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Chapter One


What the hell was Jessamyn Fawkes doing on my doorstep?

The blonde stood frozen in the Ring camera footage, one high heel perched on the welcome mat as she glanced up and down the street. The top right corner of my phone told me it was just after two in the morning. Way too late for a social call.

Not that someone like Jessamyn would have been welcome at the Avery Residence to begin with.

I never thought I’d see Jessamyn Fawkes again. Technically, I’d never seen her in the flesh—only over Zoom, back when she was chairing the meeting of Delta Rho’s national leadership where Samantha faced potential expulsion as president of the Stillwell chapter of the sorority. She’d lost, but in the losing I’d had to learn all sorts of unpleasant truths about the history Delta Rho’s queen bee had with my babygirl—and her narcissist parents.

So our family had multiple reasons to hate Jessamyn. Trying to get Samantha removed from her post was the least of it. To see her standing at my front door in Boston in the middle of the night was almost beyond the pale. It felt like a nightmare.

As I watched, Jessamyn peered up into the camera. Her fist rapped the door, short and sharp.

“I need to speak with you,” she said, her voice quiet and clear. The night-vision effect on the camera made her eyes look a wild animal’s. “This is the only time I could be sure that I wouldn’t be followed. Please open the door.”

Call the police, a little voice whispered in the back of my brain. Whatever this woman wants, it cannot possibly be anything good.

I thought about it. As I did, I glanced over at the trio of sleeping women in my bed.

No. Calling the cops would wake them up. Cause a scene.

And all of them needed their rest for the morning—especially Yukiko. My princess had a date with Morning Harbor, Boston’s premiere AM televised talk show. Kiki was going to present our case to the world—fifteen minutes of conversation and interview questions, intended to knock the wind out of the sails of the Everything’s A Cult podcast and their ‘expose’ on my unconventional family. To make us look like normal, decent people, instead of the awful thing Victoria Ruocchio was trying to make us out to be.

And half the reason we had to do that was because Jessamyn herself had been the podcast’s special guest.

My gaze lingered on Samantha. The blonde snored quietly, the covers bunched up around her lower back. Above the waist, she was completely topless. Also, I thought, if Sam sees Jessamyn Fawkes standing in our living room, we might have to call the cops after all. Because there’ll have been a homicide.

There absolutely would. Samantha would see Jessamyn Fawkes standing on the welcome mat at 2 AM, and Samantha would tear that woman apart with her bare hands.

And the only thing in this house I cared about more than my wives' safety was my wives' peace.

So I’d let them sleep. The last thing we needed was to turn our family home into a crime scene.

I threw on an old dress shirt—making a mental note to put it back over the chair when I returned to bed so Yukiko could wear it in the morning the way she loved to do—and slipped out of the master bedroom, buttoning it as I walked.

My phone buzzed with another notification from the Ring app as I made my way down the stairs. Jessamyn must have been antsy. Under the circumstances, I couldn’t blame her.

The thought of grabbing some kind of weapon flickered through my mind as I cut through the living room. But it didn’t feel necessary. There was no car parked out in front of our house—if Jessamyn Fawkes was acting as bait to bring out some of Miss Ruocchio’s hired goons, she was doing a terrible job of it.

And not to be morbid, but something told me that if Victoria did resort to those tactics, she could guarantee there’d be no knock on the door. I wouldn’t get a warning.

No, Jessamyn had come alone. To my house. At two in the morning.

Why?

I was about to find out.

Her silhouette paced silently back and forth on the other side of the glass. I put a hand on the bolt, braced myself, and opened the door.

She was shorter than I’d expected.

Maybe it was the way she loomed large in Samantha’s subconscious, but I’d always imagined Jessamyn Fawkes as being quite a bit taller than my babygirl. Samantha was the shortest member of my harem, a half-inch shorter than even Yukiko herself, and a quick glance at Jessamyn Fawkes told me this woman would probably stand directly between the two women on a height ranking. She wore a thick white coat with pearl buttons and black heels, her long blonde hair tied into a utilitarian ponytail.

Not for the first time, it struck me how closely she resembled Samantha. Her nose was a little sharper and her features less defined, but a casual observer looking at the two might have assumed Jessamyn was her older sister—a fact which never failed to turn my stomach when I thought about the things Jessamyn did with Samantha’s parents.

She’d been my babygirl’s best friend once, and the two of them might even have ended up in a relationship together if the future president of Delta Rho’s national organization hadn’t betrayed her. Now Samantha hated her more than just about anyone on Earth.

If I’d thought she’d come to apologize, I was wrong.

Jessamyn didn’t look sorry. And she didn’t look like she’d come to gloat, either.

She looked a woman who’d come to make a deal.

“Mr. Avery.” Jessamyn relaxed a fraction, like she’d been worried no one would come to the door. “I thought I drove all the way out here for nothing. I thought no one was going to come down.”

“I almost didn’t,” I said, trying to keep the growl out of my voice. “What the hell are you doing here?”

When Jessamyn spoke, her voice was practiced and low and almost embarrassingly steady. “We need to talk,” she said. “About the podcast. About all of it.”

I didn't move. A chilly wind blew in from the stoop, sending a finger of ice down my spine. The foyer light threw a long rectangle of yellow across the welcome mat at Jessamyn’s feet, lighting up the embroidered AVERY like a tiny beacon.

“You’re lucky I don’t slam this door in your face,” I said at last. “It is two in the morning—”

“I know. This is the only time I could get away. The only time I could be sure she wouldn’t have me followed.”

She? Oh hell, I knew who that had to be a reference to.

“Victoria Ruocchio,” I said, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. Almost reflexively, I leaned forward, glancing past the bundled up woman and out into the street. “You’re sure you weren’t followed?”

Streetlamps stretched down both sides of the avenue. Other than the cars I recognized from the other residents of the neighborhood, I saw nothing out of the ordinary besides a little compact I felt certain had to belong to Jessamyn herself. Everything else belonged to a neighbor.

A remarkably un-pretentious car for such a highly-placed woman.

“I’m not sure,” Jessamyn said. Then, in a whisper: “I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

“That sounds like a personal problem,” I muttered. “Leave before I call the police, Miss Fawkes.”

Jessamyn stiffened. “I didn’t do the podcast because I wanted to,” she blurted, wringing her hands. “Jack, you’ve got to listen to me—”

“You and I are not on a first-name basis,” I said. “I don’t know what insane urge possessed you to come bother my family in the middle of the night, Miss Fawkes, but if you know what’s good for you you’ll turn around and leave right now.”

“I need your help,” Jessamyn blurted. “She’s blackmailing me. Hell, I think she might kill me!”

Kill her? The thought startled me, but didn’t change the calculus.

“I don’t have a single reason in the world to help you,” I said, letting some of the scorn I felt for her slip into my voice. “Or to believe a single word you say. You broke Samantha’s heart, betrayed her trust, and tried to get her kicked out of her own sorority. And that’s before you went on a nationally-syndicated podcast to talk shit about me and my family—”

“I’ll retract what I said,” Jessamyn begged. “Publicly.”

I paused.

Jessamyn’s expression collapsed. “Jack—Mr. Avery—please. Give me five minutes. Let me explain. I can help you take that woman down.”

I thought about it. I really, really did.

For about two seconds.

“Hell no,” I grunted, already reaching for the doorknob. “Now leave, and count yourself lucky that Samantha didn’t hear you—”

“She has something on Daniel Ramsey!”

My hand froze on the doorknob.

Daniel. Marcie’s father. My mentor. The man who’d given me twenty million dollars to start my own firm and take down the venture capitalists who’d stolen his name and his life’s work.

Victoria was going after Daniel!?

Jessamyn clapped a hand over her mouth. The words came out far louder than she’d intended—almost by reflex, both she and I glanced up at the second-story window. I craned my neck back into the living room, heart pounding. If one of my wives had heard…

Nothing happened. We were safe—for now.

Jesus. If I don’t do something about this woman she’s going to wake the neighbors.

“What does she have on Daniel?” I demanded.

Jessamyn was already shaking her head. “I don’t know. I just know she’s been crowing about it.”

I frowned. “Then this is pointless—”

“I don't know what it is,” Jessamyn whispered. “I swear I don’t. But I know she has it, and I know that whatever it is, she thinks it’s her ace in the hole. That it’s going to blow up big enough to ruin your company.”

Fuck. Fuck. That sounded very, very bad.

“I can get it for you,” Jessamyn said, her eyes shining with desperation. “I will tell you exactly how I’m going to get it for you, Mr. Avery.” She glanced over her shoulder once more, as if afraid we were being watched. “Just not on this porch.”

My lips peeled back over my teeth. Everything inside of me wanted to slam the door on this woman, go back inside, curl up between Yukiko and Samantha and go back to sleep. Leaving her to twist in the wind was no less than what Jessamyn Fawkes deserved.

But Victoria had something she thought could blow the Avery Company sky-high.

Something that involved Marcie’s father.

God damn it, Jessamyn, I thought. I’d better not regret this.

“Foyer,” I grunted, looking her in the eye. “Not the living room. You don’t sit, you don’t take your coat off, you don’t make any noise besides what is absolutely necessary. Five minutes.”

“Understood.”

“If you wake anybody in this house, then may God have mercy on your soul,” I said. “I will not save you from those women. They’ll put blood and teeth on the carpet and I’ll let them.”

The ghost of a smile tugged at the corner of Jessamyn’s mouth. “I understand that, too.”

I took a step backward. “Fine.”

Jessamyn crossed the threshold like a soldier who’d just stepped into enemy territory. I shut the door behind her quietly, turning the lock with enough slowness to keep the thunk from echoing through the house. The only sounds were the hum of the refrigerator and the rumble of the white noise machine in the master bedroom, the latter barely audible through the ceiling.

She took a quick look around, going on tiptoe. “You have a lovely home,” she ventured.

I wasn’t interested in hearing it. “Talk. The clock is ticking.”

One thing for Jessamyn Fawkes—she certainly didn’t waste time. She opened her coat and slid a small leather portfolio from an inner pocket, then handed it to me. “This is for you,” she said.

“What is it?”

“A signed, notarized retraction.”

I blinked. “Of what?”

“Of everything.” Jessamyn’s smile was no longer faint. “Everything I said on that podcast. Whatever else happens, I want you to have that.” She paused, marshaling her courage. “I want Samantha to have it.”

I let that sit.

Don’t respond to the opening offer too fast. The words came back to me from fifteen years in the past, delivered by Daniel Ramsey to his hotshot apprentice, me, over a glass of bourbon in his office after a particularly tricky negotiation with a client. Everyone always thinks they’ve got a winning hand when they play that first card. You let it settle, you give them a little bit of silence, you knock the wind out of their sails.

He’d taught me a lot about business. Taught me how to play blackjack, too, which I’d passed on to Kiki.

I’d never expected to be utilizing his lessons in my own foyer at two in the morning, though.

The silence stretched out. Jessamyn fidgeted nervously. She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it, frowning deeply.

Once I figured she was ready, I cleared my throat. “Tell me everything,” I grunted.

She did.

The five minutes I’d promised her came and went without me depositing her back on the front step. Jessamyn kept her voice down, narrating her story like she’d rehearsed it a hundred times in the mirror before she’d made the drive to Boston from wherever she was headquartered. She talked and talked and did it without looking me in the eye or anywhere else in the room. It was like she was reading a script inside of her head.

“She approached me three months ago,” Jessamyn explained. “At first, I thought it was the luckiest break I’d ever had. I was at the end of my rope, I was holding onto my position as Delta Rho president by a thread—I needed a win. I needed a safe place to land, in case the worst happened and I couldn’t fend off the challenge from national leadership.”

National leadership, it turned out, was not happy with Jessamyn Fawkes. Pursuing a personal vendetta against a local sorority president was one thing—being fooled into believing her expert witness was Lakshmi Majumdar instead of a family member with a fake profile picture and a voice changer was something else entirely. We’d been too busy celebrating Samantha’s victory to notice, but the other members of Delta Rho’s board were pissed about the black eye Jessamyn gave them. Being duped by a fake Facebook account was beneath them. They’d been quietly moving against her, trying to have her replaced as national president.

The irony was both thick and delicious. It still wasn’t enough to make me wish Samantha were awake.

“She met me at a hotel bar,” Jessamyn said ruefully. “At a property I later learned her family owned—all the security cameras ‘malfunctioned’ the night we met up. She offered me a way out. A board seat at a wellness-and-lifestyle company the Ruocchios have a controlling stake in, along with a signing bonus bigger than it should have been. A graceful exit from my previous career.” She sniffed hugely. “I was going to make videos for the company’s Instagram account. Influencer stuff.”

I let that pass without comment.

“And in exchange, I did the interview,” Jessamyn explained. “With Everything’s A Cult. The whole thing was scripted. Not word-for-word, but I was given a list of topics to stick to and emotional beats they wanted me to hit. When to cry, when to get angry, that kind of thing. Victoria was very thorough.”

I could only imagine how thorough she’d been. “Why are you telling me all this?”

Jessamyn hesitated. “Because an hour before that episode dropped, Victoria sent the full script and proof of the deal to Delta Rho’s national leadership.”

My jaw dropped open.

“She… what the hell? Why?”

Jessamyn grimaced. “She burned me. The whole thing was fake. The wellness company ghosted me. The money was real enough, but that was just the down payment—low six figures, enough to keep the lights on for a few months but not enough to live on. She never had any intention of bringing me into the fold. She got what she wanted out of me and then threw me away.”

I let that sink in. Of course she did, I thought, ticking it over in my head. Why take a chance on a woman this volatile? Someone who’d try to destroy Samantha like that is a disposable asset, whether they realize it or not.

From a certain angle, I had to admire the way Victoria Ruocchio fucked this woman over. It was brutal, it was efficient, and you couldn’t argue it wasn’t well-deserved.

“She also handed my notes to a tabloid,” Jessamyn finished in a sepulchral tone.

I blinked. That part I hadn’t expected.

“And from the fact that those notes weren’t plastered all over the Internet, I take it that…?”

“They weren’t made public,” Jessamyn said. “But they could be. That’s the point. It’s insurance. I step out of line, I do anything I’m not supposed to—it comes out that I was a puppet the whole time. Which means I’m double ruined. No new job, no second act—no nothing.”

I leaned against the archway leading to the living room, my hands across my chest. Somewhere above my head, the three most beautiful, important women I’d ever met slept soundly, with no idea one of their worst enemies was trying to talk their way back into my good graces just beneath their feet.

“I’m resigning from Delta Rho next week,” Jessamyn said. “It’s being framed as my choice. ‘Stepping back to focus on new ventures.’ But everyone knows I’m being shit-canned, even if they’re too polite to say it.”

“Nobody knows better than me how sorority girls gossip,” I said with a smirk.

Jessamyn didn’t say anything. She just stood there. Waiting.

She was very good at waiting. I did have to give that to Jessamyn, at least. I’m sure Samantha wished she’d been better at waiting to jump in a hot tub with her parents, though.

“So let me make sure I have this straight,” I finally said. “You’re standing in my house at two in the morning telling me Victoria Ruocchio played you. That she got you to turn against Samantha and her family one last time, then lit a torch and set all your bridges on fire the second the deed was done?”

She didn’t try to deny it. “Yes.”

I shrugged. “If you’re expecting sympathy, you’ve come to the wrong house.”

Jessamyn didn’t flinch. “That’s not what I came here for.”

“Then what did you come here for?” Maybe I shouldn’t have been so snarky, but it was two in the morning and I was tired. “Because all you’ve told me is that you’ll try and make up for telling the whole world my wives are sex-cult victims, and that Victoria knows something about Daniel but you don’t know what it is—”

“It’s got something to do with money,” Jessamyn murmured. “Lots of money. Like, the SEC gets involved kind of money.”

I made a mental note to ask Mona about it as soon as possible. There was no doubt in my mind that Mona knew where every cent of Ramsey Engineering’s slush funds—the official ones and the hidden ones—got spent during her tenure.

“That’s not good enough,” I said. “You told me you would get the details.”

“And I will,” Jessamyn said. “Once I get what I need.”

“Which is?”

“The same thing I asked Victoria for,” she said. “It’s not complicated. I want a second act.”

The words hung in the air for a long moment. The realization dawned on me slowly.

“No,” I said. “Hell no.”

“Mr. Avery—”

“I am not going to hire you,” I growled, looming over Jessamyn. “Are you fucking insane?”

“I’m not saying you put me in the front office,” Jessamyn said, trying her best to smile and make this all sound normal. “The Avery Company hires me as a consultant. I stay very far away from all of you, and I never interact with Samantha. You give me a salary, a small amount of stock options—just enough for me to keep my feet while I figure out what I’m going to do without Delta Rho—”

“That’s not happening,” I said. “Jessamyn, you fucked Samantha’s parents. My company isn’t touching you with a ten-foot pole. You’re lucky I’m even talking to you right now!”

A strange look filled Jessamyn’s face. “It’s funny you should mention that,” she whispered.

Funny?

“I was planning on offering this as a show of my appreciation,” she said, meeting my eye. “But there are things about Samantha’s family you don’t know. Things that even Samantha doesn’t know. If you agree to my terms, I’ll tell you about them.”

The temperature in the room dropped about ten degrees.

“You what?”

It came out in a register that shocked me. From the look on Jessamyn’s face, she’d only just now realized what a landmine she’d stepped on.

“Mr. Avery. You don’t understand. Her parents—”

“Don’t say their names in this house.”

“But—”

I couldn’t stop myself. I got in her face.

“We have never said those people’s names in this house, and we are not starting now,” I said, my voice crackling with barely repressed rage. “You keep going down that path, you’re going to get worse than the cops called on you, I swear to God.’

Jessamyn froze. “Forget the job,” she whispered, the color draining from her face. “Just… just give me money. Enough to start over somewhere. You can pay me in company stock if you want—I know it’ll be worth twice what it is now in the next five years. I’ll retract everything, I’ll do interviews, I’ll testify against Victoria Ruocchio on record, under oath. Whatever you need.”

I watched her. “And you’ll get me whatever Victoria has on Daniel?”

That was the real prize. Getting Jessamyn to publicly flog herself would help deflate the whole Everything’s A Cult fiasco—plus, it would be extremely entertaining. But getting Marcie’s father out of the range of fire was more important.

“Yes. Absolutely.” She swallowed hard, grabbing for her courage. “Except I need you to protect me.”

“Protect you?”

Jessamyn glanced over her shoulder. “She’s been having me followed,” she hissed. “I think her goons broke into my apartment while I was gone—some stuff was moved and I don’t remember moving it. If I go public—if I jump ship and start defending you—she’s going to come after me. You know what I mean.”

I scoffed. “She cultivates that Mafia stuff on purpose,” I said. “Victoria Ruocchio is not going to kill you.”

You’re not worth the trouble, I thought but didn’t say.

Jessamyn’s mouth worked soundlessly. “I know I’m a terrible person,” she said. “I fell for a pair of charismatic narcissists. I hurt Samantha. Multiple times. I probably deserve to lose Delta Rho.” She glanced at me, her eyes wide with fright. “But I do not deserve to be dumped off a Ruocchio fishing boat!”

I managed not to roll my eyes.

“Shield me from that woman, give me enough money that I can go do something else with my life, and I will do whatever you want. I’ll get you her ace in the hole. And you—and Samantha—will never have to deal with me again.”

I thought about it. Glanced down at the portfolio in my hand, with Jessamyn’s pre-written confession and a notary’s seal.

Then I looked at her.

“You know what my babygirl told me about you?” I asked.

That landed. Whatever courage Jessamyn Fawkes brought with her to this meeting, she hadn’t braced herself for a question like that.

“What?” she whispered.

I thought back to that afternoon in the apartment, just Samantha and me. Her curled up next to me in the bedsheets, post-coital, unspooling the thread connecting her parents to all the worst events in her life.

“She told me,” I said thickly, “that you used to be a good person.”

I let that hang.

“She told me that, Jessamyn,” I said, my voice filling with scorn. “The girl you spent half a podcast episode calling a grooming victim. The one you tried to get expelled from her own sorority. She told me there used to be a version of you that was worth knowing.” I paused. “I have a hard time believing that.”

Jessamyn’s jaw worked. A single tear beaded in her eye.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” I said. “You’re going to write your contact information on this confession. Then you’re going to get the fuck out of my house.”

“Mr. Avery—”

“I’m not deciding any of this right now,” I told her. “It’s two in the goddamned morning and you need to go back to wherever you came from before the women of this house wake up and realize you’re here. At some point tomorrow, after Morning Harbor, I’m going to have a conversation with Mona Isringhausen about this. My lawyer will be present.” I paused. “So will Yukiko. And we will decide what we’re going to do with this information. Do you understand?”

A beat.

“Yes,” she said.

“Good,” I said, opening the portfolio. “Do you have a pen, or do I need to get one out of the kitchen…?”

Something creaked on the stairs.

Both Jessamyn and I froze. For a moment I dared hope it was just the house settling—then another thump sounded and I knew it was anything but. Those were footsteps.

Moving fast.

I flipped the foyer light off without thinking, praying the darkness would buy us five more seconds of time. “You need to leave,” I told Jessamyn, forgetting all about the contact info. “Go, now—”

But it was already too late.

A figure stormed down the stairs. To my surprise it was Marcie, clutching the baseball bat from the bedroom closet the way a caveman probably held a club before going off to hunt a woolly mammoth. Even in the dim light I could see her eyes were wild with fear and adrenaline, her blonde hair a messy halo around her head.

I hadn’t seen her this disheveled since the night I cold-cocked Trevor Baines on the second floor of the Delta Rho sorority house. The night Marcie stirred awake from the cocktail of drugs she’d been dosed with and asked me why she was dreaming I’d come to Stillwell to save her.

“WHO GOES THERE!?” she shouted, waving the bat. “Jack!? Jack, are you okay?”

“Babygirl, it’s okay,” I said, fumbling behind my back for the doorknob. “I’m fine, there’s nothing to worry about—”

Marcie hit the light switch.

The living room and the foyer lit up like the noonday sun, the sudden brightness forcing us all to squint.

She saw me first. I watched Marcie’s expression fill with relief as she realized I was safe and unhurt. She started to lower the baseball bat.

Then she saw Jessamyn Fawkes.

And the bat came right back up again.

For a long, long second, nobody moved.

“Jessamyn?” Marcie blurted. “What the fuck—”

More footsteps reached the stairs. The whole house was awake now.

God help us.


Chapter Two


“Marcie, sweetheart, put the bat down.”

Marcie didn’t move a muscle. She stared bloody murder at Jessamyn, the baseball bat still raised high over her head. She looked like she was trying to figure out whether or not to bludgeon our guest with it—or maybe she’d already decided, and was just judging whether she could get away with it or not. Either way, I had to do something.

I moved towards the stairs, a hand held before me. The first step put me between Jessamyn and Marcie. The lights were still too bright, but my eyes were starting to adjust.

“Babygirl. Babygirl. I’m fine. Look at me.”

Marcie didn’t look at me. She was looking past me, at the blonde in the white coat standing in our home.

The bat didn’t move.

“Uncle Jack.” I wasn’t really Marcie’s uncle—Marcie had confessed to me that the pet name made her feel protected and safe, and I figured that was probably what she needed right now. “What is she doing here?”

Jessamyn cleared her throat. “I came to speak with your husband—”

“Don’t you say a goddamned word,” I snapped without turning around.

“Jack.” Marcie blinked, rapidly coming to her senses. “What the hell is this woman doing in our house!?”

She took a step, shifting the bat to her shoulder. For a moment, I could see Daniel Ramsey in Marcie’s face—the look he got on very rare occasions when things were going catastrophically wrong and he needed to step in. It made Marcie look as tall as a giant as she stared Jessamyn down.

“The Ring camera woke me up,” I explained. “I didn’t invite her here. She was standing outside on the front porch like she wanted to try and sell us vinyl siding…”

Another figure made their way down the stairs. It was Yukiko, descending as fast as she dared in her condition, one hand protectively holding the swell of her pregnant belly. Somehow despite me taking my dress shirt with me she’d found another one to throw on, and she’d buttoned it just enough to keep herself from being topless.

Her eyes took in Marcie with the bat first. They widened.

“Marcie? Jack? What happened—?”

Yukiko went silent. She’d just seen Jessamyn Fawkes.

“Mrs. Avery.” Jessamyn’s voice stayed calm and businesslike, for all the world like we were meeting at our offices instead of in the living room of my family’s home. “Please, I mean no harm. I want to retract my podcast statements—I’m willing to try and make things right—”

“Stop.” I’d never seen Kiki so pale. “You need to leave. Now.” Her gaze flickered towards the ceiling. “If Samantha sees you…”

Maybe it was the look on my princess’s face that sealed the deal. Whatever it was, Jessamyn suddenly seemed to realize exactly how much trouble she’d just put herself in.

“Your husband has the details,” she said with a curt nod. “He’ll tell you everything. I only came this late because she’s having me followed. I’ll leave now—there’s no trouble…”

But suddenly, there was.

Because a third set of footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs.

I saw Samantha’s shadow on the far wall a moment before she came around the corner. She’d thrown on her old Delta Rho sweatshirt and was clearly wearing nothing underneath it—the panties she’d had on when she went to bed were still somewhere on our floor. Her hair was an even bigger mess than Marcie’s, sleep-mussed and sticking out in different directions. One hand loosely clasped the banister for balance.

“I thought it was morning,” she muttered, rubbing her eyes with her free hand. “Kiki, what’s going on? Where’s Daddy—?”

Yukiko turned. “Go back upstairs,” she said, something desperate edging into her tone. “Sam, please, turn around right now. You cannot be down here.”

She was persuasive. Her voice held that trust-me edge it always had in a crisis when she rallied the troops. For a second, I thought it was going to work.

But it was two AM, Samantha was half-asleep, and this was our home.

My babygirl might have sensed the danger somewhere else, but not here.

“Huh?” She took another step down the stairs, nearly bumping into Yukiko. “Kiki, what—?”

Her hand came down.

And Samantha saw Jessamyn Fawkes for the first time since the Zoom meeting.

The worst part wasn’t the anger. That came a few moments later, and was every bit as strong and searing as I’d expected. No, the worst part of it was that, as I watched Samantha’s hand freeze on the banister and her expression begin to change, there was a moment before reality came rushing in where she looked almost happy to see Jessamyn. Like she was a friend she hadn’t seen in a while who’d showed up on our doorstep in the middle of the night in distress, instead of her worst enemy.

And then she remembered, and the hurt hit her all over again.

She used to think the world of Jessamyn Fawkes. She’d been her best friend, before the betrayals piled up one on top of the other. The podcast. The expulsion attempt.

The awful thing Jessamyn did with her parents.

Samantha’s face contorted with rage. Then something shifted, and she went cold. Ice cold.

“Sam.” Yukiko’s voice came out a whisper. She took another step up the stairs, one hand reaching towards Samantha like she was a little worried what might happen if she touched her. “Please. Samantha. Don’t do anything stupid.”

Samantha’s eyes never left Jessamyn. When she spoke, her tone was completely flat.

“I won’t, Kiki.”

Yukiko relaxed a fraction. In my peripheral vision, so did Jessamyn Fawkes.

Looking back on it, I should have realized right then and there what my babygirl was planning.

Because Samantha didn’t do cold. She got loud, she got angry—she sometimes got a little bratty, if only so I could punish her for it later. That reaction should have set alarm bells off in my brain.

She should have been screaming.

Jessamyn missed it, too. Her shoulders dropped, the color returning to her face. Her gaze shifted to Yukiko, my head wife being firmer ground for her than her former flame.

“I am so sorry to have startled you all this way,” Jessamyn said. “Let me explain.”

Samantha took a step.

“I came here tonight because I want to retract everything I said on the podcast.”

Another step.

“Victoria Ruocchio put me up to all of it. I want to make this right—”

Samantha’s next step took her past Yukiko. To where she was no longer in danger of knocking her fellow wife over in her zeal.

And then came the scream.

Samantha charged down the stairs like a bull, practically foaming at the mouth. The bat was halfway out of Marcie’s hands before any of us understood what was happening—Sam plucked it away with a precision I hadn’t realized my babygirl possessed, wrenching the Louisville Slugger from Marcie’s hands and bringing it over her head in the same motion.

In my mind’s eye, I saw that bat coming down on Jessamyn Fawkes’s skull. I saw the four of us standing over a bruised, bloodied corpse, debating whether or not to call the police. I saw Yukiko planning out how to hide body with the same attention to detail she used to manage everything from our business affairs to my roster of harem girls.

And I knew I could not let that happen.

I caught her wrist in mid-swing. I expected the bat to slip from her fingers, but she had a death grip on the damned thing. She lunged at Jessamyn like a hellcat and I grabbed her off her feet, lifting her off the ground with one arm around her waist and the other locking onto the bat in her hand. The momentum slammed me against the wall, rattling the photographs Yukiko hung there shortly after we’d moved in.

“She’s not worth it, babygirl,” I grunted into Sam’s ear. “Put the bat down!”

“LET! ME! GO!”

“You want to go to jail for her?” I held on tighter. “Don’t do this, babygirl. Not in the house. Not with a baby on the way!”

“I’m going to kill her! I’m going to fucking kill her—!”

God damn it!

I pried Samantha’s fingers off the bat and ripped it out of her hand. It hit the floor and rolled towards the kitchen, coming to a stop against a nearby wall. As soon as it left Samantha’s hand she stopped struggling, stopped screaming—stopped doing everything other than staring daggers at Jessamyn Fawkes.

Jessamyn looked absolutely horrified. I don’t think she’d known until that moment the true depths of how badly she’d hurt Samantha. I watched it wash over her in a wave—the realization that if I hadn’t stopped Samantha, she really would have tried to kill her.

“Samantha—” Jessamyn began.

“Do not. Say my name.”

The blonde’s mouth snapped shut.

And Samantha started to speak.

What came out of my babygirl’s mouth was nothing I’d ever heard before. I’d seen her mad as hell, I’d seen her terrified—I’d even seen her grieving. This was not any of that. In that moment, she wasn’t the ‘babygirl’ we all knew and loved so well—and she wasn’t the Queen Bee of the Stillwell chapter of the Delta Rho sorority, either.

She was something else entirely. Something we maybe didn’t have a name for.

“You.” Samantha started trembling in my arms. “Came to my fucking house.”

Jessamyn had backed up against the front door, her hand on the knob behind her back. Her face had gone as white as her coat.

“You drove to my city, to my neighborhood, at two in the fucking morning—after spending forty-three minutes and nineteen seconds of your useless fucking life calling me a sex cult victim to the entire fucking country—”

“Samantha—”

“Do not say my FUCKING name!”

Samantha’s nails dug into my shoulders like needles. Even now, I didn’t dare let up on my grip. Not a single ounce. She was so keyed up right now there was no telling what she might do.

“You sat across from me on a Zoom call and you lied.” Her eyes bored holes through the older woman. “You looked me and Jack and Kiki and the entire national leadership of the organization I love and you told them all you’d seen shit you hadn’t seen and talked to people you hadn’t talked to. You believed a fake fucking account was Lakshmi and you didn’t even bother checking with the actual person, because ruining my life was more fun than doing your actual job!”

“Sam, I—”

“Don’t. Don’t you fucking dare.”

Yukiko locked eyes with me from the stairs. I could tell my princess wanted me to carry Samantha back up to the second floor so they could hustle Jessamyn out of there—but now that Samantha had gotten started, she wouldn’t dare interrupt.

Not when this clearly was something she needed to say.

She’d brought up the podcast and the Zoom call. I knew what was coming next. Kiki and Marcie did, too, and they both looked like they were on the verge of tears over it.

Those names have never been spoken in this house. It was true. Sam told me what had happened with her parents from the safety of our bed at my condo. Kiki had always known, and she’d told Marcie about it while surrounded by me and her fellow wives in a hotel room in Copenhagen on our honeymoon. This house was meant to be filled with love, not the ghosts of the past.

But Samantha was staring at one of them right here and now.

“I told you everything about my family,” Samantha said, the words tearing out of her like they physically hurt. “All the shit they did to me. To Chloe. And you went, and you… you…”

Tears streamed down Jessamyn’s cheeks.

“You let them put their hands on you,” she said, her voice filled with the horror of it. “You let them take you to bed. Knowing what you knew. Knowing. Because they’re charming, they’re rich, and you liked the attention—!”

Samantha’s free hand came up to her face. A sob tore from her chest that instantly broke the hearts of everyone in the room, myself included. It was worse than the tears when she told me about her parents for the first time, or when she’d sobbed in Yukiko’s arms on the drive home from the airport after our wedding videos hit TMZ.

This was deeper. Older. This was years of betrayal bubbling to the surface all at once, leaving Samantha as raw and vulnerable as an exposed nerve.

“You knew what they were!” she shouted, the hurt crackling in every syllable. “And you did it anyway! You chose them over me! You chose the people who fucking neglected and abused me over the girl who worshipped the ground you walked on! I loved you, Jessamyn! You were my fucking hero…!”

Samantha buried her face in my chest and sobbed like a dam bursting. Huge, shuddering sobs.

For a long, long minute, it was the only sound in the house. Jessamyn stood frozen against the door, looking like she wanted to throw up. Marcie had her hands clasped over her mouth to stifle her own sobs, tears streaming down her cheeks. Halfway up the stairs, Yukiko’s face was the color of milk, one hand on her belly and the other gripping the banister so hard her knuckles went white.

Slowly, Samantha got a hold of herself. When she lifted her head from my chest, she looked absolutely wrecked.

“I’m okay, Daddy,” she said, sniffing. “I’m done. You can let me go.”

I loosened my arms about a quarter of an inch.

And Samantha lunged, screaming anew.

The bat had rolled out of her range, but she still had her nails, and she stretched them towards Jessamyn like she wanted to rip the woman’s face clean from her skull. Her lips peeled back over her teeth, a guttural growl spilling from somewhere primal deep inside of her.

Yeah, I thought as my grip tightened. Kinda figured that’s what was going to happen.

“That’s enough, babygirl,” I grunted, hauling her back off of her feet. “I’ve got you.”

Samantha relaxed a fraction. “Don’t let me go, Daddy,” she said. “Not while she’s here.”

“I wasn’t planning to, babygirl.”

“You’d better leave.” That was Yukiko, who’d descended the stairs and had just put a hand on Samantha’s shoulder. “I’m not sure I want Jack holding her back, to be honest. Not after everything you just heard come out of her mouth.”

Jessamyn nodded once. “Good idea,” she whispered. “You’ll, er, be in touch?”

Yukiko glared at her. “Leave. Now.”

Jessamyn turned, looking almost comically relieved to be escaping Samantha’s wrath.

Only for the door to open on its own before she had a chance to turn the knob.

And for someone to shove a gun in her face.

“Freeze!” A voice barked.

Jessamyn screamed, throwing her hands in the air. For a second, I felt certain she thought she was dead—that Victoria Ruocchio had sent those goons after all, to finish her and my entire family. Like her paranoid fantasies had come to life at last.

Then Tasha stepped over the threshold.

She’d clearly come over in a hurry. She wore a pair of sweatpants and a faded Stillwell PD t-shirt, and her braids were tangled like she’d just rolled out of bed. The gun she pointed at Jessamyn Fawkes was impeccably cared for, though.

She advanced into the living room, forcing Jessamyn to step away from the door. Her head moved on a swivel, checking the corners and the exits into other rooms. “It’s just her?” she asked. “Nobody else?”

“It’s just her,” I said. “Tasha, we’re fine!”

With a nod, Tasha lowered the gun. “Good. We’re clear.”

“Chingados, Tash!” Maria Alvarez stepped through the door, wrapped in a hoodie and a pair of skintight leggings. “Jesus, girl, you almost blew that lady’s head off!”

“That lady is Jessamyn Fawkes,” Samantha hissed.

Maria did a double take. “Shit. Now I wish you had blown her head off.”

“Everything else clear?” Tasha turned to me, still in cop mode. “No other contacts?”

I shook my head. “None. Tash, what the hell are you doing here?”

With a smile, Tasha pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I’m keyed into your house’s security system,” she explained. “I get the Ring notifications, and when I called you, you didn’t pick up. So I decided I’d better get my ass down to the Avery Residence in case something was wrong.”

Tasha had called?

“I insisted on coming, too,” Maria added. “Told Tash if there’s trouble I wouldn’t let her walk into it alone.”

Tasha and Maria were roommates—they’d shared an apartment since moving to Boston with the rest of the harem. The two of them had a special bond among my girls—both were a few years older than the college students who’d become my wives, a little more mature in their priorities, and as a result they were on each other’s wavelength more than with, say, Heather and Eva. The pair were so close that they’d insisted I propose to them jointly when the time came.

I pulled out my phone. I had four missed calls, all placed within the same two minutes—two minutes where I’d been in the middle of negotiating with Jessamyn Fawkes. Shit.

“We’re fine. I was busy. I’m sorry to make you two come down here.”

A faint smile played at Tasha’s mouth. “Make me? Jack, I’m your head of security. This is literally what I’m here for.”

Between the baseball bat assault and having a gun shoved in her face, Jessamyn Fawkes looked like she’d pissed herself. “C-can I go now?” she asked, her teeth chattering.

Tasha glanced at me, then Yukiko. “Is that alright?”

“Jack?” Maria had just noticed the Samantha situation. “Querido, why are you hugging Samantha like she’s at Disney World? You’re making me a little jealous, tiger…”

Jessamyn snapped part of the way out of her trance. “She tried to kill me!” she said, like part of her refused to believe it. “She came at me with a baseball bat!”

Maria’s gaze traveled to the bat. Her eyes widened a touch. “Well, she didn’t hit you. No harm, no foul.”

“Get her out of here,” Yukiko said. “Please.”

“Yes,” I agreed.

Tasha nodded. “You heard them. Beat it.”

Jessamyn took one final look around. Then she turned and fled, bolting out the door so fast it was a miracle she didn’t leave a cloud of smoke behind.

The room was quiet for a long moment. Tasha stalked the room, one hand on the grip of her pistol, checking to make sure there wasn’t some intruder we’d missed. The rest of us stared at each other.

Maria shook her head. “Jesus Christ, tiger,” she said. “What the hell happened?”

“A big misunderstanding,” I said, setting Samantha back on the ground. Now that Jessamyn was gone, I felt more comfortable stepping in and taking control of the situation. “Jessamyn had an offer to make me—we’ll talk about it in the morning.”

“We’re not accepting anything that bitch offers us,” Samantha snapped.

I met her eye. “If I take my hands off you, babygirl, are you going to run after her?”

Samantha held my gaze for a moment, defiant. Then she slumped against me in a way that let me know exactly how tired she really was.

“No, Daddy,” she said, shaking her head. She sounded like she was about to burst into tears all over again. “I’m really good this time. I’m just… God, that was fucking awful.”

I let her go. She didn’t run.

“Alright,” I said, looking around the room. “Crisis averted.” I paused. “For the record, I’m sorry I didn’t wake you all up. I was hoping I could get her out of here without there being an incident…”

Yukiko was already beside me. “You did the right thing,” she said, taking my hand. “Jessamyn showing up in the middle of the night… better that you handle that than bring Sam and Marcie into it.”

I couldn’t help but notice she hadn’t named herself in that statement.

“Better to leave you be, too, princess,” I told her. “I know how bad you need your rest for tomorrow. Speaking of which…”

As if on cue, Marcie yawned explosively. “I don’t know if I’m gonna feel safe now,” she ventured.

Tasha and Maria shared a look. “I wasn’t planning on heading back to the apartment tonight,” she said, glancing at the front windows. “I doubt Victoria was behind Jessamyn, but after an incident like that, you ought to have someone keeping watch.”

“You’d do that for me?” I asked.

Tasha grinned. “Maria and me’ll do shifts,” she said. “Assuming your couch is free…”

I was just about to tell her yes when the front door opened.

It was Jessamyn. Again!?

Except she wasn’t alone.

A hand gripped the blonde’s shoulder. Standing beside her looking about as intense as I’d ever seen her was Mona Isringhausen. Despite the late hour, she looked as fully alert as if she’d never gone to bed. The effect was spoiled only somewhat by the fact that I could see a pair of puffy pajama pants under her tailored coat.

No one looked more upset than Jessamyn by the fact that she was back inside the Avery home. “Why the hell can I not leave?” she asked, glancing at Mona.

“Because I haven’t gotten an explanation yet.” Mona was cold and businesslike, none of the warmth she occasionally shared with me visible on her face. Shark Mode, in other words. She took a sip from the thermos in her other hand and regarded me evenly. “You want to tell me what the hell I missed, Jack?”

I stared at her in amazement. “Okay, how the hell did you know about Jessamyn?”

Mona just scoffed. “I know everything,” she said. “Miss Fawkes tells me she was attempting to offer you some kind of deal tonight?”

I nodded. “She’s got a folder—”

“Give it to me.”

Wordlessly, I handed the document to Mona. It took her all of fifteen seconds to scan it. When she was done, she nodded.

“Interesting,” she said, snapping the folder closed. “Tell me the rest of it.”

We needed to get Jessamyn out of here. “I’ll tell you about it after Morning Harbor—”

“You’ll tell me about it now,” Mona said firmly. “I need to vet this, Jack. You and your wives are going to go back to bed after this conversation; I most certainly am not.”

I bit back a sigh. As much as I hated to admit it, Mona was right. She usually was.

As quickly as I could, I went over the details of Victoria’s double-cross and what Jessamyn was offering to do about it. Mona listened intently, her face giving nothing away. In my arms, Samantha looked fiercely pleased to hear about her former friend’s misfortune. The wheels turned behind Yukiko’s eyes as she processed.

The only part I left out was the bit about Daniel Ramsey. If I let Marcie know about that, she’d never manage to get back to sleep. And we didn’t know anything was going on. Jessamyn could have been saying whatever she could think of to save her own skin.

When it was over, Kiki turned to me. “If she’s telling the truth, we can use this,” she whispered, sounding tentatively excited. “There’s things we can do I don’t even think Jessamyn’s thought of yet. Jack, this could be huge.”

“Don’t get too tied up in it right now,” I said, putting my free hand on Kiki’s lower back. “You’ve got to get some sleep, princess. Morning Harbor’s more important than whatever Jessamyn’s offering.”

She nodded. “I know.”

Mona rubbed her sinuses. “Alright, here’s what’s going to happen. Miss Fawkes, you’re leaving…”

Jessamyn sighed. “Finally—”

“…but you’re not going home.”

The blonde blinked. “What?”

Mona was already turning to Tasha. “Miss Davis, if I give you an address, can you escort Miss Fawkes there and make sure she stays safe and out of trouble?”

I watched Tasha process it. “Can do,” she said, sounding every bit like the calm, professional woman I remembered from the Stillwell Police Department. “You operating a safe house I don’t know about, Mona?”

Mona chuckled. “No, but there are a couple of hoteliers in the area who know me by name and are very discreet.” She looked at Jessamyn. “You’re my guest until the Avery Company decides what to do about your deal. Miss Ruocchio will not find you, I promise.”

Jessamyn swallowed hard. The way Mona said guest sounded an awfully lot like prisoner. “Alright.”

Mona pocketed the retraction folder, sliding it into her coat. “We shouldn’t have any further trouble tonight, but I’ll remain here,” Mona said around another sip of her coffee. “I’ll call you if I need you.”

Tasha nodded. “Sounds good.”

Mona turned to Maria. “Miss Alvarez, I’d like you to take these,” she said, tossing the Latina a set of keys.

Jessamyn’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “Those are my car keys!”

“I told you Miss Ruocchio wouldn’t find you,” Mona said smugly. “We’ll be hiding your car, as well. Don’t worry, Maria won’t let anything happen to it.”

“I’m an excellent driver,” she purred, giving Jessamyn a smug look.

“Sheesh,” Jessamyn whispered. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

Samantha stiffened in my arms. “Oh, you’re just figuring that out?”

Spots of color appeared on Jessamyn’s cheeks. “Sam, I—”

“You don’t talk to her,” Mona said quickly. She always did know how to work a room. “Come along, Miss Fawkes. Jack, go tuck your girls back in, then come back downstairs. I want to speak with you for a minute before you go back to bed.”

“I should be part of that discussion, too,” Yukiko said.

Mona was already shaking her head. “No, you should have been back in bed ten minutes ago,” she said. “Rest assured, Mrs. Avery, we won’t make any decisions without you. All of this is tabled for after Morning Harbor.”

My princess didn’t entirely like the sound of that, but she understood. It was triage—the TV appearance first, then the rest of it.

“Okay,” she said. “As long as you keep me in the loop.”

“I will,” Mona promised.

“So will I,” I agreed.

Like I could’ve done it without her.

The second I let Samantha go, she started back up the stairs. “I’m going back to bed,” she announced to everyone and no one in particular. “Don’t wake me up unless you’re going to give me five minutes alone with Jessamyn and that baseball bat.”

I watched her go, my heart aching for her. “She’s upset,” I whispered. “Oh, babygirl…”

“She’s not mad at you,” Yukiko said. “She just needs some time.”

Marcie hugged me, hard. “I really thought it was a burglar,” she said, shaking her head. “I was going to beat the shit out of them if they’d tried to hurt you, Uncle Jack…”

I laughed for the first time since I saw Jessamyn on the Ring camera. “You did good, babygirl. You looked fierce.”

“I won’t let anybody fuck with our family,” she said, giving Jessamyn a final look. “Believe that.”

“Come on,” Yukiko said, resting her head against my shoulder. “You heard Mona. Come tuck us in.”

“And no funny business,” Mona said without turning around. “You can bang each other’s brains out after you wow Morning Harbor’s audience.”

Yukiko rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue.

“Hey, can we get a kiss?” Maria asked. “We didn’t come down here in the middle of the night for nothing, you know?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “What kind of man would I be if I didn’t thank you two…?”

I went to Tasha and Maria and let both of them feel the full force of my appreciation. Tasha’s professional demeanor melted for the exact length of time my lips were on hers, then came back just as quickly. Maria was bolder—she grabbed my hands and put them both on her ass as we kissed, as if she wanted to remind me of her best feature.

By the time we were done, Jessamyn Fawkes looked mortified—and Yukiko was panting slightly in my dress shirt. No matter how many times it happened, it never failed to floor me how much my princess didn’t just condone but got off on watching me with my other women.

She arched an eyebrow as I returned to her. “You sure about that funny business…?”

Mona wasn’t having it. “Go take them upstairs. Then come right back down. You and I have business to discuss.”

So we did. I nodded.

As Tasha and Maria took care of Jessamyn Fawkes and her automobile, I escorted my wives up the stairs arm-in-arm, taking them back to bed. The crisis was over.

Our dealings with Jessamyn Fawkes, unfortunately, were just getting started.


Chapter Three


Once I was done giving Yukiko and Marcie several rounds of goodnight kisses, I made my way back downstairs. The house was as quiet as if Jessamyn had never disturbed us; if not for Mona sitting next to my coffee table, I could have almost managed to convince myself the whole incident was some crazy dream.

Mona glanced up as I approached. “There you are,” she said, setting down her thermos. “I’m tracking Miss Davis and Miss Alvarez via Life360 right now. Both of them are fine; neither of them report being followed.”

I hadn’t expected either to be. “Jessamyn’s paranoid,” I said. “She’s let all that Mafia stuff about Victoria Ruocchio go right to her head.”

“She is paranoid,” Mona agreed. “But that doesn’t mean they’re not after her.”

Fair enough.

Mona took one more sip and set her thermos to the side. When she did, I noticed something I hadn’t before. Her hands were shaking.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

Mona met my eye. “No,” she said. “I am very much not okay, Jack.”

I waited.

“An intruder arrived at the Avery Residence tonight,” she said, her tone taking on that clipped register she’d used at Ramsey Engineering to read the after-action report on some corporate blunder. “The fact that it wasn’t someone who meant your family physical harm is immaterial—what isn’t is that someone got into the house.” She paused. “If it had been someone with a bone to pick against you, or Mrs. Avery, I could have been walking into something far worse than awkward situation with a sorority president.”

“You know there are three Mrs. Avery’s, right?” I asked. It was off-topic, but something about this had been irking me for a while. “I know Kiki doesn’t like the way you talk about her like she’s my only wife. That’s not what this is. Those other two girls aren’t concubines—”

“I know that!”

I paused. I don’t think I’d ever heard Mona’s voice do that before.

She took a long moment, setting her thermos to the side. Some people would have tried to ease the tension with a joke, but Mona didn’t. She crossed one leg over the other, gripping it to keep her hand steady as she gathered her thoughts.

“Jack,” she said finally,” I am well-aware that you have three wives. I work for all three of them.”

“Mona—”

“And I tend to address Mrs. Avery—Yukiko—by that name more often than the other two. That is by design. It’s not because of hierarchy, or because I secretly believe she is the only woman who is really your spouse. It’s her job description.”

I waited.

“She is the legal Mrs. Jackson Avery. That is a fact recorded by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, not by me. It means her name is the one at the top of all of your company’s legal filings. It means she is the first person stepping into the line of fire to be interviewed live about this life the four of you have built, because she’s the woman our PR strategy has to revolve around. She is the only person I can deploy in certain rooms and in certain markets without instantly inviting a half-dozen questions about polygamy law.”

Her fingers drummed her knee through the fabric of her pajama bottoms.

“Samantha and Marcella are your wives, Jack. I have never thought otherwise. I say what I say because I’ve been treating this situation like one of Ramsey Engineering’s old scandals since it started. But it is not. And perhaps I should remember that I’m not just an employee at arm’s length these days. I’m part of your crew.” She lifted her head at last, meeting my gaze. “If I’ve ever made any of them feel less than, I sincerely apologize. Tell them. Or tell me when, and I’ll make the apology myself.”

It was rare for Mona Isringhausen to make a speech like that. Rarer still for it to come out of her mouth at three in the morning on my living room couch, in pajama pants and an expensive coat.

“It’s fine,” I said. “Really.”

“Alright.”

I waited a beat. “I only noticed that your hands are shaking,” I said, keeping it conversational. “Is there anything you want to talk about?”

Mona glanced down at her fingers like she’d just noticed she had them. Her lips formed a tight little line, but she didn’t flinch away from the question.

“Just that there are two pregnant women in this house. I should have insisted on more security. If that really had been someone sent by Miss Ruocchio—”

“But it wasn’t,” I told. “And we’ll be more careful next time, Mona. We’ll take measures.” A number of potential projects filled my head, if only I had time for them. “But we also can’t live our lives in fear. Yukiko wanted the white picket fence—she’d cry if we had to top those things with an extra ten feet of barbed wire.”

“She’d get over it,” Mona scoffed. “I should have already known about Miss Fawkes. I should have had more eyes on both her and Victoria—especially after the Everything’s A Cult interview. I should have known she got burned, was looking for an off-ramp, and was likely to do something very stupid.” She sighed. “Instead, all of this came as a surprise to me tonight. And I do not like surprises, Mr. Avery. Which is why my hands are shaking.” Her gaze met mine. “That and the caffeine.”

I nodded. “You can’t catch everything.”

She scoffed again. “You pay me to catch everything.”

“I pay you to do the best you can,” I told her. “No one is asking you to be superhuman, Mona. I wouldn’t want it, anyway. You’d run yourself ragged.”

She regarded me evenly for a moment. “You really have changed the way you think about me, haven’t you?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I have.”

The shift in the room’s energy was subtle. But unmistakable. All at once, we were no longer a boss and his employee, sitting at opposite sides of a coffee table. We’d become something else—something way older, something far more familiar.

Mona’s gaze flickered to the cushion beside hers. I took the hint and sat down on the couch, crossing my ankle over my knee with a sigh.

“What are we going to do about Jessamyn?” Mona asked. “I have opinions, of course. But I want to hear what you think. And I want to hear it before I talk to Yukiko or our legal counsel.”

“Saskia?”

“Among others.” Mona pursed her lips. “What’s your gut telling you?”

I thought it over, trying not to let the sight of Mona distract me. “Daniel taught me something about negotiations once,” I said, my voice quiet as I remembered my verbal sparring with Jessamyn. “He said the first move was silence. Let the other side make their offer, then stay quiet for a bit. Let them twist.”

Mona laughed. “Of course he told you that like he thought of it. I’m the one who taught him that in the first place.”

I did a double-take. Then laughed right back. “Yeah, that tracks.”

“We definitely let Miss Fawkes twist in the wind for a bit,” Mona said, meeting my gaze with something more than mere familiarity. “There is something I’m wondering, though…”

I leaned in a little closer. Shit, was this happening? Right now?

“What’s that, Mona?”

She smiled.

“Whatever it is Jessamyn told you that’s so secret you didn’t repeat it in front of your wives.”

I blinked. A noise escaped me that wasn’t quite a laugh.

“You really don’t miss a trick, do you?”

“I’m not in the habit of it,” Mona said, taking a sip of her coffee. “What’s the big, terrible thing, Jack?”

I cleared my throat.

“You’re right. Jessamyn told me something I didn’t dare repeat. I didn’t want Yukiko worrying about it when she ought to be focused on Morning Harbor right now. And Marcie…”

Mona blinked. “It has to do with Marcie?”

“No. Her father.”

Mona’s expression hardened. “Tell me.”

So I did.

“She said Victoria has something on Daniel,” I explained. “Something financial. She used the phrase ace in the hole. Said the SEC would get involved if it ever came out to the public.”

I told her the rest as best as I could, summarizing it. Mostly, I wanted to get across how badly Jessamyn was freaked out about the whole thing.

Mona listened without interrupting. When I was done, she took a long sip of her coffee, thinking.

“That’s it?” she asked.

I nodded.

A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Then I’m not worried.”

“Really?”

Mona let out another one of those little laughs. “Jack, Daniel Ramsey spent the better part of the last five years pursuing a three-firm merger. He spent money in ways that absolutely would not have survived a forensic audit. I helped him with most of it—and helped him structure the rest. We applied a great deal of financial pressure to board members and executives. There might even have been a regulator or two in there.”

I winced. “You’re saying you bribed people.”

Details, her little wave said. “We brushed up against bribery in the way most firms in this industry brush up against it. In ways I’m certain Victoria Ruocchio has done herself. But I handled everything. We smothered it all in paperwork and consulting fees and plausible deniability for Daniel himself. I promise you, there’s nothing in there that would cause more than a small ripple of gossip in the industry.”

It was exactly what I wanted to hear. “You’re sure? Jessamyn seemed pretty certain we’d be in trouble if Victoria pulled this lever, Mona. Could she have some of that paperwork?”

Mona snickered like she was a little disappointed I could think that of her. “The originals were destroyed,” she said. “What Victoria might have is a paper trail and a bunch of insinuations. She might even have found someone involved in the merger to embellish a few things. But that’s not an ace in the hole.” She chuckled. “It’s more like a three of clubs.”

I relaxed. Mona sounded so certain of herself. How could she be anything other than right?

“I’m telling you not to lose sleep over this,” Mona said, putting a hand on my knee. “I will do some digging into this tomorrow. I’ll touch base with Daniel himself and verify the details. If Miss Fawkes proves useful, we’ll pay her. No stock options, no sinecure on the Avery Company org chart. We write her a check, make her retraction public, put her on a podcast or two to move the needle. But she’s wrong about this.”

I stared at the hand on my knee. For a moment, it seemed like it might move.

Then Mona glanced at her wristwatch and sighed.

“You, on the other hand, have a wife who’s going to be put in front of a camera in four and a half hours. That’s your priority, Jack. You let me deal with the rest of it.” She smiled. “Go to bed.”

I cleared my throat, my gaze still on her. “Mona—”

“Bed,” she said, not unkindly. “I’ll be on the couch if any of you need me. Sleep. You look like hell.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “You know that’s not true.”

“No. It’s not.” Her hand left my knee, giving my thigh a poke as it retracted. “Now go.”

I went upstairs. Behind me, Mona was already unpacking her laptop.

The master bedroom was dim, the white noise app blocking out any ambient sound. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw Samantha and Marcie curled up around each other on the far side of the bed, both in a deep enough sleep that they didn’t stir as I cut across the room and slipped into bed.

The same could not be said about Yukiko.

“Hey there,” she whispered, her eyes opening a crack as I settled next to her. “Everything okay?”

“We’re perfect,” I said, pulling her to me. We could spend a hundred years married and I’d still never get tired of the way she relaxed into my touch when I held her. “You ought to be asleep, princess.”

She laid her head on my chest, one hand on the swell of her belly. “Couldn’t. Not without you.”

“I’m here.”

She looked up at me, her eyes shining in the darkness. “Thank you for keeping us safe tonight.”

I glanced over at Samantha. The blonde had her face buried in Marcie’s shoulder, one arm around her waist. Marcie’s free hand was on top of Samantha’s head, like she’d been gently stroking her to sleep before they both passed out together.

I knew they were strong, capable, independent women. I knew that.

But seeing them like that, at a moment like this, reminded me just how much time separated me from my wives.

“I wish I could’ve done more,” I whispered, meaning it.

Yukiko didn’t respond with words. Instead, she lifted her head and kissed me, slow and quiet.

A hundred years would never make that go stale, either.

“You did everything, Jack,” she assured me. “Everything you could.”

“I let her in the house.”

“And you didn’t let Samantha get to her,” Kiki countered. “Which is the only reason she’s asleep in this bed right now instead of in a jail cell.” Her thumb traced my jaw, rubbing my stubble. “You keep us safe, husband. Sometimes you even keep us safe from ourselves. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I said, a hand going to her lower back. “Sleep now, princess.”

I didn’t need to tell her twice. Yukiko must have been fighting hard to stay awake until I showed up—it took less than a minute for her to relax even deeper into my touch, her shoulders rising and falling slowly as she slipped into a deep slumber.

I lay there with three women sleeping around me and stared at the ceiling. God, what a night, I thought. There’s no way I’m going to be able to go back to bed after that—

I was out like a light the moment I closed my eyes.


Chapter Four


The next time I opened my eyes, it felt like less than thirty seconds had passed.

The alarm clock next to the bed said 5:15 in glowing numerals, which meant that I’d been out for just over two hours. If I’d felt tempted to disbelieve it, the faint gray light filtering through the bedroom blinds confirmed the worst: it was indeed morning. The white noise machine was still humming, but the buzz of my phone’s alarm had just joined the choir. I’d left it in my pocket.

Time to get moving, I thought, already mentally confirming my to-do list for the morning. Today’s Kiki’s big day. We’ve got to all be ready to support her—

I started to sit up and stopped.

Samantha was awake.

She’d disentangled herself from Marcie at some point and made her way across the bed. God only knew how long she’d been lying there watching me—hopefully it was the alarm that woke her too and she’d only just shifted over to mine and Yukiko’s side of the mattress. Even with Yukiko on my other side, she kept a small distance between us, like she was a little afraid to climb into my arms.

“Hey, babygirl.”

Her lips disappeared. For a second, I thought she was going to cry.

“Hey, Daddy.”

She crawled the last few inches and squeezed herself against me, the top of her head grazing my chin. I wrapped an arm around her shoulder as she let out a stifled sob, the barely noticeable swell of her pregnant belly pressing against my side.

“I’m sorry I stormed upstairs last night,” she whispered, swallowing hard. “I was mad at Jessamyn, and I took it out on everybody else. Including you.”

I was already shaking my head. “Babygirl, I figured you were just removing yourself from a bad situation. I’m not upset at you for doing that.”

Her hand found mine and squeezed it.

“You forgive me for not giving you a good-night kiss?”

To show her I did, I leaned down and smothered her mouth with my own. By the time we broke the kiss, the covers over our bodies felt almost intolerably hot. Samantha’s eyes were still watery, but the tears she might have cried didn’t come. Instead, she looked happy.

“Thank you, Daddy,” she whispered. “And thank you for not letting me kill Jessamyn Fawkes.”

She didn’t say it like it was a joke. As much babygirl as there was in her first thank you, there was absolutely none of it in the second. She meant what she said—just like she’d meant what she’d tried to do with that baseball bat.

“You do not need to thank me for that, babygirl.”

Samantha shook her head. “Yes, I do,” she insisted. “I lost my head, Daddy. I looked at Jessamyn and I just… snapped. If you hadn’t held me back, I’d be in jail right now. Marcie wouldn’t have a sister wife, Kiki would be praying the Morning Harbor hosts hadn’t heard about my arrest yet, and the twins would have to grow up knowing Aunt Samantha as a mugshot, not a member of the family.”

Jesus. I liked the sound of each of those things less than the last. It was a very good thing that we’d managed to avoid that outcome.

“You stopped all of that,” Samantha insisted. “You kept me from unloading on Jessamyn with my fists, so I ended up doing it with words instead. And yes, I owe you a thank-you for that. So thank you, Daddy.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle a bit. “You’re not mad at me?”

Samantha blinked. “For what?”

“Holding you back.”

She laughed against my shoulder—sleepy and soft enough to keep from waking her fellow wives. “Daddy. I’d only have been mad at you if you hadn’t.”

“How’s the nausea?”

Both Samantha and I turned. Yukiko was sighing and stretching across the mattress, awake and fully alert. One of the biggest days of her life, and the first thing she thinks about is the other wives, I thought.

What a woman.

Samantha stopped for a moment, no doubt having the same realization, then smiled. “Gone for the moment,” she said. “All that anger must’ve burned it out of me. I’m sure it’ll be back by lunch.”

“Good morning, princess,” I said.

“Today’s your big day,” Samantha added with a knowing smile. “You’re totally going to knock them dead, Kiki. Half that studio’s going to be madly in love with you before your interview’s over, and the other half are going to be too shy to admit it.”

“I sure hope so,” Kiki said ruefully. “I have not gotten enough sleep.”

“As soon as the interview is over, we’ll get you back home and into your pajamas,” I promised her. “I’ll spend the rest of the day waiting on you hand and foot.”

Yukiko grinned at that. “No you won’t. You’ve got way too much to do for me to let you.” Tiny wrinkles of mirth appeared in the corners of her eyes. “Maybe I’ll get the cheerleaders to do it for you.”

Wouldn’t that be a sight?

“Let’s get Marcie up and get cracking,” Samantha said. “We’ve got a lot to do.”

We most certainly did.

The next forty-five minutes elapsed in an absolute blur. While I showered and shaved in one of the upper floor’s secondary bathrooms, Yukiko took over the master, with Samantha and Marcie pushing back their own morning routines to help her get ready. Both girls were coming off of a breakdown and very little sleep, but they managed anyway. In short order Yukiko was dressed in her best blazer and pencil skirt, her hair and makeup on point, her wedding ring sparkling on her right hand with tasteful, understated earrings to match.

The rest of the house was no less busy. While we worked upstairs to get ready, the rest of the crew were making preparations in their own way. I had no way of knowing it, but Mona had made sure pretty much everyone showed up at the Avery residence to provide support, even if only of the moral kind. Somewhere beneath my feet, Heather and Eva fried bacon like they were getting the campus basketball team ready for the big game, while Maria—back from dropping off Jessamyn’s car at whatever undisclosed location Mona had indicated—handled the coffee. Mona oversaw everything, her attention half on the girls, half on her laptop, and half on the flurry of texts messages traveling between our operating center and the studio.

Yes, that was three halves. It didn’t matter.

Mona Isringhausen could handle three halves.

My mind was on the day ahead as I wrapped a towel around my waist, wiping the steam away from the bathroom mirror before running a razor (a pink one that belonged to Marcie, as this wasn’t my bathroom) down my cheeks. I worried about Yukiko, in front of that big TV audience. I worried about Victoria Ruocchio and whatever she was planning. I worried about Daniel.

I was worrying so damned hard I didn’t even hear the bathroom door creak open behind me.

“Hey there, tiger.”

I turned. Maria Alvarez had just closed the door behind herself and was now standing with her hands splayed across it and her shapely rear keeping it shut. The humidity of the room meant that sweat was already beading on her breasts, which looked luscious in one of those low-cut athletic tops she always favored. Her leggings were skintight, and the smile on her face was so wicked I instantly knew she’d snuck up here to do more than wish me good luck with Morning Harbor.

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Maria said, glancing over her shoulder. “Mona’s expecting you and the wives downstairs in, like, ten freaking minutes. So there’s no time for foreplay.”

I blinked, the razor pausing at the side of my chin. “Right now?”

Maria winked.

“Listen, today is—”

“A big day,” she finished for me, sashaying across the bathroom. She looked me up and down, the tip of her tongue running around her lips as her gaze focused on the bulge beneath my towel. (Sue me, I appreciated the view). “Which is why your head wife asked me to come up here and make sure your head’s clear and your balls are empty before you take her to your appointment.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. And at the same time, I absolutely could. This was very Kiki.

“She asked you…”

Maria was already slipping out of her leggings. Underneath she wore a barely-there black thong—nothing else would’ve worked under fabric that tight without visible lines. “Shh. Quit thinking, querido. You’ve got plenty of time to do that when you’re helping Mrs. Avery deal with those jackals. Right now…”

Maria sank to her knees in front of me.

“Right now, Papi, I just want you to enjoy this.”

She tugged off my towel before I could say a word, tossing it into a corner. Underneath I was already most of the way hard—as soon as her fingers found my shaft, ‘most of the way’ became ‘all the way.’ I set the razor on the sink, leaning against the counter, my hand already going to the back of her head.

Maria smirked. “Figured you’d know exactly what to do…”

Her soft, pillowy lips kissed the underside of my shaft. Maria wasted no time—both of us knew we had minutes, at the most, before Mona would come knocking and demand I both feed and caffeinate. Both were things I needed.

But right now, Maria was here to service a deeper, more primal urge.

The Latina opened wide and swallowed me deep, her brown eyes locked on me the whole time she took me down. The warmth of her mouth was hotter and wetter than the shower had been, and when she swirled that naughty tongue of hers around me as her lips moved back to my tip, I let out a groan that Yukiko probably heard all the way over in the master bathroom.

Which was, of course, exactly what my wife wanted.

Thank you, Kiki, I thought, my fingers tangling in Maria’s long brown locks. I needed this. Especially after last night.

Maria sucked and slurped me, bobbing up and down on my cock. My hand pressed gently on the back of her head, gripping her locks, making her feel controlled in a way I knew made her wetter than just about anything else the two of us did. For all of her Type-A realtor personality, Maria could be a shockingly submissive girl once all her pretensions were stripped away in the bedroom.

As if she were thinking the same thing, she pulled off me with a wet pop a few moments later. “Stop being so sweet to me, Papi,” she said, her voice half-teasing, half-challenge.

Hmm?

“I know you wanna fuck my throat,” she whispered, gripping me around my base. “I can feel how bad you want to do it.” She winked. “So do it.”

My other hand grabbed a fistful of her hair. Maria let out a whimper like I’d just bottomed out inside of her—like she was the one getting off on this, instead of the woman on her knees letting a man use her like a sex toy.

Honestly, she kind of was getting off on this. I’d seen the way she could get when it was me, her and Tasha. If only her bestie weren’t stuck on Jessamyn Fawkes security duty…

I made a mental note to make it up to Tash later.

Then I thrust my hips forward and fucked Maria’s face.

There was a time in my life when I wouldn’t have dared. When even a woman directly telling me to knock her off her pedestal and treat her like a dirty little slut wouldn’t have penetrated my thick, naive skull. Wouldn’t have gotten me to stop respecting her and start fucking her brains out.

Someone once told me that while I was a brilliant engineer, I could be remarkably dim where relationships were concerned. They were right. It took a whole sorority house to convince me of the truth.

To make me realize that the key to driving these women wild both in and out of bed was letting them knowing that I would never, ever hurt them—but thrilling them with the reminder of how easily I could.

Maria’s eyes rolled back in her head as my cock disappeared between her lips. Moans that I’m pretty sure were choked-off swear words in Spanish spilled from her as I thrust hard, all of my pent-up frustration coming to the fore. Jessamyn Fawkes intruding on our peace. Victoria Ruocchio trying to destroy our lives. Courtroom battles and Marcie’s worries about falling behind the other wives and whatever was going on with Daniel.

All it of dissolved as my cock jerked against the back of Maria’s throat, turned into the fuel that kicked me into Beast Mode.

Maria must have felt it, because suddenly she wanted more. She pulled off of me with a gasp and put her hands on the sink, lifting one knee onto to the counter and spreading herself wide for me. She was an absolute mess between her legs, already so turned on and wet she couldn’t think straight. God, I loved that.

She didn’t even have to tell me what to do. She just got in position and gave herself to me.

One hard thrust and I was buried all the way in from behind. Maria didn’t hold back—one hand slapped the mirror, leaving a handprint in what was left of the steam, while a moan broke from her loud enough that I didn’t have to wonder whether or not Yukiko and the other girls heard it.

“Que rico, Papi!” Maria grabbed my free hand and pulled two fingers into her mouth, sucking them the way she’d been sucking my cock. “Fuck, fuck, oh my god…!”

She’d told me not to be sweet to her. I didn’t start now. After all, we were almost out of time.

I set a hard, brutal pace, burying myself deeper and deeper with each thrust. The rest of the world kind of fell away as I locked in, concentrating not on Maria’s pleasure but just on fucking as hard and fast as I possibly could while not losing my load. The sound of my thighs slapping against hers filled the bathroom, so hard that the sink shook beneath us.

It didn’t matter that I was just using Maria. No woman could get fucked like that for long and not unravel. A few more hard thrusts and I felt her cunt grip me like a fist, a flood of juice dripping down my prick as she hit the peak and crashed right through. I didn’t even stop—just kept hammering that spot deep inside of her over and over again with the same maddening focus I would’ve used to tighten a bolt or set a casing string on one of the oil wells I’d helped build in Athabasca.

Both were tasks where the only feedback you got was feel. And there was nothing like the feeling of Maria’s tight, still-cumming pussy spasming around my cock.

I was still in orbit when Maria tilted her head back and kissed me. “Pump me full, querido,” she whimpered, her voice both crackling with lust and tight with the knowledge that we were almost out of time. “Please, baby, I know you need to cum. Give me all of it, put all of it in my pussy. Put it where it belongs…!”

I snapped back to reality. One hand tugged down the strap of her athletic top and grabbed a handful of her heavy breasts, squeezing and manhandling her as I hit the peak. The pleasure went white-hot, then blinding, exceeding all of my personal tolerances. I was there.

One more thrust and I let go, roaring like the engine on my McLaren as I came.

Fireworks went off behind my eyes as I erupted inside of Maria. My grip on her tits went bruise-tight, then slowly slackened as the pressure released inside of me. Thick, hot ropes of spunk sprayed against Maria’s inner walls, filling her tight pussy to the brim and then some. She kept her big, round ass pressed tight against me, using my dick like a cork to make sure every drop of my seed went exactly where it belonged.

When I came back to myself, Maria had her cheek against the mirror and was watching me, her teeth biting down on her bottom lip like she couldn’t believe how sexy I looked. “Jesus, querido,” she whispered, brushing a lock of sweaty hair out of her face. “How bad did you need that?”

I looked down at her freshly-fucked body. My cock was still buried inside of her, the base covered in froth. “More than I realized,” I said, my voice so much more relaxed than before.

Maria grinned. “Hell of a workout,” she said.

I finished shaving as Maria got dressed. “Breakfast is ready,” she told me, planting a kiss on my cheek as she watched the two of us in the mirror. “Come down as soon as you’re dressed, querido. Those cheerleader girls are gonna be staring daggers at me the whole time. They’re so jealous.”

I chuckled at that. Then something occurred to me.

“Why you?” I asked, a note of suspicion entering my voice.

Maria pretended to be offended. “What, you didn’t like it?”

“You know the sex was fantastic,” I chided. “With us, it always is.”

“Why I wanted you to be my fuckbuddy in the first place,” Maria said, an arm around me as she watched the mirror. She looked like she was imagining herself as the next Mrs. Jackson Avery—and she liked what she saw. “And then you made me catch feelings for you, you bad boy.”

I didn’t rise to the bait. “If Kiki wanted me to have a quickie, why not send Heather and Eva?”

The look on Maria’s face was naughtiness itself. “Because neither of them are ovulating right now.”

I gasped. “Maria—”

With a giggle, Maria gave me another kiss. “Hurry up, Papi! Big day today!”

Then she was gone, leaving nothing but her laughter behind.

As it faded, I swore I could hear some coming from the master bathroom, too.

Three sets.

Christ, you’re crazy, Kiki, I thought, cleaning myself off with the towel and grabbing my clothes. We’re in the middle of a fight for our lives and you’re still keeping track of the harem’s ovulation schedules. Still trying to get me to breed all the girls…

It was insane. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.

And now I really did need to get some breakfast.


Chapter Five


“Princess.” I handed Yukiko a glass of water as she took her seat at the kitchen island. “Sit. Eat. We don’t need you running on empty in front of America.”

Yukiko settled onto the barstool with a knowing smile. “Thank you, darling.” She took a look around the room. “My husband is waiting on me this morning! Wow, that’s so sweet. I must have done something really nice for him earlier…”

The room filled with chuckles. My wives giggled, Maria cackled like it was the funniest thing she’d heard in a week, Mona rolled her eyes and shot me a look, simultaneously amused and a little irritated I couldn’t keep it in my pants for a single morning.

Only Heather and Eva remained silent. The two former cheerleaders—so alike in looks and attitude that they could have been twins (and were often mistaken for them) were both sulking at the table across the kitchen. It must have been torture for the poor pair who openly advertised themselves as “Daddy’s dirtiest girls” to have to listen to me mercilessly pound the brains out of a different girl after waiting so long for their turn with me.

I felt bad for them. A little. But I knew the frustration would just make the eventual session hotter.

“Here you go, mami,” Maria said, dropping a plate of eggs and bacon in front of Yukiko. “Eat up.”

Yukiko shot the Latina a Mona Lisa smile. “Thank you, Maria. You are such a good friend…”

Heather and Eva groaned simultaneously. “I can’t take this!” Heather complained.

“Did we do something wrong, boss?” Eva whimpered, giving a pout so spectacular it made me want to go across the room and spank the brat right off of her face. “Maria’s walking around like she just got promoted to best girl, and me and Heather have been keeping ourselves ready for you for days—”

“We’d love to go into detail,” Heather added on beat. “All the details.”

“If you need to punish us, I wish you would,” Eva chimed in. “Neither of us deserve to have asses this unbruised...”

“You two will get your turn,” Maria chuckled, sharing a look with Yukiko. “Those little Avery kids are going to need some playmates, that’s all. You don’t want your boss to have a big family?”

Heather and Eva frowned. “I mean, I guess,” Heather said.

“You’re not even married to him yet,” Eva added.

Yukiko scoffed. “Oh, please,” she said, calmly taking command of the situation. This kitchen was my princess’s court, even before taking Morning Harbor into account. “That’s really the angle you want to go with? We can’t have an unwed mother in the harem?”

As the twins giggled, I glanced over at Mona. She’d taken up one corner of the kitchen island, her laptop open and her hair pulled back into a rather severe ponytail that was more about getting hair out of her eyes than looking good. From the empty thermos (and two empty mugs) sitting beside her, I got the impression she’d been hard at work since she excused me from the couch and told me to crash.

As I watched, her phone buzzed. Mona looked at it, typed a response so rapidly her fingers were a blur, then set it to the side and took a satisfied sip of her coffee.

“How long have you been at this?” I asked her.

Mona didn’t glance up from her laptop. “Since you went to bed. The Morning Harbor producers have been in my ears for the last two hours—they’re insisting Yukiko sit for makeup before the interview, and they want to confirm her wardrobe choices.” She paused. “And her preferred method of address on the air.”

“Mrs. Avery,” Samantha said, sounding like she’d slap anyone who tried anything else. “I hope you told them that’s non-negotiable, Mona.”

Mona’s chuckle told me she’d put the fear of God into them. “Of course. Also, I’m juggling two other interview requests, having a conversation with Saskia about the exact language we want to use for Miss Fawkes’s official retraction…” She glanced up, shooting Heather and Eva a look. “And two of your harem girls have not stopped texting me asking to come help ‘cheer Kiki on’ and promising to wear ‘something professional’ if given the privilege.” A slight smile. “I shudder to think what you two believe constitutes professional attire.”

“Like, secretary outfits,” Heather said without a hint of shame. “Short skirt, high heels…”

Mona cocked an eyebrow.

“But no plugs,” Eva added. “Not, you know, unless Jack thinks it’s hot.”

As a matter of fact I did, but now was not the time. “You two are cruising for a bruising.”

Heather practically salivated. “God, I hope so!”

I shook my head, chuckling. “You should get some sleep,” I told Mona.

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” Mona said without a hint of humor. “Or when our enemies are.”

“With how hard you’re working, they’ll be dead soon enough.”

Mona shook her head. “That’s all on your wife today, Jack. This is Yukiko’s fight, not mine.”

Yukiko paused, a forkful of eggs halfway to her mouth. She cleared her throat.

“Me?” She tried to make it funny, but I could see the nerves underneath. “You mean you won’t be able to fix it if I freeze up in front of the cameras and blow the whole thing?”

It didn’t come out like a joke, even though Kiki had probably hoped it would. More like a confession.

This was the life Yukiko had always wanted. The CEO’s wife, the power couple—the girl who stood in the spotlight and became the lightning rod that shielded everyone else from criticism. And she was made for it more than any woman I’d ever met.

But that didn’t mean she didn’t get nervous.

“Princess.” I leaned over and put my hand on top of hers. “You are not going to freeze up.”

She swallowed. “You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do.”

The way she looked at me told me she’d thought about this. That she’d been thinking about it for longer than I realized. “It happens, Jack,” she said, frowning. “It happens to politicians. It happens to celebrities. We had a speaker to come to Stillwell once and she just froze up in the middle of her speech—she stopped talking for almost twenty seconds. And that woman was a Nobel laureate!”

“I remember that,” Samantha said, gingerly nibbling a piece of bacon. I wondered if her nausea was back. “I think she might have been drunk?”

“You’re not going to freeze up, princess,” I insisted.

Yukiko was quiet for a long moment. “I believe you,” she said at last. “I always believe you, Jack. But… how can you possibly know?”

I favored her with my best smile—without the faintest idea of what I was really practicing it for.

“Because you are the most competent person I’ve ever met,” I said simply. “You didn’t freeze up when Victoria Ruocchio got up in your face and insulted your family. My God, princess, you sat on a Zoom call with Marcie’s father and told him you had spreadsheets detailing how you were going to help run my business and my harem at the same time. If you freeze up during that interview, I will cut my McLaren into tiny little pieces and eat it.”

Mona snorted at the mental image. Marcie smiled and shook her head.

Even Yukiko looked a little charmed.

“That is a very expensive bet,” my princess noted. “I know you love that car.”

“I love you more,” I said, meaning it.

Yukiko blushed. “My mother would never forgive me if I let you eat that car,” she said, her expression turning goofy even as her tone remained deadly serious. “She loves driving that thing almost as much as you do. I think she’s hoping you’ll give it to her once the twins are born and we switch to a minivan.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said, my brows rising. “I’m more than happy to let your mother take my car out for a joyride every now and then. But I’m not selling it. We can afford to have two cars.”

“Fair,” Yukiko said.

There was quiet in the kitchen for a moment. Everyone looked relaxed as they could be given the challenges of the day—with two very blonde, very bratty exceptions. Heather’s knee bounced up and down, while Eva kept trying to catch my eye and shove her tongue in her cheek like she was looking for permission to climb beneath the kitchen island and service me.

Yukiko noticed. A sly look lit up her face.

“Jack?”

I made a show of pretending I didn’t know what she was going to say. “Hmm?”

“You know how you offered to wait on me hand and foot after the interview?” Her tone was a touch arch, but the smile on her face undercut it. “And I told you I’d just get the cheerleaders to do it, instead?”

Both Heather and Eva started.

“I very much do,” I said, wondering where she was going with this.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, stretching out the syllables. “I heard Lakshmi did such a good job supervising those two before the wedding. Would you help me supervise them this afternoon?”

Both girls sat up ramrod-straight.

“Please please please tell me that means what I think it means,” Heather blurted.

“It means sex,” Eva added on beat. “It means sex, right?”

“Princess, you don’t—”

“You said you’d do whatever I want after the interview,” Yukiko said smoothly. She smirked into her coffee. “That’s what I want. All three of you waiting on me. And me being a real bitch about it.”

I knew there was no universe in which Yukiko could plausibly be a bitch. But her ‘supervising’ the twins the way Lakshmi did? Yes. Yes, that would be all kinds of fun.

“We are so in,” Heather said, nodding like a bobblehead.

“We’ll do whatever you want, Mommy!” Eva chorused.

Yukiko nearly spit out her coffee.

The twins shared a look. “What?” Heather asked, looking honestly flummoxed. “Maria just called you mami!”

“That’s… that’s different,” Yukiko said, trying not to laugh. “That wasn’t a sex thing…”

“Well, this is,” Eva said with a shrug.

I watched the wheels turn behind Kiki’s eyes. I knew her so well that I could practically see the question written across her forehead: do I find this hot?

She loved watching me with other women. Especially when she was the one being my hype-girl, a part of the action. But Yukiko was always one of the girls—never above them, the way the word Mommy suggested. Was she comfortable sliding into that role, even if just in the bedroom?

Kiki licked her lips. “We’ll see. Okay? No… no M-word right now. Maybe later.”

The pair shared a look. “Sure,” they said.

“Don’t worry, Kiki,” Heather giggled. “We’ll make sure you’re wet and horny before we get really filthy with it.”

“We’re such good girls,” Eva said proudly. “Just ask your husband!”

She glanced over at me, a question in her eyes.

“I’m fine with it if you are,” I said, chuckling into my coffee. “I tell you, they’ll come up with anything to stay in my good graces…”

Mona set down her mug.

“It’s almost time for us to head out,” she said, her businesslike tone snapping everyone back to the present moment. “Marcella?”

Marcie hadn’t expected to be called on. Her head whipped over. “Yeah?”

“Would you go upstairs with Yukiko and help her get into her blazer? I want to make sure the jewelry sits right under the collar.” She gave a rueful smile. “The hair and makeup people at Morning Harbor are insisting on it.”

Marcie was already getting out of her seat. “Totally. You ready, Kiki?”

She nodded. “I’m ready.”

The two of them left together, Marcie’s arm hooked through Yukiko’s. I watched them go.

As soon as they’d left, Mona got out of her chair and sat down next to me.

Fool that I was, I thought that she wanted to scold me over distracting Kiki with the cheerleader thing this close to showtime. Or maybe a tiny part of me wondered if she had dreams of joining in. There was something growing between us, after all.

But it was neither of those things. Instead, Mona dropped her voice to a whisper.

“There is something I have to tell you,” she said. “In private.”

That sounded serious. I nodded. “We’ll be back in a second,” I told the girls.

Maria nodded. “You two,” she said, gesturing at the cheerleaders. “Help me with these dishes.”

In the hallway, Mona glanced over her shoulder to make sure we were out of earshot. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with Daniel,” she said.

No preamble. No mincing words.

I froze. “What do you mean?”

Mona crossed her arms under her breasts. “I’ve tried five times in the last two hours. His home phone, his personal cell, then Vanessa’s cell phone when he didn’t pick up. He’s not returning my texts. His office line is going straight to voicemail.”

Each revelation made me stomach sink a little further. “Maybe he’s sleeping in,” I ventured.

It was a lame excuse and we both knew it. Daniel Ramsey never slept in.

“Or they went on vacation,” I blurted, trying to make it make sense.

Mona didn’t dignify that with a response. “When is the last time you or Marcie spoke with Daniel?” she asked. “Or Vanessa?”

I wracked my brains. A memory resurfaced—Marcie in the kitchen yesterday, mentioning offhandedly that her Dad hadn’t returned her latest call. I’d filed it away as Daniel being Daniel—busy with business or planning his next strategy against the firm that stole his name.

What if it wasn’t? What if it was something far worse?

I couldn’t panic. Not yet. It could be something boring, I told myself. He’s out scanning office space for a new project. They’re helping Yukiko’s mom pack her stuff up—she’s going to be moving in with us any day now. It could be anything…

Something told me it wasn’t anything.

The answer to Mona’s question flashed in my mind. “Three days,” I said. “Wait, no, shit—four days. I was on a phone call with Daniel four days ago.” I grit my teeth. “How the hell could I not notice he was AWOL?”

“You’ve had a lot on your mind,” Mona said. “The fault is more mine than yours. Another thing I should have been on top of.”

“You don’t need to blame yourself—”

“I sent someone.”

That caught me off-guard.

“I’ve got someone I trust driving up to Daniel and Vanessa’s house. They’ll be there within the next ninety minutes. If they’re there, he’ll find out why they haven’t been picking up their phones. If they’re completely gone—no cars, no lights—he’ll let me know that, too.”

Neither of us dared say the third possibility. That they could be missing with their cars still in the driveway and all the lights on. Plates still in the sink, dinner still on the table.

Like someone just broke in and took them.

“Jesus,” I said, shivering. No, I didn’t want to think about that. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“Because your wife is about to be on television,” Mona said simply. “She doesn’t need this hanging over her head. We’ll tell her after Morning Harbor. Not before.”

I started to argue. Then stopped, because she was right.

“And Marcie?”

Mona’s lips formed a tight little line. “I love that girl,” she said quietly. “But both of us know she wouldn’t be able to hide that. She wouldn’t tell Yukiko, but Kiki would take one look at her and know.”

I nodded. Unfortunately that was true, too.

If we told Marcie we couldn’t get ahold of her father or her mother, she wouldn’t be standing on the porch waving Yukiko goodbye and good luck fifteen minutes from now. Mona’s scout wouldn’t matter. She’d be in the passenger seat of my McLaren, me breaking the speed limit on the way to her childhood home, her begging for me to go faster.

“As soon as Morning Harbor is over,” I said.

Mona nodded. “After.” Then she grimaced. “I’ll probably get word from my associate during the interview, actually.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.

“Mona,” I said, my voice so low it was practically a growl. “Is this it?”

She blinked. She knew, but she didn’t want to say it. “Is this what?”

“The thing Jessamyn was talking about. The thing Victoria has on Daniel.”

I’d never seen Mona look so pale.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “And I do not like that I don’t know.”

I didn’t, either.

“She’s ready!” Marcie’s voice carried from the stairs. “Everybody come check Yukiko out!”

We all piled out into the foyer. Yukiko made her way down the steps a little shakily—with a start, I realized this was the first time she’d had an opportunity to wear high heels since our honeymoon. She reached the bottom of the stairs and did a little fashion-model twirl, basking in the oohs and ahhs of the other girls.

“Ready to take on the world,” Yukiko said with a smile. “Mom texted me while I was up there. Wished me good luck.”

Only I noticed the unease on Marcie’s face. Was she noticing how long it had been since her mother had texted her?

As soon as the interview’s over, I promised silently. Whatever’s going on, we’ll figure it out. Together.

Mona came out of the kitchen, her thermos freshly refilled from the fancy espresso machine Maria insisted on buying us when we first moved in. She had a briefcase in her other hand and her laptop tucked under her arm, along with her cell phone under her chin like she’d just finished a call.

“Looking great,” she told Yukiko. “Are we ready to go?”

The three of us climbed into Mona’s BMW: her driving, Kiki in the passenger seat with the window down to say goodbye, me in the back. The rest of the harem gathered on the front porch to wave us goodbye, Samantha and Marcie right up front in their pajamas.

“Knock ‘em dead, Kiki!” Samantha called, cupping her hands around her mouth.

“You’re gonna do great!” Marcie added, raising her voice.

“Hey, don’t blink too much, mami!” Maria grinned the way only a very well-satisfied woman can grin. “The cameras pick up on that shit!”

Yukiko laughed, one hand on her belly. “No promises!”

As we pulled away from the curb, I cast one look back at the crew. The harem. The family.

Samantha smiling. Marcie waving.

Neither of them knew.

And neither did my princess.

No sooner had we left the neighborhood than Yukiko gestured for me to lean forward. When I did, putting my body between the seats, she took my hand and squeezed it, hard.

“I am so freaking nervous,” she whispered. “My heart is pounding.”

“I know, Princess,” I told her.

“What if I—?”

“You won’t,” I said, stroking the side of her face. “You’ve got this.”

I glanced into the rearview mirror. Mona’s eyes met mine.

I saw the anxiety in them.

Yukiko was worried about this interview.

We were worried about Daniel Ramsey.


Chapter Six


The TV studio was a hive of activity.

We were met in the parking lot before Mona could so much as cut the engine, an attaché for the network opening the passenger side door and shading the seat with an umbrella despite the clear sky. “Mrs. Avery, welcome to the studio,” she said, gesturing for my princess to follow her. “Hair and makeup are ready for you. This is your husband?”

I had to admire the woman. She managed to make that sound almost natural. Mona and I shared one last look, then climbed out of the BMW and followed. I held Yukiko’s hand the whole way in, feeling the tension in the way she squeezed.

The Morning Harbor set was smaller than I expected. I always knew that television was a high-pressure industry, but the sheer number of things going on at any one moment felt almost dizzying. Interns and gofers ferried everything from coffee to camera equipment around the building, while a pair of distractingly attractive makeup artists were busy seeing to the hosts.

No sooner had we entered the building than one crewmember peeled away from the pack and made her way over. She slid off her headphones and gave Yukiko a quick handshake, announcing her name so quickly that I couldn’t catch it. It was the first time—but not the last—that I’d realize most of Morning Harbor’s crew spoke the same way they acted; at about one and a half times normal speed.

“We’ve got you in the green room until we’re ready,” the woman said, walking backwards through the set as easily as we walked forwards. “Hair and makeup will come to you. We’ll also do a quick meet-and-greet with the hosts so you can get familiar with them before the interview starts.”

Yukiko squeezed my hand. “Good.”

“We’re slotting you into the eight-forty block, right after the weather report and right before the cooking segment. You should have about fifty minutes before you’re due to go on.” She glanced at me and Mona for a moment before refocusing on Kiki. “There’s water, coffee and snacks. I highly suggest you do eat something—a lot of our guests find they can get lightheaded under the stage lights, especially if they’re pregnant.” She said this part as briskly as she said everything else. “Questions?”

Mona answered before Yukiko could. “We signed off on the final question list last night,” she said. “There’s been no changes?”

The crew member’s smile didn’t waver, but there was a touch of uncertainty in her eyes. “I’ll double-check with the producers and let you know.”

Mona nodded. “Please see that you do.”

We’re doing you the favor by agreeing to this interview, her tone said.

We followed the crew member into the backstage area. At some point she turned back around, either because she didn’t know this space as well as the set or she was unnerved by Mona’s gaze. Probably both.

The green room turned out to be a small, windowless space that reminded me of nothing so much as the waiting room in a cheap mechanic’s shop. A sagging leather couch dominated the space, with a coffee table piled with pastries and individually wrapped fruit bars. A Keurig on a nearby table provided the brew, and there was one of those mini-fridges filled with name-brand bottles of water. Mona grabbed one as we sat down, handing it to Yukiko. “Drink.”

She did.

The other side of the room was mostly bare wall, with one exception. A massive wall-mounted TV broadcast a live feed of the show, the sound turned almost all the way down. On screen, the show’s hosts—Rachel Bayer and Colin Holloway—were laughing at tricks a woman was doing with a very tiny, very annoying-looking dog.

“Looks like the bar’s been set pretty low today,” I rumbled. “You’ll be a nice change of pace.”

Yukiko snickered at that, but the worried look didn’t fade from her face. “What was that about the questions, Mona?”

Mona didn’t hesitate. “I wouldn’t put it past the producers to sneak some kind of last minute gotcha question into your interview. If they did, I wanted to head it off at the pass—or at least find out what it is beforehand so you can pre-prep a clever answer.”

“Yukiko doesn’t need any prep work,” I insisted. “You’re going to be great, princess.”

She nodded, then picked up a Danish. “Do me a favor?”

I took a seat next to Yukiko on the couch. “What do you need?”

She smiled. “Don’t tell Maria how badly I pigged out after her breakfast. She’ll be offended if she thinks she didn’t give me a decent meal.” She took a big bite out of the Danish. “But I have been ravenous lately. These two, I swear, they eat enough for quadruplets.”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. “They’ve got their Daddy’s appetite,” I said. “Let’s hope they’ve got their Mom’s good looks.”

Yukiko took another bite then made a fishing gesture with both hands. “Please,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You know exactly how freaking hot you are…”

“Mrs. Avery?”

We glanced up. The makeup artist had just arrived.

“I’m Caroline,” she said, dragging a case on wheels filled with supplies behind her. “I’m going to get you ready for the cameras, Mrs. Avery.” She glanced at me. “Could you move so I can get in beside her?”

“Sure.” As I rose, I noticed something surprising—this woman was even taller than me. Or maybe it was just the heels. They were high like the stilettos Yukiko liked, but of a style that my princess would never have worn—chunky and so shiny they shone, like the expensive version of something you would’ve bought at a Hot Topic. There was a bit of that style in the way she dressed, too, though her outfit was simple and practical enough.

She settled in beside Yukiko with a strange, willowy grace, dragging her case beside her. “Hi,” she said, drawing the word out with a smile. About a half-dozen crystals of various sizes hung around her neck on little silver chains. “Don’t worry about a thing, Mrs. Avery. I’m going to make you look like you didn’t start this morning on four hours of sleep.”

Yukiko blinked. “More like three hours,” she said.

Caroline smiled. “I figured. We’ll take care of it.” She was already taking brushes and makeup swaths from her case. “Are you a winter or a summer? Never mind, you’re a winter. I can tell from your veins.”

Her veins?

Mona and I shared a look. She shrugged. Just let her work, that shrug said.

And work she did.

What unfolded over the next few minutes was a very tiny miracle. I watched my wife—who a few minutes ago had been gripping my hand tight enough to bruise while looking around the Morning Harbor set like she’d just stepped into a war zone—slowly unspool in this woman’s hands. Relaxing back to normalcy.

It wasn’t anything specific she said. It was more her vibe: like absolutely none of this was a crisis or even the slightest bit weird, like getting your face done before going on television to defend your unconventional marriage to the entire eastern seaboard was just the most ordinary thing she’d ever seen. Like they had all day to sit around and get everything absolutely perfect.

Caroline didn’t look at me once. She didn’t look at Mona. She treated Yukiko like she was the only woman in the world, the center of her attention, and Yukiko couldn’t help but warm to it.

“You’re nervous?” She asked at one point, her sponge making the bags under Yukiko’s eyes turn invisible.

“A little bit,” Kiki conceded.

“You don’t have to be.”

Yukiko glanced over at me. “People keep telling me that.”

“They’re right.” Caroline leaned back, examining her handiwork. “You want some tips?”

“Please,” Yukiko said.

A smile. “The lights out there are very bright, which is a double-edged sword. It’s hot and uncomfortable, but it also means you can’t really see the audience. It’s like being in a warm little box. All you have to do is talk to the two people in front of you and forget the rest of the world exists.” She winked. “Rachel is great and is going to love you. The two of you have very similar auras. Very settled. People like you do great on camera.”

“And the other host?” Yukiko asked. “Colin?”

“Don’t worry about Colin,” Caroline said, taking out a brush. “What’s your sign?”

Yukiko blinked, doing a double-take. “Uh… Virgo.”

Caroline laughed. “Of course you’re a Virgo. I bet your husband’s a Scorpio, isn’t he?”

“I don’t know what my sign is,” I muttered.

Yukiko glanced at me with a smile. “He is, actually.”

“He’d have to be,” Caroline agreed. “Don’t worry about a thing, sweetheart. You’re going to absolutely crush this interview. I promise.”

Then she did something very strange. While Yukiko’s gaze was still on the makeup brush, she turned and looked straight into my eyes.

“You’re going to crush it,” she repeated, the corner of her mouth curling in a smile.

Huh? Was she talking to me?

It only lasted for an instant. “Close your eyes,” Caroline said. “You need a touch more shade.”

As she finished up, I glanced over at Mona. She was watching Caroline with an expression I’d never seen from the shark—not even back when she worked for Daniel Ramsey.

“I would like to hire you,” she said, sounding like she was asking for a sandwich.

Caroline’s grin was wide and genuine. “I like where I am. But thank you.”

Whatever she was—and I genuinely was not certain what this woman was—she was the first person all morning who’d made my princess feel like she might make it to the other side of this interview in one piece.

I could understand why Mona would want to snatch her up as quickly as possible.

“Good luck,” she told Yukiko when she was done. “But you won’t need it.”

Five minutes after Caroline left, the show cut for a commercial break. “Hosts will be here in a second,” a page said, sticking their head into the green room.

Rachel Bayer was even more striking up close than she was through a TV camera, with dark eyes, dark hair and olive skin that looked even warmer under stage lighting. She took both of Yukiko’s hands in hers like the two of them were old friends.

“I am so glad you’re doing this,” she said, sounding like she meant it. “I have been telling the producers to get one of the Avery girls on this program since the videos went viral. Honestly, I’m rooting for you.”

“Thanks,” Yukiko said. I remembered what Caroline had said about auras.

“People are going to fall in love with you,” she said, glancing at Yukiko’s belly. “Just be yourself!”

Colin Holloway was a different animal. He reminded me of half the engineers who’d worked under me at Ramsey Engineering—everything from the crew cut to the square jaw to the perfectly white, even teeth read All-American in seventy-two-point font. He greeted Yukiko, then shook my hand with exactly the right amount of pressure and smiled like I was about to do him a favor.

I recognized his energy immediately. It was the same energy as the woman standing behind me—the one who’d set this interview up to begin with.

Like Mona, Mr. Holloway was a shark. A well-groomed, network-approved, advertiser-friendly shark.

“Jackson Avery,” he said, saying my name the way you might pronounce the name of a fancy restaurant with exclusive reservations. “The viral sensation himself. This is going to be great television, Jack. America is so curious about what’s going on behind closed doors in that house of yours.”

“You’d be surprised by how normal we are,” I said. Something about him set my teeth on edge.

Colin chuckled, unbothered, and drifted back out towards the set. But I couldn’t help but notice the way his eyes lingered—not on Yukiko, the woman he planned to interview, but on me. Filing me away. Saving me for later.

I do believe that man’s planning something, I thought. We’d better check that list of questions.

I turned to Mona to tell her just that, only to see her in the middle of setting her phone down. It must have been buzzing, and now my heart was in my throat because her face gave absolutely nothing away. She looked at me, saying nothing.

It’s Daniel, I realized. Her man texted with the news. What happened?

I had to wait until almost showtime to hear. A few minutes later a staff member came to collect us, letting us know Yukiko needed to go through her microphone check before the interview started. As soon as we started to walk, I fell behind a step and grabbed Mona’s arm.

She didn’t need to be asked. “My associate is almost at the house,” she said, low and fast. “Twenty minutes out. He’ll call as soon as he’s there.”

I blinked. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Acid filled my gut. “I thought you’d gotten some real information. That’s all the text was?”

Mona paused. When she spoke, her voice was soothing. “That’s all it was,” she said. “We don’t know anything more than we do an hour ago.” She took my hand, which fortunately none of the employees noticed. “I will let you know as soon as I know something. I don’t want you staring at my face the whole interview assuming the worst every time my phone lights up. You need to be focused on your wife.”

I appreciated that. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” Her jaw tightened. “I may not have a McLaren to eat, but I’d bet several cars I’ve owned that they’ve changed the questions on us. I don’t like how deceptive they’ve been about the whole thing.”

“I assumed so, too,” I said.

She frowned. “I signed off on those questions personally. If they’ve changed them…”

“She’ll handle it,” I said, believing it down to my very soul. “You know they won’t trip her up, Mona. Yukiko’s got this.”

The producer’s voice came from just up ahead. “Avery in five!”

Almost time, I thought.

Mona sighed. “Go wish Kiki good luck,” she said. “I’m going to try and track down someone who knows what those questions actually are. I’ll meet you on the side-stage when the interview starts.”

That sounded good to me.

I caught up to Yukiko just as the finished clipping the battery pack for her microphone to the waistband of her slacks. A production tech threaded the delicate wire through her blazer, clipping the actual sound-processing bit to her lapel.

For a moment, I just stood there, stunned. “God,” I whispered. “You’re so beautiful.”

Yukiko heard me. She beamed.

It was true. Whatever Caroline did to her, it showed. She looked poised, composed, intelligent: like a woman ready to take the worst of whatever Morning Harbor could throw at her and spin it into solid gold.

She also looked like she was about to be sick.

“Hey,” I said, taking her hands. Jesus, they were freezing. “Princess, look at me.”

“I’m looking,” she said, her voice edging into panic. “Jack, this was a mistake—”

“No, it wasn’t,” I said, keeping my tone calm. “You slapped Victoria Ruocchio in the face and told her you were going to bankrupt her before our kids hit preschool. This is nothing compared to that.”

“I wasn’t thinking clearly when I slapped Victoria,” she blurted. “I didn’t have time to be scared. Oh, Jack—”

I thought fast. Let go of Yukiko’s hands.

And unbuckled my watch.

My Monaco. The watch Maria Alvarez noticed on our first meeting and immediately guessed (correctly) that I’d had a Steve McQueen poster on the wall of my room as a teenager. One of the only things I’d splurged on in the fifteen years I’d spent in workaholic mode, along with my McLaren.

That watch had been with me through everything. Through Stillwell, through Delta Rho, through my panic attack and through one memorable evening when it had been used to time a contest between two beautiful women who were fighting over ‘babygirl’ as a term of endearment.

Before Yukiko could say anything, I slipped it onto her wrist.

I had to cinch the band three full notches below where I wore it—her wrist was so much smaller than mine. The square face looked a little too large on her, but when I tugged the sleeve of her blazer back down, it hid the timepiece perfectly.

Yukiko tugged the sleeve back up. Stared at the second hand silently sweeping around the dial.

Then back at me.

“Jack,” she whispered, her voice thick. “Baby, this is your watch—”

“And you’re going to wear it the whole time you’re out there,” I told her. “Don’t worry, they won’t see it. But you’ll feel it. And when you do, you’re going to know that I’m twenty feet away from you, cheering you on the entire time, and that I love you, Yukiko Avery. And that there is nothing those two people can ask you that is a tenth as scary as what you and I have already lived through together.”

Her eyes widened. The hand with the watch strapped to it shook.

“God damn it, I cannot cry,” she said, a little laugh spilling from her. “Caroline will kill us both.”

I leaned down and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I’d like to see her try.”

The tiny laugh turned into a big one, and then Yukiko’s body was pressed against mine. “I love you too, Jackson Avery,” she murmured, giving me a quick kiss that didn’t mess up her makeup. “Thank you for loaning me your watch.” Her eyes narrowed. “I think I’m going to do something fun with it later.”

My brows shot skyward. “Oh yeah?”

“I’ve heard a certain story about you, Sam, Marcie and this watch,” she whispered, her lips twisting in a wicked pout. “It’s something I’ve wanted to recreate for quite some time…”

“We’ll do it with the cheerleaders,” I promised her. “But something tells me you’re going to win.”

She looked up at me, her eyes sparkling with repressed tears. “I already won,” she whispered, the love in her voice nearly enough to knock me backward. “I won everything. The whole fucking jackpot.”

“Mrs. Avery?” It was a producer. “We’re walking.”

Yukiko squeezed my hand one last time, then turned. “See you soon.”

“Not if I see you first, princess.”

She let the producer lead her to the stage. I couldn’t help but notice that she kept her fingers pressed against the dial of my watch under her cuff, like she was taking strength from it.

Good. I hoped she did.

I went the other way, into the dark.

And prepared for the show to begin.


Chapter Seven


“Sixty seconds,” someone said. “Cameras two and three pre-rolling.”

It felt very strange to be this close to the Morning Harbor set. If I’d had a stone, I could’ve hit Yukiko with it—although I probably would have aimed it at Colin Holloway—but for all her closeness, my princess might as well have been standing on the moon. I couldn’t reach her.

She had my watch as a token of my love. But for now, at least, Kiki was on her own.

A television placed a short distance away showed a live feed of the show. I wondered why they needed it when the real thing was just a few steps away.

When I glanced away from it back to the action, I realized Mona was standing beside me. From the look on her face, I knew she wasn’t happy with whatever she’d learned.

“Did you fix the question list?” I murmured.

Mona scowled. “The showrunner assures me nothing has changed,” she said, her tone flat. “I don’t believe it. He’s lying, or he doesn’t know, which amounts to the same thing.” Her gaze fixed on Yukiko, never wavering. “Keep your eye on Holloway. The woman’s harmless. Probably. Holloway’s the one who’ll try something.”

I didn’t doubt it. Yukiko settled in, the crew giving her mic a final check, a makeup assistant darting in for a final dab before clearing the set. She was on a very comfortable-looking white couch, directly across from both of the host’s chairs.

The monitor shifted to a commercial, counting down from ten. Now I understood—this was what the viewer was seeing live, the lead-in to the program itself. The tension thickened in the room as everyone waited at their stations, the atmosphere like a storm about to break.

“In five,” someone called. “Three, two…!”

Showtime.

“—and we’re back!” Rachel Bayer said, her gaze fixed on the teleprompter beneath Camera Two. “If you’ve been online at all over the last few months, you might have seen a viral video that’s taken the ‘net by storm. A wedding video, showing a man getting married to a beautiful bride—and another, and another bride.”

She didn’t mention any of the debauchery happening in the background of the video, which I appreciated.

“The family who caused all this controversy has been called a great number of things over the last few months, many of which are not very kind. Jezebel called them “everything that’s wrong with contemporary 21st-century feminism,” while The Atlantic says “there's something deeply unsettling about watching educated, ambitious women compete for one man's attention and calling it empowerment." Are they polygamists? A harem? The one thing no one seems to know for sure is what the women at the center of this firestorm really believe. Today on Morning Harbor, we wanted to do something a little radical this morning and actually talk to someone at the center of the scandal. Please welcome the Chief Operating Officer of the Avery Company—and one of the wives at the heart of all those headlines—Yukiko Avery!”

The room filled with applause. Yukiko gazed out toward the crowd—not really seeing them, just like Caroline assured her she wouldn’t—then looked back at the hosts, giving the cameras a warm smile. Only I noticed her thumb idly stroking something hidden by the sleeve of her blazer.

That’s my girl, I thought. You’ve got this.

“It’s wonderful to be here,” Yukiko said.

Rachel beamed. “Our first question, Mrs. Avery, is the one I’m sure that’s on everyone’s minds.”

Mona tensed up next to me.

“How did all this get started?”

Mona relaxed. So did I.

And Yukiko jumped in feet-first.

The longer the interview went on, the more confident she got—and the more confident I became that she was knocking this completely out of the park. She’d rehearsed her story, turning our first encounter into more of a ‘meet cute’ than a barely halted assault, and by the time she got to the triple-proposal, I could tell that Rachel was impressed. Colin just kept grinning. I could tell the only thought behind those eyes was a simple one: that this was great television.

And God, it was.

Yukiko was so good. Better than good—as soon as she found her footing, she had the hosts and the audience more or less eating out of her hand. She answered the easy questions with funny stories and anecdotes about the Avery family’s daily life, and grappled with the harder ones with a kind of unflappable candor that left both hosts vaguely stunned by her willingness to just go there.

“What do you say to the people who call this a cult?” Rachel asked, her voice gentle. “That all of you are wrapped around the finger of this charismatic figure—this Svengali-esque man who’s convinced a bunch of college students to follow him…”

Yukiko laughed. Actually laughed.

“I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to get sorority sisters to actually agree on anything,” Yukiko said, crossing one leg over the other. “Svengali works as a story because he transforms empty vessels into his mindless servants. The girls of Delta Rho are anything but empty-headed coeds, and implying they are is reinforcing some very negative stereotypes.”

Damn, I thought.

“I had a life before Jackson Avery,” Yukiko said smoothly. “I could have walked away from our relationship at any time. I did what any pragmatic young woman does when approached by a suitor, Miss Bayer, I evaluated him. Carefully. For an entire semester.”

“That’s what you call it?” Colin cut in with a smile.

Yukiko didn’t waver. “The same way I evaluate the business we run together—which just recently hired it’s fiftieth employee, incidentally.” She smiled. “Jack passed my evaluation. He continues to pass every single day. We chose each other, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Good answer. I glanced over at Mona to confirm and saw her smile.

“She’s got this,” I said, nudging Mona. “She’s doing great.”

“So far,” Mona murmured.

So she said. But for the next ten minutes, nothing changed. Yukiko talked about the company, about her fellow wives, about the quiet absurdity of trying to file business paperwork, manage a family and keep up with her pre-natal appointments while paparazzi vans hung out outside your house. She officially confirmed that she was pregnant with twins, which had the audience awwing and even made Rachel look a little gleeful.

More than anything else, she managed to make all of this sound normal.

The irony wasn’t lost on me. How many times had I told Yukiko, Samantha or Marcie that the only thing standing between the people who didn’t understand us and acceptance was just spending a single evening having dinner with us? It was what convinced Yui Tanaka that it was alright for her eldest daughter to dive into this insane life we’d built, what got Stillwell’s leadership and Delta Rho and even eventually Daniel himself to condone—if not quite give full-throated approval—to our unconventional marriage.

What Kiki was doing right now was a masterclass in giving that experience to a television audience. She didn’t make us sound like a cult or a commune or even a harem. We were a family.

A group of women who chose me. And then chose to share me with each other.

Every now and then, I glanced over at Mona. She was looking more impressed and less worried with every question, snorting at Yukiko’s jokes and nodding along eagerly as she talked about it simultaneously being a hurt and a relief when our wedding videos went viral across the internet.

“It was the worst day of our lives,” Yukiko said, meaning it. “But in the end, it turned out to be a good thing. I’d built this whole plan from the ground up where I would be the public-facing wife and no one would ever know about what was happening with Samantha and Marcella. They would be protected. And hidden.” She glanced over at Rachel with a smile. “But that wouldn’t have been fair to them. It wasn’t fair that any of us had to hide. And those two women are so beautiful, so competent, that they deserve to shine, too.”

Kiki’s thumb worked the edge of the Tag’s dial under her sleeve. The audience was loving it.

“Something tells me you’re good at making plans, aren’t you, Mrs. Avery?” Rachel asked.

Yukiko laughed—a completely natural laugh, the kind that turned into a dorky snort at the end. God, I loved making her laugh like that. “Yes, I am very much into spreadsheets,” she admitted. “I’m sure every new wife has found it challenging to organize her family and her household, and I have two other co-wives to take into account.” She paused, as if wondering whether to say more, then went for it. “And maybe more.”

A few audience members gasped. I felt my brows furrow together.

Really? They were surprised to hear that?

Rachel was either surprised or doing a good job of faking it. “Are you saying that you might actually be adding more wives to this arrangement, Mrs. Avery?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

“I want to say something right away,” Yukiko said quickly. “Legally, Jackson Avery has one wife. That would be myself. Everything else is spiritual, not legal—while we would rejoice if the laws in Massachusetts were to eventually expand to take families like ours into account, that’s not something we’re actively seeking to change at this time. So I am not talking about polygamy. But if you’re asking me whether Samantha, Marcella and myself will eventually welcome other women into this arrangement?” She grinned from ear to ear, for a moment looking every bit as crazy as I knew my head wife was deep down. “Yes, I believe we will. There are a couple of candidates in particular I’m extremely interested in vetting.”

Absolutely no one in the audience missed the double entendre there. Rachel let out a very un-TV-host-like giggle, while Colin’s smile turned a touch more genuine. Good television, I thought. I wondered what the ratings on this interview were going to turn out to be. Something told me the YouTube upload was going to go almost as viral as my wedding video…

Then Colin leaned forward, elbows on his knees, grinning.

“Yukiko—may I call you Yukiko?”

Kiki nodded.

“It’s interesting that you mention that you’re Jackson Avery’s sole legal wife,” he said, flashing a smile that seemed to have too many teeth. “Because as unusual as this whole arrangement is, we understand you’re not actually the first woman to be married to Jackson Avery, is that right?”

Next to me, Mona froze. Then swore.

And I knew that question hadn’t been on the list.

On the couch, Yukiko’s composure flickered for a half-second. “You mean Lauren,” she said.

Oh Jesus, I thought. What the hell was this?

“We do.” Colin nodded, giving the question such gravitas most of the viewers at home were probably fooled into thinking he was being gentle about the whole thing. He didn’t look at all like someone trying to slip a knife between my princess’s ribs on national television. “Lauren Avery. Jack’s first wife. She passed away—what is it, nearly twenty years ago now? A car accident, when both of them were… well, about your age, actually. Tragic.”

Yukiko looked like she’d also realized this wasn’t a pre-approved question. She sensed the trap.

“Extremely,” she said. “My husband was broken for a very long time after Lauren’s death. He’s told me many times that it wasn’t until he came to Stillwell to finish his degree that he felt like he started to live again.”

Colin ignored that. “I have to ask,” he said, even though he very much did not. “What do you think the former Mrs. Avery would make of all this? Would she approve of adding more women to your husband’s… expanding family?”

He didn’t say harem. He didn’t say cult. But he sure made the word family sound like it.

“Son of a bitch,” Mona growled beside me. “You might need to give me the Samantha treatment, Jack. Next commercial break, I might try to kill Colin Holloway…”

I didn’t say anything. My entire attention was fixed on Yukiko.

She’d gone very still. The lights of Morning Harbor’s set seemed to burn down on her too brightly, not so much coaxing but forcing sweat to her forehead. Her hand gripped her the wrist with my Monaco very tightly under the cuff of her blazer, like she was trying to make herself remember that I was practically beside her. I could see her wanting to look off-stage and reassure herself I was there, then forcing the urge down because of how it would look on TV.

For one awful second, the ground shifted beneath me. This is what she warned me about, I thought, a surge of anxiety rising like an ocean wave through my brain. This is the freeze, this is exactly the thing she was afraid of—

Then Yukiko smiled.

Softly. Sadly. Not like a woman who’d been caught with a gotcha question.

But one who was disappointed in the hosts for being so callous.

I saw Rachel and Colin see it. Watched the surprise—and in Rachel’s case, guilt—flicker across their faces. And seeing it, I knew, even before Yukiko opened her mouth, that they’d just bitten off way more than they could chew.

“I think about Lauren a lot, actually,” Yukiko said, her voice radiating emotion. “A lot more than you would probably expect from someone in my position. I never got the chance to meet her—she was gone long before I ever knew Jack, which he and I will both never stop wishing wasn’t true. But it’s funny that you mention her as the first wife in this arrangement. Because in a way, she really is.”

Rachel looked stricken. “Mrs. Avery—”

“I live with Lauren Avery,” Yukiko said, her eyes going watery. “I live in a marriage she build the foundations of, hand-in-hand with a man she loved first.” She paused, organizing the words she was about to say the way she organized everything else. “Jack and Lauren lived in Montana, did you know that? It took me a long time to learn that. Jack doesn’t talk about that part of his life a lot. But I’ve been asking him, lately—maybe it’s the pregnancy making me sentimental—all about the mountains, the town he grew up in, the places that were his and Lauren’s favorites. Some day—once all of this calms down, maybe—I want to go there. I want to stand where they stood. I think that matters. I think it’s important not to be afraid of the people who came before you.”

You could have heard a pin drop on that stage.

“A lot of people misunderstand me,” Yukiko said, looking right at Colin. “They think what Jack and I have built is something I ought to be ashamed of. Like I’m a victim and he’s a villain. I understand the impulse: it’s a simple explanation. Seductive.” She smiled. “But I keep thinking—they didn’t know him twenty years ago. I didn’t, either, but I know the man I met at Stillwell University. Jack was a man so buried in grief he forgot to have a life. Who only stopped wearing his wedding ring because it eventually started making his co-workers uncomfortable.”

Mona glanced over at me, her eyes widening. She hadn’t known that.

“And I look at him now, and he’s happy, and surrounded by people who love him. He’s about to be a father.” Her hand slid from my watch to her belly, resting on it gently as she reminded the audience about the twins. “So no, I don’t think Lauren Avery would disapprove of this. I know that wherever she is, she’s smiling. She’s glad her husband found his way back to the surface. He’s never going to stop missing her, and that’s okay. And more than anything—I know how crazy this is going to sound—I wish I could meet her.” She smiled, her lips trembling with a sob as she broke the tiniest little bit. One small tear worked its way down her cheek. “To steal a phrase from my husband, I think we all would’ve gotten along like a house on fire.”

And she folded her hands in her lap.

Dead silence filled the studio. And then, the audience—the people Caroline had assured Yukiko she wouldn’t be able to see—broke into applause.

Rachel Bayer put a hand against her lip, then moved it over her heart. Even Colin Holloway, the shark, had the grace to pretend to be moved. Only up close could you tell that he looked like a man who’d taken a swing at the queen and missed.

Mona said nothing for a long moment. Then she laced her fingers through mine and squeezed.

“Holy fucking shit,” she whispered, sounding awe-struck. “Jack. Jack.”

“I know,” I said, smiling.

“I don’t think you do,” Mona said. “That was their unapproved question. Their hand grenade. And she… she just turned it into a fucking love letter.” I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes. “I am going to push that clip across social media harder than I’ve ever pushed a story before. Do you have any idea what this clip is going to do for us?”

I could imagine. Mostly, though, I wasn’t thinking about the numbers or what went viral. I stood to the side of the stage with my heart in my throat, watching my pregnant wife hiding my watch in her sleeve and defending a dead woman to the entire eastern seaboard and looking commanding and vulnerable at the same time.

And she was afraid she was going to freeze up!

“I’m going to marry her again,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know how you double-marry someone, but if anyone’s ever deserved for me to find a way, it’s her.”

Up on stage, Rachel had pulled a handkerchief from her suit jacket—nice touch, I figured—and was dabbing the corner of her eye. “Well,” she said. “I think we all could use a moment after that—”

I felt Mona’s phone buzz in her pocket.

She’d silenced it, but I was standing close enough for the vibration to rattle against my side. Her hand slipped from mine, reaching for it with a quickness that verged on panic. In the excitement of the moment, but of us had forgotten.

She pulled it out and looked and the screen. Even in the darkness, I could see her go pale.

“Mona?”

She didn’t say anything. She just tilted the phone toward me, letting me read the text. One sentence, three short words, from a number that only showed up in Mona’s phone as ‘restricted’:

House is empty.


Chapter Eight


The world shifted beneath my feet.

“House is empty?” I repeated in a whisper. “What the hell does that mean…?”

Mona’s fingers were already flying across the screen. Empty how? I saw her type. Cars?

We both stared at the phone, waiting for the three dots to show, while twenty feet away Yukiko sat in a warm box laughing with Rachel Bayer, thinking the crisis was over and nothing in the world was wrong.

The three dots popped up all of ten seconds later.

No cars. Nobody home.

What the hell?

“Mona, we have to find out what happened,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“I’m on it,” she said, her brow furrowing. Somehow Mona had three different text chains open at the same time, her fingers blurring until it looked like she was sending several different messages simultaneously. “I’m working my sources. I’m checking hospitals, prisons, anything I can think of. Daniel and Vanessa have to be somewhere…”

She took them, I thought, the words like poison in my guts. They’re gone.

I had no idea how or why. But I knew, with a bone-deep certainty, that Victoria Ruocchio was behind this. That she’d grabbed my boss, my mentor, my surrogate father in the middle of the night, bringing his wife along for the ride. Marcie’s parents. Were they even okay?

It was just about the worst thing I could think of.

And the ironic thing was, it was wrong.

And I was I about to wish I was right.

Back on stage, Rachel sat up a little straighter as the interview began to wrap up. “Thank you so much for joining us, Mrs. Avery,” she said, flashing her most winning smile. “Before we let you go—”

It’s not Colin.

It hit me like a slap in the face. I saw the look in that woman’s eyes, and I knew.

The Lauren question had been a gut punch. But it wasn’t the real attack. The hand grenade.

Colin Holloway had never been holding it.

This woman had.

“Mona,” I said, my tone dropping lower than I realized it could. “She—”

“Before we let you go,” Rachel repeated, “all of us here at Morning Harbor just want to say that our hearts are with your family this morning after the news about Daniel Ramsey.”

Oh. Oh God.

What!?

“How are you doing with all that, Yukiko?”

My princess froze. Confusion flickered across her face, then a faint smile—like she’d decided this had to be a joke, some kind of little prank being played on her. Slowly—too slowly for television, way too slow for her to be the queen she was meant to be—she realized it wasn’t.

That something terrible had happened.

It was here. The thing Kiki had been worried about all morning. And it didn’t show up because of her. Her mind didn’t go blank, she didn’t fumble a difficult question.

She had no earthly idea what Rachel was talking about.

Her hand went to my watch, the cuff rolling up enough for a corner of the blue dial to peek out. Her knuckles turned white. Despite the heat of the stage lights, she was trembling.

The audience didn’t know what to think. I could feel their confusion turning to shock.

“Daniel!?”

It wasn’t composed. It wasn’t quiet. The word tore out of Yukiko’s throat, the second syllable shooting up an entire octave. Tears filled Kiki’s eyes, the color draining from her face.

“What… what happened to Daniel? Is he alright!?” Yukiko looked from one host the other, for all the world like they were there to help her instead of make her look foolish in front of a live television audience. “Oh my God, Jack… oh my God, Marcie! She must be… what happened!?”

I’m going to have a panic attack. The thought arrived with an eerie calmness, like I’d just gotten a text message from my own soul. I’m going to have another panic attack and the paramedics are going to have to cart me out of here and it’s going to be front page news…

The hosts shared a look. “I’m so sorry,” Colin said, looking not sorry in the slightest. “Were you not aware? We were only just told—Mr. Ramsey had a stroke.”

“We don’t have any other details,” Rachel chimed in. “The… we’re told the family asked for privacy at this time. We assumed that you…”

They hadn’t assumed anything. They knew. What Mona and I had been trying to desperately find out this entire interview these two had known the entire fucking time. Even when they’d been in the green room, shaking hands with my princess, they’d been carrying this and waiting to aim it like a dagger at her heart—

Daniel had a stroke.

It hit me like a punch in the gut. Somehow I’d managed to let the anger fill me up first, the strategy and the double-cross and the fact that all of this was happening live on television—and then the shock and the grief washed over me and I genuinely did not care about any of it.

Daniel Ramsey. Had a stroke.

My mentor. The man who was more of a father to me than my real father.

Was he okay? Was he going to live? Was he…

Oh God. Oh God oh God oh God…

I was so distracted I didn’t see the way the hosts recalibrated in the blink of an eye. The way Colin’s face did a subtle, hungry shark move, like this was the best fucking television he’d produced his entire time at Morning Harbor and he planned to play it to the hilt. Both of them leaned forward, a dozen follow-up questions brimming in their throats.

And Yukiko, sitting there shocked and vulnerable, her defenses down, tears streaming down her face.

Worried about Marcie and me and our family.

Pain flared in my side. When I looked down, Mona had put her elbow in my ribs.

“Go,” she snarled.

I blinked. It took a second for the word to sink in. “What—?”

“They are about to tear your wife apart,” she said through gritted teeth. “Get out there and stop them!”

I turned. Mona was right—she’d seen all of it before I could. They’d done this on purpose. I had no idea why; if they’d been told to by the showrunner or if they were just that heartless. But this was the real interview. They were going to pepper her with all the embarrassing questions now, all the hurtful ones—and she’d be completely unprepared. Reeling from the news.

I’m going to have a panic attack, I thought.

Daniel had a stroke—

“I don’t have a mic,” I said through numb lips.

“They will put a fucking boom mic over your head,” she said, shoving me. “Jack, now!”

I couldn’t. Live TV, a panic attack coursing through my system, the news about Daniel—

I looked. And saw Yukiko sitting there, frightened and alone.

I was walking before my brain could tell me what a terrible idea this was.

One second I was in the darkness, and the next I’d stepped out into a miniature sun. I heard the shocked gasps of the audience as I walked across the stage, the bright lights forcing me to squint slightly. In their chairs, I watched Rachel and Colin realize I was here—both of their expressions going from surprise to absolute delight. Whatever happened from this moment on, this was sure to go viral. Good television, in other words.

I barely noticed them. I was looking at Yukiko.

The moment my eyes met my princess’s, I knew I’d made the right decision. Another sob broke from her, her face filling with relief as she realized she was no longer alone. By the time I made it to the couch she was halfway out of her seat, her arms outstretched like she was holding onto her composure by her fingernails.

My heart pounded against my ribcage like a jackhammer. My stream of consciousness carried a constant murmur: I’m going to have a panic attack don’t have a panic attack Daniel had a stroke oh god is Daniel okay is Daniel even alive I’m going to have a panic attack…

No. No. I could collapse later. Not now.

Not when Yukiko needed me this badly.

I ignored the surge of blood in my ears as I embraced her. I could hear more shocked noises from the audience, as they knew this was not what was supposed to happen during this segment. But as I pulled my princess into my arms and held her, bringing her face to my shoulder, the strangest damn thing began to happen.

There were cheers.

“I’m right here,” I said, helping Yukiko back into her seat.

When I opened my eyes, someone had indeed lowered a boom mic about three feet over my head, hanging it just above the top of the camera’s reach. No doubt they’d cranked it to pick up everything I said.

“Jack,” Yukiko whispered, sniffing hugely. “Daniel, they’re saying… oh my God, he’s like your father…”

“I know, princess,” I said. I turned to the hosts, my expression filling with scorn. “I think you might know more than we do this morning. Could we take just a second?”

Both of their expressions fell. I think that was the moment they realized the rest of the interview was not going to go at all the way they’d anticipated—and the second it clicked with the audience that something very unexpected and very mean had just been done to my wife. I couldn’t see them through the lights, but I could feel the anger radiating from the rows.

“Of course,” Rachel said. “We can end the interview now if you’d like, Mr. Avery—”

“Just a moment,” I said, holding up a hand. “We’ve just learned something distressing from strangers, live on television. My pregnant wife needs a moment to compose herself.”

A moment you should’ve given her.

I didn’t say it. I didn’t need to. The tone I said it in made it as loud as a fucking cannon.

Yukiko held herself against me for another moment, gathering up her courage. I tried to ignore the pounding in my ears, the way the room felt both real and unreal at the same time, the way a part of me kept expecting all of this to dissolve at any moment as I woke up back in my own bed.

You can have the attack in two minutes, I told myself. Not now.

“I’m okay,” Kiki whispered, wiping her eyes. “I’m so sorry—”

“No, it’s we who should apologize,” Rachel said, managing to sound like she meant it. “We weren’t aware, Mrs. Avery—”

“Daniel Ramsey means everything to us,” I said.

Rachel’s mouth snapped shut.

“He’s Marcella’s father. He was my boss—and my mentor—at Ramsey Engineering for nearly twenty years. When Lauren died and I didn’t think I was ever going to get out of bed again, he’s the man who set me on my feet and gave me a path out of my own grave. If it was not for Daniel Ramsey, I would not be sitting in front of you today. I would be dead.” I cleared my throat, just barely holding back tears. “That man is the father I chose.”

“Mr. Avery—”

“I don’t know what’s happened to Daniel, but we all love and support him,” I said. “We’re praying for him. The second I get off this stage, my wife and I are going to find out exactly what happened and where he is.” I paused. “And how it’s possible that Morning Harbor could have found out about this before we did.”

Both hosts visibly flinched. I didn’t say Victoria’s name. I didn’t need to. No one in the audience would have understood it if I did, anyway.

But they knew what I was saying. My restraint—our dignity—was all the indictment I needed.

I think both of them knew there was no salvaging this. “Please,” Rachel said, looking so stricken that maybe she really did regret what she’d done. “Mr. And Mrs. Avery—go be with your family. All of us hope for a full and speedy recovery for Mr. Ramsey.”

It was the off-ramp, and we took it.

I didn’t hear whatever the hosts said next. Doubtless they were trying their best—because they had to—to lean in and pivot to whatever segment was coming up after the commercial break, but I no longer cared about any of that. I helped Yukiko to her feet, practically lifting her into my arms as I half-carried, half-led her off the stage.”

She buried her face against me with a sob. “Jack, I’m scared.”

A few more steps. “I know, baby. I’ve got you. It’s going to be okay.”

I had no way of knowing it at the time, but Yukiko’s mic was still on. So was the boom above my head.

Later on, Mona would push the Lauren question through social media, trying to help it go viral. But she needn’t have bothered. It was that moment—that confession, that second where Kiki melted into me into me and I showed the world exactly what kind of man I was—that would be the thing everyone remembered from this interview. The moment that untold numbers of women would react to on TikTok with everything from theatrically fanning themselves to making half-serious marriage proposals.

The moment that started to shift the needle.

But I wasn’t thinking about any of that. Just her, just the pounding in my ears, and just Daniel.

I stepped off stage, Yukiko in my arms. I wasn’t even surprised to see Caroline standing there, Yukiko’s coat in one hand and two chilled bottles of water splayed between her fingers in the other. She tossed the coat over my princess’s shoulders and expertly plucked the mic from her lapel, yanking the lead from the battery pack to shield her from further hot mic incidents.

She might have been the one kind person in the building.

“You did great,” she told Kiki. “You were so brave. We’re going to get you both out of here.”

I set Yukiko on her feet and turned to Mona. “I…”

My vision swam.

“I need a minute,” I said, putting two fingers against the side of my throat. “Jesus…”

Somehow I managed to make it to the nearby wall. I slumped against it, going down on the floor in a daze, the pounding so loud it threatened to tear away the world.

Five things you see, I thought, desperately trying to remember what Yui taught me. Five things you hear. Jesus, God, how can a heart pound so goddamned fast…

Something cold came down on the back of my neck.

When I opened my eyes, the makeup tech was kneeling over me, pressing the bottle of water against me.

“Hey,” she said, her big brown eyes fixed on me. “You are okay. You hear me?”

I was trying not to pass out. “I… I…”

“Daniel’s alive,” she said. The corner of her mouth curled in a smile. “Your friend told me.”

Alive. Daniel was alive.

Thank God.

Suddenly another figure was kneeling beside me. Yukiko didn’t say anything—she just hugged me as best as she was able, crouching with her too-tight heels and her pregnant belly and not caring about any of it, because she could see the state I was in.

“I am right here,” she said, sobbing. “I love you, Jack.”

“I love you too, Princess,” I said, willing my heart rate to slow. It worked, a little bit.

A hand reached out. Mona’s.

“Jack, I know you’re in a bad way, but we need to leave right now.” Mona kept glancing over at the stage, which was a flurry of activity now that Morning Harbor had cut to commercial break. “I wouldn’t put it past these jackals to try and film you right now.”

I shook my head, trying to clear it. “Daniel. Is he…?”

“He’s at Mass General,” Mona said, grimacing. “He’s alive and stable. They don’t…”

She broke off.

“They don’t what?”

“They don’t know how bad the damage is yet,” she said. “Vanessa’s with him. Lakshmi is driving Samantha and Marcie to the hospital right now.”

Marcie. Jesus.

“Tell me she didn’t just find out about her father on live fucking television,” I said, some of my panic washed away by anger.

Mona looked like she was going to be sick. “I wish I could,” she whispered. “I really, really wish I could.”

Somehow I managed to get to my feet. What was even stranger was that Caroline managed to move with me, keeping the bottle of water against the back of my neck. It was helping, although the barely repressed rage coursing through me helped more.

“Thank you,” I murmured to the woman as I put an arm around Yukiko’s shoulder.

“Don’t mention it,” she murmured. “You two get out of here.” She turned to Mona. “You’ve got my info?”

Mona nodded.

I was too frazzled to wonder what the fuck she’d want the makeup tech’s information for. Maybe she really was going to poach her away from Morning Harbor.

We made it outside and into the BMW. Both Yukiko and I climbed into the back, while Mona hopped into the driver’s seat and got the thing running. Yukiko was so out of sorts I had to buckle her belt for her—her hands kept shaking from the adrenaline crash, tears spilling down her cheeks.

“I fucked up,” she murmured, over and over again. “Oh my God I fucked up. I froze on live TV, Jack, I screwed everything up…”

I held her tight. “No, princess. You got ambushed. There’s a difference, and everyone watching you knew that.”

“That’s not all they know,” Mona said, her hands tight on the wheel. “That was a dirty fucking trick, Jack. The two of you played it perfectly. Morning Harbor’s going to look like they tried to exploit a family’s grief for shock value, and the two of you looked… hell.” Somehow she managed to smile. “That was the most incredible PR move I’ve ever seen.”

“It wasn’t PR,” I growled. “I don’t care about any of that. Get us to the hospital, Mona.”

She nodded. “This is going to be the most sympathetic the public has ever been to you,” she said, turning her attention back to the road. “But I really hate that it cost this to get us there.”

“So do I,” I said.

My phone buzzed in my pocket like a fucking hornet. I pulled it out, intending to silence it, only to stare in shock at the name written across the screen.

Marcie.

Yukiko and I shared a look. “Take it,” my princess whispered.

I put the phone to my ear.

The sounds of crying filled my ear. Multiple people crying.

Jesus.

“Marcie?” I tried my best to keep calm. “Babygirl, are you there?”

For a moment there was no sound. Just huge, shuddering sobs, so primal and ragged I couldn’t tell if they were coming from Marcie, Samantha, Lakshmi or all three of them. Probably not Lakshmi, now that I thought it about. I had no idea what it would take to rattle that girl, but I didn’t look forward to the day we’d find out.

Then a voice: “Uncle Jack.”

It was worse than I thought. “Babygirl, I’m here. I’m in the back of Mona’s car, we’re on our way to the hospital. I’m right here, okay? I am so sorry, we’re on our way, we had no idea—”

“Uncle Jack, is my dad going to die!?”

Everyone in the car heard it. Yukiko held onto me, tears streaming down her face.

“It’s going to be okay, babygirl,” I said, praying I was telling the truth. “Daniel’s going to be just fine. I’m going to stay on the line the whole way there, okay? You’re not alone, I’m right here.”

More sobs. I heard Mona press the gas even harder, the BMW’s engine accelerating as we turned onto the highway.

“I don’t want my dad to die!” Marcie sobbed. “He… I just talked to him the other day, Jack, I didn’t know…”

“None of us did,” I said. “Babygirl, the doctors are doing everything they can. We’re not going to let anything happen to Daniel.”

Marcie broke down sobbing. I heard the sound of the phone being shifted.

“Daddy?”

It was Samantha.

“I’m here,” I said, fighting off the dizziness. “We’re on our way. I think we’re gonna get there first.”

“Good.” I’d never heard her voice so tight. “Marcie, honey, we’re going to call Kate, okay? We’re going to call Kate and you and me and Laks are going to pray for your dad. I’m going to let Jack go for just a few minutes, okay?”

“You don’t need to do that,” I muttered. “I’m…”

“I saw you on that show,” Samantha whispered. “I know what a panic attack looks like, Daddy.”

“I’ll be fine,” I insisted. “I just need a minute—”

“We’ll see you soon,” Samantha said. “Tell Kiki we love her and she did great, okay? I’ve got Marcie.”

“Babygirl—”

She’d already hung up.

Panic welled up inside me. All the things I’d managed to hold back on stage: Daniel’s stroke, the double-cross from the Morning Harbor hosts, the sight of Yukiko frightened and alone and the sound of Marcie losing it like I’d never heard before… all of it came rushing to the fore. My heart pounded. I couldn’t get enough air.

Yukiko held me close. “It’s okay,” she whispered, sobbing. “It’s okay, it’s okay, Jack, I’m right here…”

The BMW sped down the highway.

I closed my eyes and tried to calm down.

Because when we got to the hospital, a whole hell of a lot of people were going to need me.


Chapter Nine


The panic had mostly abated by the time we reached the hospital. Mostly.

Mona pulled us directly into the emergency room lane, the BMW’s engine idling. “You go,” she said, gesturing for Kiki and I to enter the building without her. “I’ll park this and catch up.”

I didn’t argue. I helped Yukiko out of the backseat, practically carrying her the last step. Between the interview and the bad news, my princess was the worse for wear, shaky from adrenaline and in high heels that had become uncomfortable halfway through her initial walkthrough of the Morning Harbor studio. She leaned against me as we walked, using me for balance. I wished I’d had the foresight to bring her some flats.

The doors opened with a mechanical hiss, air conditioning washing over us both. We made our way to the front desk, passing agitated family members and minor cases waiting for treatment. A dark-haired young nurse was manning the reception desk, a diet soda and a half-finished bag of chips to the side of her station.

“Daniel Ramsey,” she said, scrolling through the directory once I told her who we were and what we were here for. “He’s upstairs in intensive care. Your relationship to the patient?”

“Family,” Yukiko said.

“Father-in-law,” I said at the same moment. “Also we work together.”

The nurse glanced from Kiki to me and back again. “Only immediate family members or the listed emergency contact are allowed in the intensive care unit,” she said blandly. “Are you two either of those?”

List? There was a list?

“Listen,” I said. “We just found out he had a stroke. We don’t know anything else, and we just drove all the way down here—”

“I’m sorry,” she said, sounding both like she meant it and like she dealt with this situation approximately two dozen times every day. “You’re more than welcome to remain down here. Once the patient is moved to a more stable environment, they’ll be able to take visitors—”

“I don’t know if he’s going to be moved,” I said, feeling desperate. “Listen, this is an emergency.”

“I can stay down here,” Yukiko said, already in the bargaining phase. “But you have to let Jack up. He may not be blood, but that man has basically been his father for the last twenty years.”

“Who is the emergency contact?” I snapped.

This was practically intolerable. Every moment we spent down here was another Marcie’s father could be slipping away. I could feel my blood threatening to boil. They had to let us upstairs.

The nurse consulted the screen once more. “There are two,” she said, blinking a bit at how unusual that was. “His wife, and a Miss Isringhausen—”

“That would be me.”

I turned. Mona was making her way across the lobby, double-timing it so quickly her briefcase slapped against her thigh with every step. She pulled a slender wallet from her jacket as she reached the desk, flipping it open to display her identification like a federal agent. “I’m Daniel Ramsey’s emergency contact, and you’re going to unlock that elevator behind you and let me upstairs.” Her jaw set. “Along with these two.”

The nurse coughed. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, I can’t do that—”

Mona leaned forward, one hand on the desk, and spoke a name.

It didn’t mean anything to me. But it must have meant something to this poor woman, because she went about as white as a sheet.

“I think you know I mean it,” Mona said, the words almost a growl. “Do not tempt me, miss. Not today. I would not want to make the lives of you and everyone else in this hospital the kind of hell I can—”

“Jack!”

I knew that voice.

By the time I was facing the big double-doors, Marcie, Sam and Lakshmi were already through them. All three of them looked absolutely wrecked, but Marcie most of all. Her eyes were red from crying, and she was still wearing the pajama bottoms and t-shirt she’d presumably had on while she and the others were watching Yukiko’s Morning Harbor interview.

I made it three steps towards her before she threw herself right into my arms. There was zero hesitation—the fact that I’d walked in here with a completely different woman on my arm who I’d been calling my wife didn’t even register. She buried her face against my shoulder, sobbing hard as I wrapped an arm around her lower back.

“Oh my God, Jack,” Marcie whimpered, shaking in my arms. “Dad, he’s… is he okay?”

“We don’t know yet, babygirl,” I told her. “We just got here. We’re going up now.”

Marcie nodded. She slipped out of my arms, keeping one hand on my chest. “I’m Daniel’s daughter,” she told the nurse, regaining some of her composure. “Which room is his?”

The nurse looked at Mona. Then at me, Yukiko, Marcie, Samantha and Lakshmi.

“Listen, there’s no way I can let this many people into the intensive care wing,” she whispered. She sounded more than a little bit afraid of Mona, for which I didn’t blame her.

Mona understood. “Fair,” she said, glancing at the group. “Jack, you and Marcie go. I’ll stay here with your other wives and Lakshmi.”

The nurse did a double take at the phrase other wives but didn’t say anything.

“You sure?” I asked.

Mona grimaced. “Just make sure he’s alright. You can brief me after.” She glanced around the room. “Besides, I’ll make sure no one fucks with the group.”

That made sense.

While we waited for the elevator, Sam and Lakshmi stepped forward. “Hello, Jack,” Lakshmi said, her voice that strange combination of formal and loving that I grew more fond of by the day. She pulled me into a quick hug, as if still a little nervous to be romantic in public. “I am so sorry to hear about Daniel. I hope he’s okay.”

“That was fucked what those hosts did,” Samantha chimed in, throwing herself into a much more blatant hug. “I can’t believe they tried to ambush Kiki like that. You did so good saving her, Daddy.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” I assured her. “Right now, I’ve got to go see Daniel.”

She nodded, then kissed me. “Reverend Kate says hi, by the way,” she said, shaking her head faintly. “Marcie and her prayed for Daniel over the phone the whole drive over—I think it was the most serious I’ve ever heard her.”

Lakshmi walked over to Yukiko. Without a word, she led my wife to a nearby chair, then pulled a pair of slip-on shoes from the pocket in her purse she’d stuffed them in. “Here.”

A shocked laugh spilled from Yukiko. “What would I do without you, Laks?”

Just then, the elevator dinged. “We’ll be back soon,” I promised the group.

The ride up was quiet, save for Marcie’s sobs. “It’s okay, babygirl,” I promised her, my fingers laced through hers like they might never let go. “Mona said he’s in stable condition.”

It calmed her down somewhat. But there were plenty of definitions of stable. Some better than others.

Though it seemed impossible, I couldn’t help but think Mona had somehow worked her pull up here. The wing where Daniel’s room was looked far nicer than the hospital lobby we’d just left, and was quiet enough that it felt almost peaceful. It had an open plan with a large nurse’s station in the center, giving the employees a view directly into all of the suites along the sides.

We didn’t need to ask which one belonged to Daniel. As soon as we entered, I saw Vanessa.

It was the first time I’d been in the same room with Daniel’s wife since the wedding. I wished it was under better circumstances. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been at the hospital, but she looked like she hadn’t allowed herself to sit down or relax since she’d arrived.

“Mom?” Marcie asked.

Vanessa turned. Saw me and her daughter standing across the room, hand in hand.

And her expression crumpled.

“Oh, sweetheart,” Vanessa whispered, stepping forward. “I am so, so sorry I didn’t call you…”

Marcie didn’t care. Her hand left mine as she raced across the room, falling into her mother’s embrace. Vanessa wrapped her arms around her daughter, gently rocking back and forth as the two of them sobbed quietly.

“Is he okay?” Marcie asked. “Please tell me he’s going to be okay, Mom. I…”

“Shhh,” Vanessa whispered. “He’s alive, darling. The doctors say… they say he’s going to be alright, it’s just…”

She looked up into her mother’s eyes. “Just what?”

Ice filled the pit of my gut.

“He’s just going to be… tired for a while,” Vanessa said, forcing out a smile. “You know how your father is, darling. He’ll be up and walking around and complaining about the Wall Street Journal op-ed page before you know it…”

“Vanessa,” I said.

She glanced up from her daughter. “Come here, son.”

I’d managed to hold it together right until she called me that. By the time the two of us were hugging, I was sobbing. Vanessa held me tight, her fingers rubbing the spot between my shoulder blades the same way she’d done with Marcie.

“Why did you not call me?” I asked. “Daniel, he…”

“He told me not to,” Vanessa said, her tone making it clear that wasn’t her decision. “And… until a short while ago, I didn’t know…”

She broke off with a sob. She didn’t need to say the rest.

Didn’t know if he was going to pull through.

Hell. I didn’t like it, but I understood it.

“How did you find out?” Vanessa asked. “Mona, I suppose?”

I grimaced. “They sprung it on us in the middle of Kiki’s interview.”

Vanessa actually gasped. “Oh Jesus,” she whispered, putting a hand to her mouth.

“It’s okay. Mona says it’s going to play great online.”

Vanessa blinked away her tears. “Come in,” she said, taking mine and Marcie’s hands. “I’m assuming everyone else is waiting downstairs?”

I nodded. “Mona’s got them all corralled. I’m sure she’ll want to come up and see Daniel in a bit—”

I trailed off. The room was nicer than I expected, and Daniel had it all to himself. He was sitting propped up in bed, with a pillow behind his neck and a frankly absurd amount of blankets covering him from his chest to his toes. He looked…

A lump filled my throat.

He looked small. And old.

He was nearly as pale as the sheets. An IV ran from his wrist to a bag filled with something bluish-silver, while a bank of machinery that looked like it ought to be used to diagnose a problem with my McLaren filled the room with a quiet, rhythmic, mechanical beat. His cheeks were covered in stubble, but I didn’t see any of the classic stroke symptoms: no drooping lip, both eyelids open at the same level, hair—

Daniel’s hair was uncombed.

Somehow it was that that wrecked me. I had not seen Daniel Ramsey with uncombed hair in twenty years: he’d rather have shown up at the office naked than with his coiffure out of sorts.

He looked up as we entered, slower and sleepier than I expected. His blue eyes were still bright, still thinking—but there was a cloudiness to them that hadn’t been there when he’d outlined his plans to support the Avery Company. I prayed that was just a temporary thing; an effect of the initial hit and the hospital trip.

“Angel,” he whispered, looking at Marcie. Then at me. “Son.”

If Vanessa calling me that cracked my composure, hearing it from him absolutely shattered it. I barely managed to keep from crying as I took a place beside the bed, taking one of his hands in my own. And only because he probably would have never let me forget.

“Daddy,” Marcie whispered, her bottom lip trembling. “Oh God…”

Somehow Daniel managed to laugh. “Don’t look at me like that, angel,” he said, managing a little bit of his good humor. “Bad enough that your mother keeps mooning over me that way.”

Marcie laughed through her tears. “Daddy, I was so scared…”

She hugged Daniel from the side, clinging to him like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck. We were all lucky she didn’t try and climb onto the gurney the way she did with me back at the hospital.

After a few more reunion tears, Vanessa put her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “Let’s get your father something to drink,” she said. “They say he’s allowed to have water and 7-Up. You want some 7-Up, dear?”

“Nothing could possibly be more disgusting,” Daniel rumbled. “I’d much rather have a… a…”

He blinked, gathering his thoughts.

“The thing,” he said, looking at me.

Jesus, I thought. “Right, the thing.”

“Coffee!” Daniel exploded, sitting up a little straighter. “God, you wouldn’t believe how long I’ve been in this place, Jack. I haven’t gone this long without a cup of Joe since that time we had that convention in Provo.”

He’s still in there, I told myself. Just running a little slower. He just needs to recover.

I prayed that was the case.

“We’ll be back in a few minutes,” Vanessa told her husband, giving me a significant glance. “You make sure my husband doesn’t get into any trouble, alright?”

I understood. We were going to have a talk about Daniel’s condition—one that Marcie probably wasn’t quite ready to hear yet. “Sure.”

Marcie gave me a kiss before she left. “Be right back,” she promised.

Then they were gone, leaving Daniel and I with the beeping machines.

Daniel spent a long moment looking me up and down. “You look like hell,” he said flatly.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You looked at a mirror lately, boss?”

“Don’t give me that ‘boss’ shit,” Daniel said with a chuckle. “You married my daughter, Jack. That makes you son in this house.” He paused, his lips pressing inward. “Even if she wasn’t the only one you married.”

“Marcie’s very happy,” I assured him. “How are you doing? What do the doctors say?”

Daniel waved a hand dismissively. “They’re talking about me like they’re going to have to install a wheelchair ramp up at the house,” he said, his scorn rising to the surface. For a moment, he sounded like the Daniel Ramsey I knew. “Using words like managed care and physical therapy. It’s all bunk. I’ll be up and walking around before you know it.”

“If anybody can do it, it’s you,” I said, managing to keep the catch out of my voice. “Daniel, why the hell did you not call me?”

He held my gaze for a long moment. “I didn’t want you to know.”

“What!? Why?”

He swallowed hard. “You’re in the middle of a war, son. You, my Marcie, those other women. You had enough on your plates already. Besides, Vanessa was handling it.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “Daniel, Marcie found out about you on live television. She cried like a baby the whole drive to the hospital!”

Daniel made a face. “I’m an old fool, son. I thought… I thought I could ride this out.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Jesus.”

“Wait.” Daniel blinked. “What do you mean, television?”

As quickly as I could, I let him know what had happened during the Morning Harbor interview.

Daniel looked shocked. “Son, we didn’t tell anybody about this,” he said, the words coming out slower than they would have a few days ago. “Not me, not Vanessa. How the hell did that TV show find out?”

I shook my head ruefully. “Victoria Ruocchio,” I said. “I didn’t realize what a monster she is. She managed to sound almost reasonable when we met at the courthouse the other day.”

Daniel was quiet for so long I wondered if he was having another one of those foggy moments.

“Son… that’s not normal.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Hell, I know that. She must have told Jessamyn about it right after it happened. She called it her ‘ace in the hole’—she implied it was going to bring the whole company down.” I felt myself frown. “Jessamyn said it was about money, though. She must have been winding me up, which means her whole deal is probably bullshit…”

Daniel cleared his throat. “Wait, when was this?”

Huh? “About 2 AM last night,” I said, thinking. “Believe me, I was about as happy about it as you probably think—”

“That’s not it, then,” Daniel said. “Son, they put me on a gurney and pulled me out the house at four. I was still asleep when you were hearing about this ‘ace in the hole’.”

Oh. Oh hell.

Daniel was right. I’d just assumed this had to be the thing Victoria Ruocchio sent Jessamyn over to crow about. But I was wrong. Whatever leverage she had over my boss, it predated the stroke. Which meant this was an even worse turn of fortune than I could’ve imagined.

Or it could be something even worse.

Could whatever Victoria be doing have stressed Daniel out enough to worsen his health?

If she’s responsible for this, we won’t need Samantha to take her into a room with a baseball bat, I thought. I’ll do the damn thing myself.

“Daniel, listen,” I said, leaning in close. For some reason, I felt like I had to drop my voice. “What the hell was Jessamyn talking about?”

Daniel stared at me, his eyes filling with confusion.

“Who?”

I bit back a sigh. “Jessamyn Fawkes. She’s… it doesn’t matter. Daniel, Victoria Ruocchio has something on you that’s going to blow back onto me. Something financial. Something that’s so bad that the SEC’s supposed to get involved—that’s going to blow the Avery Company to smithereens right as we start getting off the ground. I need to know what that thing is.”

“Son, I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Daniel said.

I was already shaking my head. “I don’t care what it is, Daniel,” I assured him. “I know you and Mona did all sorts of skullduggery while I was completely unaware of it over in my side of the business.” I forced out a laugh. “Hell, I don’t care if you and Mona killed somebody. I just need to know, so I can head this off at the pass—”

“I haven’t done anything financial,” Daniel insisted. Suddenly he looked agitated. “The company’s fine, Jack! Other than the fact that those venture capitalist assholes are sitting at the helm instead of you and my Marcie the way it was supposed to be…”

“Daniel. Victoria Ruocchio is banking on this. She leaked the news of your stroke to Morning Harbor right before Kiki’s interview to try and knock my wife off-balance and get those hosts to tear her apart on TV. That woman traumatized your daughter. She would not be talking about this if she didn’t believe in it.”

I could have been imagining it, but I swore I saw fear in Daniel’s eyes.

“I… I moved some money around during the whole merger thing,” he said, blinking rapidly. The words came out halting, unsure—not at all like the powerful, intelligent businessman I knew. “Maybe some of it ended up in the hands of some people it shouldn’t have. But I have done nothing like what that woman is thinking. My business affairs have always been above-board.”

I couldn’t help but notice the way he stressed the word business.

“And your personal affairs?” I asked, my brows furrowing together. “Jesus, Daniel, you weren’t embezzling money or something, were you—?”

“Are you accusing my husband of fraud?”

I glanced up from Daniel’s bed. Vanessa had just reentered the room, Marcie in tow. Thank God she hadn’t heard what I was saying to her father.

Vanessa kept a smile on her face, but her eyes showed how stressed she was. “I gave you a few minutes alone with Daniel so you could talk father-to-son,” she said, her tone gently chiding. “Not so you could pepper him with questions about the business.”

“But—”

“No business right now.” Vanessa put a hand on her husband’s shoulder. “He needs to rest. Whatever’s going on, it can wait.”

“Here, Dad,” Marcie said, taking a seat next to the bed. “I brought you a couple different things.”

Daniel smiled. “My girl. My sweet girl. You weren’t out there crying over me, were you, sweetheart?”

Marcie looked up at her father, blinking back tears. “Daddy, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know. I wish you and Mom told me…”

As Daniel took Marcie’s hand, Vanessa hugged her daughter from the side. The three of them made one hell of a tableau: the Ramsey family, a bond that went deep. I was happy to see them like that.

And yet, the engineer side of my brain couldn’t stop thinking.

Vanessa was ready.

She knew the topic was coming. She knew how to shut it down.

Which meant one of two things.

Either Daniel told her recently what was up, or she’d been in on it from the start.

What the hell could it be? No matter what, I couldn’t imagine Daniel and Vanessa Ramsey doing something nefarious. They weren’t that kind of people, even if my mentor had instructed Mona Isringhausen to do an end run around the law a time or two.

If they were moving money out of Ramsey Engineering, it was for a very good reason.

If. I still didn’t know any of this was real. For all I knew, Victoria could be bluffing me. It would be a clever tactic—turn us against each other, sow suspicion in the ranks.

“You gave me a few minutes with Daniel,” I told Marcie. “Why don’t I return the favor? I’ll go update everyone on how your father’s doing.”

Marcie nodded. “We caught the doctor on the way back,” she said, her face filling with hope. “He said if Dad keeps improving, he might be able to leave intensive care in a couple of days.”

“They’ll figure out what happens after that,” Vanessa added, in a tone that told me it was going to be a long way back to normal.

“None of you worry about me,” Daniel said. “Sure, Jack. Go let Marcie’s… girlfriends know that I’m up and talking. That I’m gonna be okay.” He squeezed Marcie’s hand gently. “Let me spend a bit with my little girl.”

I nodded. “Be right back.”

Downstairs, the rest of the group had cordoned off an entire section of the lobby. Mona had somehow cajoled the staff into moving a couple of the couches into one corner, and my girls were clustered around, with Kiki and Sam sitting next to each other so close they were practically in each other’s arms. Half-drunk lattes with the Morning Moon Coffee logo on them were everywhere.

I heard Samantha as I approached. “That clip is all over the place,” she said, scrolling through her phone. “You and Jack—that thing he said to you when he was practically carrying you off stage—it’s, like, the only thing the Internet is talking about today.”

“I don’t care,” Yukiko said, rubbing her feet.

I could feel Samantha’s sympathetic look. “I know, boo. Me neither. I just thought you should know—oh, Daddy…!”

Samantha was up before I could reach the back of the couch. Yukiko didn’t rise—too exhausted, too pregnant—but she looked like she wanted to. I embraced my babygirl, holding her tight, then let her rejoin her sister-wife with a kiss.

I told them all about Daniel. They were relieved to hear it.

“They’re going to be keeping him here for at least a couple of days,” I said. “I think it’s probably best that we go up in ones or twos to wish him well, and then head back home.”

Mona nodded. “I’ll go first. Yukiko, shall we?”

Everyone took a turn. Everyone said hi to Daniel, hugged Vanessa, consoled Marcie. I went back up a couple of times, though Vanessa kept me from exchanging anything other than pleasantries with my mentor. Probably that was a good idea right now, anyway.

I was only mildly surprised when Marcie pulled me aside towards the end of the visit. “Uncle Jack. Can I ask you for a favor?”

“Of course, angel.” I was already pretty sure what it was going to be.

Still, she paused for a very long while. “Is it okay if I stay here with Mom? Just for a few days, until we know where Dad’s going to be?”

Bingo. “Of course you can. If your Mom needs you, I completely understand.”

She looked relieved, then guilty. “I should be home, though,” she said, glancing away. “I ought to be with you and Kiki and Sam…”

I was already shaking my head. “We will be fine. If you need any help, you let me know and I’ll come running. Kiki or Samantha will, too. But of course you can stay with your parents, babygirl.”

My words broke through whatever self-resistance she’d put up. Marcie hugged me so tightly that it hurt a little bit.

“Thank you, Uncle Jack,” she whispered. “Thank you for not making me choose.”

“There’s no choice to make, babygirl.”

She pulled back with a smile. “You never make me choose,” she said. “That’s one of the things I love about you the most.”

Samantha and Lakshmi both elected to stay with Marcie a little longer. Laks promised to bring Samantha home in a bit, and insisted that the three of us take off and head back home.

“After the day you’ve had, I know you’re exhausted,” Lakshmi told me. “Try and rest if you can.”

“No promises,” I told her, leaning down and giving her a kiss. “You know something?”

Lakshmi batted her lashes. “What?”

“You’ve been a lot quieter about everything than the rest of the girls,” I said, thinking in particular about Heather and Eva. “But I know it’s got to be hard on you, having my attention split so much. It’s been a while since the two of us have had any one-on-one time.”

Lakshmi nodded. “Jack, I knew what I was getting into when I signed up for this,” she said with a smirk. “Trust me, I can be an extremely patient woman.” She leaned in close, nibbling at my bottom lip. “Especially when I have those memories of your wedding tent to warm me up.”

Now they’d be warming me up, too.

Mona pulled the BMW back up to the curb. I offered to get into the backseat with Yukiko, but she told me to go ahead and ride shotgun. “I’m going to put my feet up,” she said, tilting them across the seat pretty much as soon as she was able.

We’d made it about two blocks away from the hospital before I heard her snoring.

I watched her in the rear view mirror, my heart aching for her. What a day, I thought. We were supposed to have you back home in your pajamas hours ago, Kiki…

When I returned my attention to the front, I noticed Mona sneaking glances at me.

“The timeline doesn’t add up,” she said flatly. “You picked up on that, right?”

I nodded. “The stroke’s not her ace in the hole.”

“I don’t even know how it could be,” Mona snorted. “But one thing’s for certain. Whatever she’s got, a woman ruthless enough to pull what she did this morning on you and your wife won’t hesitate to use it.”

“I know,” I said.

“We need to talk about what we’re going to do.”

I nodded. “Once we get Kiki home,” I said.

Mona nodded once, then went silent.

I laid back against the seat and closed my eyes. It had been a long day for me, too.

I didn’t open them the whole ride home.


Chapter Ten


Going back home felt like stepping into a completely different world.

After the stress and the noise of the morning, what surprised me the most about the Avery residence was how quiet it was. The news about Daniel’s stroke must have hit everyone just as hard as it hit my wives and I. The atmosphere wasn’t quite funereal, but it definitely hovered somewhere around melancholy.

Maria came out and met us at the car, hugging us both before leading Kiki and I inside. She’d cleaned up the place while we were gone—either that, or she’d put the cheerleaders to the task. Other than the three of them, everyone else was out—either at the hospital with Marcie or on Jessamyn Fawkes duty. Tasha had texted me about a dozen times to make sure I was okay and that we didn’t need her to swing by—I’d promised to catch up with her as soon as we no longer needed her security expertise so badly.

While Maria took Yukiko upstairs to help her get into her pajamas (a thinly-veiled excuse to hear all about Morning Harbor from my princess’s own mouth), I plopped down on the couch. The TV was tuned to a 24-hour news channel turned almost all the way down to mute, and I was pleased to see a bunch of nonsense about politics instead of my own face. Inside Edition would absolutely be wall-to-wall Avery gossip tonight, though.

I wasn’t sure what I expected from Heather and Eva. Probably to be dressed in identical puppy costumes with little leashes hanging around their neck, racing in on all fours and kneeling before me like I was Pavlov ringing a bell. What I didn’t expect was for both of them to sidle in shortly after I sat down and gingerly take up spots on either side of me on the couch.

They stayed at arm’s length for a minute, like they were nervous to get closer.

With anyone else, it would’ve come off as supportive. From those two, it was damned unnerving.

“Are… are you two okay?” I asked.

Eva scooted over and put a hand on my shoulder. “We saw you on TV,” she whispered, sounding stricken. “You, like, almost fainted. That was real real.”

“You totally stuck it out like a champ,” Heather added on beat. “You… you saved Kiki’s butt today, boss. Usually she’s the one swooping in to save you.”

I was pretty sure I’d saved Yukiko more times than she’d saved me, but the question was academic.

“We were really worried about you,” Eva said, resting her head against my arm. “You scared us.”

“And with all the Daniel stuff—”

“—well, we know you’ve had a really hard day.”

“Like, epically bad day hard.”

I sighed. “I’m sure you two know just what I need, huh?”

Heather looked at me, her eyes going big and wide.

“Boss. Listen.” She swallowed hard, like she very much did not want to be saying what she was about to say, but had decided to rip the band-aid off a while ago. “If you don’t want to do the thing later… the supervising thing? It’s okay.”

“It’s totally fine,” Eva added.

“We get it.”

Huh?

“We don’t need you to fuck our brains out tonight,” Heather said, a tear appearing in her eye. “We just want you to be okay, boss.”

I… I was touched. Maybe most people wouldn’t have understood it, but this was Heather and Eva. The two horniest brats I’d ever met—the girls who prided themselves on being the filthiest, most no-limits girls in the entire harem.

For them to forgo sex they’d been chomping at the bit this hard for… hell.

That meant more than a whole bouquet of flowers.

And it meant that the love underneath of their ravenous hunger for my dick was real.

“I’ll tell you what’s happening tonight when I know what’s happening tonight,” I told the pair, pulling them close. “But… that means a lot to me. I know how hard that must be for you.” I paused, smiling. “I love both of you. Thank you for asking.”

“Of course,” Heather said. “But also if you do wanna fuck us tonight, we’re totally down.”

“We want to be fucked,” Eva added. “For the record.”

“However you wanna fuck us.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Even with loving hearts beating underneath it all, horny cheerleader brats would still be horny cheerleader brats.

“Good.” I said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Heather glanced from me to the TV, then grabbed the remote. “You wanna just watch something stupid for a bit?” she asked.

I yawned explosively. “That… would be great, actually.”

I have no idea what they picked. I was out like a light by the time they settled on something mindless, the warmth of both girls draped over my sides as I finally let myself relax. (The adrenaline crash after a panic attack is realer than real, for the record).

Surrounded by my favorite cheerleaders, I snoozed until Lakshmi got back home with Samantha. At some point Yukiko had come back downstairs and was lying across the other couch in the living room, her legs up on a pillow and her Kindle held in front of her face.

“Something trashy,” my princess answered with a small smile when I asked her what she was reading. “It’s about this guy who has to conquer the universe with a whole bunch of hot women by his side. Totally unrealistic.”

“Welcome home,” I told Lakshmi and Samantha as they entered. “How’d everything go at the hospital? Is Marcie getting along…?”

I trailed off when I saw the look on my babygirl’s face.

I nearly shot off the couch, startling Heather and Eva. “What happened?” I demanded.

For something certainly must’ve. Samantha wouldn’t have worn a look like that unless something had really upset her. Next to her, Lakshmi looked just as rattled but was doing a better job of hiding it.

Samantha’s nostrils flared. “Show Daddy, Laks,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

“Um.” For once, Lakshmi looked thrown off of her game. “We checked the mail when we got home.”

“I already got the mail,” Maria said, entering from the kitchen.

“We figured,” Lakshmi said, her tone sepulchral. “Because the only thing in there was this.”

It was a small, cream-colored envelope. The name Jackson Avery was written across the top in an elegant script—there was no address, no stamp, no return address.

Which meant it wasn’t mailed. Someone had dropped it off personally.

A finger of ice traveled down my spine. The list of people I knew who would do a thing like that had one name at the top, written in 72-point font.

Victoria.

“Give it to me,” I growled, reaching for it.

Lakshmi handed it over. I tore open a corner, then ran my finger along the inside to rip the back seam. Only belatedly did I worry that there might be anthrax or something inside.

There was no poison. Just a card.

A card with lilies on the front, a butterfly, and the words With Deepest Sympathy printed across the top.

I went very, very still as I opened it. I didn’t trust myself not to tear it into tiny pieces.

A simple message had been inscribed inside in impeccable handwriting:

When I heard the news, I thought of you immediately. I am so sorry to hear about your mentor. Moments like these remind us how quickly life can change. Please let me know if there is anything I can do for you in this difficult time.

~Victoria Ruocchio

(P.S. My offer is still open)

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I muttered.

Samantha and Lakshmi leaned in, reading the card at an angle. As they gasped, their faces filling with shock, I thought about Victoria Ruocchio in that courthouse hallway. About the offer she’d made me.

Do not make me do the things I will have to do to you if you turn me down.

She’d meant it. The scariest thing about Victoria was that, at some level, she didn’t want to hurt my family. The line about being sorry to hear about Daniel—as bland as it was, it was probably true. From her perspective, she’d given me the exit—and by not taking it, everything that came next was my fault.

The leaked stroke. The ambushed interview. Whatever she had teed up next.

She was reducing my options, methodically, until there was only one door left for me and mine.

She wasn’t enjoying this. She mentioned the offer because she wanted me to take it. To end this.

We could ceasefire right now and nobody gets hurt.

She wasn’t a sadist like Elizabeth Baines. And honestly, that made it so much worse.

“Holy fuck,” Samantha whispered, her eyes as wide as saucers. “Daddy, the audacity of that bitch…!”

“Let me see it,” Yukiko said.

I hadn’t even noticed her getting off the couch. I handed her the card, watching as she read it. I saw her face cycle through emotions: shock first, then anger, then a kind of grim understanding.

“She’s not going to stop, is she?” she asked.

No one dared answer that.

A little tremor shot through Yukiko. “Someone take this thing to the back yard and burn it,” she said through clenched teeth. “I don’t want it in my house.”

“Don’t burn it,” Mona chimed in. “It’s evidence.”

I hadn’t said a word since I read the card. I was pretty sure that if I opened my mouth, every single one of these women was going to run from the room in fear from what came out.

Of all people, it was Heather and Eva who noticed first. “Are you okay, boss?” Heather asked.

Everyone looked.

“Jesus,” Samantha whispered, realizing. “Now I really wish you had just let me go at Jessamyn with that baseball bat, Daddy.”

“I wish I’d had it when I met Victoria,” Yukiko said, sounding colder than I’d ever heard her. “‘Thought of us immediately’. ‘The offer is still open’.”

“We need to talk,” Mona said.

Yukiko whirled on her, looking for a moment like the least pragmatic woman who’d ever lived. “We are not taking that fucking offer—!”

“Not about that,” Mona said quickly, holding up her hands. “What we’re going to do about this. And what we do with Jessamyn.” She glanced at me. “We can’t keep her sequestered in a hotel room forever.”

“In the kitchen, then,” Maria said, already on her way to the door. “I’ll make some more coffee.”

We all migrated from the living room into the kitchen. Maria had that fancy espresso machine of hers humming in short order, while Heather and Eva stood by on serving duty, not certain to what extent they ought to participate in a serious conversation. Yukiko took a seat at the kitchen island, her mind already working in CEO’s wife mode after her brief break in haremlit land on the couch. Sam claimed the stool next to hers, while Lakshmi positioned herself on the opposite side of the counter, ready to serve or to chime in if necessary.

Mona did not sit. She looked around the room and cleared her throat.

“Before I give my thoughts,” she said, “I’d like to take the temperature. Starting with our CEO. Jack?”

I met her eye. “We take the deal,” I said.

Surprised looks filled the room. Yukiko’s wasn’t one of them.

“You’re sure?” Kiki asked, her chin in her hands and her elbows on the table.

I barked out a laugh. “After this morning?” I glanced at Victoria’s card, which Yukiko had set face-down on the kitchen island like the front side was radioactive. “After that, princess? I don’t see how we have a choice. Yes, Jessamyn is a snake. But she’s a snake we can get to bite other people. Right now, I’d like to empty a whole goddamned bag of snakes over Victoria Ruocchio’s head.”

“Hear hear,” Lakshmi said.

“The enemy of my enemy isn’t my friend,” Mona said. “But they’re sure as hell a resource we can use.”

Every head in the room turned toward Samantha. All of us knew that my babygirl was the one who had the history with Jessamyn. The decision of what to do wasn’t entirely hers, but her word had a hell of a lot more weight than most people’s where this was concerned.

She pursed her lips in thought, her gaze on the note on the kitchen counter. Then she looked up at me.

“I don’t like the thought of us having anything to do with her, Daddy,” she said, her disgust at even thinking about Jessamyn evident in her expression.

I waited.

“If she can hurt Victoria, we use that,” Samantha said. “But I want her on a leash.”

“Same conditions we talked about last night,” Yukiko said, sliding into the conversation like only my second-in-command could. “We pay her. We indemnify her. We get her on tape retracting everything. And she never sets foot in this house again.”

“Agreed on all counts,” Mona said. “Full disclosure, this was the direction I was going to steer the conversation. I’m glad you all did it for me.”

“Sometimes it’s nice not to be a shark for once?” Heather ventured.

The corner of Mona’s mouth curled in a smirk. “Sometimes.”

“And she’ll do the other thing,” I said, thinking about Victoria’s leverage.

Nobody asked what I meant by that. They either knew already, or they knew we would handle it.

“Exactly,” Mona agreed. “I’ll handle it tonight. Personally. I’ve got Saskia on standby; she’ll join us by phone for the signing. It shouldn’t take long.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said.

Mona didn’t argue the point. She actually looked impressed. “Sure.”

“Hey.” Eva raised a hand, her bratty energy replaced with a nervousness that didn’t suit her. “Is there anything Heather and me can do to help?”

Mona looked at the girl like she’d grown a second head. “Just hold down the fort,” she said, not unkindly. “Keep an eye on the house for me, since Miss Davis is still watching over our asset. If anything else shows up in the mailbox—or gets dropped on the front porch—I want to know about it within sixty seconds.”

Both girls gave Mona a salute. “You got it, ma’am!” Heather said.

“You can count on us!” Eva added.

Ma’am? From them? It really had been a bad day, hadn’t it?

“When should we do it?” I asked Mona.

She shrugged, handing her thermos to Maria to fill. “As soon as possible,” she said. “I can drive us over there now. I’m sure that after everything that’s happened today, we’d feel better with our chief security officer here watching over the Avery residence than out at some hotel—”

The doorbell rung.

For a moment, everyone froze. The whole kitchen went still.

“Oh Jesus,” Samantha moaned. “Don’t tell me we’ve got another surprise…”

Maria was already at the kitchen door, leaning out to see who was on the porch. “Actually, I think you’re gonna like this one,” she said, grinning. “Kiki, can you get up for a sec, girlie?”

Yukiko was already off the stool. “I think I know what the surprise is,” she said, a dorky grin spreading across her face.

I followed her. Sam followed me, and Heather and Eva followed Sam, making a little parade down the hall. By the time I made it to the foyer Yukiko and Maria were already at the front door, my princess’s hand at the small of her back the way it was when she’d been moving around either too much or too fast considering her condition.

Kiki opened the door and let out a squeal of delight.

Dr. Yui Tanaka stood on the porch with two suitcases parked at her feet and a covered pie dish held in one arm like a waiter. Her car—not my McLaren, though she wished it was—sat on the curb in front of the house. She set the pie down without taking her eyes off of her daughter.

I did a bit of mental math, knowing Yukiko was doing the same. How long to pack, how long to bake a pie—how long to drive from the Tanaka family house (occupied only by her since Ryuichi moved out) to our place in the Boston suburbs. I arrived at the same answer I knew Kiki had just figured out.

She’d driven all the way here as soon as she heard about Morning Harbor.

“I know I’m early,” she said. “I’m not supposed to move in for two more weeks—”

Yukiko was in her mother’s arms before she could get another word out.

She held her composure for a long moment, then began to sob.

Yui put her hand on the back of Yukiko’s head, stroking it gently. “Oh, dear heart,” Yui murmured. “I’m right here, sweetness…”

“I was hoping you’d come,” Yukiko admitted with a sniff. “I… I wouldn’t have asked. I know it’s childish—”

“There is nothing childish about wanting me here right now,” Yui said, taking her daughter’s hands. “I watched the broadcast this morning and saw what happened. I saw you on that stage, defending your honor in front of an entire city. My beautiful, brave girl.”

Yukiko’s bottom lip trembled. “I wasn’t brave,” she whispered. “Mom, I froze—”

“You were attacked,” Yui said, her voice filled with scorn for those who’d done the attacking. “And then you were loved on national television. Publicly. I have never been prouder of anyone in my entire life.”

Yukiko’s eyes welled with tears. The confident, pragmatic girl she was ninety-nine percent of the time unraveled and for a moment she was a child in her mother’s arms, overwhelmed and stressed and in need of the woman who loved her.

I leaned in and snatched up the suitcases. Heather and Eva grabbed the pie and Yui’s purse.

“You are more than welcome,” I said, nodding at Yui. “Come on in.”

She did. Yui greeted everyone as she made her way into the living room, remembering names and even complimenting Lakshmi on her new haircut. Everyone wanted a piece of her, gathering around and welcoming her like the surrogate mother of the entire harem.

In a way, I guess she was. She’d told Samantha and Marcie directly that she considered them her daughters now almost as much as Yukiko. With how close the rest of the group was with both me and the wives, it only made sense for Yui to feel that way about them, too.

It probably helped that Heather and Eva were still in “best behavior” mode.

Yui sat down on the couch with Yukiko beside her. Then she noticed Mona, who’d followed us all into the foyer with her coffee.

“Miss Isringhausen,” she said with a knowing smile.

Mona nodded at her. “Miss Tanaka.”

The two women regarded each other with something like mutual respect.

“You stayed,” Yui murmured.

“All night,” Mona said, holding up her thermos.

Yui nodded. ‘Thank you.”

A snicker from Mona. “It’s my job.”

“No. We both know it isn’t.” Yui chuckled. “Thank you for going the extra mile, Mona.”

Then, at last, Yui’s eyes turned to me.

And all at once she wasn’t my mother-in-law.

She was Dr. Tanaka.

“Jack,” she said. There were entire paragraphs in that word.

I braced myself. “Yes, Yui?”

She’d once told me I could call her Mom. Only the fact that she was so clearly slipping into therapist mode kept me from doing it. She sensed the irony and smiled.

“I saw you on that stage today,” she said, her eyes sizing me up with therapeutic clarity. “I watched you save my daughter from a truly awful fate, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart.” She paused. “I also saw what it cost you.”

“It really wasn’t—”

“I saw the official upload, and the alternate angle a member of the audience put on social media right after the story broke,” she said without missing a beat. “The one that shows you sinking to the floor in the wings, your hand against your throat like you’re trying to force your pulse to slow down.”

Ah. So Yui had seen that.

“I’m fine,” I insisted.

She nodded. “Now you are. But you very nearly were not.”

I didn’t argue the point.

“Jack.” She leaned over, a hand on my knee, love shining from behind her mask of professionalism. “You don’t have to be fine. You don’t have to pretend to be okay. But we do have to talk about it. In a session. Sometime this week.”

That… that sounded fine, actually. Honestly, I never would have admitted it to Kiki, but I missed my sessions with her mother. Just a bit.

“I can do that,” I said, “Put it on my calendar.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” Yukiko said.

“Of course you will, princess.”

Yui nodded, evidently satisfied. “I brought a pie,” she announced to the group. “I also happen to have the number of an excellent Chinese restaurant that does delivery in this area, and I insist that you allow me to pay.”

“Yui—”

“Meanwhile,” she said, turning to me, “you will be doing whatever it is I can tell Mona is about to drag you off to do. And when you return, the leftovers will be copious.” She grinned. “My daughter and I will work out my sleeping arrangements while you are away.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “Yes, ma’am.”

“The backyard is big enough for a guest house,” Yukiko murmured. “Now I kind of wish we’d had one put in.”

Yui turned to her daughter, a sly look on her face. “And why is that?”

Suddenly every woman in the house looked awkward.

“Um.” Yukiko wasn’t much for blushing, but her mother managed to bring it out of her. “This house can be noisy at times, okaasan.”

Yui pursed her lips. “Sexual noises?”

Samantha coughed.

“Your husband is married to two other women, dear heart,” Yui said. “And there are four other women just from what I can see in this room who clearly have romantic entanglements with him, as well. I am aware of what must happen in this house behind closed doors.” She reached into her purse. “Which is why I have brought several pairs of earbuds.”

The room filled with laughter. The tension eased.

By the time Mona got her coat, most of the group was already in the kitchen. Maria reheated the pie while Yukiko and her mother sat at the kitchen island, excitedly talking about their plans while Yui thumbed a large order into the Chinese restaurant’s online system. Heather and Eva had been deputized into clearing the boxes from the dining room and setting up the table, which they went about with so much energy and gravity that it was clear to everyone the pair was trying to prove something. What was anyone’s guess.

“You ready to head out?” Mona asked.

I looked at the tableau, already kind of wishing I’d elected to stay. But I didn’t want Mona walking into that situation alone, in just in case. There was no telling what Victoria might be capable of.

Besides, I wanted to see the look on Jessamyn’s face when we won. If only so I could describe it to Samantha later.

I gave out about a dozen kisses on my way to the door. Last to meet me there was Yukiko herself, who went up on tiptoe and gave me a doozy that made me want to carry her upstairs and ravish her. My hand went to her wrist, feeling the cool edge of my Monaco, which was no longer hidden in her pajama shirt but standing out and almost too large for her wrist.

“Be careful,” she whispered. “This has been a rough enough day. Don’t get into any more trouble.”

“I’ll try, princess.”

She turned to Mona. “Bring my husband back in one piece.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I followed Mona to the BMW.

As I climbed inside, I gave the house one last look. Light spilled from the windows, and I could almost hear the laughter that was sure to be happening in that kitchen right now. Kiki, Sam, Maria, Lakshmi, Heather and Eva. Yui.

Our house had taken a blow today.

But it was still standing. In some ways, it was stronger than ever.

We pulled off my street for the second time today, on our way to Jessamyn Fawkes.


Chapter Eleven


My second errand of the day was anticlimactic compared to the first.

None of Victoria’s goons tried to run us off the road. There were no spies lurking about the hotel lobby with bad intentions on their mind. Tasha Davis met us in the parking lot, followed us in the elevator, waited outside of the door to Jessamyn’s suite “just in case.”

She needn’t have bothered.

Once she found out our decision, Jessamyn was almost absurdly eager to sign her soul away. With Saskia Klein on speaker and Mona with a handful of pre-filled documents, we got the deal done in record time. Jessamyn only asked for a few clarifications, which Saskia was more than happy to give her.

She got paid. She got her protection against legal ramifications. And in exchange, we got a woman willing to say, do and retract anything we wanted on pretty much any platform that would have her.

Jessamyn signed every page Mona put in front of her without reading any of them. More than anything else, that told me how frightened she was of Victoria Ruocchio. How eager she was to be under our umbrella, if only the furthest and least friendly corner of it.

Once Jessamyn finished the last page, Mona placed everything in her briefcase. “You are now an asset of the Avery Company,” she explained. “Congratulations.”

Jessamyn practically slumped over with relief.

“If you tell anyone about this arrangement, the indemnification disappears. And I will personally ensure that Miss Ruocchio has your most up to date contact information by the end of the current business day. Are we clear?”

“Crystal,” Jessamyn whispered.

“Good.” Mona snapped the briefcase closed. “I’ll be in touch shortly with your new schedule. You’ll be doing a few interviews, nothing major. And nothing Miss Ruocchio will find out about ahead of time.” She straightened up. “Miss Davis is just outside. She’ll be happy to drive you back to your car, or wherever it is you might like to go.”

“Good,” Jessamyn said. “Thank you.”

Mona made a face. “Do not attempt to enter the Avery residence again.”

That should have been it, but I paused at the door of the suite. “Jessamyn?”

The blonde looked startled that I’d addressed her directly. “Yes, Jack?”

I weighed my words carefully.

“I don’t know if there’s any path to redemption for you,” I said, not wanting to lie to her directly. “But if there was, it would start with you finding out what Victoria’s planning to blow up in all our faces that has to do with Daniel Ramsey. Understood?”

She didn’t salute like Heather or Eva would, but only just. “Y-yes,” she insisted. “I will.”

Good.

We left the hotel room and let Tasha handle the whole “ferrying Jessamyn out” bit.

Mona was silent for most of the walk back to the car. She didn’t speak until we were out of the lobby proper, stepping into the chilly evening. “That woman’s our asset now,” she said.

“For better or worse.”

“For the foreseeable future,” Mona corrected. “Did you mean what you said in there about redemption?”

I thought it over for a long moment, picturing Samantha’s face.

“I meant the exact words I said,” I told Mona. “But as for forgiveness? No. Maybe that girl can turn it around and do good things some day. But if she does, she can do them far away from me and mine.”

“Well, she knows what’ll happen if she tries to play us,” Mona said. “Let’s hope she doesn’t try.”

I couldn’t help but agree.

Mona had a couple of surprises for me. First she tossed the keys to me when we reached the car, claiming she’d ‘done enough’ driving for the day. Maybe she just wanted me to get a taste of the excitement I got from being behind the wheel of my McLaren, even if her car wasn’t in the same league.

The second surprise came just as we’d just gotten into the BMW and buckled our seatbelts when she said, casually and without looking at me: “I hired that girl, by the way.”

I knew instantly what girl she meant, but I pretended not to. “We both just hired Jessamyn, Mona.”

Now she did look at me, her expression telling me she knew I was joking. “Not her. Caroline. From Morning Harbor.”

“The makeup girl?” The one who was so good with Kiki.

I pulled out of the parking lot, hitting the gas hard. The BMW wasn’t quite the sports car I was used to, but the roar of the engine beneath me still felt familiar and comforting. I was looking forward to getting this beast out on the highway.

“We exchanged information on the way out. She called me an hour after the broadcast. Said that what had happened today convinced her her time would be better spent elsewhere.”

I thought about the way Caroline had ripped the lead out of Yukiko’s battery pack to keep the Morning Harbor people from picking up any unfortunate ‘hot mic’ incidents. Even then, I’d noted the casual, almost angry way she destroyed the studio’s property in order to protect my princess. I wasn’t all that surprised she’d gotten second thoughts about her employer.

“I tripled her salary,” Mona said with a smirk. “Not that it was hard to do—you’d be shocked what that TV show pays their production assistants, or maybe you wouldn’t. Either way, she’s on board. She starts Monday.”

I took the next turn past a strip mall. “Doing what, exactly?”

Mona laughed. “She’s smart, she’s loyal, she knows how to calm at least one of your wives down and oh, right, she also does hair and makeup. I’m going to have her at all the future interviews, making sure your wives’ appearance is completely on point. We can figure out the official title later. The important part is that she’s an Avery Company employee.”

I nodded. “Funny, though.”

Mona stared at me, confused. “What’s funny?”

I let out a laugh before realizing Mona might not find it funny at all. “She’s an attractive woman and she seemed very interested in my wives and I. I kind of figured you wouldn’t want to add yet another potential girl to the harem.”

I meant it as a joke. I swear.

But I don’t think Mona took it that way.

She stared out the windshield for half a block, her expression unreadable. Later on, I’d realize what was really going on behind that forcibly-calm, businesslike gaze, but in the moment I just thought she was choosing the right words to use to take me to the cleaners. The last thing she needed today was for me to needle her about how close the two of us were getting, and now I’d really stepped in it—

“Pull over,” Mona said.

It caught me off-guard. “What?”

She gestured at the next intersection. “Turn right there,” she said, like doing so was every bit as important to her as acing the Morning Harbor interview. “There should be street parking.”

There was. Half a block past the intersection we found ourselves moving down a quiet residential street, the kind that always seemed to be a half-block or so away from the hustle and bustle of the city. Two-story brownstones, streetlights, a dog park and an artisanal coffeeshop jockeying for space on the corner. I found a wide space between two late-model SUVs and pulled the BMW into the spot, noting clinically that it was late enough that we didn’t need to put a quarter in the meter—

As soon as the car was no longer in motion, Mona unbuckled her seatbelt. She was across the center console and in my arms in a single heartbeat.

It wasn’t the first time one of my women made out with me in the front seat in the middle of a neighborhood, but it was the first time I hadn’t seen it coming. I froze up for a fraction of a second in surprise, then biology took over. The instincts I’d honed through courting and marrying three different women snapped into place and I was holding Mona against me, one hand clutching her dirty blonde locks close to the roots and the other on the small of her back. She moaned against me, something inside of her cracking in two, literally shuddering from how turned on she was—

Mona pulled back. Just a bit, just enough to look me in the eyes. Hers were dazed.

“You have three wives,” she whispered, like she was trying to admonish herself. “You have a half-dozen women half my age fighting over your next threesome. And I just jumped into your arms like a fucking coed and started making out with you in the passenger seat of my own car.”

I let out a little chuckle. “Yes. You did.”

Mona closed her eyes. “I’ve been telling myself this was just professional pride. That I’m far from the first operator to fall for a client. That I was just spending too much time around all that sex, and that if I’m being completely honest it’s been a very long time since I got properly laid, and that it was a stupid little crush…”

“It’s not stupid,” I told her. “Both of us know that.”

The shark peered through Mona’s eyes. “I am too old for those girls. I have a decade plus on every woman in your harem. I have buried bodies for your mentor.” She paused, swallowing hard. “I’ve watched you build a family I wouldn’t ever be part of, and I thought I’d made my peace with being on the outside looking in.”

“You’re already part of this family.”

Mona blinked, her professional composure dissolving. “Then I elbowed you in the ribs and told you to go out on that stage, and you did it. I thought we were done for, Jack. I was already thinking about which conglomerates would pay the most for the Avery Company’s office space. And then I saw you sit down next to Yukiko. And then you did what you did, and I thought my heart was going come right out of my chest.”

“Mona.”

She looked at me and sighed. “Good grief…”

And then we were kissing again.

It lasted longer this time. We were nearing second base when Mona finally pulled back, gasping and flushed. This time she scooted back from the center console, returning to her seat.

“We shouldn’t,” she said, reasserting herself.

My erection pulsed against my thigh. “We absolutely should,” I told her.

She smiled. “I don’t mean we shouldn’t at all,” she said. “But not today.”

“Why not today?”

“Because Daniel Ramsey is in a hospital bed. Because you’ve got one wife sitting on the couch right now pouring her heart out to her mother and another probably eating ice cream directly out of the carton from the stress and the angel of your house is in the hospital with her mother praying over Zoom with Reverend Kate McCleary.”

It was an exhaustive list. I had to hand it to her.

“Today is for them. Not me.”

“It’s not about numbers,” I told Mona. “You know that, right? It never has been.”

A smile peeked through Mona’s expression.

“I think I know that better than just about anyone else, Mr. Avery.”

I couldn’t help but grin back. “So, you and me…”

Mona’s hands went to her lap. For a moment, she looked no older than any of the coeds waiting for me back at home. Funny how the excitement of new romance had the power to do that to a girl. To a woman.

“Yes,” Mona whispered. “I want to be part of it. I very much do, Jack.”

I let that hang in the air for a few moments. Then I nodded.

“Good,” I said, my hands going back to the wheel. “In that case, I’m more than willing to let you set the pace, Mona. But I am going to say one thing.”

She waited, about as nervous as I’d ever seen her.

“If you keep teasing me like you just did right now,” I said, nodding at the center console she’d been splayed over a few moments ago, “I might not be able to take it.”

Mona laughed. Loud and long. By the time she finished, she was leaning in my direction and had her hand on top of mine. It wasn’t quite a marriage proposal—hell, it wasn’t even really a one-night stand.

But whatever had been melting between us ever since I’d hired her as my PR person had finally dissolved. She looked comfortable with me in a way I’d only seen in flashes—with her hand on my knee on the living room couch, teasing me in the middle of negotiations. It was new. It was a little exciting.

I liked it.

“Don’t you dare pout,” Mona told me, sounding more than a little like her old self. “There are seven women at the Avery residence right now chomping at the bit to bang you. Something tells me you’ll survive a night or two of having to pine for me from afar.”

I laughed. “Alright, you’ve got me there.”

“I do.”

I paused, my hand on the ignition button. “So what happens with you and me?” I asked, doing my best confused bachelor routine. “Do I book a hotel room and tell my wives I’m away on business? Do we actually go on a date?”

At the word date, Mona’s face did something I wanted to make it do as often as humanly possible.

“I’ll put my head together with your CEO wife,” Mona said wryly. “Something tells me she won’t have any trouble moving your busy schedule around a bit to accommodate me.”

I knew she wouldn’t. Nothing made Kiki happier than getting a new woman into bed with me—especially if she got to participate. It was half the reason this whole arrangement functioned in the first place.

I started the engine and we made our way back to the Avery residence, Mona’s hand in mine the whole way home. The warmth of what had just happened filled me like a strong drink, making me smile as the headlights of the BMW cut through the night.

Seven women waiting for me, chomping at the bit to hop into bed.

It would take me quite a while to realize what that really meant.

Because even if I’d run the numbers in my head, I would’ve gotten it wrong. Tasha was still escorting Jessamyn Fawkes, which meant there were only six women at home I considered eligible to 'bang': Yukiko, Samantha, Maria, Lakshmi, Heather and Eva.

At the time, I thought she'd just added Marcie to the list without thinking.

But Marcie wasn’t at the house. She was at the hospital.

Mona wouldn't make that mistake.

She'd quietly added someone else to the count. Deliberately.

And of course it flew right over my head.


Chapter Twelve


Mona dropped me off outside of the Avery residence, switching from the passenger seat to the driver’s. She politely turned down my offer to come inside for a cup of coffee. “No offense,” she said, “but I’ve been running on not enough hours of sleep all day. I’m going to go home and crash. Message me if there are any fires I need to put out. But try not to message me.”

I promised her I would, then headed inside. The house was quiet, which I’d expected given the late hour, but as I moved from the foyer to the living room, I realized it was actually a little too quiet.

Hell. Had something happened? Did I need to call Mona already?

I was thinking about getting out my phone when I spied the note on the living room table:

Come upstairs. Master bedroom.

It was written in Yukiko’s elegant, slightly sloping handwriting. I relaxed immediately.

My princess had something planned. I had an idea or two as to what that could be, but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise. Also, I’d been planning to tell her about Mona as soon as I got home, but perhaps it could wait until tomorrow.

I made my way upstairs, picking my way through the hall. Quiet, muffled music played behind the wall of one guest bedroom—I figured that had to be Yui, probably with her earbuds in. I tried not to think of what it meant that she’d already started deploying those—and probably at Kiki’s request.

I could hear the sound of voices behind the door as I reached the master bedroom. Yukiko and whoever else she had in there—by now, I had a pretty good idea of who that could be—could clearly hear me coming, and were putting the finishing touches on whatever preparations they’d made.

Smiling, I opened the door.

It was not what I’d expected.

All the furniture in the room had been pushed against the walls. The bed lay in the center of the room, while one of the chairs from the kitchen had been taken upstairs and placed a short distance away from it. Other than that, the rest of the accoutrements—the bookshelves, the dresser—were all nowhere to be found. Moved into one of the other bedrooms, probably.

Sitting on the bed dressed in their cheerleading outfits were Heather and Eva. And in the chair, holding a wooden spoon near her mouth like a microphone, was my grinning wife, Yukiko.

She wore the see-through silk robe she knew I liked, with nothing underneath besides a lacy black bra and her matching thong panties. My watch was still on her wrist, and she had one of her mother’s legal pads across her thighs like a clipboard. Heather and Eva looked very alert, very awake, and very eager.

“Oh my,” I whispered. “What is this?”

Yukiko giggled, then turned to what I’d soon understand was an imaginary camera. “—and we’re back!” she said, nibbling her bottom lip, mimicking Rachel Bayer’s cadence almost exactly. “Welcome back to Morning Harbor: After Dark, Boston’s filthiest late-night talk show! I’m Yukiko Avery, your host, and with me tonight are two of America’s most beautiful and poorly behaved cheerleaders, each here to discuss why they deserve to be filled with my husband’s cock!”

Holy shit. I was about to burst out laughing and I was so hard it hurt.

Both Heather and Eva looked like they were about to cum from the framing alone. The fact that this was finally here after they’d been fantasizing about it for so long meant they were both looking at me a little bit like they were worried I might dissipate into smoke—or that some other sudden emergency might drive me away.

They shouldn’t have worried. Nothing could’ve pulled me out of that room.

“And of course, our guest of honor, the man himself—Jackson Avery!” Yukiko let out a very un-Yukiko-like giggle as she gestured for me to sit on the foot of the bed, treating me the way the hosts of Morning Harbor had treated her as a guest. “Have a seat, Jack. Don’t worry, nobody’s going to ambush you with any unexpected questions here. And if they do, we’ll make sure they’re ones you like.”

“Hi, boss,” Heather whispered as I took a seat. Both cheerleaders flanked me, their fingers swiftly disrobing me of my jacket and button-down. “You doing okay?”

“We want you to be okay more than we wanna fuck you,” Eva whispered. “But being totally honest, sir, we want you to fuck us real real bad…”

“I’m great,” I said, looking both of their bodies up and down. “Never better.”

Then I turned to Yukiko.

“I actually have something to say before we get the twins’s interview section started,” I told her.

Yukiko perked up instantly. She knew just from my tone that she was going to like this.

“Yes?” Yukiko crossed one leg over the other, leaning forward like a perfect interview host. “What would you like to tell us, Jack? Our listeners are all ears. Might this have something to do with Miss Jessamyn Fawkes?”

It hadn’t, but I had news there as well. “The deal is done,” I told my wife. “It went flawlessly.”

“That’s wonderful news,” she said, grinning from ear to ear.

I paused. “And on the drive home, I pulled over and made out with Mona Isringhausen.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

Yukiko’s jaw dropped. For a moment, there was nothing but the shock—then, slowly, the grin reasserted itself on my wife’s face. Hell, it even looked bigger than before.

“Is that so?” Yukiko whispered, awe-struck. Next to me, both Heather and Eva were writhing with need.

“Yeah,” I said. “It is.”

“Well, we all know you’re a gentleman,” Yukiko said, pausing for the audience’s laughter. “Which means you rarely kiss and tell. But dish for our audience, Mr. Avery. You didn’t stop at kissing, did you?”

“Actually, we did,” I said. “Mona doesn’t think it’s the right time. But, Kiki—”

“Mrs. Avery,” she corrected with a snort.

“Mrs. Avery,” I agreed, “she absolutely wants to be a part of this. As soon as you can pencil her in.”

Suddenly Yukiko looked bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. “I think we can absolutely make that happen,” she said, her entire stance radiating satisfaction. “Now, I think we should return to the interview segment of tonight’s show. Are you ready to hear the rules, Jack?”

I was pretty sure I knew them already. That I’d made them up back when I had Samantha and Marcie in the same room with me, fighting over the rights to the term babygirl. But I also knew it would give Kiki a hell of a lot of pleasure to say them out loud.

“Lay them on me,” I said.

Yukiko took a moment. “Each of these women will be given a chance to convince you that they deserve to be your favorite filthy little brat,” Kiki said with obvious pleasure. “Your host will handle the specifics, with this lovely timepiece she was lent by a handsome stranger earlier in our program. Two minutes on the clock for each, then they switch. The one who pleases you to the finish first gets bragging rights.”

It was exactly what I’d done with Sam and Marcie. Except something told me these two were going to be even less shy about doing whatever it took make sure that when I shot, it was their mouth, their pussy, their ass that was taking my load.

“Are you ready?” Yukiko winked at the cheerleaders. “This segment will be presented completely without commercial interruption, by the way—it’s sponsored by our proud partners at the Avery Company. So no stopping until it’s done, you two.”

“As if,” Heather moaned.

“We’re never gonna stop,” Eva chimed in. She was already rubbing the top of my leg, her fingers aching to have something stiff and thick in them.

“Good. Heather, you’re up first. Two minutes on the clock. Convince Jack, convince me—convince the audience that you deserve it all. And… go!”

The instant Yukiko called time, Heather was off to the races. The cheerleader had my zipper down and my belt off before I could blink, attacking my clothes with the ravenousness of a starving woman presented with an entire banquet. Her mouth found mine as her hands slid beneath my waistband, stimulating me to full hardness with her fingers.

“Fuck, I love you so much, boss,” she panted, nibbling my bottom lip hard. “It’s so fucking hot fooling around with you while Mommy watches. You’re gonna focus on me, though, right? ‘Cause I’m best girl?”

Mommy? Heather and Eva had threatened that word before, and now they were deploying it to devastating precision. Not even a blind man could miss the way my prick jerked against my thigh when she said it, like she’d touched something deep and primal inside of me.

“I know you like it,” Heather whimpered. “You don’t have to hide anything with us, Daddy. We’re your best girls—we can take absolutely anything you want to give us…”

She pulled my prick out of my pants and buried her face in my lap. Tight, wet heat washed over my dick, sending sparks all the way up my spine. My hand went to the back of Heather’s head, tangling in her hair, guiding her up and down my length like I couldn’t get enough of her.

Because I fucking couldn’t.

From her chair, Yukiko was clearly boiling over. “Floor manager says you’ve got forty-five more seconds before we switch,” she teased, wiggling the wooden spoon back and forth like she wanted to spank both the blondes with it. “You’d better make them count—”

Heather was most definitely making it count. She sucked and slurped me like she was drowning and my cock provided the only air, bobbing up and down on me like a cork. As she did, I reached beneath the fabric of her cheerleader’s skirt, already knowing what I was going to find there.

A tight, wet, perfectly shaved little pussy—and a glittering plug buried in her backdoor.

Heather pulled off of me with five seconds to spare, my fingers buried in her cunt. “Fuck that feels so good,” she whimpered, her cheeks as red and ruddy as apples. “I should’ve known you’re too much of a man to break on the first minute, sir. I’ll see you next time—”

“And that’s two minutes!” Yukiko said, lifting a hand. “Let’s give the girl a round of applause as we let her competitor plead her case!”

Eva practically shoved her near-twin to the side in her eagerness to have me to herself. She didn’t bother with her mouth—like her bestie, she had nothing on underneath that cheerleading uniform, and her cunt was so bald and dripping they’d probably taken turns shaving each other ten minutes before Yukiko’s “filming” of Morning Harbor: After Dark. Which was hilarious, and a program I absolutely wanted a full season of.

Eva climbed into my lap and impaled herself on me in one smooth stroke.

Jesus fuck she was tight! My cock hammered her back walls, bottoming out inside of her so hard I groaned with the pleasure of it. Eva shot Heather a look, as if to say I’ve got this, bitch!

Eva rode me hard and fast, tugging my pants and boxers down the rest of the way as she bounced up and down in my lap. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she cried, her hands on my chest and her voice loud enough to wake the entire house, earbuds or no earbuds.

For the first thirty seconds, I thought that was her whole plan—to focus purely on physical sensation, to shut up and fuck me into the mattress so hard I wound up a puddle of goo underneath of her. But Eva was more clever than that. Even while her hips went blinding, she was winding me up.

“Fuck! Yeah!” she screamed, tugging her cheerleading top over her head. Her tits were perfect and perky, and when she thrust them in my face I buried myself between them, licking and sucking. “Oh fuck, the whole house can hear what a fucking slut I am, sir! They all know how hard you’re fucking my tight, wet, barely legal little pussy!”

Technically, neither Heather nor Eva’s pussies had been barely legal for a full two years now. But that didn’t matter. It was about being filthy. And these girls were good at that.

“They’re all rubbing themselves right now, sir,” Eva groaned, throwing herself back on me harder. “Maria, Lakshmi, Samantha—none of them went home, Daddy! They all wanted to hear me get my hot little twat pounded by the man of the house! Fuck, ohmigawd, it’s so fucking good I’m gonna squirt all over it—!”

I couldn’t help it—I brought my hand down on Eva’s ass, hard. She was just being such a filthy girl that I couldn’t help but coax her along. Over in the host’s chair, Yukiko’s eyes shone with lust, her whole body tilted forward as she held the wooden spoon loosely between her breasts.

God, the thought that they could all hear that? Hear Eva screaming with bliss, talking dirty through the walls, the sharp slap of my hand against a pair of coed asses? Yeah, Eva had my number, alright. She knew exactly what it was going to take to win this competition, and she wasn’t afraid to go there.

“Fuck yeah,” I growled, delivering another stinging slap to her rear. Even with this much distance from my fingers, I could feel her plug—nearly identical to her bestie’s—stretching out her tightest, most forbidden opening as I pounded her. “You’re so fucking dirty for me. Showing off for the whole fucking house…”

Eva might have won right then and there if not for what happened next. A few more hard, driving thrusts and she suddenly froze on top of me, her mouth opening as wide as an opera singer’s. Her whole body seized up, one leg kicking out madly, and I knew even before Heather and Yukiko did what had happened.

“Oh FUCK!” Eva shouted, her back arching like a bow. “Oh fuck, Jack, yes—!”

She came. She came hard, working her hips in a slow, torturous circle around me, trying to get my cock to hit every spot deep inside of her at once. The orgasm made everything between her legs feel wetter and tighter, which was fucking amazing, but the bliss was so strong she’d lost the plot—instead of bouncing up and down like a pornstar she was grinding through it, her eyes rolled all the way back in her head.

She was still cumming when Kiki cried out. “Time!” she said, her voice thick with lust. “Fuck, that was hot. Better luck next time, Eva—if you hadn’t burned forty-five seconds of that by cumming your bratty brains out, you might have won…!”

It was Heather’s turn. Eva pulled off of me with a whimper and rolled to the side, still panting with bliss.

I expected Heather to pick up exactly where her near-twin left off, but I was wrong. Instead of jumping on top of me she shot across the room, towards Yukiko.

Huh?

Before our “host” could say anything, Heather snatched the wooden spoon she was using as a microphone from her hands. “I need this for just a minute or two,” she said, batting her eyelashes. “I’ll give it back, I promise!”

Yukiko looked a little bit put out to lose her prop, but she rolled with it. “This is an unusual development!” she said, glancing down at the Tag’s sky blue dial. “Let’s see where she’s going with this, folks…”

Where Heather was going was to her bestie. “Come here, you fucking slut,” she growled, bending Eva over and hiking up her skirt. “Fucking creaming yourself while you’re supposed to be servicing Jack? What a bad, bad little skank you are…!”

Oh. Oh fuck.

Thwack! The wooden spoon came down on Eva’s ass, loud enough that Yukiko winced at the sound.

“Say sorry, bitch,” Heather growled, sliding two fingers into her bestie’s pussy. “Beg our boss to forgive you!”

It wasn’t the most obvious way to bring me to the brink. But maybe it didn’t need to be. Maybe, just maybe, Heather had realized this competition wasn’t really about the watch at all.

It was about watching her go to town on her bestie like the dom in a fetish club and realizing that goddamn, she really would do anything for the approval of an older man.

She smacked Eva’s ass again and again, until the coed’s pussy gushed all over the mattress. “Bad little slut,” she kept saying, tugging her bestie’s hair and manhandling her whenever possible. “You can’t even be Daddy’s stupid bimbo whore right! Tell him!”

“I’m s-s-so sorry!” Eva whimpered, sounding like the combination of the spoon and Heather’s fingers had her at the brink all over again. “Please, please forgive me! Oh fuck, I just couldn’t resist, your cock is so good—!”

As the watch ticked to the final moments of Heather’s turn, she grabbed her friend and hauled her onto all fours. “Show him,” she growled.

“Time,” Yukiko said, amazed. “It’s Eva’s turn…”

It was. But Heather was still in control.

She grabbed her bestie and buried her face between my legs, shoving my cock down the cheerleader’s throat. Then, without an ounce of shame, she took Eva’s head in both hands and slammed her down on me, pulling her back and forth for all the world like she was using a Fleshlight on me instead of her best friend. The viciousness of it, the casual cruelty—and the way the pair were smiling through the whole thing like this was the most fun either of them had had since my wedding—made me feel like I was watching the kind of porn I’d feel vaguely dirty about after I finished with it.

God damn, these two really were a cut above. Or below, depending on how you looked at it.

“Fucking let him use that throat,” Heather growled, grinning up at me. “Does it feel good, sir? Is this how that little slut’s throat deserves to be used?”

“Point of order,” Yukiko said from the host stand. “If Jack cums in her, she’s technically the winner even if it’s your hands in her hair…”

Heather’s eyes sparkled with wicked glee. “Don’t worry, I already know where our boss’s cum is going,” she panted, her tongue hanging out as she slammed her bestie so hard on my dick her eyes rolled all the way back in her head. “You do, too, don’t you, Jack?”

Of course I did. With these two, there was only one answer. “In your ass.”

Heather grinned from ear to ear. “Good answer, sir.”

Things broke down from there. With Heather and Eva both acting in concert, the whole wristwatch timing conceit felt less and less necessary, though Kiki kept up with it through the whole thing. She called each change out as the coeds escalated, smacking each other with the spoon and begging me to smack them with the spoon, Eva tying Heather’s hands behind her back with her own skirt and splaying her out across the mattress for me to fuck—pretty much anything they could think of.

They were building up to yanking out each other’s plugs and begging me to fuck each other’s asses, I knew. One more turn of my Tag Heuer—maybe two—and we’d be there.

Then Yukiko decided to do something she almost never did.

Break the rules.

“Fuck it,” she groaned, rising from the chair. I was leaning over the mattress, Eva’s lips all the way down my dick while I spanked the living daylights out of Heather’s bare ass, the jewel in her plug shining among the smack marks. I turned just in time to see Kiki grab me, settle me a few feet away on the edge of the bed, and climb into my lap.

She moved with a grace and speed I didn’t realize she still possessed when she was this far along. One hand tugged her panties to the side and then I was there, buried inside of my princess as she moaned through the penetration, her teeth nibbling at my shoulder in a way that felt more feral than Yukiko normally allowed herself to be.

She shoved me onto my back, straddling me. Her belly didn’t have the space otherwise. She didn’t bounce up and down the way the cheerleaders did—instead, she rocked back and forth, building up heat and friction as the top of my shaft ground against her clit on every stroke. It felt intimate and incredible.

Kiki braced her hands on my chest. “Tell me,” she demanded, eyes shining with lust.

“Oh God,” I grunted, upthrusting into her heavenly tightness. “Fuck, princess—”

“Tell me about Mona,” she demanded, her thighs trembling around me. “Tell me how you fucking kissed her, Jackson Avery. Fuck, tell your wife everything!”

Kiki was already so keyed up I could feel it wouldn’t take much to bring her to the brink. “I grabbed her and pulled her over the center console,” I grunted, pumping like a bellows between her legs. “She was gasping by the time her mouth was on mine, princess. She wanted it so fucking bad…”

Yukiko groaned, rocking forward and back harder, faster. “Yesss…” she whimpered, the sound like steam escaping from the kettle. “Fuck, oh my god, that’s so hot…”

Feeling impetuous, I sat up most of the way. “I grabbed her like this,” I grunted, gripping Kiki’s hair close to the roots, “and held her. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. She was so fucking wet.”

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” Yukiko whimpered. “I want to be there when you fuck her. Ohmigawd I wanna fuck her, too! Jack, I’m going to… oh God, baby, I’m fucking cumming…!”

Yukiko tossed her head back and howled with bliss as she went over the edge. Her thighs tightened around me, the walls of her cunt gripping me like a fist as she rode out the throes of her orgasm. Her pussy boiled over, dripping all over my prick as several long, throaty moans spilled from her—loud enough that all the girls fingering themselves in various corners of the house were no doubt incandescent with jealousy.

Once she was done, Yukiko slid off of me and crawled to the other side of the bed. She propped herself up with a pillow, licking her lips and watching me, juice staining her thighs.

“Finish the brats off,” she said, grinning at Heather and Eva. “Pound them senseless, husband. Fuck them in our bed.”

She didn’t need to tell me twice.

I dragged Heather to the side of the bed and removed the plug from her backdoor. Eva joined her a minute later, going face-down and ass up next to her bestie. Both of them wiggled their pert rears at me, so eager to feel me inside of them that it hurt.

“Please, sir,” Eva whimpered. “Fuck us.”

“Fuck us like the naughty sluts we are,” Heather purred.

Eva tugged out her own plug and tossed it to the floor. “I’m lubed up and ready for you, Daddy,” she panted, spreading her tightest and most forbidden opening with her fingers. “We’ve been ready for you all fucking day. Please, please use our holes—”

Just for that, Eva got first dibs.

I rammed myself home, filling her hilt-deep with a single, brutal stroke. Yes, brutal was the only way to describe it, and there was nothing artificial about the way I stretched the walls of Eva’s ass around my thick cock as I buried myself as far as I wanted. Eva screamed with bliss, her nails digging into the covers, her spine arching even more beautifully to take those backshots as I pummeled her from behind.

Every thrust shook the cheerleader and the bed beneath her. She moaned, her virtual twin moaned—hell, Yukiko was moaning from her perch near the head of the bed.

I fucked her hard and deep, then pulled out and did the same to Heather. She was even tighter, if such a thing was possible, and I rearranged her guts with admirable aplomb. I locked in, treating them like two gorgeous fuckdoll call girls my wife had ordered me for the evening.

Which wasn’t all that far off from the truth at the moment.

The next time I pulled out of Heather and thrust back into Eva, the first coed rolled to the side. She curled up next to her bestie, fingering her dripping cunt and making out with her while I pounded her backdoor.

“You’re doing sooo good,” Heather giggled, watching me fuck her bestie. “Take that dick, girl! Daddy loves fucking your ass so much. Almost as much as Mommy likes it…”

Both of them glanced up at Yukiko. My wife had a hand between her legs, her fingers gently pumping in time with her husband’s thrusts.

“Fuck it, you both win,” she whimpered, licking her lips. “Fuck, Jack, I have no idea how you haven’t cum yet…!”

I didn’t know either. Stressful day, I guess.

But that was about to change.

With a final roar, I pulled out of Eva’s ass. “Both of you come here,” I growled, as dominating as a fucking sultan. “I want to cum on your faces.”

The fact that I’d just been fucking their most forbidden openings didn’t matter in the slightest. Heather and Eva attacked my dick, making out with it between them like they were trying to free their tongues from a frozen pole. Except neither of them wanted to leave.

The pleasure built and built, so strong it was blinding. My knee shook against the mattress, the wave cresting behind my eyes. “Here it comes…”

When I came, I swear I heard the whole house cheering. My cock jerked and swelled a heartbeat before erupting, the dam inside of me bursting as I unloaded thick, hot ropes of spunk across both blonde cheerleaders’s perky, depraved faces.

A moment later and Yukiko was there too, the girls leaning back so the longest spurt of my seed splashed on her face. She joined in on the make out session, kissing deep with my load between them as the last few gobs of my seed sprayed on the girls’ faces and tits.

By the time I was done I felt vaguely dizzy. For a moment I feared a repeat of the panic attack I’d nearly had during Morning Harbor, but it was just an aftershock from the sex. Nothing to worry about.

All four of us wound up on the mattress together, tangled in each other’s bodies. Heather embraced Eva, both of them all tuckered out after their exercise and on the edge of sleep. Yukiko looked a little more alert, but only because she’d enjoyed the show so much.

Kiki rested against me, the hand wearing my watch lying atop my chest.

“I should probably give this back to you,” she said after a few moments. “It was definitely fun to hang onto, though. I don’t know what I would’ve done if I hadn’t had it with me during that interview…”

I gingerly accepted it, closing the band around my wrist. “We’ll have to get you one,” I said. “Something more suited to your wrist. Anything’s better than one of those awful smartwatches.”

“Maybe. You’re the expert.” Yukiko’s eyes shone in the darkness. “You’d like accessorizing me, wouldn’t you? Putting some gorgeous piece of hardware on my wrist, knowing it’s both a present and a way of showing the world that I belong to you?”

I liked the sound of that. “Maybe.”

She nuzzled up against me. “We’ll go shopping sometime,” she promised. “I’ve got a date with a certain former HR head I need to arrange for you first…”

“Fuck, that was so good,” Heather murmured, sounding dazed. “Daddy, can we sleep here tonight?”

“I don’t think I can move,” Eva chimed in. “Gonna be sitting funny tomorrow for sure…”

I was in no position to argue. “Yeah, of course.”

That was how the four of us ended up in a tangle of limbs with the lights off, Yukiko’s white noise machine churning in the background as my girls dropped off to sleep. I’m going to hear all about this in the morning, I thought, picturing all the other girls in the harem with their ears to the various walls of the house. Whatever. Worth it.

I just hoped Yui hadn’t overheard. Hopefully those earbuds of hers were primo—otherwise, that was going to be an awkward conversation.

I lay awake for a few minutes, Yukiko spooned against me and Heather’s arm thrown across my back. I thought about my girls, the ones who were here and the ones who weren’t—Mona alone in her own apartment somewhere, Marcie at the hospital with her parents. Yui in her little sealed bubble.

What a fucking day, I told myself, looking over the remains of our debauchery. Had one hell of an ending, though.

I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Thirteen


I did hear about my appearance on “ Morning Harbor: After Hours” the next morning. And for several days after that.

After our eventful appearance on the real Morning Harbor, it made for a nice change of pace. Things settled down around the Avery residence over the next few days: Daniel hadn’t left the intensive care wing of the hospital yet, but he was a hell of a lot more stable than before. Jessamyn Fawkes made her official retraction in writing, for all that the entertainment news took notice of it, but the viral clips of Kiki and I on that talk show did more than Jessamyn’s about-face could have done under the best circumstances, anyway.

That clip—that simple “I’ve got you” delivered to a woman who was practically in my arms—hit in a way the Lauren answer never could. The Lauren thing ended up on Substacks and thinkpieces—the I’ve got you wound up on TikTok. Everything’s a Cult surprise-dropped its second episode of its ‘expose’ on the Avery family, but their metrics were way down. But podcasts reacting to the Morning Harbor footage were booming.

Meanwhile, the household had found a new rhythm faster than I’d expected.

It took no time at all for Yukiko and Mona to get even closer than before. They’d always worked well together, but at the news that she’d made out with her husband, Yukiko reached a level of camaraderie where “thick as thieves” wouldn’t have been a bad descriptor. Funny how she was one of the only people I’d ever met to like a woman even more when she did that.

The two of them sat at the kitchen island most mornings, my strategist princess and the shovel-wielding shark who’d once buried bodies for my mentor. They drafted press releases, they maneuvered Jessamyn Fawkes, they bonded in a way that told me any wariness between them had been quietly cremated and scattered to the four winds.

Part of the reason they could do all that was because of what an enormous help Yui was around the house. I’d expected Yukiko’s mother to be a source of moral support (and to probably jump feet first back into our therapy sessions) and while I was right about that, I’d underestimated just how eager she was to get domestic again after her divorce. She handled the myriad little tasks around the house that needed doing—especially with Marcie still with her mother and Daniel—and every day since Morning Harbor, we’d spend some time on the back porch we’d quietly converted to a space for her therapy sessions.

Those went… about as well as could be expected. I’d sit in one of the wicker chairs Yukiko bought from World Market while Yui rocked quietly on the back porch swing, talking to her about Daniel, about Victoria, about the way I’d nearly lost control during the Morning Harbor crisis and needed an entire car ride to calm myself down.

And about Lauren.

Somehow, Yui managed to do it all while sounding more like a mother-in-law than a therapist. Somehow that made it even easier. I wasn’t fully healed from any of my traumas and wouldn’t be for a while, but by the third “back porch” session I was sleeping through the night again without any 3AM panic attacks. I hoped to string together many, many more of those in the future.

And if Yui occasionally remarked with a smirk around the dinner table about how ‘reliable’ her earbuds were, we all had the decency to pretend not to be scandalized by it.

At some point during the ramp-up to Samantha’s podcast appearance, a new group chat appeared on my phone called PROJECT FIONA, with the emojis of a microphone, an eggplant and a kiss next to it. Of course Heather and Eva were behind it—following the After Dark performance they were so proud of, they’d unilaterally declared themselves Samantha’s ‘honorary podcast producers’ and had been helping her brainstorm salacious things to say during the Call Your Daddy interview.

Some of them were so filthy I was pretty sure even Fiona Hall wouldn’t let them get to air.

But that wouldn’t stop the cheerleaders from trying.

I spoke with Marcie every single day—sometimes two or three times a day. She gave me regular reports about Daniel’s condition, along with notes about everything from the terrible hospital food (we set her up with a DoorDash account) to how Vanessa was holding up. Daniel wasn’t out of the woods yet, but the doctors were cautiously optimistic.

I wasn’t shocked by how badly I missed Marcie. Her absence was felt daily, if not hourly. What surprised me was how badly the rest of the harem missed her, too. We were all looking forward to having her back.

Four days after Morning Harbor, with Samantha’s podcast appearance on the horizon and Mona making our final travel preparations, things were as steady as they’d been at any point since the wedding.

Which was how I should’ve known life was about to drop another bomb on me.

The Call Your Daddy studio was absolutely nothing like Morning Harbor.

Morning Harbor had been all daytime-TV polish: soft lighting, shades of beige and gray that showed up well under studio lighting, smiling hosts and sponsors and commercial breaks. Old people television, is probably what the people running this place would have called it. Call Your Daddy’s studio looked like a cross between a dorm room and a tech startup, with ultra-modern furniture and a lobby done up in shades of pink so blatant it would’ve made Georgia O’Keefe weep. Two neon signs over the front desk read THOTS AND PRAYERS and THE FATHER, THE SON, AND THE HOLY GHOSTED, this latter above a poster of Fiona Hall herself carrying a rosary and a copy of Moshfegh’s My Year of Rest and Relaxation like a Bible, her hands clasped in mock-prayer. I wondered what Kate McCleary would have made of that.

The receptionist’s getup looked like something the cheerleaders would have worn to a sorority meeting: a midriff-bearing crop top and a leather pencil skirt that showed far more thigh than anyone at Morning Harbor would have tolerated. When she saw us, she actually came around the desk and threw her arms around Samantha, like we were all surprise guests at her birthday party.

“Samantha Avery!” she giggled, her voice an octave higher than I’d expected. “Oh my gosh, I am such a fan! You look amazing!”

“Thank you,” Samantha said. “I have a hell of a stylist.”

She glanced over her shoulder when she said. Caroline—the same Caroline who’d accompanied Kiki off the Morning Harbor stage and pressed a frozen bottle of water to the back of my neck in the middle of a panic attack—stood with me, Mona and Samantha, an official part of the ‘entourage’.

From the expression on her face, she was enjoying the Call Your Daddy offices. And me.

“Honestly, I hardly have to do anything at all,” she murmured with a smile. “You’re a queen, babygirl.”

Caroline was the only person I’d met bold enough to call Samantha my pet name for her to her face. I’d expected her to slap the girl the first time she heard it, but the two of them were getting along like… well, like a house on fire, as Yukiko so elegantly expressed during her interview.

Samantha did a little twirl, her black blazer and black bodysuit mostly hiding the gentle swell of her belly underneath of her clothes. Mona insisted we didn’t want to hit the pregnancy angle too hard—it made Yukiko sympathetic, but we weren’t going for sympathetic with Samantha. Just raunchy.

I hope that group text helped, I thought. If nothing else, it gave the girls plenty of new dirty talk ideas…

We followed the producer down a hallway lined with framed posters of previous guests—some of them so famous I even recognized them.

“Is that August Aguilar?” Samantha asked, craning her neck as we passed one. “I haven’t stopped bumping her new album since it came out…”

The green room was easily four times the size of the one on Morning Harbor, with a velvet sofa, a stocked bar that none of us planned to touch, and a station already laid out with enough hair and makeup gear that Caroline didn’t need to bring her own—but of course she had anyway.

“Help yourself to whatever,” the receptionist said. “The producer will be in soon to greet you all. We cannot wait for this interview.” She beamed. “It’s gonna be so great!”

“I know it is,” Samantha said. “I’m such a fan of this podcast. This thing was my bible back in Delta Rho.”

She left us alone in the green room. Mona was already pacing, tapping away at her phone, pointedly not thinking about the fact that the two of us had a date coming up that Yukiko had penciled into both our calendars.

Caroline grabbed a bottle of water and handed one to Samantha, then moved over to the nearby fruit plate and started picking out morsels. “You should eat something,” she told my babygirl. “Not too much, but you definitely don’t want to go out there on an empty stomach.”

“Sure,” Samantha said, plopping down on the couch. “Lay it on me, Caroline.”

The makeup artist turned, putting a hand on my shoulder.

It felt so natural it took me a second to realize it shouldn’t have been there.

“How about you, Jack?” Caroline hadn’t called me Mr. Avery once since joining my payroll, which should’ve told me plenty. “Anything I can get you?”

I swore her eyebrows wiggled just a bit more than they ought to when she said that.

“I’m… I’m okay,” I told her. “For now.”

Again with that willowy, knowing smile. “Just let me know,” she whispered, turning back to the plate.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out.

“It’s Marcie,” I told the room. “Hang on, I’ve got to take this.”

I hoped she was just calling to wish Samantha good luck. If things with Daniel had taken a turn…

I stepped away from the group, out into a side hallway. The wall I leaned against was the same garish pink as the lobby. “Hi, babygirl, I’m here. Everything okay?”

“Uncle Jack.” Marcie’s voice was tired—of course it would be, after four days in and out of the hospital with her mother—but calm. Not in a panic. “They’re moving Daniel tomorrow. A rehab facility for physical therapy.” She paused. “I’m coming home, Jack.”

Relief flooded me. “Yeah? They think he’s ready?”

“They don’t know how much better he’s going to get, but they’re pretty sure now he’s not going to get any worse,” she said. “He’s stable. Mom’s been pressuring me to leave and get some sleep in an actual bed for days now. Keeps telling me I have this husband I need to look in after…”

“I miss you, babygirl,” I said with a smile. “I miss you so goddamn much, Marcie.”

“I miss you, too,” she said, sounding like she meant it. “I’m really looking forward to coming home.”

There was a pause on the line. I could tell that wasn’t all Marcie wanted to say. I waited.

“Uncle Jack?”

“Yes, angel?”

Marcie’s voice edged into uncertainty. “When I get home, can we make that appointment? The doctor’s. The one we talked about. I want to do that as soon as I come home.”

I closed my eyes for a second. Of course that’s what she’d ask. My angel—my absolute angel Marcie—had been at her father’s bedside for ninety-six hours, all while that little worry she’d been carrying along with her nibbled at the back of her brain.

She was so patient. But she was tired of falling behind the other wives. If there was something keeping my babygirl from getting pregnant, we were going to find out what it was and take whatever steps we could.

“Absolutely, babygirl,” I said. “I’ll book it the second the interview is done. We’ll do it on the damn drive home if you want.”

“Good,” Marcie said, and I could tell she was relieved, too. “I do want to come home and take a shower first, though. Maybe the day after I come home?”

“It’s a date,” I told her. “I love you, Marcie.”

“I love you too, Uncle Jack. Thank you for letting me do this. I know I should’ve stayed home—”

“Babygirl. Stop.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You never need to apologize for caring about your family, babygirl. I love that about you. There was never a version of this where I demanded you come home with me and leave your parents in the lurch.”

I could hear her sob a bit in the background. “I love you so much, Jack.”

“I love you, too, angel,” I told her. “I’ll come pick you up from the hospital myself, okay? Just me.”

“Okay,” she said. “Tell Sam she’s going to freaking kill it, okay?”

I laughed. “I will.”

“And tell Caroline I want her to teach me how to do that eye thing she did to Kiki on Morning Harbor. That looked, like, so badass.”

Another chuckle. “Absolutely.”

“See you soon, Uncle Jack.”

“See you soon, angel.”

The line clicked. I stood there for a few moments, gathering my thoughts, then headed back into the green room.

By the time I walked in, Samantha was already mic’d up. Someone must have come and done it for her—there was a little flesh-colored lav clipped to the collar of her blazer, the battery pack hidden against the small of her back. Caroline knelt in front of her, doing a pass beneath her eyes with a very tiny brush while Samantha stared up at the ceiling. Mona watched from a short distance, her phone at her side.

Her gaze met mine from across the room as I entered. A spark passed between us, and she smiled.

“Everything okay, Daddy?” Samantha asked.

The word Daddy failed to rattle Caroline in the slightest.

“We’re good,” I said. “Daniel’s leaving the hospital tomorrow for a rehab facility. Marcie’s coming home.” I glanced at the makeup tech. “She wants Caroline to teach her a couple of makeup tricks.”

“The eye thing?” Caroline guessed, flashing that secretive smile. “I’d be happy to.”

“That is such great news,” Samantha said. “Oh my gosh, I’m so ready to have Marcie back.”

An intern stuck their head inside the room. “Producer will be by momentarily.”

That was good, too. “You ready, babygirl?” I asked once they were gone.

Samantha smiled. “Oh, I’m ready. Are you?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

My babygirl laughed. “Have you looked at the group chat? I’ve got some absolutely debauched anecdotes in my quiver, Daddy. Mona wants this to be a tell-all, and I’m absolutely going to tell all. All the dirty details.

“That’s… I understand that’s what this podcast wants.”

Samantha’s smile turned a touch feral. “I’m going to tell Fiona Hall exactly how much I love my fellow wives,” she said. “And if the subject comes up, there’s something else I’m going to tell them about, too.”

Mona stiffened. “Samantha, are you sure—?”

“I’ve been running from it long enough,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Next to her, Caroline nodded along. “I’m not going to proactively do it, Mona. But if it comes up, I’m not staying silent about my parents. I’m unloading with both fucking barrels.”

I let out a surprised sound. The idea of Samantha putting her narcissist, swinger parents on blast directly into the earbuds of millions of women was… well, it was certainly what they deserved.

Mona looked like she wanted to argue. Suddenly, I didn’t want her to argue.

“If that’s what you want, babygirl, then I support you,” I said quickly. “Speak your truth.”

“Right on,” Caroline agreed with a smile.

Someone knocked on the door. When it opened, the producer stood in the open doorframe.

She was about what I’d expected. She was maybe—maybe—three or four years older than Samantha, honey-blonde and with the kind of good looks that opened doors. She smiled at Samantha in a way that was almost the way the receptionist had smiled at her, but not quite.

“Miss Avery!” she said, stepping into the room. “Don’t you look amazing! Listen, we’re on in fifteen, just wanted to give you the lay of the land…”

“Of course,” Sam said warmly.

“But from what I understand, you’re pretty familiar with the podcast’s ins and outs already,” she said with another smile. “There’s just one little head-up I wanted to make you aware of.”

I paused. Why did that sound wrong to me?

“You know how Fiona is,” the producer said, grinning like her and Samantha were the best of buddies. “She just adores drama. After what happened on Morning Harbor, we’re absolutely chasing that dragon, and we’ve got a little viral moment we’re going to go with about halfway through the interview. Don’t freak out, okay? You know how Fiona gets. This is totally her thing.”

Samantha swallowed hard, her gaze turning wary. “What kind of surprise?” She glanced at me, looking almost hopeful. “Does Fiona want Daddy to come out, the way he did when Kiki was being interviewed?”

The producer’s smile froze on her face. “It’s just a really small thing,” she said, as if she regretted bringing it up. “Nothing to worry about, and honestly—we want your reaction to be genuine. If it’s not, we might not get the shots we want. So just try to look like you weren’t expecting it—”

“But I have no idea what to expect!” Samantha said, looking from me to Mona and back at the producer. “You’re not telling me anything—”

I’d heard enough of this.

I stepped between my babygirl and the producer. “Don’t tell her,” I said, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Tell me.”

The producer swallowed hard.

“You can preserve my babygirl’s surprised face,” I said, the words coming out as a growl. “But I will know about this ahead of time. After what happened with Morning Harbor… you understand, yeah?”

The color drained from the producer’s face. “Mr. Avery, maybe we should step out into the hall…”

“Good idea,” I agreed. “Be right back, babygirl.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Samantha said nervously. “Whatever it is, I’m sure it can’t be that bad…”

It couldn’t, could it?

Back out in that hot pink hallway, I shut the green room door with a touch more force than required. “Spill it,” I growled, nearly losing my temper.

“Mr. Avery—”

“What is the surprise.”

She shrank back from the tone in my voice. “Fiona’s got a special guest who’s going to join us at the halfway point,” she said, her voice going totally flat and frightened. “I wasn’t supposed to say anything—she’s over in the other side of the studio, getting mic’d up as we speak—”

She?

“Who is it?” I demanded.

The producer swallowed hard. “Dawn Lowry,” she said. “Samantha’s mother.”

END OF PART SIXTEEN
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