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Chapter 1

The atmosphere at the field was electric. The baseball diamond was illuminated by the bright glow of floodlights, the giant bulbs humming loudly. The bleachers were packed to capacity with excited parents and overzealous fans waving clappers, blowing hooters, their horns ringing through the air. This was accompanied by the lingering smell of corn dogs and other deep-fried foods hanging heavily in the night air.

March had brought with it a newfound warmth after the shrill cold of the winter months, but a chill persisted, which caused Maggie to tuck her hands between her knees as she searched the crowded stands.

She checked her watch for the fifth time in as many minutes, shaking her head to herself. Where is he? He wasn’t just late; he was half an hour late. She pulled her cell phone from her handbag, but it only added to her frustrations to find the screen void of contact from him. No call, no text, no email, and God knows that man couldn’t tear himself away from his inbox for longer than a few minutes. Her jaw clenched with annoyance.

“Dad’s gonna miss it!”

Maggie glanced down to where her son, TJ, was devouring his hot dog with gusto, ketchup smeared all over his chin. His big blue eyes met hers and when he offered a cheeky grin, she couldn’t help but smile despite the anger roiling deep inside her.

“He’ll be here,” she managed with as much confidence as she could muster. But deep down, that confidence was waning. Tom had called her earlier to say he’d been caught up in an unexpected and last-minute meeting, and that he would come straight to the high school from his office. He’d also told her that he was on his way. But that was forty minutes ago.

Maggie’s gaze shifted in the direction of the main entry gate, the view shrouded by people waiting in line at the concession stands. Her knees bounced up and down as anxiety stirred low in her belly.

Tom had been missing moments like these more and more lately. For the last six months, at least, his work had managed to take priority over his children. Sure, he was a big-shot lawyer at one of the most prestigious firms in the city, but he’d promised. He’d promised, no matter what, he would be here tonight. It was his son’s very first varsity baseball game. He’d been selected from the junior varsity team due to an injury. If Tom missed Jack’s varsity debut, she could only imagine how devastated her teenage son would be.

A sudden flurry of excitement followed a thunderous roar, pulling Maggie from her thoughts. TJ jumped up onto the metal bench, screaming his big brother’s name as the team ran out from the dugout. Maggie zeroed in on number four—her handsome son—and a proud smile spread over her face as she stood up, clapping and cheering with vigor. But then she saw Jack turn, taking in the bleachers from the pitcher’s mound, his gaze almost instinctively settling upon her, and she could pinpoint the very moment he realized his father hadn’t shown. That heartbreaking look of disappointment on his face was painfully obvious, even from high up in the stands.

But Jack was strong. Resilient. He always had been. Stoic. So much like his father. And his despondency was replaced by a tight-lipped smile that he quickly hid by pulling the brim of his ball cap ever lower, shielding the sadness in his eyes before joining the rest of his team. But Maggie knew her son better than anyone, and she could see it in the way his shoulders remained slightly hunched in defeat, the way his cleats dragged ever so slightly over the grass. He was crushed.

Maggie could handle Tom’s neglect, she’d been putting up with it for a little while, she was almost used to his work taking precedence over her. But she refused to sit by and watch her husband neglect their sons. She refused to watch either of her sons cry tears Tom had caused.

You’d better have a damn good excuse this time, she thought with gritted teeth.

***

“You were so good, Jack!” TJ jumped up and down, praising his brother as they walked through the dimly lit parking lot.

Maggie bit back her smile as she glanced sideways at Jack, but her smile fell the moment her gaze landed upon him. He didn’t look like a fifteen-year-old who’d just won his very first varsity baseball game. His head was bowed, shoulders hunched like he had more than just the weight of his gym bag resting on them. He kicked at a loose pebble on the pavement before glancing up at his mother as they arrived at the car. “Have you heard from Dad?”

Pressing her lips together, Maggie shook her head. She tried calling Tom a few times, but each call went straight to voicemail. “He probably just got caught up at the office.” She continued with a little more conviction, “He landed a big case at work.”

Jack rolled his eyes and muttered something under his breath, which she couldn’t quite hear, but she decided not to press him. He was upset. And he had every right to be. He had been so excited since being selected to start on third for the varsity team at only fifteen: the youngest player in the school’s history. All he wanted was to show off a little in front of his father, make him proud. And yet Tom wasn’t there to see him hit his very first home run, propelling the team to an unexpected victory at the bottom of the seventh.

Maggie sighed as Jack got into the front passenger seat without so much as another word, but she forced a smile onto her face as she waited for TJ to climb up into the back. He was ten with a solid build, but short for his age, like a little pit bull. While he insisted he no longer needed his mother’s help getting into the car, she always stood guard, making sure he buckled up safely much to his dramatic dismay.

The mood in the car was low as Maggie settled into the driver’s seat. With caution, she glanced at Jack, finding him staring out the window, his eyes empty, face long. When she checked the rear-view mirror, she saw TJ staring at her in the reflection, and she offered him a wink which made him smile, causing her heart to warm.

“Who wants to go home and make ice cream sundaes?” She knew her cheery tone sounded forced as it rang through the uncomfortable silence, but she had to try to lighten the mood somehow.

“I do! I do!” TJ hollered, his hand held in the air for effect.

Maggie flashed her youngest son a knowing smile. Of course he did, that much was a given. She turned to Jack. “Jack?”

“Whatever,” he murmured without looking at her.

***

Belmont was a small hamlet in Middlesex County, twenty minutes outside of Boston. And the drive from the high school through the village to their home took all of about eight minutes. Maggie tapped her hand against the steering wheel to the tune of the song playing across the radio, temporarily lost in the moment. But when she made the turn onto the immaculate, tree-lined street, where nearly identical colonial homes sat atop manicured frontages, her brows knitted together at the glare of flashing lights illuminating the night’s darkness.

“Is that the cops?” Jack shifted in his seat, leaning closer to the windshield.

Maggie’s heart sank into the pit of her stomach and she didn’t know why. She eased her foot off the gas, rolling to a stop when she noticed two police cruisers parked outside their home. She felt a painful pinch in her chest, but somehow managed to unfasten her seatbelt with shaking hands.

“You boys wait here,” she whispered under a rushed breath.

The night air was cool, the breeze whipping against her heated cheeks as she walked past one of the police vehicles, eyeing it dubiously. She continued up the steep driveway to the front porch where two uniformed officers were standing in the shadows.

“Can I h-help you?” Her words wavered, caught in the back of her throat, and her voice trembled.

The officers turned, the older of the two speaking first. “Mrs. Morris?”

She nodded once, tentatively glancing between them. “Yes, I’m Maggie Morris.”

When they stepped down off the porch, the glow of the curbside lamppost illuminated their faces, highlighting the blatant look of sorrow in their eyes as they stopped just shy of her on the flagstone path.

“Ma’am, I’m afraid we have some bad news,” the other officer began, his voice gruff and full of strained discomfort as if this were the last place he wanted to be on a Friday night. “Your … husband, Thomas?”

Maggie nodded again. “Tom.” He always hated Thomas; it reminded him of his father.

“He’s um … I’m afraid he’s been involved in a car accident.”

With her heart racing painfully in her chest, Maggie searched the man’s face for something, anything, but she came up blank. “W-where is he? I-is he … is he okay?” Her voice was hoarse, suddenly incredulous and desperate. She’d spoken to Tom less than two hours ago. He was fine then. Of course he was okay. He had to be.

The officers glanced at one another, and she watched as they shared some kind of silent understanding. Why were they stalling? What were they not telling her? She clutched at her chest, and could feel her heart beating so hard, so fast she could barely breathe through the rapid thundering.

“No, ma’am.” The first officer reluctantly shook his head, his eyes sincere when they met hers. “I’m afraid he’s not okay.”

Burning tears pricked Maggie’s eyes. An overwhelming panic she could hardly contain consumed her from the inside. When her knees went weak, she almost fell to the ground, but one of the officers swooped in just in time, collecting her, holding her upright.

She turned, looking over her shoulder to find TJ and Jack being assisted out of the car by two other uniformed police officers. TJ was inconsolable, tears streamed down his beet-red cheeks. Jack was yelling out for her, screaming for her. She tried to call out to them, to tell them that everything was fine, that everything was going to be fine. She tried to scream but she had nothing. No voice, no air, no breath, nothing. She’d been rendered entirely useless and uncomfortably numb. And then, when it all became far too much, the world around her turned darker than it had ever been before as the blackness consumed her.

   


Chapter 2

Maggie had signed her name so many times over the last month, the signature she’d had since marrying Tom in the District Courthouse of Rhode Island sixteen years ago was now almost unrecognizable. Nothing more than an inconsistent scribble that would unlikely hold up in a court of law, if it ever got to that. But she continued signing, regardless. Paper after paper, desperate to get everything finalized in the hope that it might help her start to move on.

Her husband was dead. At thirty-six years old she was a widow. Even now, a whole month later, she couldn’t believe he was gone.

She dropped the pen once she’d finished scrawling on the final form, giving her cramping wrist a vigorous shake. Sliding the stack of documents across the shiny walnut table, she met James’s sad eyes, finding him smiling at her. He was just trying to be kind—she knew that—but that smile flared her anger and resentment.

She’d known James more than ten years. He and Tom had gone through law school together. They’d started as interns at the same questionable strip mall ambulance-chaser firm. They went on to top their class and then make junior associates at one of Boston’s most prestigious law firms six months after one another. But James was still here. Tom was not. And that smile James now wore, the one laced with pity and sadness, didn’t help one bit despite whatever good intentions were behind it.

“How are you?”

Maggie heaved a sigh, her eyes flitting to the legal papers on the table. “I’m okay,” she lied. It was a lie she’d perfected over the last few weeks.

“You should come over for dinner sometime. Bring the kids,” James suggested with a shrug of one of his broad shoulders. “Marissa would love to see you.”

She swallowed the lump that seemed to have permanently wedged itself at the back of her throat over the last month. With a noncommittal nod, she offered the sincerest smile she could manage as silence thick with tension settled in the air between them.

“It gets easier, Mags. I promise,” James said after a few beats, his words tentative, like he wasn’t sure he should say them.

Maggie almost laughed. She couldn’t even begin to count the number of times she’d heard those exact words over the last month. If she had to hazard a guess, it would’ve been at least a thousand. Neighbors, parents she hardly knew and rarely talked to while waiting at school pick-up, people at the grocery store. It was ridiculous how many times she’d been forced to listen to that exact same shell of a promise from people who only said those words just to say them. Filling the uncomfortable void of silence that hung around her wherever she went.

“When?” Maggie asked.

Of course she didn’t expect James to be able to give her an answer. God, she didn’t want an answer. Frankly, she was terrified of whatever it might be. The truth was it hadn’t gotten better yet. Not even a little bit. And it’d been a month. So, when was it supposed to get better? Tomorrow? A year from now? Ten years? When would she finally be able to wake up in the morning and not spend the first fifteen minutes of her day smothering herself with a pillow so her sons couldn’t hear her cry?

James scrubbed a hand over his angled jaw, his shoulders falling as he glanced down at the fancy gold pen resting on the table between them, clearly avoiding Maggie’s eyes.

That was something else she was becoming accustomed to: people’s sudden inability to meet her gaze, as if looking into her eyes was too difficult for them.

“I should go.” Maggie stood, hitching the strap of her handbag onto her shoulder. “TJ has a therapist appointment.”

“Little guy’s still not sleeping, huh?” James asked, buttoning his suit jacket as he rose to his feet.

“He sleeps,” she muttered with a shrug. “He just wakes up screaming at least three times a night.”

“Poor kid.” James shook his head, joining Maggie at the end of the long board table. With a comforting hand placed upon her shoulder, he walked her out of the room. “You know, I can always stop by and pick him up. Maybe take him to get a bite to eat, or to a Sox game?”

With her lips pressed firmly together in the semblance of a smile, she nodded once. But she refused to commit to anything. TJ was far from fragile; at ten years old he was a stocky, slightly uncouth brute. But he was still her baby. And he was broken in the worst possible way. Four weeks ago, he would have jumped at the chance to go see a Red Sox game. Now, he could barely make it out of bed in the mornings, not even when the new little league season began. What was once an obsession with baseball, bordering on unhealthy, was suddenly no more than a dusty mitt and a grass-stained ball he used to throw around in the backyard with his dad; a ball and a mitt that now sat tucked away in a darkened corner of his bedroom.

James and Maggie stopped in the sleek foyer. She could feel the curious gaze of the blonde receptionist bore into the back of her head, but she managed to ignore her. She didn’t like to be rude, but she couldn’t handle yet another look of pity accompanied by a sad, contrite smile.

“I’ll get everything filed by the end of the week.” James looked down at Maggie, placing a hand on her arm. He squeezed gently, steadying her with an imploring gaze. “Please don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything. Any time, day or night, I don’t care.”

When the threat of tears started to burn her eyes, Maggie averted her gaze, looking down at the shiny marble floor. She nodded, but then she felt a pair of strong arms come around her as James pulled her in close, embracing her unexpectedly. He was just doing what most friends would do in such a situation, she knew that, but she couldn’t stop herself from recoiling, her arms lax at her sides, hands balling into fists. He needed this more than she did. So, she allowed it.

After an awkward moment, Maggie stepped out of the embrace. She forced her chin up, meeting his eyes, and she smiled tightly when he told her he’d be in touch. She responded that she’d give him a call. But the likelihood was that she wouldn’t give him a call. James was Tom’s friend, Tom’s colleague. The sleek foyer in which they stood, in the sky-scraping building on the busy city street, was Tom’s life.

Without Tom, Maggie didn’t have any reason to exist in James’s world. But she smiled anyway. And, with a slight wave, she turned and continued out through the glass doors to the elevator bank, desperate to be alone even if only for the twenty seconds it took to return to the ground floor.

Outside, Maggie was met with a dreary afternoon which matched her mood, the threat of rain looming heavily above in the low-hanging clouds—March weather at its finest.

She navigated the busy sidewalk, hurrying to catch the flashing walk signal to make it across the street to the parking garage. As she started down the concrete stairwell to the basement level where she’d parked, her cell started ringing from the bottom of her handbag. She struggled with the contents of her purse, finally retrieving the vibrating device just in time. But when she noticed the familiar number flashing on the screen, she stopped abruptly, cursing under her breath.

“Maggie speaking,” she answered with a blunt, knowing tone.

“Maggie, it’s me, Brian.”

What now? Exhaling a heavy breath, she closed her eyes and counted to three before she allowed herself to speak.

“You’re going to have to come pick him up,” Brian continued over the phone. “Principal Hendry’s suspended him for three days.”

As anger caused her blood to boil just beneath the surface of her skin, she shook her head to herself. “What’s he done this time?”

“Another fight, I’m afraid.” Brian sighed heavily; he sounded almost as defeated as Maggie felt. “Broke a kid’s nose.”

“Jesus …” She closed her eyes a moment, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

***

Maggie’s grip on the steering wheel was tight. So tight she could feel the dry skin around her knuckles stretch and strain, turning a stark shade of white. As she pulled up to a stop in the faculty parking lot of the high school, she forced herself to take a moment to compose what she could of her emotions. With a few deep breaths, she watched as the rain drops trickled haphazardly down the windshield in chaotic streaks, an accurate representation of her mind’s state.

Out of the three of them, Tom’s passing had affected Jack the most. Before, he was so kind and thoughtful, selfless and gentle. He was a great kid. Now, he was almost impossible. His mood swings were unpredictable and terrifying. He snapped at Maggie, at TJ. He’d quit the baseball team. He skipped school at least once a week and journeyed into the city to do God knows what with God knows whom. His grades had dropped significantly. All he did now was sit in his bedroom every night—and all day on the weekends—playing video games while listening to offensive heavy metal music. Lately, he’d been violently lashing out. Never at Maggie, and never at his little brother. But he’d been getting into fights at school with boys who used to be his best friends.

Maggie tried to get him to go to therapy, to talk about the warring emotions that were ravaging him from the inside, but he refused. Brian, the student counsellor, had been keeping an eye out for him at school, but now that Principal Hendry had stepped in and enforced a suspension that would likely remain on Jack’s transcripts, Maggie was at a complete loss about what to do.

With a fortifying breath, she forced herself out of the car and hurried through the rain and up the front steps of the administration building.

***

After a long discussion with Brian and Principal Hendry, Maggie walked ahead with Jack trailing sheepishly behind her. He refused to look at her, and she chose not to look at him, not to say a word. She didn’t know if she could trust herself to say anything. She needed to let the proverbial dust settle. She was far too angry right now, and ashamed. And she hated that; she’d never been ashamed of either of her kids before.

As she drove the short distance from Belmont High School to the elementary school, she could feel Jack’s fleeting glances in her direction from across the silent car, but she refused to indulge him by meeting his eyes. She didn’t give anything away as she concentrated on the wet roads ahead while her mind raced a million miles a minute, her jaw fixed tight.

She didn’t really know what to do. She was at a loss. TJ was a shell of the vibrant boy he was. Jack was quickly beginning to lose his damn mind. Maggie was trying to keep it all together for the two of them, but deep down it really didn’t feel like she had much left to give. She was terrified that her family—her whole life—was falling apart, and there was nothing she could do about it. And at that thought tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away, willing herself to stay strong. Just long enough to collect TJ from school, take him to his appointment, make it home, cook dinner, tidy up and drag herself upstairs to crawl into bed where she could finally cry the tears she so desperately needed to release.

“I’m sorry, Mom.”

Maggie blinked once at the sound of Jack’s timid, broken voice. She knew she shouldn’t get into it right now but she also knew she couldn’t ignore him.

“You broke a boy’s nose …” was all she could manage, still shocked by what had happened at the school. She glanced briefly at him before turning back to the taillights of the car in front.

“Why?” She shook her head, exasperated, incredulous and everything in between because she couldn’t for the life of her begin to understand. Violence had never been condoned in their household. TJ and Jack had been taught at a young age to use their words, that violence is wrong. This was so unlike him. It had to be some kind of dangerous combination of the unrelenting anger coursing through him and those damn video games he spent all his time playing.

Jack sighed loudly, and she could see him crack his knuckles from the corner of her eye.

“Why, Jack?” Maggie pressed, a little louder and slightly incensed as she grew increasingly impatient for an answer.

“He looked at me the wrong way.”

She gaped at him, her eyes wide. “He looked at you the wrong way?” A humorless laugh slipped from her lips. “What does that even mean? How does somebody look at you the wrong way?”

She noticed his jaw tightening. He was clenching his teeth, staring straight ahead with a sullen look on his face, and she was taken aback by just how much he looked like his father right at that moment. He was the vision of Tom; just as stubborn, too.

“Do you think this is fun for me?” Maggie continued before Jack could even attempt an answer. “Do you think I like having to come pick you up because you’ve been suspended for fighting? For breaking a kid’s nose?” Her voice was shrill as it rang through the silence, cracking with emotion. “Do you think I like calling TJ’s therapist and telling her we’re running late, that I can’t bring my ten-year-old son to his appointment on time because my other son, who’s old enough to know better by the way, is getting into fights at school because some kid looked at him the wrong way?”

Jack turned away, staring out the window. “It’s always about TJ …”

Maggie snapped her mouth shut at the sound of his murmured words. She doubted he had meant for her to hear him. But she did. Loud and heartbreakingly clear. She inhaled deeply, the breath shuddering through her as she stared out at the gray afternoon, the red stop light casting an ominous glow over the busy intersection.

She wanted to say something to him, but she didn’t know what. She wanted to tell him that he was wrong. That it wasn’t always about TJ. That it was about both of them. That they were her whole world equally. But the signal turned green and the traffic started creeping forward. So, without saying anything, she continued driving through town toward the elementary school, realizing now more than ever just how much her sons needed her.

   


Chapter 3

After an almost silent dinner with the boys, the air thick and weighty with palpable tension, Maggie found comfort in a glass of cabernet once they’d gone off to bed. She locked up downstairs and tiptoed back up with her wine, careful not to make a sound as she moved past TJ’s room.

She continued into the master suite at the end of the hallway and closed the door quietly. With a sip of wine, she stood looking over the bedroom she’d once shared with her husband.

Not so long ago this was a space she had loved. One filled with so many beautiful memories. It was all theirs—their escape from the boys when they needed it. But now, without Tom to hide out with and watch movies or read books, or just lie together and talk about their day, the master suite suddenly felt far too big, too empty and cold. In fact, nowadays, the entire house felt empty and cold. It was no longer the home it once was.

Bed was calling Maggie’s name, but after a day like today she knew the minute she crawled beneath the covers there was no way she would be able to sleep. She’d spent too many nights lying in that bed, staring up at the ceiling, and watching shadows cast from outside as they danced across the room. Mocking her with every minute she was left sleepless and wide awake. And with nothing but her own haunting thoughts to keep her company.

Tonight, she wanted to be close to Tom. She wanted to feel him, smell him, touch him one last time. She wasn’t completely deranged and knew she couldn’t. So, for the next best thing, she walked through to the closet and paused in the doorway, glancing at his clothes. Racks of impeccably tailored suits stared back at her. Rifling through the collection, she pulled a charcoal suit jacket from its hanger, catching a waft of that painfully familiar scent. Tom’s scent. Painfully familiar because she missed it like crazy, and every time she caught a whiff of it in the house or on a random stranger passing her on the street, her traitorous mind would trick her into thinking that he was still there, that the last month had never happened.

Lifting the lapels of the jacket to her nose, she breathed in deep, closing her eyes as fond memories of her husband flooded through her. For as long as she could remember, since the day she’d first met Tom on that blustery fall day back in college, he’d smelled the same. Spicy with the slightest hint of cocoa. It was a scent she’d memorized, one she could smell from a mile away, even more so now that he was gone.

She looked down at the jacket, gently trailing a fingertip along the lapel, and she managed a sad smile. Thankfully, it hadn’t been dry cleaned since he last wore it. Perhaps she could add this to her stash. The stash no one knew about which contained a few items like the T-shirt he’d last worn to bed that she kept tucked under her pillow, so she could hold on to it on the loneliest of nights. It had long lost his scent, but it felt like him; if a T-shirt could feel like another person. That T-shirt was also the last thing she’d seen Tom wearing before he died. He’d left so early that morning, before Maggie had woken up. She couldn’t possibly bring herself to let go of it, whether it smelled of him or not. But now that she had this suit jacket, and it still held his comforting scent, perhaps she could cuddle it at night instead, so that when she closed her eyes and breathed in that intoxicating aroma, she could pretend Tom was still right there with her.

Basking in the scent it provided, her eyes fluttered closed as she imagined Tom’s eyes, his beautiful smile. She cuddled it close. But then she felt something in the breast pocket. She reached inside, feeling something with her fingertips before pulling out what appeared to be a cocktail napkin. She checked it to make sure it wasn’t anything important, noticing the familiar logo of the Empire, a boutique hotel downtown.

At first, she didn’t think anything of it. The Empire had one of the best cocktail lounges in Boston. It wasn’t unusual for Tom to catch up with clients and colleagues for drinks there after work every now and again. But when she turned the napkin over and caught sight of the unfamiliar handwriting on the back, instantly she felt her heart lodge itself at the back of her throat.

The Oakmont. Room 612. B xoxo

What the hell? Maggie stared at the napkin for an unreasonably long moment, trying to make sense of the words written in a neat, obviously feminine scrawl.

It had to be a mistake. Surely. Perhaps it was just trash, a discarded napkin he’d picked up by mistake. Maybe it was meant for someone else. She racked her brain as she continued staring down at the napkin, her hands trembling uncontrollably.

Who the hell is B? She frowned as her mind began to get carried away with itself.

Placing the jacket and the note aside, she pulled the matching slacks from the hanger, rifling through the pockets for something, anything, but she came out empty-handed. Nothing. Not even an errant ball of lint.

B xoxo. The delicate lettering glared back at her from the Empire napkin, goading her. And of course, she immediately thought the worst. What was she supposed to think?

Suddenly her heart was racing at a violent pace. She clutched the napkin in her hand and hurried out of the stifling closet to the sitting area by the bay window.

She fell to her knees beside the archive box of Tom’s belongings that had been delivered to the house from the office a few days earlier. She hadn’t gone through it yet. She assumed it contained no more than a few old picture frames he used to keep on his desk and maybe a planner. And when she lifted the lid, that’s exactly what she found inside. But, beneath the photo of her and Tom on their shotgun wedding day, and another of her with the boys, and Tom’s gilt-framed university degrees, at the very bottom of the box, Maggie found his personal laptop.

With a tremulous breath, she pulled the MacBook out and placed it onto the suede ottoman, staring at the device for an excruciatingly long beat. She knew she shouldn’t think too much into it. Surely, it was nothing more than a misunderstanding. It was more than likely some random napkin left on the table. Probably left there by the person before Tom. Perhaps he didn’t even know it had anything written on the back of it, and maybe he just tucked it into his pocket without thinking.

But Maggie couldn’t ignore the dread dwelling in her chest. She felt sick. Like she might actually be sick. Panic coursed through her at warp speed, mixing uncomfortably low in her belly with anxiety and trepidation.

Was this actually happening? Was she really on her knees right now, with a racing heart trapped at the back of her throat? Staring at her dead husband’s laptop while wondering if she could possibly hack into it and find out if this B person was of any relevance to him? And what if they were? What if she found what she was desperately hoping she wouldn’t? What then?

With a hand pressed against her churning stomach, Maggie racked her brain, wondering if her inkling could in fact be real. Tom was the love of her life. He was her one and only true love. They had been meant to be together ever since they literally ran into one another all those years ago. She glanced down at the note in her hand. Had it all been a lie? Could Tom really have been doing something unimaginable, unforgivable, behind her back?

With a deep breath, Maggie opened the laptop and powered it up. The screen illuminated to a background shot of the turquoise ocean from their last family vacation in Puerto Vallarta over the New Year, a few months before Tom passed.

When his name appeared on the screen above the password box, she lifted a hand to her mouth and idly chewed on her pinkie fingernail while she considered every single possible password option. Who knew what she would find? If she’d even find anything. All she knew was that she had to know the truth, whether she liked it or not.

***

The sun was beginning to rise, painting the sky with its rays as they broke through the looming clouds smattered with mauve, pink and peach. And Maggie was still sitting on the floor, staring bleary-eyed at the laptop screen in front of her. Caught deep within the darkness of the rabbit hole that had consumed her for the last six hours. A rabbit hole which led to the heartbreaking confirmation of her husband’s infidelity.

Months and months of messages and email correspondence between Tom and the firm’s beautiful blonde receptionist, Rebecca Holmes—or Becca, as she seemed to be affectionately known to him—glared back at Maggie. Obscene text messages. Explicit picture messages. Flirty emails. It went back at least six months before Tom’s death. Her husband had been cheating on her, living some sort of secret double life.

Becca,

I’ve booked a room at the Marmont on Sunday night. I told Maggie I’m catching an early flight to Chicago so I can get a start on the witness interviews on Monday morning. I’ve asked the concierge to leave a key for you at the front desk. Room 704. Wear that sexy red dress that shows off those beautiful tits. You know what it does to me.

Tom

Maggie winced at the words glaring in front of her. They burned her skin like the residual sting from a slap to the face. What hurt the most was that he had lied to her about catching a plane halfway across the country. And now all she could think was what if something had happened to that flight? What if it had gone down, leaving her to imagine her husband, the father of her sons, had perished in a plane wreck? And yet, the whole time, he’d been holed up in a hotel room with his mistress instead? Anger flared in the pit of her belly.

Tom,

Thank you for the necklace. I’ve never been given real diamonds before. I love it. You’re so good to me. I can still feel you inside me. Do you think we could sneak into the bathroom after your partner meeting without being noticed?

Becca xoxo

Of course he bought her diamonds, Maggie sneered in disgust. Bile began climbing up the back of her throat as hot tears of rage burned her eyes.

But she couldn’t stop reading. In fact, the farther she delved the more she discovered how deep her husband had been embroiled in a tawdry, illicit affair with a twenty-four-year-old woman. He’d taken her on weekends away when he’d told Maggie he was off working. He even had keys to her apartment. The nights Maggie had spent alone in bed, thinking Tom was busy working, when all along he’d been with this woman.

Slamming the laptop closed, Maggie released a shaky breath. Sitting back against the armchair behind her, she hugged her knees to her chest, staring out the window. Suddenly captivated by the breaking dawn, she watched as the sun illuminated the morning with an eerily foreboding glow.

So many scenarios played in her head. So many questions that would likely forever go unanswered. But one thing was certain: the man she called her husband and her best friend, the man she loved more than any man, the man she’d spent the last month mourning, was no more than a liar and a cheat.

Maggie’s already broken heart was now shattered and she didn’t believe it could ever be repaired. She wanted to scream. She wanted to throw something, anything. As she took a look around the bedroom she’d once shared with Tom, her skin pricked painfully. It was all a lie. Everything. His love, his words, the way he would look at her as if she were the only woman in the entire world, it had been nothing but a goddamn lie.
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When Alice ‘Murph’ Murphy’s mother passed, she vowed to keep the family bakery running – even if it meant letting go of her high school sweetheart, Nash Harris. But when Nash walks back into Piece O’ Cake with a wedding invitation, Murph panics.

Desperate to remind him of what they had, she ropes her charming bar-owner friend, Harley Shaw, into a fake relationship.

The plan? Make Nash jealous and win him back. But as Murph and Harley spend more time together, their pretend romance starts feeling very real. Now, Murph must decide: chase the past with Nash, or take a chance on the one who never left?
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Quinn thought she could outrun her problems when she fled Black Canyon for the big city a decade ago. But when a family tragedy strikes, she must return home to confront her past, as well as Colt, the childhood sweetheart she left at the altar.

Running into Colt on her family’s ranch is a wild ride of chemistry and nostalgia. He’s every bit the charming, rugged cowboy Quinn remembers, and as the old flame between them reignites, she starts to question everything. Could it finally be time to come back to cowboy country for good?

But Colt is keeping a huge secret, and when it comes to light, it will change everything. As the dust settles, Quinn realises just how much can change in ten years, and how difficult it is to take the reins of a life that’s moved on without her.
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Click here if you’re in the UK
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