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  Foreword by Brett Monk


Welcome to “Lies That Stalk Us”! This is the fourth book in the 5-book “MOMS WHO LIE” series. As in the first three books, McKenna and I are just having a blast working together to bring you this story. 
In addition to the five full-length novels in the series, there’s also a special FREE bonus novella called “The Lying Begins” that’s not available on Amazon or anywhere else other than the link below. It tells the story of just what happened twenty years ago, the night of the prom when Maddy and Amelia were in high school together. Once you’re thoroughly hooked on this story, you’re definitely going to want to read it, too.
When you join my reader’s community, you will not only get free books and other content by me and some of my friends, but you will get the inside scoop on discounted products and upcoming releases. Plus, I share some personal thoughts and “behind the scenes” photos and notes about my life, media adventures, and favorite grilling recipes. :-) 
Community members also get to vote in polls and make suggestions for upcoming books and projects. You might even want to consider being a “beta reader” or an “advance review reader”, both of whom get to read the books before they’re available to the public. 
https://www.brettmonk.com
[image: ]
But for now, enjoy “Lies That Stalk Us” .
- Brett
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  Chapter 1
Amelia


As I cross the tiled flooring, it is cold under my bare feet. When I get to the vanity in my bathroom, I grip the edge of the counter for a moment to steady myself. 
I’m disoriented. Everything is groggy. I’m still half asleep. I sort of still think that I am dreaming.
And when I realize that I’m not, I wish that I was.
I brace myself to look in the mirror at my reflection. Sunken eyes. Dull blonde hair with gray and brown roots showing. Skin stretched tightly over my cheeks. Worry creases on my forehead. And no color to me whatsoever.
I open the medicine cabinet and pull out the orange pill bottle. I don’t even need to read the label before I pop the lid off and dump a pill into the palm of my hand. Then I stare at my open hand, noticing it trembling. I have no idea why other than a side effect of my crippling anxiety.
When I toss the pill back, I don’t even need water. Still, it might be good to splash some on my face, so I do. Then I dab myself with a hand towel, and when I check my reflection in the mirror again, I see no changes. I don’t look any better.
This is not the Amelia Bailey that I spent years building.
Carson Price kidnapped my daughter, and even though I have her back now, he has still stripped me of myself. He still has this hold over me. He still tormenting my dreams and my wakeful state.
And that’s because Carson Price is still out there.
And it’s even worse because people don’t believe me.
I find myself in my sister’s shoes, when she was fifteen years old. Way back in 1998. When she was just a sophomore at Blackfell High, head over heels in love with Carson. And then, in the blink of an eye, he was gone. No matter what she did, no matter who she talked to, there was still a massive sum of people who didn’t believe a word out of her mouth. And where did this lead to her ending up?
Institutionalized.
The reason I am in her shoes now is that people don’t believe me. The police won’t even release it to the press that I saw Carson in those woods after he burned down the shed he was keeping Lyla in and subsequently, the old A-frame cabin he had been camping out in as well. And when I told Nora what I saw, she didn’t believe me either. 
Because she believes Carson to be dead.
A lot of people believe him to be. He’s been missing for over twenty years. What is the more likely explanation?
I used to be one of those people who believed he was dead.
Because I used to think I had killed him.
I pushed him over the rotting balcony on the second floor of that A-frame cabin. I watched him fall into the pool. I saw the blood spread darkly over the pool lights as he hit his head on the side of it. Then when I pulled him out of the water, I shook him hard and he did not stir.
For over twenty years I was keeping that secret. And the guilt of it crippled me. But now I know I don’t have to feel as guilty anymore. Because he survived. And I know this because I saw him—whether people believe it or not.
Sick of seeing how ghastly and disgusting I think I look in the reflection, I turn my back to my mirror and lean against the countertop. I cross my arms and pull my phone out of the pocket of my gray faux-fur robe. I go to Dean’s contact and give him a call.
It rings six times. And instead of picking up, I am left with his voicemail.
“Dean, hi.” I don’t even really know where I’m going with this. “Please just talk to me. I have to tell you something. And it’s important. I just… I don’t know what happened that night. I don’t get why you’re mad and why you’re ignoring me. Can we please just…?”
I’m thinking of how to wrap this up when I glance out of the corner of my eyes and jump away from the counter in fright. My husband, Gentry, has rounded the corner and scared the crap out of me.
I don’t know how much he heard, but I’d rather him not know I’m trying to get Dean to stop ignoring me.
“Just call me back,” I say quickly, then I finish the voicemail.
Gentry clears his throat and goes over to his vanity, which is separate from mine. He looks at me only through the reflection of his mirror as he begins running a toothbrush under the tap. He has complete bedhead, with strands sticking up in every which direction—something I used to find endearing and cute about him. Now, I’m just wondering why he doesn’t cut his hair shorter like most men his age do.
“So…” he starts off slowly. I think for a moment he’s going to ask me about who I was just talking to. But it’s not really any of his business anymore.” I think that I’m going to get my own place.”
It’s not at all what I had been expecting him to say.
“What?” 
I heard him clearly. I just can’t comprehend it well.
“Yeah.” He shrugs and puts toothpaste on his gray and white toothbrush. Then he turns the sink off and stands there, not putting the toothbrush in his mouth. I watch the toothpaste on it carefully, wondering if it’s going to slide off and fall down his sweatpants or onto the tile. “I just think it’s time. The kids all know. The secret’s out. I don’t want to be in the guestroom another night. The kids don’t like it. I think it would just be easier for everyone if you and I got some space and I had a place of my own.”
It takes me a moment to reply. It’s a lot to digest. I don’t know why I’m so caught off guard and why I feel slightly offended. This is what I want, too. It’s a good thing that Gentry wants to leave. I’ve been sick of him for a long while now. At first, when we decided we no longer loved each other and only wanted to stick it out for the kids, Gentry and I still got along great and had a good relationship as friends. He still comforted me and gave me advice and helped a great deal with the kids. But then, he grew more and more distant… not just from me, but from the kids as well—going on long work trips and retreats, which ended up not really being work trips at all but instead were visits to see a new girl he had met outside of town. Once I learned that he had started another relationship, things just got worse from there. Recently, it had gotten to the point where I couldn’t even stand the sound of his breathing in the bed beside me.
So it’s good that he wants to leave.
“All right,” I say, shrugging back.
“Yeah?” He raises an eyebrow like he’s surprised that I am agreeing so willingly. 
What—does he think I’m in love with him after all, and that I want to make this work? 
Not a chance.
“Yeah,” I say. “I think that would be best.”
He nods, and I assume the conversation is over because he finally begins brushing his teeth. I was going to get ready for the day as well, but I don’t want to be in the same bathroom as him, so I’ll give him his privacy and I’ll just get ready later. 
I turn to leave, but he calls my name softly.
“Hmm?” I ask when I turn back to him. 
He’s pulled a toothbrush out of his mouth halfway. His mouth is full of white foam. “And just another thing—I think I should take Joey.”







  
  Chapter 2
Lyla


The feeling of smoke filling my lungs and nearly pulling me under is what makes me wake up this morning coughing and sputtering in my bed. 
It seems that from the moment I got home until who knows when, I’m only going to be dreaming about that night. Not about all of the other horrible things that happened when I was kidnapped, but specifically the night of the fire. That’s all I’ve been able to dream about so far since I’ve been back, anyway.
Gulping in fresh, clean air and sitting up so that my head is tilted back and the fan is blowing cool air on my face, I try to leave the dream behind and focus on the present. I am home and I am safe. Carson Price isn’t going to come for me and lock me in a building burning ever again.
At least I sure as heck hope not.
I take a moment to look around at my room and feel extra appreciative of everything inside of it. My furry blue rug on the ground. My record player on top of my dresser. My flatscreen TV mounted to the wall with every streaming service that’s out there logged in on it. My comfortable bed, which is king-sized and massive. My large walk-in closet, stuffed to the brim with clothing of all different styles. The top drawer of my dresser, which is overflowing with different pairs of warm, fuzzy, or colorful socks.
I never really appreciated before how lucky I am to have everything I do.
I guess getting locked in a shed and having to sleep on the dusty, cold, bug-infested ground really puts things into perspective.
I stretch and get out of bed. For some reason, my body aches slightly. Like it had started to get used to sleeping on the floor of the shed. Like it’s not accustomed to the soft way my mattress fits into every curve of my body no matter what position I’m lying in.
There’s no school today, and even if there was, Mom and Dad told me that I wouldn’t have to go. Not until I’m ready.
But of course, I’m ready. I have to go to school. I have to do lots of things.
Because I have a list.
A list of all the things I promised I would do if I got out of that shed.
My main focus on that list is to just be a good daughter and student. Among other things.
For example: step one is what I’m going to be focusing on today:

Step 1) Talk to Trinity’s parents.

I promised I would. I promised that I would come clean. That I would apologize for the fact that I had been texting and driving that night of the car accident that killed Trinity Cruz. Yes, we were hit by a drunk driver, and it was presumed to be his fault, but it doesn’t change the fact that I could have prevented the accident from happening if I had just been paying better attention instead of excitedly texting Wrigley Hall back—while I had a boyfriend, not to mention.
Old Lyla—the me before the accident and before all of this went down with Carson Price and all of his torments—would dress in something cute and trendy. She would put the effort into how she looked every single day, just like her mother and twin sister did.
New Lyla—who I became after the accident—would hardly have given a crap about how she looked and would have just either let Audrey pick stuff out for her or threw on whatever looked comfortable and helped her blend in.
It takes me some time to figure out what a trendy outfit would be now. So much so, that I even go on Pinterest to get some inspiration. Sure, I could bug Audrey to help me again, but then that would involve her asking what I’m getting ready for. And I’m not exactly ready to tell her about what I’m doing.
Pinterest informs me that cardigans seem to be a huge hit again, so I find my pastel green one and put that on over a simple white tank top. Then I throw on some straight-leg high-waisted jeans and white sneakers. Then in the bathroom, where I have it to myself because I don’t think Joey or Audrey is awake yet, I run a straightener through my hair and curl the ends of it. I also go as far as putting makeup on—that’s something I feel like I haven’t done in ages.
“See?” I ask myself in the mirror as I fluff up my blonde hair and pretend like I’m posing for a selfie. “You can be the old Lyla. Easy peezy.”
I tiptoe down the stairs carefully because I don’t want to have a run-in with any of my family members. With my father, who has suddenly become our roommate sleeping in the guestroom down the hall. With my mother, who still looks at me like she’s staring straight at a ghost. With Audrey, who will be nosy and won’t want me to do anything without letting her know first. And even with Joey, who acts all weird around me now and doesn’t try to tease me or flick me anymore. He’s actually… nice to me. And I hate it.
Thankfully, it’s a quiet morning in our house, and I have an easy enough time making it into the garage. Once I’m inside, I turn to the workbench next to the door I’ve just stepped out of to pick up an unfamiliar set of keys off of a key hook. These keys belong to me. They go to the white Toyota 4Runner that’s been sitting in the garage untouched since it was bought.
The old Lyla wasn’t afraid to drive her car. So I shouldn’t be afraid to drive this new 4Runner.
I open the garage and take a couple of steps toward the vehicle. I grip the keys tightly in my hand. 
Come on, Lyla. You’ve gotten this far.
I stop when I’m only a couple of steps to the driver’s side door. My chest is tight. My palms are sweaty. Every time I blink, I catch a glimpse of Trinity’s unmoving body in my mind. I hear myself screaming.
I shakily reach my hand out toward the handle, but at the last second, I snatch it back. I run back over to the workbench and throw the keys down. Then I grab my bike, kick up the kickstand, and pedal as far away from my car as I possibly can.
Maybe next time.
It’s chillier out than I thought it would be, so I’m glad I have the cardigan on. And despite the cold weather, I enjoy the bike ride. I’m cautious about it, too, eyeing down every single car that passes me, determined to turn my bike right around and go right back home the moment a car slows down next to me. I won’t be captured again. 
My parents don’t even want me going anywhere by myself, which is understandable considering that Carson hasn’t been caught yet, and I know it’s on my list to start obeying them and listening to their requests more, but this is something that I just have to do. That’s why it’s first on my list.
When I roll up outside of Trinity’s house, my stomach knots up. The last time I was here was when I sleep-walked and woke up in the woods in their backyard. I had hoped to escape the premises without being seen, but Marty and Hilda Cruz had been on their back patio when I emerged from the trees.
I remember them trying to call out to me, but I hightailed it out of there anyway.
When I look at the front of their older Victorian-style home backing up to the woods, a little montage plays in my head of all the times I walked up those porch steps to knock on the door with a big smile on my face, waiting to see my best friend. Then after she died, I told myself I was never going to be knocking on that door ever again.
And yet, here I am.
I don’t want to do this. But I know I have to. Because of that awful promise.
I take a few soothing breaths, get off the bike, put the kickstand down, and fiddle with the tips of the sleeves of my cardigan as I slowly ascend the few steps of the front porch. It’s early, and I wonder if they’re even awake.
I hope they’re not. I hope they don’t even hear me knock and I stand there for a few minutes and have to give up and go back home.
My hand hovers over the knocker for a long time before I finally grip the cold metal and clank it three times.
My heart is pounding ferociously. My mouth is dry. I can’t believe I’ve actually done it.
I wait for what feels like an eternity but has probably only been a couple of seconds, and then the door slowly creaks open. It’s Marty Cruz, tall and lanky and in a pink polo with a gold chain bearing a cross around his neck. His big brown eyes stare down at me and his bushy, dark eyebrows furrow.
“Lyla, is that you?”
Of course, he’s unsure. I have an identical twin, after all. One who recently cut her hair short to look just like me again.
“Yes,” I say nervously.
“What are you doing here?”
“Did you just say Lyla?” Hilda’s voice calls from somewhere inside the house. Then suddenly, she’s standing beside Marty at the door. She looks beautiful, even if she looks tired. Her brown hair is up in a messy bun, she’s wearing a simple black jumper, and her feet are bare.
“You did say Lyla,” she says, answering her own question.
“Um, hi,” I say nervously. “I was wondering if it would be okay if I talked to both of you.”
They look at each other. It feels like they’re never going to answer my question. I get to stand there and worry that they’re going to start screaming at me to get the heck off of their porch before they call the police.
But finally, Marty sighs. “Come in.” And he and his wife step away from the door and I enter the small foyer in front of the staircase as Marty closes the door—and locks it, I can’t help but notice—behind me.
“Let’s go into the living room,” Hilda says, directing me where to go as if I haven’t been here a million times before. I nod, swallow, and lead the way into it. I take a seat in the oversized armchair, just at the edge of it where my feet still touch the ground. If I backed all the way into it, the cushion would stop at my mid-calf and I would feel like a child.
Marty and Hilda sit on the sofa together adjacent to me and mute the TV, which had been playing, to my dismay, the news.
“How can we help you?” Marty’s voice is stern and demanding. I notice that neither of them is saying anything about my recent return home after the great ordeal I went through. But why am I even expecting them to?
“I just…” I don’t know where to begin.
“It has taken you a long time to finally come here,” Hilda points out. So they’ve been expecting me. They’ve been waiting for this moment.
I nod my head and look into my lap. “I know,” I say. “And I’m so sorry. I should have come a long time ago.”
“Yes, you should have,” Marty agrees. It makes me feel even worse.
I force myself to look up at them. It hurts. A lot. I see so much of Trinity in her mother. And if I just focus on looking at Marty, I am almost overwhelmed by the look of disdain he has for me.
“Right,” I say. “But, I finally made it. And I want you both to know that I am sorry.” 
There. It’s out. I’ve said it. I’m sorry.
A lump forms in my throat. I’m so, so sorry.
“What exactly is it you’re sorry for?” Hilda asks, straightening in her seat and staring me down intensely.
“For what happened to Trinity.”
“And what did happen, Lyla?” Marty asks.
Great. I am sure they’ve heard already—all about how it’s my fault. But they want me to confess directly to them. I should have expected this.
Just do it, Lyla. They already know what you did. It’s not like it’s anything new to them.
“I was driving Trinity home from the movies when we were hit by that drunk driver. But…”
“Yes?” Marty asks deeply.
“But the reason the driver hit us was that I hadn’t been paying attention to the road. I was texting and driving. It’s… it’s all my fault. And I am really, really sorry.”
I quickly wipe the tears that fall. I don’t want them to see me crying. I don’t want them to think that I’m trying to make myself look like the victim in all of this. I just want to take full responsibility. I just really miss Trinity and I really wish I hadn’t taken their daughter away from them.
Suddenly, Hilda crumbles and puts her head in her hands. Marty leans forward and clasps his hands together, his elbows on his knees as he glares at me. They don’t say anything.
“I wish I could bring her back,” I try.
“But you can’t,” Marty says. “You made the decision that night to take that risk with our daughter’s life. You had no regard for it. You didn’t care what happened to her. You weren’t a friend at all.”
“I know,” I say, my heart breaking. All of the horrible things I think to myself about what an awful human being I am because of that night, are being said straight to my face. “You’re right. You’re so right. I wasn’t even thinking. And I am—I was careless and reckless and stupid.”
Hilda removes her hands from her face. She used to always be so kind to me, whereas Marty was always a little more on the strict-father side.
“You killed her,” she says, taking me by surprise. “You killed my daughter, Lyla.”
Then she gets up and storms out of the living room.
I sit there, not knowing what to do. Marty is still glowering at me. I feel stuck in this chair. I want to run for it. I hate the way he’s looking at me.
And where did Hilda even go? To call the police? To go get a knife out of the kitchen so she can get her revenge?
My heart starts beating faster the more I think about it. 
What if Marty and Hilda have been waiting a very long time to get me inside of their house so that they can finally avenge their daughter?
What if they don’t let me leave?
“I know that nothing I say can make this any better,” I say cautiously. “I just wanted to finally let you guys hear it from… from me.” I slowly get to my feet.
“You know, Lyla?” Marty asks as I slowly start backing toward the front door. “I try to find peace in the fact that you’ve received your karma.”
“I-I did,” I stammer. “You’re so right. I absolutely did.” 
I deserved to be locked in that shed.
“Like I said,” Marty continues. I’m nearly at the door. “I try to find peace in it. But somehow... it’s just not enough.”
“I am—I’m sorry.” It’s all I can think to say before I spin on my heel, fumble with the deadbolt, and run out of there. I get on my bike and I pedal as hard and as fast as I can the entire way home, too terrified to ever look back.







  
  Chapter 3
Maddy


“So are you gonna tell me what’s going on or not?” 
Steven Hall’s words replay in my head as I sit on my crappy, old, sunken-in sofa and absent-mindedly braid my long brown hair while I watch the news about Lyla’s kidnapping on my small TV. I notice how no one is mentioning Carson Price’s name anywhere. On any news station. The only place I can seem to find information about how Mia claims she saw Carson Price in the fire is when I Google it and find different blogs and social media posts talking about it.
I already tried to tell Detective Fritz that Carson Price is alive and that he did this to Lyla. But he didn’t believe me. He thinks the only murderers in Toxey are me and my son.
After Steven had been jumped in his house and robbed, I could only think of one culprit. Carson. He must have immediately left that fire, and then went on to fulfill his next plan. To do his next torment. I think that it’s been him all along. That it’s been one single man messing with not only me, not only Lyla, but Warner, Mia, and her other daughter, Audrey, as well. All to get his revenge over how Mia and I nearly killed him all those years ago.
I remember staring back-and-forth between Steven, with his killer smile, sandy blond hair, and dimply chin, and the note he had received as we stood out front of his house after the police drove away. The note had said… 
Stay away from Madeleine Carpenter. Far away.
How could I even begin to explain any of this to him? How would he understand? How would what happen to Lyla in those woods tie in with me? The only way I could explain everything to him plainly would be is if I admitted what Mia and I did all those years ago when we were teenagers. If I told him the truth about how we kept it a secret for all these years. And I just had this feeling that if I did that, I would lose him for sure. And it just wasn’t something I was willing to do.
I’m still not.
“Steven, I am so sorry,” I had said to him with big, apologetic eyes, trying to sound as sincere as possible.
“Sorry for what?” he had asked, taking the note back and shoving it in his pocket. Why he wanted to keep it, I had no idea. “What is this, Maddy?”
I let my shoulders sag and I looked at my shoes for a moment. “I… I should have told you sooner,” I said to him, “I think that note is from my ex-boyfriend.”
It was the quickest lie I could come up with.
“An ex-boyfriend?”
I nodded repeatedly and sighed. “Yes. I thought that he was finally going to leave me alone. But apparently not. Apparently, he found out about you somehow. I… I never meant for this to happen, Steven. I’m so sorry.”
When I snuck a peek at him, he looked a little less angry. But still, it was clear he was upset. Confused. And hurt—literally.
“Who is he?” he asked, making my stomach flip. 
“I—you wouldn’t know him,” I made up. “He doesn’t live in Toxey. And… I don’t want to tell you who he is because I don’t want you doing something stupid. I’m too afraid of him.”
“Afraid of him,” he repeated.
“Well… yeah. I mean… you saw what he did, Steven! He’s dangerous. I… I’m an idiot for ever getting involved with you. I’m sorry. And your son was in the house…” I put my hand over my mouth and looked away from him.
I almost felt like I was living out of some sort of soap opera. I was standing outside of his incredibly expensive white mansion while he stood in front of me in his expensive silk pajamas, his face and knuckles bloody and bruised.
“I…” Steven trailed off. “I guess I don’t really know what to say.”
I nodded understandingly. “I can pay for any damage that he did. For anything that he stole, too, I’ll replace it.”
He shook his head and gave me a slight eye roll. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
“It’s not ridiculous. This is my fault.”
Did he think I was being ridiculous because he knew I likely didn’t have the money to replace the stolen items? Because he had been to my small, rundown house and he had seen the old Jeep Wrangler I have to share with my son since my Hyundai exploded?
“Look,” he said, “it’s been a long night. I’m just gonna go back inside. I just thought you should know that it happened.”
“Is there anything I can do?” 
But I knew without him answering that it was hopeless.
“I’ll just... talk to you later,” he said instead of answering my question. “Okay?”
I bit my lower lip which was trembling. “Okay,” I agreed.
After that, I waited for him to text me or call me. It’s been a couple of days and he still hasn’t. And I miss him terribly. I know that my being with him put him in danger and put his son at risk of being hurt, too, but it’s not fair. Just because some psychopath wants to ruin my every bit of happiness, I’m supposed to just not go for what I want anymore?
When Lyla’s face shows up on the TV screen again, I turn my attention back to the news.
“It is still not known yet who did this to her and where they are now,” the news anchor is saying.
“What a bunch of baloney!” I say, rolling my eyes. “It was Carson Price!” I want to hit my TV, but I know that it would just be stupid to do so. It wouldn’t solve anything. And I don’t need anything else to go breaking in this house. With Warner out of a job and no longer helping me with bills, and with me continuously not showing up for work or leaving early, we are stretched thin. I want to get people to believe us. Mia saw him in the woods. Mia watched his mask drop off of his face.
Maybe I should have just told Steven the truth. Maybe I was just overthinking it and he wouldn’t really have been mad at me for what I did so many years ago.
But the maybes are pointless. Because I already said what I said. I created this lie and now I have to stick with it.
I’ll admit—I thought my story would have made him feel a little sorry for me. I thought he would have told me it was not my fault and put his arms around me, even. But it seems like no matter what story I told him, truth or not, he was still going to want nothing to do with me after.
Well, you know what, Steven?
I’m not letting you get away that easy. 







  
  Chapter 4
Warner


Ican’t seem to get myself to do anything other than lie in bed and toss my football up in the air and catch it, hardly even paying attention and getting dangerously close to letting it just bounce off my chest or hit me in the face. But hey, what’s another fat lip? Probably nothing compared to what I’ve already received from my fight with Jackson outside the house yesterday. 
I’m miserable about it. For multiple reasons. I hadn’t meant for Jackson to see Lyla and me, for one. Not that that’s okay—I know the almost kiss with Lyla shouldn’t have happened at all. She’s his ex-girlfriend, and he’s supposed to be my best friend. And he’s heartbroken over her—anyone can see that. And I also told him that I’m not interested in Lyla. Or… more that I was interested but that I would never let anything happen and that Lyla made it clear she wasn’t interested in me anyway.
Apparently, I had been lying about that.
I’m also upset because the kiss didn’t happen. I had wanted it to. Badly. Lyla and I had been inches away from each other. I had been inches away from doing something I have wanted to do for a long, long time. Probably even longer than I even realize. When I thought I had lost Lyla forever, it made things much clearer for me. I’m crazy about her. I want to be with her. I want her to be with me. I would make a good boyfriend for her. I would take care of her. I would treat her better than Jackson did. Jackson always resented the fact that she changed after her car accident. I wouldn’t be that way. I like the new Lyla. And I like being there for everything that she’s gone through. I understand that she can’t have gone through what she went through and not changed as a person.
Heck, even I’ve changed as a person. I’ve been run off the road, called a murderer, and nearly blown up.
And I think it was possibly by Carson Price—my mother and Lyla’s mother’s old enemy from years ago.
The fight with Jackson has gotten messy fast. Lyla and I had immediately jumped up to our feet when he yelled at us and started storming across his yard to get to my yard to get to us.
“Jackson!” Lyla had gasped out in surprise.
I held my hands up like someone who was clearly guilty and was giving himself up. “Dude,” I said quickly, my stomach lurching. “I’m sorry. Nothing happened.”
But it didn’t stop him from storming up to us, his fair-skinned face twisted with rage, his black hair blowing back in the breeze. And it didn’t stop his fist from flying into the side of my face.
“Nothing happened!” I tried again, my face pulsing and throbbing.
Still, he said nothing and kept swinging. Jackson likes to work out as much as I do, and he’s on the football team, too, so he wasn’t exactly an easy fight.
I had to defend myself at some point. So I tried pushing him off of me. And… fine. He repeatedly hitting me was getting on my nerves, so maybe I threw a punch or two back. It all happened so fast—Lyla screaming in the background for us to knock it off—but I don’t really remember a whole lot. All I know is that my mom had burst through the front door of our house and jumped off the steps to separate us. When Lyla had Jackson away from me and my mom had me away from him, I got a look at Jackson and saw that he had a red spot on his cheek, but otherwise looked unharmed. I could taste blood in my mouth. And my entire face throbbed. It still does.
“What is the matter with you two?!” My mom had shouted at us as we stood there trying to get out of the grasps of the ladies holding us back.
“He’s being a total jerk for no reason!” I shouted. “Jackson, nothing happened!”
“Yeah, because I stopped it!” he yelled back. 
“Knock it off!” Lyla snapped. “Both of you! Do you seriously think this is something I can deal with right now?!”
I immediately felt like a jerk myself. I hadn’t even been thinking about Lyla. It was kind of hard to when a fist was getting slammed into my face repeatedly.
“I’m sorry,” I said to her. But it didn’t matter. She had tears in her eyes as she spun quickly on her heel and marched away from the house.
“Warner, get inside the house, now,” Mom said in her angry voice. “Jackson, go home.”
Jackson shook his head, glared at me like this wasn’t over, and then finally went back to his house.
I haven’t talked to Lyla since. I’ve tried texting her and calling her but she hasn’t replied. I hate that she’s mad at me. It wasn’t even my fault. She has to know that. She was there. Jackson attacked me and I was defending myself. still, I can see how it might’ve been sort of triggering for her with everything she had just recently escaped from. I have no idea what happened to her when she was locked in that shed. She won’t talk about it. It kills me to think about the possibilities.
“Warner!” my mom calls from somewhere inside the house. “Get out here, please.”
I drop the football and roll out of bed with a heavy sigh. I know why I’m being summoned. I know who has come to the house. I already hear their deep voice talking to my mom in the living room.
Dean Reeves is here.
My old English teacher.
My current football coach.
And my biological father.
I trudge down the hall, regretting agreeing to this meeting. Dean had apparently asked my mom if we could all sit down and talk... as a family. He asked if, for just once, we would hear him out. My mother has been snubbing him for years.
When I exit the hall and make myself known in the living room—which is already crammed even with there only being three people in here—Dean looks at me and gives a slight smile. It’s crazy to think about how much our relationship has changed in such a short amount of time. He used to be my favorite teacher at Blackfell High. I used to feel like I could talk to him about anything and confide in him for whatever I needed.
I could tell I was his favorite student, but I never put any thought as to why that was. I guess it had been pretty stupid of me to not see it. Even as I look at him now, I can see the resemblances.
“Hi, Warner,” he says, sounding a little bit formal.
“‘Sup.”
Mom rolls her eyes at me and motions for us to sit down. I sit on the couch next to Mom and Dean takes a seat in the armchair. It’s weird having him in my house like this. Any student would think it was weird having their teacher visit their home. But it’s even weirder for me because now I have to deal with the fact that he’s also my father and I have been kept in the dark about it for nearly eighteen years.
“Thank you for letting me come,” Dean says.
“Yeah. Well… you’ve been persistent,” Mom says, sounding annoyed.
“And I would have kept persisting,” he points out. “I would’ve done whatever I needed to to get this to happen. I’ve been wanting this for so, so long. Neither of you even realize.”
“How long, exactly?” Mom asks. “Because eighteen years ago, you definitely didn’t want this. It was the last thing you wanted.” Then she laughs sarcastically.
I feel secondhand embarrassment for Mr. Reeves. Dean. Whatever I’m supposed to call him.
He shifts in the chair. “Well… I was only a little bit older than Warner is now when I found out. How do you think Warner would react to finding out he was going to be a father right now?”
I shake my head dramatically. “Can we not?”
“How do you think I felt?” Mom asks, the both of them ignoring me.
“I know I made a mistake,” Dean says. “I should have manned up, and I’ve regretted it ever since.”
“Right.” Mom is apparently not any happier that this is happening than I am.
“I didn’t come here to argue with you, Madeline. I’m trying to make things right. I really am.”
She takes a moment to gather herself, inhaling a deep breath and slowly letting it out. I just sit there next to her silently, feeling completely uncomfortable.
“So…” Dean trails off after a long while of silence. “Do you want to talk about what happened to your face there, Warner?”
“No,” I say quickly.
“He and Jackson got in a fight outside because Warner tried to kiss his ex-girlfriend.” Mom clearly doesn’t care about whether or not I wanted to talk about it.
“Mom,” I complain.
“Lyla Bailey?” Dean asks, raising his eyebrows. 
“That’s the one,” Mom answers. “Trouble seems to follow her, doesn’t it?”
“It seems to follow all of you,” Dean points out.
“Yeah,” I say, leaning forward. “And why is that, exactly?” I know Dean has some involvement in everything that’s going on. Have I figured out exactly how? No.
But I’ll figure it out. I’m determined to.
“I… I don’t know,” Dean says, shaking his head. “There are weird things going on around here. That’s for sure.”
I roll my eyes.
Mom slaps her palms to her knees. “Anyway,” she says quickly, clearly wanting to get off of the topic of Carson Price and what has been happening to us. What he’s been doing to us. I don’t even know if Dean thinks Carson Price is the one behind this or not. I don’t know of anyone that is on our side about it.
Sometimes I wonder if I’m even on our side.
I hadn’t seen him in the woods, after all. Mia had been the only one who recognized him.
“What is it you wanted to talk to us about, Dean?” Mom asks.
Dean clears his throat. “Right. I’ll just… I’ll get right to it then.”
“That would be great,” I say bitterly.
“Okay. Warner, I know things have probably been put on a bit of a hold with what’s been going on. But I’d still like to help you apply to those colleges in Florida. And… more than that, I would also like to help you pay for whatever one you go to. I’ve had over seventeen years where I haven’t contributed a dime to your upbringing, and so I have a lot to make up for. I want to help in any way I can. I don’t have a lot, but I’m comfortable. Comfortable enough to where I can definitely contribute.”
I’ve never had anyone offer to pay for my college before. Or to help my mom and me with money at all, for the matter. I stay silent and let Mom handle this one.
“He doesn’t know for sure if he’s going to go to college in Florida,” she says. This makes me roll my eyes again.
“Yes I do, Mom,” I say. She and I were fighting for a while, and even though we’re starting to get back on the right track of being in a better relationship, it hasn’t changed the fact that I still want to get the heck out of Toxey when I graduate high school. I want to go to Florida. I want to be in the sunshine.
“I think getting out of here and experiencing someplace new would be great for him,” Dean says.
“I’m sure you do,” Mom sneers.
“I don’t… I don’t want you to help,” I say uncomfortably.
“I get that,” Dean says. “And I honestly figured you would react that way. But, just think about how much I owe it to you. After all of these years of not helping. Let me do it now.”
“I’m sorry,” Mom says, looking up at the ceiling. “I’m just having a really hard time wrapping my head around all of this right now.”
The two of them continue talking, but I’ve tuned them out because I’ve received a text from Lyla.
Lyla: Hi. I’m sorry I’ve been ignoring you. I’ve been trying to work things out in my head and… I really do think we need to just be friends. I’m really sorry.
I gnaw on the inside of my sore cheek and reread her words over and over again. To say I’m disappointed is a gross understatement. It’s not what I want. I don’t want to be just friends with Lyla.
But she’s made her choice, I guess. And I know that there’s nothing I can do about it.







  
  Chapter 5
Audrey


Ihate that we’ve become the family that has formal meetings in our kitchen at our big farmhouse table. 
I also hate that I am a part of a broken family. And that I never saw it coming. I never knew that my mother and father weren’t in love anymore. Sure, they have been fighting a lot lately and not seeming like they really care to be around each other, but I had always assumed it was because of Lyla’s disappearance. That would put a lot of strain on any relationship, I think.
But no. They’ve been keeping up this façade for forever now. They’ve been pretending to still love each other and pretending like this marriage is working just for the sake of us kids and for the fact that they’re fostering Joey. 
Now Dad stays in the guestroom upstairs and it’s completely weird. I’ve cried a lot over it, but I haven’t let anyone see it. In front of the family, I need to be a certain way. Brave and put together. I see myself as the glue that holds us all together. That keeps us all from falling apart.
“So,” I say with my head held high, flicking my ponytail behind my head. “What is this all about?”
I’m at the table with Lyla, Joey, Mom, and Dad. Joey has his phone out, but my father, who is sitting next to him, reaches over and slowly takes it away from him. “Family meeting, Joe,” he says.
Joey leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. His bowl haircut is turning out to be more of a shag cut now. It’s been a while since he’s gotten to go to the hair salon. It’s been a while since any of us have. I’m still rocking the choppy haircut I gave myself to look like Lyla when Warner and I went searching for her in the Boldosa redwoods.
Lyla, who is sitting next to me, is being silent. She doesn’t look moody or annoyed, she just doesn’t look like she wants to say anything.
“Your father and I wanted to talk to you guys,” Mom says.
“Again,” I say. We already had one of these meetings in the living room after Lyla got home when I let it slip, out of a moment of anger and frustration at my parents, that I knew they were both cheating on each other. If I had never said anything, we wouldn’t be having this meeting now. We wouldn’t have had the meeting we did the other night when they finally told us about how they’re not in love anymore and how this is all one big fake arrangement between them.
In a way, it’s my fault that our family is broken.
“Right,” Mom says slowly. “Again.” Even though she got ready today, she still doesn’t look like her normal self. She looks like it took extra concealer to hide her puffy eyes. And she still looks tired. Like she half-heartedly put her hair back in that bun. And Mom never does things half-heartedly. Or at least, she used to not.
“We’re really sorry about how your mom’s and my relationship has been affecting all of you,” Dad says. “Especially with you, Lyla, after you’ve gone through such a hard time. I know it can’t be easy coming home and having to deal with this.”
She shrugs. “It’s okay.”
“But it’s not okay,” he says, shaking his head. “I feel horrible.” He’s avoiding looking at me. I know he’s thinking in his head that he wishes I had never said anything about knowing about him and Mom cheating. Not that they really were, anyway—Mom already knew that Dad apparently has a new girlfriend. And even though she’s gotten on a dating website, she hasn’t used it yet.
“We do,” Mom agrees quietly. She reaches across Dad, toward Joey, and holds out her hand for him to take. He stares at it for a while, looking like he doesn’t want to do it, but eventually, he caves. She gives him a weak smile. “I know change isn’t easy.”
“It’s not,” Joey mutters.
“But it also can’t be easy having me living upstairs with you guys,” Dad says. “It can’t be easy seeing your mom and me living under the same roof knowing what you know. So… I’ve made a decision.”
“You’re moving out?” Lyla asks.
Joey’s head snaps to Dad. “What?”
“Is it true?” I ask.
Mom and Dad look at each other. Then they both nod their heads. “It’s true,” Dad says.
“He’s going to get his own place,” Mom explains. “He’s just going to move into a temporary rental for now. And you guys will take turns seeing him and seeing me. He’s not going to be far at all. So you don’t have to worry about getting to school and all of that.”
“Yeah,” Dad agrees. “I’ll be just around the corner.”
I hate this. I hate it so much. I hate the way my chest is constricting and I’m feeling sweaty and things around me seem a little hazy. I hate that their voices have started sounding far away and I hate that I feel like I want to run to a toilet and vomit up dinner.
“Wow,” Lyla whispers.
“But I don’t want you to move out,” Joey says.
“When are you leaving, then?” Lyla asks.
“Tomorrow.” Dad looks heartbroken to be spreading the news.
I am heartbroken to hear it.
“Audrey?” Mom asks softly.
“You okay, sweetheart?” Dad asks, turning his attention to me.
Snap out of it, Audrey. It’s fine. Everything is fine. Do not let them see how you’re feeling.
I roll my shoulders back. “I suppose I wasn’t expecting it to happen so soon,” I say. “But I guess it does need to happen at some point, doesn’t it?”
Mom smiles at me. “You’re so mature.”
I try to smile back. I don’t know if it worked or not.
So what if Dad is moving out? I have a lot bigger things to deal with right now. I shouldn’t even care about this. It’s not like I’m never going to see him again. What is it that kids say about divorced parents? That it rocks because they got two birthdays and two Christmases?
“This is dumb!” Joey suddenly shouts. Everyone turns their attention to him. He has tears streaming down his cheeks. “This wasn’t supposed to happen! Audrey, you ruined everything!” Then he gets up from the table.
“Joe,” Dad calls. “Please don’t go.”
“Leave me alone!”
He runs up the staircase and is out of sight.
Mom sighs.
“I guess the family meeting is adjourned,” I say, getting to my feet as well.
“I’ll go talk to Joey,” Mom says. Then she looks back and forth between Lyla and me. “Again, we’re really sorry. And we appreciate you both being so understanding about this.”
“Of course,” I say.
“Sure,” Lyla says. “Whatever you guys need to do.” Then she and Mom head up the staircase together. 
I am about to walk in that direction, too, but then Dad calls out, “Hey, Audrey, wait up.”
I freeze in my step, my stomach dipping. When I turn to face him, he’s wiggling his finger, signaling that he wants to have me follow him out back really quick.
Great.
I put on a brave face and go outside with him. I already know what it is he wants to talk to me about.
“How you holding up, kiddo?” he asks.
“I’m fine,” I say, hoping that will end the discussion.
“You sure?” he asks.
“Yeah. Fine.”
“And you’re… you’re still on board with not telling your mother what happened the other night?”
He doesn’t have to say the specific moment he’s talking about for me to know for sure. He’s referring to Friday night when that random man came up to me outside of the house claiming to be Carson Price’s father. I had been afraid of him at first. Lyla had just been kidnapped, after all, and Mom claimed to see Carson in the woods. But this man being Carson’s father could’ve looked a lot like him. And it made me worried that maybe he was the kidnapper for some reason.
“I’m Carson Price’s father,” the fifty-something-year-old buff man had said to me. “And I think he’s alive, too.”
I stood there and stared at him for a long while. I didn’t know what to say to that.
“Do you know where he could be?” he asked me.
I slowly shook my head. “I… I don’t,” I said. “Probably still out there somewhere in those woods.” But what I wanted to do was scream at him.
Do you have any idea what your son did to my sister?! What he’s done to me?!
“Look, I know he’s put you through a lot. You and your family. I… I’m sorry for any trouble he’s caused. I just want to help him. That’s why I want to track him down.”
“Help him do what?”
“Audrey?” Dad’s voice came from inside the garage. Then in a matter of a millisecond, he was suddenly by my side. When he saw the man staring at us on the driveway, he quickly moved in front of me, holding onto my wrist tightly.
“Can I help you?” he asked in an intimidating voice that I hadn’t heard before.
“I’m sorry,” the man said. “I’m just looking for Carson Price.”
“Well, what are you doing looking for him here? You’re not going to find him. Why are you interrogating my daughter at our home, on my property, at this time of night?”
“I’m sorry,” the man, who told me his name was Eric, said sincerely. He slowly started backing away from the both of us. “I’m just trying to find him.”
“Why?” Dad asked. “Are you a cop?”
“He’s his dad,” I answered for him.
Dad looked back at me for a second with a disgusted look. Then he turned back to Eric. “You need to leave.”
Eric nodded quickly. “I’m sorry to interrupt your evening.”
After he left, my dad, still holding my wrist tightly, pulled me back into the garage. I went to go open the door to the inside of the house, but he held me back.
“What?” I snapped.
“I don’t think we should tell your mother about this,” he said.
“What? Why not?”
“Look. Your mom is going through a lot right now. It’s best if we just keep this between us. Okay? I don’t think the guy is going to bother us again. And it will just be added stress for her.”
“So you want me to keep it a secret?” I wasn’t okay with it. I didn’t like being asked to hide something from Mom. And I didn’t like knowing that Mom and Dad were the types of people who kept secrets from each other. Or at least Dad was.
“It’s just for your mom’s sake, Audrey. Please.”
“Fine.”
He let go of my wrist to give me a tight hug. Like it sealed the secret.
And I guess, in a way, it did. I haven’t told Mom. I haven’t even told Lyla or Warner. 
And I get the feeling that Dad is wrong.
I don’t think we’ve seen the last of Eric.
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