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EPILOGUE

Six months lacer

g ng a parent does something to vou. It shifts your
P insides, flips everythi ' :
e fips. Fything on its head. You're no longer
¢ lead character in your own life. You become a side char-

| ' & hrowaway. The person who takes the bullet, jumps
ront | i the train, drowns while rescuing the lead.
,-7 : khreemouthsold now. We chose the name for
IS Teasons ‘We needed a new start, and she gave that
.
om the moment they laid her on my chest, she became
o TR SR e 5 .
inpo oi: *ﬂ:ing~to ever come into my life. blom
mn mycaree , more important than Jeremy,
" ;.,—': 1 mm .
va, 1 had convinced myself that Verity’s manu-

truth. But now that 1 have Nova, 1 cannot
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RN
for my imagination. Now 1 doa't kisow what o be
Verity a monster who actunally did those things

0 % e >
dren? Orwag she a monster who was sick e

lieve, Was
to her chil.

nough 10 make
» » .’. “
all up for the sake of & writing exercise?

I've concluded that whether the manuscript or the let.
ter was the truth, Verity had to be sick in the head to i
any of it down on paper at all. No sane, protective mother
would be able to write such horrendous fictional things
about a child's passing within days of their sctusl deash
Whether Verity is responsible for that death and whether
Jeremy had the right to end Venity's life are no looger ques-
tions that haunt me because with the birth of Nova came
a true sense of what it means to be a mother Verity was a
dangerous mother either way, U'm convinead of that.
Verity deserved ber ending, no matter how musch it s£ill
haunts me. It's especially haunting me today on what woanld
be her thirty-seventh birthday. |
I'm not sure if Jeremy realizes what todav’s dste 15
Neither of us have spoken of it, Bul even though Verity h‘a,:
been dead for almost & year, and T'm finally at peace with
' h, T can't <hake the competitive feclings | have
b eames 1o her, Especially on her birthday. Sipce
| involved in her personal thoughts through bﬂ
: "', it feels like she carved her initials next 1@ mtn':
S of a score card inside my head, No matter :::;w
constant competition with her. 1 ?vnm (o
iter, the better mother, the bc_tmr mfe,‘ " e 1
& never competitive until 1 stepped ““ "WW
Vi e,vetyaspeﬁo(iz.sw'lfeclmwl wsmr&m
e when 1o one but me is even keoping
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Victoria’s Secret card. It felt like one last punchin her firmy,

flat stomach.

We chose 10 .
ash now, but 1 feel as though I breathed in that ash and wiy

forever he choking on it. She's my Achilles’ heel. The thoen
in my side. She’s been dead for almost an entire yvear, vet ey
prcs;.ncc in my mind hasnt waned.

Her death was just the beginning of my haunting. She'
a lingering ghost over the life I'm building with Jerems,
She's in our kitchen, in our living room, in my bathroom
mirror. flcating over our bed when we make love,

I need to figure out a way 10 exorcize this demon before
it drives me mad.

I put on one of the silk nightgowns I purchased-—nothing
oo obvious, but encugh to hopefully preoccupy Jeremy for the
last two remaining hours of Verity's birthday.

When I open the door to our bedroom, I find Jeremy
in our bed, sitting against the headboard reading a boak.
He's shirtless, wearing navy blue pajama pants with a neon
yellow drawstring, his bare feet crossed at the ankles. The
sight of him makes a fist of heat grow in my chest as soon 35
I enter our bedroom.

“Is Crew asleep?” I ask him.

“Yeah,” he says, failing to glance up from his book.

I pull biek the covers and try to get a peck at the back
of the book he's reading s 1 climb into bed. Tt's the seevd!

FRLETTICL, XGS, 1 googied
www.PDFSeva.g‘

have Verity cremated. She's nothing Y




HOOVER

iures at me from Jeremy's side of
2

e he reads.
silly o e Jealous of a random author simply
Cause he's reading her book, but he found me this WY.L
nead my boaoks,

Possibly while tying next 1o Verity in
d, and then he Ceventy

ally had Verity's team reach out to
ﬁvhen they decided 1o hire

A new writer, It's only natu-
'h"' him r cading another female suthor’s books would
& my stomach hure.

,l lie on my side, tucking my hands

under my pillow,
-Lstare at the woman on the back cover, “is that book
A8 8 4 r

i “?&ah. is..” Jeremy Stops speaking when he finally
nat: Jny cleavage. He immediately snaps the book shut
’;" hand."Notasgoodasyocns He tosses the book

,j_..-. Jum and I hear it land on the floor. It makes me
*-":'.",. K rolls!ownnd me, giving me his complete attention.

uldn’t have done a single thing more perfectly in

L

hooksaﬁngermm:nygnwnandpmlshawuy
: admiring the swell of my breasts. He kisses
op of 1 x;leavaae,andlhﬁahand.windmgitthmgb
--.a-r:__:v-m;o 0 up to my mouth. I kiss him, slipping
mouth,brea.kinghnlipsapan.

mi. ofasigbnndagrotn.andthun

S Al itmin&-ﬂ(mmg.““‘
3 1“' . *Nmamum
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t when I've read so many of h %
. but whe 5 Sexyg]

encounters with Verity, 1 can’t help but think abougt
encounters while 1I'm with him, Veritv described in Erea
datail how crazy she would drive him—to the poing hee
wonld fuck her multiple times in one night,

Jeremy doesn't fuck me, We make love. Mayhe that
should mean something special, but all it does is fag ¢y,
flames of insecurity thal burn inside me.

Does he not find me as attractive? Does he not cruye
me like he did her? Do I not drive him mad?

Jeremy is now naked and under the covers, between
my legs, the hard length of him being pressed betwaes
my thighs as he looks down at me sweetly. I doubt he eper
looked at Verity sweetly, and that thought annoys me.

I don't know why I want him to be rougher with me, |
want him to Lreat me with a little less care; as if his need 1y
be inside me is so much greater than his need to be gentle
I want the side of Jeremy that Verity used to get. Instead, |
get the respectful side, and it makes me feel so much less
~ He pushes into me so carefully, I have to hold back the

’°u°f wwSmmsiunabmh to Nova, the sex between
- Jeremy and I is gentle, like he's worried he'll hurt me- Its.
been twelve weeks. Sometimes I want him to hurt me.




manusceiy ECTiption in her imaging-
,' pion? ‘Not that sex with Jeremy isnt good. That isn't the

The problem is that 1 fear sex with me isn't good.
If 1 wrore about Jeremy’s desire for me in this moment.

certainly wouldn't match up with the way Verity wrote

Doas he miss fucking her?
) ""Ata you okay, Low?”

- Jeremy is staring down at me, concern pulling his eve-
_ '\ . gether He's stopped moving inside me, and | real-
s pa‘taskmg me if I'm okay because he thinks it might
' ‘ % asking me if I'm okay because I'm cobviously
e else mentally, and | think he might sense that.

fo ce ;smnle “Yes." I pull Jeremy’s mouth down to
. s him hard, and he responds, and for the next
'8 ‘:-.‘3 nutes I'm imagining how I would describe what's

ing be :_’ 2en us if I were writing my autobiography,
e the sex Verity wrote in So Be It,

fa3 ,Jeremy rolls his hips into mine, over
we kiss, and we moan at just the right inter-

e ” ;Muses his practiced fingers to make
.",“:,17,-\,= oes, and then he takes his turn and
shinside of me, and we're a little bit sweaty, but

| we don't wake the children because he
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Maybe it s Bot 1 don’t wamt pevfect. | wyn -
wanted by him more than he wanted Verity, o, S :\»
nol what Pm striviog for. 'm striving for betrer thim, h:
how can I passibly know where T rank when we doy Npeal
of Verity? Leant very weldl msk hion, “So who ix betsers » e iy
the dead one?™

Jeremy is tucked against my side now, breathing heaw
ily, and he's running a lizy Boger between my beegy, e
happened again” be soys. His voice breaks me oot of 5

spiraling cyce of self-donht,
“What happened again?”

“We forgot 1o use a condom.”

“"We should be fine, Pm still breastfeeding.” We'se beeg
using the LAM method, and while it isnt foolproof, nedbe
nthe;adll.\m'wndom

"Dowummlo get you u towel?” he asks, lifting
mtohisdbm

1 cling to him, "No; please don gt up”

m‘dmmychaekmd then rests his head near
inhwoo iy pillow, contimiing the trail of invisible art bes
trnﬁﬁ;dvm‘w skin with his fingers. “How'd writing

“ﬁ;mmsxrmmwm it's safé to ask. He knowes
8 b '.hb&moﬁen a reflection of bow sue

www.PDFSeva.com




:::": ;::':::s me of Verity. Even her name means truth, |
¥ from her, even in book tithes.

Pel'hﬂpﬁ thisis my punishment for whit we did 10 her.
' “Isubmitied the synapsis for the second-to-last book in
theseries today. I'm hoping to hear somothing tormarrow.”
= ﬂdﬂ“tkﬂﬁ‘t\“W\mdon' Jeromy says. “You write a
ot faster than she did~ ‘
mmhtm&lnlhmusac«mnﬂhncm but roost writers
,"(.'_ O m Mnb told they're quick. Quick in the publishing
world transtates to lazy and lacking, s my fear is that the
pu ““ pr il tell mes may work is second-rate next to Verity's.
-~ Dwant to change the subject and move it far away from

‘..‘;' 1 herwﬁting, "We should tule o sacation” | sug-
N s babv? And n six-vear-okd ¥5d?" Jeremy asks. 1
' :‘ "eithﬁmbeﬂuckmthahmsewhhnﬂwandu
-mchwnrmbachmmwiﬂ\a\m

l_.:r":'c s hio !'mloo&lmmlhmnhtsweek
R Wmm‘im—ﬂw
'1/5 " .&rgex.ShewroteMtw
B mmmm«m&w
el "‘ 5 sex isnt as mind-blowing.
= "’ mmuwm
: .'.‘f-" \.;..._
®

‘ |t\ ‘. .'
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*I don't know thart 1'd be nappy. Nova is still so Young |
look at his face, examining it for clues. “Would yous~
Jeremy's eves journey back o mine. “I'd have 4 .

dred babies with vou, Low.”
1 feel his compliment slide over me, and | think, Take

that, Verity. Happy fucking birthday.

He runs his thumb over my nipple, and 1 foel som.
of my breastmilk ease out with the contact, it's sticky and
warm beaeath his thumb as be continues sliding it ncros.
my breast. Jeremy is watching his hond intently as he runs
his thumb back and forth. “Can 1 taste t?7” His ¢yves mee
mine again, and the thought of him doing something with
me that I'm not sure he did with Verity makes my thighs

clench with desire.

e

Jeremy'’s eves glimmer with curiosity, and then he line
ers his mouth to my breast and closes his Hps gently over
my nipple. He starts to suck, and its both odd and exhil
arating. His right hand is sliding over my hip and then my
outer thigh as he continues pulling at my nipple with the
suction of his mouth. He squeezes my ass and with a final
lick of his tongue, he releases me from his mouth.

He's smiling as he looks down at me. “It’s sweeter than
1 thought it would be

I want him to do it again, for longer this time, but he
gives me the kind of kiss that indicates it’s time for bed. It
almaost always thr.supa, amymﬁtwmodnigm. nlw
one hrief kiss mnnmymhamdthm nuemﬁlﬂw
dneek.andthtnbem “Iloye you," and he makes his way
’baoktohi&sideoﬂbebed w‘hécln dvaﬂedledtwh"
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COLLEEN HDOVER

< charging before turning off his light and adjusting

his goodnights are also something Verity never
described. I don‘t know if T should be disappointed that we

sund tovs,” Jemmy eays. “We should take him tomorrow
afternoan after I finish laying the patio stones.”
%udon’uhinkit's oo cold for Nova?”
~we can bundle her ep.”
1mllavarandpman;rmmemy's-ches!. His fin-
g:meumye!baw
| aqemvkmmempo(mylmnd.udm&nm

nwthﬂ,hlsﬁnpnmxinsuwdbow . and my arm against
e his chest,

SRS S RN O
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and Verity’s home in such a hurry, I'm not sure | wWould ).
picked our specific house if T had time 10 be more Scl«:‘%
We didn't realize that the fifteen-foot stretch of sang b
our dock is swallowed up by water several months ot of
the year, which is why we always load up the car and tay,,
& short drive to a better beach wheny Crew wants to hyjy

sandcasties.
These's only one other car parked in the area of the sac.

tion of beach we choose. I put Nova into her stroller wiiile
Jeremy grabs Crew’s sand toys out of the trunk. Crew stary
o run ahead of us.

"Crew, wait for us!" Jeremy vells, Crew stops and looks

back at us impatiently.
I place the diaper bag on the handle of the stroller. *Go

ahead, I'll eatch up,” I say to Jeremy.

“Yon sure?”

"Tve got it.”

Jeremy walks abead of us to catch up with Crew, end
they disappear over the dunes: I lock up the car, then push
Nova in the stroller toward the beach entrance.

I'm relieved to see it's completely deserted in this
immediate area, just bow we prefer it. Jeremy reaches a
spot about ten feet from the water and drops the blanket for
me and Nova, then he continues with Crew to a softer part
of the sand. He dumps the bag of sand toys gut and then

Jeremy pushes the stroller the rest of the way to the
blanket. It's a little bit windier than Id hoped it would be,

but Jeremy uses the diaper bag and a few packs of Capei
Sun to hold down the corners of the blanket.

- www.PDFSeva.com ‘




COLLEEN HooveR
.ance»we‘r}' unpacked and 1 gey settled with Nova, Jer-
ey 100kS At RIS Apple watch and then o me-“I'm gonna get
.m in. Will you three be okay?”
Jeremy took up running shortly
M It started with him running m
oel after we moved here. Now i
nmss- £00.

“Didn’t you already go for a run this morning?"
mdenmmyhea¢ he says.

after Verity died in her

|"‘§:

. ‘. (4
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Féaty

He takes a sip and then says, "1 don't like it thyt ek *
i laugh. “It’s all you ever want to drink.”
“It’s the only thing vou and my dad ever buy me
He tosses the half-full packet of juice on the blanke and
turns to go back to his sand toys. The juice is leaking oy 4
over the blanket, but I'm heolding Nova and I'm not nimbl
cnough to reach it.
“Crew!"
He ignores me. I look down the beach for Jeremy, bt
#ll 1 can see is one person walking a small dog on a leash,
I leave the juice packet where it is. The blanket s
already covered in sand, what's a little juice going to hurt?
, Ctuwaodlhmmnxggiedwﬁndourfooung.“c
have our moments where it seems like we could become
team, butthtm be!llsayordosomzﬂ:mgtothmm.ao&, It
.n:mlnds meahtoftbenrstdaylshowednpathdrtwm
when he slammed the front door in my tace.
‘“'h‘m?ﬂ things he does that disturb me, but noth-
' .‘,'ﬂmagh that 1 could even go to Jeremy.
m"mwm I had regarding
or I, it,offllkealmsmmeming.
o NI s weeks before Nova's birth. I was verv
sdhrvibi m stil Mwsm a name for




COLLEEN HOOQVER

and said, "1 don't care, She's just gonms die”

i : mgmed silent; I conldnt even ask him to repeat

N i)
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Shalay

wave every now amnd then, 50 anyvtime we're ot the beach, e
don't let him leave our sight.
The person walking the doy is getting closer 1o 25, Foe
# cautious moment ! wonder if | should Stop breastiae).
ing, but when 1 see its a woman, I'm not as toncerned. Thy
dog locks like s Yorkie from here. [ wateh as S00N a8 Crew
sees the dog. hoping he doesn't go bother the worman, but
the doy scems just as excited to spot Crew. They veer in his
direction, and evon though they're about ten feet wWway, it
still makes me norvous that a stranger is getting that close
to him. If she speaks to Crew, she'll likely speak to me, and
Jeremy and 1 keep to ourselves for very good reasons,

I feel a weight form in my stomach with every step
closer she takes. I cian't place her. but she seems familiar,
Dread washes over me. You're being paranoid, Lowen. No,
yourre bving cautious. Paranoid, Cautious.

This is the exnet reason we rarely leave the house. The
beach is the only place we usually go, and we only do this
when we know it'll be deserted, We're both more than a lit-
tle fearful about being recognized together.

We've told no one aboat us, nor have we told anyone
about Nova. It helps that neither of us have connections we
weren't sad 1o sever. My mother had just died betore I et
Jeremy, and his parents have passed. so it was easy to get

Corey doesn't even know 1 had Jeremy’'s baby, or that
I'm living with Jeremy and Crew, After Verity died, Jeremy
and I separated ourselves from one another to minimize
back to live with Jeremy and Crew, and no one else knew

320
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PYSn

Praying 1o any deity that will listen that thbmh.w
walking and minds her business.

She docsn't.

She pauses a few feet from Crew, and it looks like shey,
speaking to him. She glances in my direction, then look,
ot Crew again. She's suying something I con't hear over the
sound of the ocean, and then she waves at me.

I return a smaller wave, anticipating the inevituble
comversation with a face full of dread. T pull Nova from my
breast and put my shirt back into place, glancing down the
beach for signs of Jeremy. 1 can see him, but he's so faraway,
1 can’t even tell if be's jogging toward us or away from us,

The woman begins to head toward me, her blonde bair
blowing flyaways into her face. She's wearing sunglasses,
‘but she pushes them on top of her head as she approaches.
She’s pretty in a basic way. Maybe that's why 1 feel like
mwmﬂnww




| m' _ise when | saw you "

=X <

- Y NM Crew?

| z es immedintely search for Jeremy again, 1 need
R st h .

..:w.nj_'.,ldon‘t know what I'm supposed to say, 1
Ly e who I'm supposed to be right now. Lowen Ash-
- 4 Laura Chase? A family friend?

—om e LbLIRSS
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“Yon*

“She's beautiful " the wOmon sirys. ~ -

I dont like this question. Prlw
answer it when Crew says, *She wan barn three o ey
She's my sister” He Says it with pride and X e, -
any other time that would make me melt, bagt Nsteng
filled with fear because [ still don't know who this .
and if she should be given that kind of delicate lnﬁo'm%- -

I can tell almost immediately that she's taken ahacy
by Crew’s comment. She glances ncrvouslyttbhn.uar.,
some sort of danger to him, as if she knows him better thyy
1 do, and she should know information lndlls,Cuwhv(.‘
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COLLEEN MOOVER

w“‘ 1 can’t trost hes
| con 2 Jesery approaching us from behingd tue

o panses about twenty foel from us ot the
ﬂ' He's watching this unfold, oo far w bonr

| #dw uu!. but hopefully close enough o know |
w""“"

M is dry and Neova s beginning 1o wark ap

‘wlmn!'mnbommhm- paric attack snd

: i coming ot me at once and | have no ides how
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Loy

“What are vou doing in North Carolina?* Jn...
“William and 1 have a place here” Her oyes mu,, oy
Mﬂnﬂﬁbﬂﬁfﬂ#fﬂflwm N
mmmv -mm#‘mmwmh
to Jeremy, “Is this where you ran off o after selling gy .
mont bouse? We were all so curious.” 11&»1,5,,%“
hmkwmnamumwmnmadurwhmm‘nw‘
“We're just visiting,” J«mehamk
“Vacation.”
Patricia nods, then motions toward Nova. “You failey
1o mention at the funeral that you were going to be a father

again.,

An obvicus dig now that she’s done the math. Jeremy
says nothing. He grips tighter at my waist, as if he'y oeed-
ing my support to keep him from saying something he
shouldn't. He bites his tongue for several seconds. Then. "k
Wmmm he says, clearing space for ber 10 exit
 Patricia forces a smile, but I can see the nervousses
m»quﬂub,muwp
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' COLLEETN HOOVEN

MW sttention 1o him, “Why?*
Jﬂ""’ jooks left nod then right, checking the beach
— Then he faces me, placing two firm hands oo nsy
ot ers f've never seen him look o resigned. He maos-
shwn! nis thumbs gently ioto my shoulders. “You koow 1
:W“'mw What a loaded question. He looks me back
wmmtbecyn "She'’s suspicious, Low. In tem
15, she's gﬂugwbe calling her friends und turning
, “to what?” T whisper, not wanting to sdmit that our

' mwamﬂﬂnkv.

| “into exactly what it is” Jeremy says, releasing me
 equke them to the car and wait for me” Jeremy looks in
patricia’s direction, and then bends down, slipping off his
soeakers. “Dan't leave anything behind, not even o picoe of
srash” He throws everything—his shoes, the Capri Suns,
@w*mm“‘"’h“”mw
 ssndonstle before walking back to us and tossiag the toys
nte m\mumwwmm”
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g in

*Go.” He points toward the car, indicayi
us soon. The look in hin eyes i terrifying, so ;:::n ol
thing. 1 don't even ask him to stop and think lho:’ Ay
ever be'’s about to do. Wha,

I can feel my panic beginning to bubble, s 1 2rip the
stroller and Crew’s hand and start walking away in
When we're almost to the edge of the sand, | mm&w
shoulder, just as I see Jeremy reach Patricia.

She doesn't see or hear Jeremy coming. Nejther doey
the dog. Patricia is there, and then she isn'

Jeremy is kneeling in the water, his knee pressed into
her back, his hands putting pressure on the back of her
head. They're too far awsy for me to hear anything, but |
can see enough to know what's happening. | glance around
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:._ ,_/l(t'& (--__“_, -

#w an back out at the b"‘ﬂl'h. Whe w1 do

- back, 1 cant see anything over the dunes, |
ar* wmggmplﬂnw I have no ides if it’s aver
poee 20 { ook around again, ensuring our privacy, and then 1
Nova from the stroller to the car seat. Shes crying
ﬂ““ Whpoudngbccausewelmwmlemvml
mewm I'm just tryingto[myultcmmulpack
W"’i z into the car S0 as not to leave anything behind,
when everything is put away, I climb into the pansen-
ek and wait for Jeremy. The wait feels like forever.
 *Nova, stop crying,” Crew mutters. He gets annoyed
with her crying sometimes, but 'm not in a position to do
lmmkmthnmmhlmnonlymmﬂ"
awdmmmun\dothnmtﬂwmm
. Where is he?
ﬁmwmmm
mhbchmnndﬂmmw
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Teety

bottom lip is shivering from the cold as he begin,
out of the spot. Nova s crying even louder NOW, and b\
band just killed a woman, and 1 didnt do & i B
to stop him, and Nova is still crying and I can take i :\
take the screams, the fear of being caught, the kt\o-h::‘
knowing what Jeremy just did, so 1 lean over the gy .
unbuckle her. 1 ease her out of the car seat lndbﬂq.h::
my chest as | face forward again lgivehamybu....‘
the car grows quieter.,

As we're pulling away from the beach, Jeremy reaches
for my hand and squeczes it. When [ look at him, he's stye.
ing hard at me.

“We had t0,” he whispers.

1 nod, because maybe we did, but 1 wish he wookdst

He did.
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don't know how to wirap my mind are
: 1 don't know which part | should h::;:z‘ :::: o
;‘d' t. I dont know If I'm an acoomplice. m;ﬁ
dead at his hands now. Am | really going w wait
;"" pd until he decides to make me number three?
He wouldn't do that, Ger thar our f your heud. La
He was protecting me. Us. We just ran into m.k 0:::5
wery few peaple in thhvs'ork!miwpedtomrmalmn
was unfortunate circumstances, but the chance of Ay one
mlw to Jeremy is unlikely,
1 spend several minutes taking the items from the
| R mlwt“lwma'lwmhﬁtdw.‘m
the blanket into the wash and make my wiy toward the bed-
room. My legs are shaking so bad, 1 don’t know bow 1 make
it down the hall I've been calm up until this moment, but
now I can't tell if I'm about to seream or ery or vomit
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died in bcr.]m‘

Ve 1ty i l'n her
sleop,
Fatricia e
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