened to file reports. But he always talked me around, promised he would change, cried and sobbed, and bought me expensive jewelry. I was stupid enough to believe him. I never pressed charges. The fights got worse, louder, and soon the neighbors started calling the police, so we moved to a big, beautiful house in Belvedere, far enough from the neighbors so they couldn’t hear us fight.

“Once he had me isolated, his rages became more violent. When he punched me and broke my jaw, he surprised himself, had a flash of awareness of the consequences of his actions. Not out of concern for me, mind you. He just knew that he would lose his job, his prestige, and his money if his abusive ways were to become public. I know the cycle, know how it starts. I’m sure you do, too. Remorseful at first, followed by lavish gifts, bestowed with a seemingly heartfelt apology and a promise to never do it again. But they always do it again, don’t they? My broken jaw got me a four-carat diamond and a brand-new Mercedes. Four years ago, he broke my clavicle.”

She reached up and touched her collarbone, in the process revealing the jutting bones of her chest. Olivia imagined this woman, frightened for her life, waiting for her husband to leave the house, risking life and limb as she made arrangements to flee to safety.

“As penance for that injury, he bought me – never mind. It’s a cycle. An ugly, filthy circle of events. I’m sure you’ve heard this more times than you care to remember.

“While I was in Arizona, I made friends with one of the nurses. She was an emergency room nurse, who was getting her master’s degree in psychology. She had also schemed her way out of an abusive relationship, and in telling me her story of escape, she gave me strength. My time of rest afforded me hours and hours to concoct an escape plan. It started out as a game, planning how I could run away, but by the time I left the hospital, I decided I could be as cunning and manipulative as Mark. After all this time, I knew how to play him, and I set out to do so.

“When I got home from the hospital, I pretended the time away had rekindled my love, that I wanted our marriage to be good again, that our troubles were my fault. In hindsight, I can’t believe I pulled it off, but I made him think I would do anything to get back what we had when we first met.

“I set out to convince Mark that I loved him, that he was the center of my world. My husband is so ego-driven, Mrs. Sinclair, that I had him eating out of my hand. He was so grateful, he cried in my arms and promised to do better. Although the physical contact with him sickened me, I played along. I made love to him every night. Dressed in his favorite outfits, pandered to his every whim. I was conning him, and the con job gave me the fortitude to continue. Meanwhile, I was squirreling away money, opening a bank account, and shipping a few personal possessions – some linens and silver that were wedding gifts from my grandmother – home to Sweden.

“Four days ago, when Mark left for work, I packed as many of my personal belongings as I could in three suitcases. Any more wouldn’t be manageable. After that, I cleaned out our joint checking account and our joint savings account, walked away, and didn’t look back. In case you’re wondering, Mark has plenty of money. I did not leave him destitute.”

“Understood,” Olivia said.

“Once I was ready to go, I called a cab, left my cell phone and my keys on the counter, and walked away from Mark Bledsoe for good.”

“I wonder if he’s filed a missing person’s report.”

“He doesn’t have to. He’ll hire someone private. That way he can find me – and if I’m honest, have me killed – without bringing in the police.”

“And the first thing they will do is hunt down that cab driver.”

“I know,” Ava said. “That’s why I had the taxi drop me off at the bus station. Once there, I purchased three bus tickets, one to New York, one to Chicago, and one to Milwaukee. Then I got in another taxi and got dropped off in South San Francisco at a mall. Once there, I changed clothes, put on a wig, and took Golden Gate Transit to Larkspur, where I met Lauren. And here I am, with you. I can give you power of attorney to negotiate my divorce, right? Then I can leave for Sweden once I get my passport.”

“Do you anticipate a problem with your passport?” Olivia asked.

“No. I’ve requested an emergency passport. Once my Swedish citizenship is verified, I’ll be able to leave.”

“You can’t use a power of attorney to have someone start court proceedings. I’m sorry, but if you want the divorce, you are going to have to file papers and have them served on your husband.”

“He’ll be furious.”

“Yes, he will. He won’t like you being in control.”

Ava Bledsoe reached into her purse and fished around for a moment. “Damn it. I quit smoking two months ago and still catch myself reaching for one in times of stress.” She tossed her purse back onto the chair, leaned back, and crossed her legs.

“I do want a divorce. And I know that once I leave, there’s no coming back. You’re going to want to verify what I’ve told you,” Ava said. “Please do that. But don’t do it in a way that Mark’s operatives can find out what you’re doing. I know you work with your partner, an ex-cop who is now private. Lauren told me I could trust you both. I am. With my life. I also understand if you don’t want to get involved. But the clock is ticking for me. Mark is going to find out that I’ve taken money. It won’t take long for him to discover that I’ve sold jewelry over the past few months. From there, he’ll figure out that I’ve been planning my escape. The fact that I bested him will kindle his need to get me. Everything I sold belonged to me, but still. This will not sit well with him. He’s going to be enraged, and he’s going to act. Will you help me?”

“I’m going to take your case, Mrs. Bledsoe. I’m supposed to be retiring, but I’m going to postpone that to help you.”

“No, not Bledsoe. From now on, I’m Ava Olson. And thank you, Mrs. Sinclair. I know that you’re helping me because Lauren asked you to, and I’m very grateful. I read about what happened with your ex-husband. Being arrested for the murder of his mistress? I read about the way the journalists hounded you; the cameras were camped out across the street from your house. Even though they only managed to get a couple of fleeting shots of you, you never lost your cool; you always seemed so calm, so measured. I also saw the video, where you saved that officer’s life. Wasn’t she the detective who arrested you for murder? I have no doubt that you know what it’s like to be brave.”

“By necessity,” Olivia said.

Ava tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before she folded her hands on the desk.

“So, what do we do now?”

“We are going to prepare your petition for divorce.”




Chapter 2

After her meeting with Ava, Olivia’s promise of a short day at the office fell by the wayside. By the time she filed Ava’s paperwork with the court, and sent the summons out with a process server to hand-deliver to Mark Bledsoe, it was 6:30 p.m. The smell of garlic and Brian’s signature shrimp scampi greeted her as she walked inside and kicked off her shoes, leaving them near the front door. She found Brian standing in front of the stove, a glass of wine in one hand, a wooden spatula in the other. She watched for a minute as he stirred the sauce, set the spatula down and sipped his wine, his well-loved and extremely tattered San Francisco Giants T-shirt covered by her flowered apron, creating a heartwarming domestic tableau. He’d set two places at the bar in the center of the kitchen, complete with a bottle of Taittinger, which sat on ice, ready to be consumed. As she moved into the kitchen, her heart squeezed with love for him.

“Hello there. Sorry I’m late.”

“You’re here now, and that’s all that matters.” He fiddled with the buttons on the stove, covered the large skillet, and pulled Olivia into his arms. After a lingering kiss, Brian stepped away and studied her face. She leaned in and savored the warmth of him.

“How did it go with Ava Bledsoe?” Brian asked.

“As to be expected.”

Brian moved away and poured them each a glass of champagne. They held their flutes in salute and sipped. Olivia sat on one of the barstools surrounding the island in the middle of the kitchen, while Brian carried the boiling pot of pasta over to the sink and emptied it into the drainer. Once the pasta was drained, he put the noodles back in the empty pan and carried them back to the stove.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia could tell by the set of her beloved’s shoulders that something was bothering him.

Brian picked up his champagne and sat next to Olivia. “I’m just naturally suspicious.”

Olivia ran her hand along Brian’s arm. “I know. That’s why I love you.” While Olivia and Brian sipped their champagne, Olivia gave a rundown of her meeting with Ava. When she was finished, she said, “Now you know what I know. What are your concerns?”

“I don’t know, Liv. It’s just too pat. Why come to you now? Why even file for divorce? If she’s that afraid, it seems like getting away would be the first order of business. I understand her wanting her freedom, needing to legally sever her connection. But if she’s so terrified, why not leave? Why not hide in another state until she gets her passport?”

“I didn’t think to ask her.” Olivia waited while Brian refilled her flute with the golden bubbles. “She’s been in touch with the embassy and is awaiting her passport. Once they verify citizenship, she’ll get it. If I had to guess, she wants to be around someone she trusts. She wants someone to protect her, but I’m also betting she wants potential witnesses. Mark Bledsoe seems to be about appearances – at least according to Ava. I think she’ll simply feel safe if she isn’t alone.”

“Okay, I’ll buy that. Listen, Liv, I know that you and Lauren have a sisterness about you. It’s obvious when you two are together that your relationship is one of trust and loyalty. But Lauren’s called in a big favor here. We’re supposed to be retiring, selling the house, and moving near your daughter and granddaughter. Honestly, I’m looking forward to teaching Carly how to fish. And I can tell you miss Denny by the look in your eyes when you talk on the phone. Plus, she probably could use some babysitting.”

“Carly’s just a baby, my love. You’ve got a few years before she’ll need fishing lessons.” Olivia set her flute down. “I do miss Denny. And I’m just as ready as you are to retire. But Lauren was always there for me. When I went into labor to have Denny, Richard was in Washington D.C. trying his first high-profile case. He couldn’t be there for the birth. Lauren was. After Denny was born, Lauren moved in and helped me every day, somehow managing that without making me feel like she was invading my space.” Olivia gazed off, reminiscing about the past. “She’s always been that totally dependable person in my life, and she’s rarely asked for anything in return.”

“I had no idea,” Brian said. “She’s a good friend. More than a good friend.”

“When I got arrested, the detectives got a search warrant. They tore my house up. As in left no stone unturned. By the time I made bail and came home, Lauren had put everything away. That’s the kind of friend she is. She’s done favors like that for me, without me asking, the entire time I’ve known her.”

“Don’t you find it interesting that she’s called in a favor for someone else and not for her?”

“No.” Olivia shook her head. “When ‘Love You Blind’ went to the top of the charts and Lauren’s career was launched, she picked up a stalker. We didn’t really know what stalking was back then, and there were no laws yet to protect people from that kind of behavior, but there was a man who was really terrorizing Lauren. He’d break into her house and leave notes on her pillow, send her roses … I know it sounds like a cliché now, but she really was scared. The police tried to find the guy, no luck.

“Anyway, one night, Ava was at a club where the band was playing. She had just started dating Ricky and was sitting at the bar watching the show. The bartender got a tray of drinks ready for the band and set it on the bar, waiting for the cocktail waitress to deliver it. Lauren was known for ordering Scotch on the rocks back then. Ava saw a man put something in Lauren’s drink. She plowed through the crowd, warned Lauren, and was able to point the man out to the police. I don’t really know how everything went down, but it turns out this man was Lauren’s stalker. The police searched his car and found a notebook full of photos of Lauren, along with a bunch of other evidence.”

“So now Lauren owes Ava.”

“I guess. But Ava drifted away. She married Ricky Lee, and shortly thereafter, Ricky Lee died. And then Lauren lost touch with her.”

“Until now,” Brian said.

“You find that suspicious?”

“I might.” Brian smiled sheepishly at Olivia, who stood up and threw her arms around his neck.

“Good. You can be suspicious. I wouldn’t have taken this case if I didn’t have you to help me.”

Brian kissed her. “Of course I’ll help you. And when this is over, we’ll chuck it all in, okay? We’ll get out of here and spend the next chapters of our lives reading books, fishing in our new boat, and enjoying our new house.”

“That sounds like heaven,” Olivia said.

“I understand how hard this is.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Selling the house where you raised Denny, moving away from the friends you’ve had for a lifetime; it’s a tremendous step. I appreciate that. If you’re not ready, I understand. You had a life in this house, and your garden – I know what your garden means to you.”

As he said these words, he’d moved away from Olivia. She closed the space between them and wrapped her arms around his neck, meeting his eyes, connecting with him, so he would know how serious she was.

“I’m ready to sell this house, ready to move. We’re going to be near Denny and Carly in Tahoe. I want to make a new garden, a new life, with you, Brian. Once this case is over, we’re out of here.”

“Okay. Let’s eat dinner, drink some more champagne, and then you can tell me about the case. We can make a plan.”

“Thank you.” Olivia let out a long sigh of relief. “It’s going to be a tough one, and I’m going to need your help for protection and investigation.”

“You’ve got it.” Brian kissed Olivia’s forehead before he turned away and tossed the pasta with olive oil. “Not that I don’t love a nice bottle of champagne, but what are we celebrating?” Olivia asked as she topped off their flutes.

“Our offer was accepted.” He smiled and held up his glass. “We are now the proud owners of a house in Lake Tahoe.”

***

Later, Olivia and Brian lay entwined on the sofa in front of the crackling fire, the bottle of champagne upside down in the ice bucket.

“The very act of running away speaks to her courage. He’s going to hunt her, Brian. Hunt her down like prey.”

“This is the Mark Bledsoe who appears on the Financial News at least once a week?”

“The very same.”

“Have you seen that guy? He’s like a Viking. Seriously, Liv. He’s a hulking brute of a man, and all muscle.”

“I’ve only seen him peripherally. Definitely got the football-jock vibe.” She’d never given Mark Bledsoe more than a passing thought. In just a few short weeks, she expected she would know everything about him, including the secrets he kept. Brian, a retired homicide detective who now had a very successful one-man PI firm, was very good at his job. If Mark Bledsoe had skeletons in his closet, Brian Vickery would unearth them.

“She said he’s violent?”

“Terrifyingly so. She told me of two incidents this morning, one where he broke her jaw. The other when he punched her when he didn’t like the way she loaded the dishwasher. He also broke her clavicle.”

“Jesus.” Brian sat back down next to Olivia. “This makes me nervous, Liv. He’s mean, and he’s powerful.”

“I know.”

“Is she going to fight him for money?”

“No. She drained their joint accounts when she left.”

“That’s poking a wasp’s nest,” Brian said.

“She doesn’t even want spousal support. She wants the divorce, mostly she wants to stay off her husband’s radar until she can get her emergency passport and run home to Sweden.”

“She thinks she’ll be safe in Sweden?”

“Apparently her father is an investment banker of such importance that he has a security detail. Why? Is that strange?”

Brian got up, pulled on his sweatpants, and handed Olivia her clothes. “Yes. An investment banker with a security detail? Sounds like organized crime to me. You’re so quick to take this woman at her word.”

“I know. But she’s truly terrified. I want to help her. If she’s playing me, for whatever reason, we’ll find out.”

“Fair enough,” Brian said. “I’ll be the suspicious-minded devil’s advocate.”

“I would expect nothing less.” Olivia stood and stretched, tired all of a sudden, and emotionally drained from her encounter with Ava.

“Is there any chance Bledsoe could track Ava to Lauren’s house?”

“I don’t think so. Ava and Lauren were friends – mostly through Ricky Lee – before she met Mark. As far as Ava knows, Mark doesn’t know that Ava and Lauren are friends. She left her cell phone, all her electronics, and her car at home. She took a circuitous route to Lauren’s too.”

“Good thinking.”

“She planned for every contingency.”

Olivia sat back down, close to Brian. He put his arm around her, so they were sitting shoulder to shoulder, basking in the fire’s warmth. “I’m going to put more cameras around the house.”

“Okay,” Olivia said.

“Wow. No pushback?” Brian looked into Olivia’s eyes. “You’re afraid, aren’t you?”

“Let’s just say I’m aware of the danger, and I know the only way to stay safe is to assume the worst. The best course of action here is to pretend he’ll be coming for her, and for me, full throttle. He’s going to want to get to Ava. Once I file divorce papers, he’ll know that I can lead him to her. It makes me vulnerable.”

“It does,” Brian agreed. “He’s going to hire private investigators, and he’s going to hire someone really good. They’ll vet Ava’s history. Eventually whoever he hires to hunt Ava will discover her relationship with Lauren. When that happens, both of you will be on his radar.”

“Surely he wouldn’t be so stupid as to harass me?” The minute Olivia said these words, she realized how foolish they were. Of course Mark Bledsoe would come after her. As Ava had said, he doesn’t operate within the law. The reality of her situation and the danger she’d brought to their lives sunk in. “Oh, Brian. What have I done?”

“Your job, Liv. You’ve chosen to exit with a bang,” Brian said.

“Now all we have to do is gird ourselves for a fight,” Olivia said.

“How are you going to manage this case? Other than getting this woman divorced, what’s your end game?”

Olivia leaned into Brian, nestling close to him, letting his warmth soothe her. “I filed the petition for divorce and sent the summons out for service with Jeff Hinton. He’s the only process server I trust with a case like this. He’ll be able to personally serve Mark with the divorce papers and then be finished with him. He always carries a gun, and he’s aware of Mark’s volatile nature. The only leverage I have is Ava herself. She doesn’t want half of her husband’s money. She wants a divorce. If he agrees to let her go, she won’t take another dime.”

“Okay, so we play the game? I dig into this guy’s finances, find out where he’s hiding his billions, and then you make a more-than-fair offer?” Brian brushed Olivia’s cheek with his fingers, his touch light and sensual.

“And make him think that he’s in control and calling the shots. That’s pretty much the only strategy I’ve got, which doesn’t really matter because Ava doesn’t care about the money. She wants out, and she wants to get away,” Olivia said.

“I think I should speak to Lauren myself, just to make sure she knows how dangerous Mark can be. She knows about Ava’s abuse, but I’m not sure if she knows
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