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      Anonymous

      Present Day

      The clank of metal on metal startles me. I look up to find the guard tapping her baton on the bars. She sneers down at me. Obviously amused that she caught me by surprise, yet again.

      “Ghost, another letter for you.” She waves a small envelope in front of her face.

      I ignore her and look away. Maybe if I pretend she isn’t here, the letter and the prison guard will disappear. 

      “Ghost, I’m talking to you!” I hate her. I hate that stupid nickname these idiots gave me when I arrived here. They call me that name when they want to get a reaction from me. I won't give them that. The more you react, the easier it is for them to get to you, and when they get to you, they win. News about charge sheets travels fast in this hellhole.

      I know that ignoring an officer is a federal offense, so I sit upright on the thin mattress that digs into my back, and I get off my ass, staring at the woman in front of me. She's about my age, my height, round about the waist in her uniform, and she's chewing gum. She’s always chewing gum. I wonder if her jaw aches. I bet it does.

      I’ve heard why she was transferred to the women’s prison. Her hair is braided and piled on top of her head. She could be beautiful, with the voice of an angel. I often hear her singing as she moves down the corridor, baton in hand, slamming on the bars, waking up inmates, because she can. I console myself with the fact that I know things about her. I’ve seen the ugliness that is Officer Frieda Turner. 

      She slips the small envelope through the bars, and it lands on the floor at my feet. I wait for her to walk away before I make any attempt to move toward the letter. I look at the white envelope lying on the grimy concrete floor, and I can't help but feel that it's misplaced. It’s not from Sin, although she has written me a letter a week since I’ve been here. I have a single cell, so nobody interferes with my stuff. I guess it helps to be fucked in the head. I wasn’t lucky enough to get into one of those hospitals. I’ve been deemed a threat.

      I have her letters, all fifty of them. Some are unfeeling, others are bitter and angry. Accusations. Her wanting to know why I did what I did? But most times, she's sad and confused about the past. About me. At times she tells me how grateful she is for my sacrifice. She thinks there’s more to what happened. I read them all, and then I stack them under my bed, and I read them again and again. I memorize the words and hope that they'll give me some kind of comfort.

      I sit, removing the paper from the already open envelope. A few lines stare back at me. 

      

      I can’t wait to see you.

      You will walk out into the sunshine.

      And when you do, I’ll be here.

      You look so much like your mom.

      PS: You still owe me a lap dance.

      Anon.

      

      My blood runs cold at those words in the familiar scrawl dated a week ago. I read it over and over again, and I finally ring for the guard. She stalks over to my cell, disinterested. "What is it, Ghost?"

      “I’d like to have a word with the warden. It’s urgent.” I hear the shake in my voice and taste the fear in my mouth. It’s a very real thing right now.

      I'm not the most popular person around here, so I don't expect any favors.

      “I think I’ll be the judge of that.”

      “I just need to get in touch with someone from the outside. Get a letter to them. Please just look at it.” I hand it to her through the bars. Placing the fate of my circumstances in her hands.

      She takes the paper from me lazily and glances at it.

      “Please, just show it to the warden.”

      “Sure, whatever.” She says walking away. I sink onto the bed, my head in my hands. Why do I care? This isn’t something that should shock or distress me, except it ends something that barely began. I went into this thinking I had control of the situation, but what I found proved otherwise. I have to believe that the warden will listen to me. He has to. This cannot be happening. It’s a trick, but something in me tells me it isn’t.

      The guard returns, and the look on her face does nothing to calm my nerves.

      The warden will see you for half an hour after lunch. I look up at the guard, and for the first time in the years she's been stationed here, I think she’s human.

      “Thank you.”

      She turns and disappears down the corridor.

      I have to sit tight until I speak to the warden.
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      Sinclair

      Present Day

      A knock sounds at my front door, and I stop mid-stride. There isn't anything particularly odd about it, but it feels wrong. Call it discernment, a hunch, whatever it is, I have it. I place the casserole in the oven and set it to two hundred and twenty degrees.

      Whoever it is knocks again. There's a hint of underlying impatience. I place the dishtowel I'm holding on the counter, then take twenty steps from my kitchen to the front door. I count to twenty-one, until I'm standing in front of it.

      “Who is it?” I disengage the security latch, my fingers trembling. I suck in a breath, releasing slowly. 

      A man on the other side answers coolly, " It's the police ma'am. Mind if we have a word?"

       I freeze. My heart starts banging against my chest so viciously, I’m afraid it’ll get free. 

      “Mrs. Finley...,” another man says. His voice is kinder.

      "Just a minute," I reply as I look through the peephole. Sure enough, two uniformed men stand at my front door. One's hand lingers on his Glock, the shorter of the two, while the other simply gives him a sideward glance cocking a brow at his display of uncertainty. He turns back to the door.  His eyes lock on mine. It feels like that anyhow, with the way he focuses on the peephole. My neck jerks back.

      He knocks again. “We just want to talk.” he continues looking through the small glass hole as if he can really see me. 

      I open the door slowly, and I can feel the blood draining from my face. Two officers standing on my doorstep can only mean one thing. Bad news.

      “What’s happened?” When the question escapes my mouth, I realize I don't want to hear it. I don't want to listen to them say that something's happened to my family. "Are they okay?" The men look at me quizzically. 

      The taller of the two sighs. “I’m Detective Jameson. This is Detective Willis.” he motions to his colleague. “Can we come in, ma’am? He seems irritated. I decide to do as he says, and slowly open the door. They step over the threshold, and I back away slightly. I close the door and stand in the foyer, my hands wrapped around my middle. Detective Jameson's eyes roam around the entrance.

      "Do you know why we're here, ma'am?" He crosses his hands across his broad chest. His brown eyes narrow in on me. He's unsmiling, and it makes me nervous.

      I frown. “Not really?”

      “Does the name Chelsea Morgan mean anything to you?” Detective Willis asks.

      I feel a cold shudder run through me. “Of course. Chelsea’s my best friend. She lives next door. Is she alright? Was she hurt?”

      That raises their eyebrows. "Miss Morgan was reported missing by her boyfriend, Mr. Kurt Frank.” He checks his notes. “He tells us you might have been the last person to see her.”

      “What do you mean, she’s missing? I don’t understand.” I place my hand over my chest. The words stick in my throat. "How long has it been? Surely Kurt is overreacting." I say the words, but the look on their faces doesn't convince me. I feel pressure on my chest.

      The two detectives look between each other. “She hasn’t been seen since Monday.”

      "We had lunch at the  Wharf on Monday."

      "Mrs. Finley," Officer Willis probes when I fall silent. "I know this is alarming…"

      No shit. This can't be true.  Surely, they have the wrong person. How can Chelsea be missing? Sure, I hadn't seen her in two days, but that isn't strange. She is often holed up at the store or with Kurt.

      “Would you mind answering some of our questions?” he babbles on, but  I am not listening anymore. I nod and turn toward the living room. I need to sit down.

       “There has to be some kind of mistake…” I say as I take a seat.

      "Ma'am, we've tried to contact her, but her cell phone is off...We've been to the bookstore, and nobody has seen her, not since she left for lunch on Monday," Jameson replies. Had she sent me a message the last two mornings? Why can't I remember?

      I can smell the food cooking in the oven. "The casserole, it's in the oven." I say, motioning in the direction of the kitchen but not having the energy or inclination to stand. "Could you turn it down?" I ask these strangers. Detective Willis stands and leaves the room. I turn my attention to his partner.

      "There's more, isn't there?" I look at Jameson, who has been mostly quiet, observing. I know he suspects me of having something to do with this. He's dumber than he looks if he thinks that I could ever hurt my friend. This is not True Crime.

      “Her car was found in the parking lot, at the Wharf like you say. Witnesses say she left with you. Soon after, they heard shouting outside. None of them heard what was being said. They didn't get a look at who she was arguing with.”

      “Arguing? There was nobody else with us.”

      "Then what were you two arguing about, Mrs. Finley?"

      “We didn’t argue.”

      Willis returns with a glass of water. He hands it to me. I smile, and he resumes his seat next to his partner. "You sure about that?" Jameson leans forward, a menacing smirk on his face.

      He holds my gaze. 

      I'm confused. "Why on earth would I lie?"

      "I'm asking myself the same thing," Jameson’s smug face irks me.

      "You think I had something to do with Chelsea's disappearance?" My eyes widen. "That is absurd."

      “Can you tell us what happened on Monday?” Willis asks. 

      My chest heaves. I should tell these cops to fuck off, but I want to do everything I possibly can to help them find Chelsea. 

      “We had lunch. We talked about stuff...” I trail off, trying to think about anything that could add value to their investigation, but I come up empty. We chatted. We laughed. Nothing out of the ordinary. 

      “What did you talk about?” Jameson questions.

      "She told me she was excited about an upcoming trip with her boyfriend, Kurt. I told her about the book I was writing. We ordered garden burgers and fries. Something she only allows herself to do when she's with me." I smile, but my eyes burn from unshed tears.  What am I missing? She looked happy, herself.

      Jameson's phone rings, and he stands and steps out of the room to answer it.

      "Did she say anything that you might've thought was off?" Willis is the good cop of the two. The way he looks at me sets me at ease.

      "Not that I can think of. It was a typical lunch." He hands me a tissue. I don't even realize I've been crying."

      What happened after you left the restaurant?"

      "I was in a hurry, so I left her in the parking lot. I got a call from the school. My little one was running a fever.”

      Jameson cocks a brow. I have no doubt he’ll want to corroborate that with the school. I’ve studied body language enough to spot scepticism a mile away.

      “What time was that?” Willis asks.

      “Around two. Chelsea mentioned she had to make a call, something about a meeting.”

      He scribbles something on his small notepad then nods. "So, Ms. Morgan was meeting someone else?" The question is directed to himself.

      “Officer, I don’t feel so great.”

      "Of course, but if you do think of something, give us a call." Detective Willis reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card. He hands it to me, and I hold onto it like a lifeline.

      “We have to go.” Jameson returns, directing his comment to Willis. 

      “Mrs. Finley, we’ll be in touch.” His gaze is hard, and it scares me. I get he is trying to do his job, but does he have to be so cold and insensitive? My best friend is missing, for god's sake.

      After I let the detectives out, I lie on the couch and text Cohen. He doesn’t respond right away. I feel like my head is about to explode. I write about these things for a living, but I never imagined being caught up in this in real life. Who would do something like that to her? Could they be mistaken, and she's probably just with her family? They're the wealthy sort, and she's always getting spoiled with trips.   When Cohen calls, he jabbers, and I can barely make out what he's saying. I manage to get out the fact that Chelsea is missing and that the cops were questioning me. I hear him tell me he’s on his way home. I collapse in a heap on my couch, hoping that when I open my eyes again, this will all be a nightmare.
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        Original thought is like original sin: both happened before you were born to people you could not have possibly met. ~ Fran Lebowitz

        

      

      

      Wilhelmina Carter runs down the long corridor; the lightbulbs overhead flickers in time to her heartbeats pounding in her ears. The flares offer her momentary cover in the shadows of the hall. Her sock-clad feet make no sound, but her heavy breathing causes her to whip her head around every few seconds in fear of being heard. They are coming. Run, run, run. Laughter, wicked laughter follows the taunt. Just a little farther, a few steps between her and freedom. She knows she has to get away before somebody notices, before they know what she's done. What she had to do, she reminds herself. Billy, as she prefers to be called, has been hospitalized here for a month. These people want nothing more than to drive her insane. They want her to believe she's lost her mind. That she's a danger to herself and to those around her. They're all her enemies, every last one of them, hiding behind their fake smiles and false concern for her wellbeing.

      She gasps at the unmistakable sound of footsteps approaching behind her. They are still far enough away for her to make it out. She just has to get to the exit door at the far end of the corridor, one she's plotted as her exit route for two weeks. She watched, and she learned the comings and goings of the staff here.

      The illuminated red light becomes clearer. A beacon. Billy adjusts the gym bag strap on her shoulder. It's heavy, but not unbearable.

      Billy places the bag down, cracks the glass emergency box with a cloth-covered hand, and flinches at the ache that courses through her arm. An alarm sounds, and she pulls the lever down hard. The door clicks open. She picks up her bag, and turning her back to the door, pushes it with all her might, the steel no match for her resolve. It’s cold outside, the middle of winter always is. The coat she snagged from one of the nurse's lockers in the changing room does nothing to warm her.  It is dark, the kind of dense blackness of a starless night. The wind howls around her, shouting at her for what she's doing, accusing her of the vilest of things. Her feet ache from the cold of the concrete, but it doesn't compare to the frost gripping her heart. She slips on her boots and bolts toward the front of the building. It's a risk. Even at this time of night, she could be seen, but with one small security post and one guard, she has to believe that the chances of that are slim. The front exit of the hospital is closest to the main road into the city. She could wave down a sympathetic driver.

      “Hey, miss,” The sound of a man's voice has her clutching her chest as she barrels forward. "Hey, stop right there," he yells. She looks back, and the light from his flashlight momentarily blinds her.

      They’re coming for you. Run, run, run.

      She ducks under the boom gate and makes a run for it. There's a field she could cut across. Her height and small size make her nimbler. His bulky form will have a hard time keeping up. The farther away she gets, the quieter it is.

      A cry cuts through the silence, startling her. She pulls the zipper of her bag all the way and looks down at the waving arms of the baby as it struggles. She sets the bag down and lifts the tiny thing.  Holding it closer, only makes it howl. The baby didn’t make a sound until now, not when she picked it up from the crib in the hospital, and not when Billy bundled it in a thin hospital blanket and set it in the gym bag. Billy was counting on it being a deep sleeper. 

      “Shh.’ she whispers, her mouth dry, her lips chapped.

      The baby's crying will make her easier to locate. Her breathing comes out ragged, but she pushes on, her feet sinking into the earth, the longer blades of grass that touch her legs, chill her limbs.

      When she exits the clearing, she rushes out onto the road. She notices the headlights approaching. Her salvation.

      The guard runs toward her. "You need to get back." he says, his hand on his baton. Billy does the calculations in her mind and takes a step onto the asphalt.  The guard breaks into a run just as she turns and bolts across the road. Billy barely makes it across, just as the guard realizes his mistake.

      She smiles in satisfaction as the truck slams into the man. She continues down the road with the screaming baby. Collateral damage. That’s what that guard was. Someone poking his nose where it doesn’t belong.

      “Shh, little one. Everything will be okay.” She holds the baby closer.

      They will come for you Billy. Run, run, run.

      When Billy reaches the convenience store, the sun hasn’t peeped through the horizon as yet. It has to be little before sunrise. It wouldn't do her any good to go in there. It will be odd, a dishevelled young woman and baby at that time of the morning. No. She'll have to wait it out, let the sun come up at least. After making sure the coast is clear, Billy makes her way to the rundown public restroom and locks herself in a stall. Rummaging in her bag, she pulls out the baby formula.  The child is quiet, but not feeding it would start another screaming fit. She settles in one of two small stalls. It will work until she can leave. The smell of old urine clings to the walls, the floor is cold as she settles down on it.

      "Just a few more hours." Billy whispers to the baby. Big eyes stare back at her.

      On her way in, she spotted the beat-up Chevy parked outback. Hopefully, she can convince the owner to give her a ride the rest of the way. She has her story all figured out. Her car broke down on the road, so she started walking to get to a safe place to call for a tow truck.

      She sits on the floor cross-legged, her limbs burning from running and walking. The baby in her lap sucks on the bottle hungrily until its eyes flutter closed. It's a hideous thing, all pale and plump. But Billy wanted it from the second she laid eyes on it. It's why she took it from the other woman, a woman who didn't deserve the child at all. There's a family coming tomorrow. They were going to take this baby away from the woman, away from Billy.

      She smiles down at the sleeping infant, a wisp of dark curls on its head. She’ll give it a name, one it deserves. Billy feels light-headed. Needing to sleep, she closes her eyes and lets the darkness take her, but not before chills break out over her skin and the mocking voices in her head scream at her.

      They’re coming for you. Run. Run. Run.
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      Sinclair

      Six months ago

       It’s the simple things in life that people take for granted. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee that provides the comforting awareness that you’re minutes away from your first cup of the day. Crisp white sheets. The prickly feeling of a beard caressing your cheek, sending welcome tingles across your skin. 

      Snuggling closer against the familiar scent of your pillow, and the person you love, for five more minutes. The earthy smell of freshly cut grass or mouth-watering baked bread being removed from the oven. 

      These are the little big things that make life worthwhile. The things I cherish most. I've always been appreciative of my life, understanding the fragility of it. I see the flash of my phone light, and I tense. It's six a.m. I tilt the screen toward me, and my brows knit together. Number unknown. I don't bother answering. I turn on my side, away from it.

      Cohen sleeps soundly beside me. I watch the gentle rise and fall of his back and admire the shock of salt-and-pepper hair, which falls over his eyes.  I trace my hands over the muscles there. Co hasn't lost his youthful good looks, it clings to him like resin to a tree trunk. I still swoon like a schoolgirl when I look into his brilliant blue orbs all these years later.

      On cue, his lids open lazily, and he flashes me one of his heart be still grins. I return it. Reaching toward him, I brush my hand over his face, one stroke from his forehead down to his dimpled chin. I like to think these moments are special to him too. Moments that make life worthwhile.

      "Good morning, beautiful." His voice is raspy and dripping with sleep. It makes my heart flutter. The warmness with which he looks at me causes butterflies in the pit of my stomach. He had a long night, climbing into bed after two a.m. Co is the kind of person whose mind will not shut off until everything he plans to do is done. It is a trait I both admire and loathe. It gives me less of him and more of a cold bed.

      I move closer to kiss his cheek. "Morning, babe." I run my fingers through his hair. It's long enough to tug on, but short enough not to be unruly. My heart skips a beat at the dent in his left cheek, and the way he hugs his pillow slightly closer, the taut muscles on his arms a distraction. He pulls me close to him, pressing a kiss to my forehead as his hands reach behind me to grab my ass. The heady closeness of him makes me want to stay in bed.

      “I’ve gotta get up,” I moan into his neck. 

      The closer we get, the farther away I seem to be. I've tried to understand it. This shift in me, but it makes no sense, none at all. It's like I'm in a constant battle within myself.

      His hands stroke the curve of my waist, massaging my pelvic bone in a way he knows drives me crazy. I throw my head back and bite my lower lip as his long fingers on my skin send welcome tingles between my thighs. Stay in the moment. Stay in the moment. He sucks on my neck, his teeth grazing my skin in a way I'm sure will leave a hickey. He likes that, the knowledge that the world will know he owns every inch of me. And then the spell breaks, the voices that plague me winning.

      “I gotta get the kids ready for school.”  

      "Not right now, you don't."

      “Cohen.” I love his attention. I crave it. But it terrifies me. 

      He gives me one more squeeze and relents. "You're killing me." He turns onto his back, one hand over his face.

      I push off my blanket, climbing out of bed. After stretching out the kinks in my body, I slip my feet into my favorite pink, fluffy slippers and wrap my nightgown around me. The en-suite door clicks closed behind me. I scrunch my nose at the mirror above the double basin, reflecting the dreadful state of my hair. It amazes me how Co never seems to notice. He still looks at me like I'm the most beautiful woman in the world. He still wants me, and sometimes I have to admit that I don't deserve any of it. Not with the way my emotions tug me in different directions.

      I pull my long, auburn hair into a top knot and brush my teeth quickly. I smile at my reflection, making sure my teeth glisten before I undress and step into the shower. The warm water soothes my muscles, and I tip my head back and let it cascade over my body. I hear the shower door open and close, and I keep my eyes shut. He wraps his arms around my waist,  his erection pressing into my back.

      “You’re fucking perfect.” His voice is filled with lust. I rest my head against his chest and let him cup and knead my breasts. A moan escapes my lips. “I’ll be quick.” he promises.

      “Cohen.” My voice is low and breathy.

      One hand trails down my stomach until he's cupping my sex. He slips a finger inside me, and I'm like putty in his hands, my mind fighting, my body bowing. Cohen never takes no for an answer. I let out a moan when he starts to rub my clit, giving in, losing my inhibitions as if they were never there. I tip my head against his chest, and let him claim my mouth. His kiss is hard, punishing.  He drives his tongue into my mouth. He doesn't stop his torture between my legs, and I cry out an orgasm as he pinches my clit.

      He withdraws his fingers and turns me around, pressing my back against the tiles. I am a full head shorter than he is, and when I look up at him, his eyes burn with a hunger only fucking me can satisfy. I trail my hand down his chest and wrap my fingers around his length, pumping the way he likes, and he throws his head back. “Just like that.” He growls, as he grips the back of my neck.

      "I want you now, Co," I say. He looks down at me, lifting me into his arms, my legs wrapping around him. I gasp at the feel of him pushing into me. I sink my nails into the flesh of his back, eliciting an animalistic groan. Cohen plunges into me, my back slapping against the tiles and I can’t mute the moans of pleasure the brutal force of his thrusts bring me. I know. I know. I know. Turning rigid in his arms, the orgasm that felt like heaven suddenly feels like hell. The voice in my head screams to me that this is all wrong. This is all wrong.

      “Cohen.” I hiss. His name falls from my lips like a curse. 

      He feels it too, yet he drives into me one more time, anger and disappointment in his fiery gaze, and then he empties himself inside me. “You are mine, Sin. You will always be mine.” He hisses the words in my ear.

      I loathe the way my mind betrays me yet again.

      I'm breathless when he sets me on my feet, my legs shaking. He turns away, his shoulders tense as he leans against the wall, barely able to contain his anger. It ripples over him, and falls off him, enveloping us both in it.  I rinse off without a word and exit the bathroom, leaving this moment in that little glass box. This is our life now. We live from moment to moment. We hold on, because what else do we have if we let go? I don’t know what changed us, but something did.

      I knock at Willow's bedroom door. The buzz of the hairdryer is a familiar sound these days.

      “A few more minutes,” she shouts over the noise. These days my daughter is up at the crack of dawn, drying her hair, picking the perfect outfit. 

      When did she grow up and leave behind the Disney T-shirts and tutus?

      I suppose I should be grateful she still likes her father and me.  When I listen to some of the mother’s talking at the PTA meetings, I’m horrified at the distance that seems to exist between them and their kids once the teen years come around.

      Willow is fourteen, but she still looks forward to our shopping days and bake nights. I’ve had to stop cutting her sandwiches into shapes. Goodbye, dolphin cheese toast, and butterfly baloney. 

      These are things our youngest, Gracie, enjoys now. My sweet Gracie Jo. I walk down the hall to the pink door, opening it slowly.  Gracie is half off her princess bed. Pink lace curtains hang over the white four-poster. A mural of Anna and Elsa from Frozen dominates one wall. I step over dolls and Legos, grateful when I don’t get one stuck in my foot.  Those things are the devil, tiny slices of hell.

      I move aside her curtains and place her back onto the bed. I push aside her dark hair from her sweet little face and smile at the childish innocence only a six-year-old can have. Gracie started a half day preparatory school this year. It was hard to let her go initially, but I know she needs to be around children her age.

      An hour later, I'm throwing Willow's tomato and cheese sandwiches, a bran muffin, and a banana into her lunch bag. Gracie's little Frozen tote is packed with the same contents and a juice box.

      Willow bounds down the staircase, grabbing her lunch off the counter, then starts toward the door. She shouts goodbye in passing.

      "No breakfast?" I call after her.

      “The carpool is here. I’ll eat a muffin when I get to school.”

      "Have a good day, honey." I say, but she's already out the door.

      I sigh. My heart aches just a little. Children grow up so fast, and suddenly, you’re left with a feeling of melancholy you cannot shake. The harsh reality that they will one day soon, leave the nest and venture out on their own hits you like a ton of bricks. 

      One moment you're holding onto their plump little fingers as you guide them to walk, and then, you're no longer the center of their universe. Instead, you're one of the many stars in it. Still, as parents,  I can only hope we burn the brightest.

      “Hey, Mom.” Willow runs back inside and places a chaste kiss on my cheek, “I’ll miss you.” My heart soars the way it always does with these small acts of affection.

      “I’ll miss you too,” I place my hands on her cheeks, smiling into those eyes that match her fathers. She turns on her heel, and I watch her retreating figure. She doesn’t notice her father enter as she rushes out of the kitchen.

      Co walks over to where I stand looking out of the window and wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me closer to him. He smells good, freshly showered with just a hint of spicy cologne. I lean my head against his chest. He's no longer angry. I let out a breath.

      “She barely notices me anymore.” He cages me against the counter. I smile, then turn in his arms, wrapping mine around his thick neck while tangling my hands through the hair at the nape.

      "I'm the one that feeds her, so I suppose she makes the extra effort to remember me."

      “It’s hard to forget you.” He holds my gaze, and I feel my insides turn to mush. 

      “You’re just a charmer.” I scrunch my nose, and he kisses the tip of it.

      “It’s not a lie, though.” His lips press against mine, the familiar electrical undercurrent his kisses offer, passing through me. His grip on my waist tightens as my body molds against his taut frame. His kiss is gentle but possessive. He pulls away, his tongue swiping over my lower lip. His hand slips between the folds of my gown, and he palms my breast, going in for another kiss. The events of the morning bring me back to the present.

      "You're going to be late." I say breathlessly, pushing against his chest. Wanting air, needing space. It's odd how you can desire someone so painfully but still despise them at the same time. I need to see my therapist again, try to make sense of all this.

      His gaze moves to the clock on the wall, and he groans. "You're right. I gotta get going. Got a new assistant starting this morning, and that'll hopefully free up some of my time." He gives my breast a squeeze and moves away.

      “You got into bed late last night.” 

      "I know honey, and I'm going to make it up to you and the girls. I just have to close this deal, and I'm all yours. I promise." He holds my face in his hands. "What're you up to today?"

      "I want to go over to the library. Chelsea says there's a petition we need to sign to save the building from being demolished. It seems some hotshot developer wants to turn it into a high rise or something."

      He scowls at the mention of her name. “Cohen. She is a good friend.” He has never been a big fan of my friendship with her.

      He waves it off. "It's an old building, isn't it? It might not be such a bad idea. Who goes to libraries anyway, with those e-readers you're so fond of?"

      "There is always a need for libraries." I poke his shoulder. "I mean, we grew up with them. It gives children some sense of tradition. All they need is a revamp. A new children's section. That ought to spark some interest."

      He kisses me again. “I love your enthusiasm.”

      I straighten his tie. 

      “I love you, you know that?” He looks deep into my eyes, wanting me to understand how sincere his words are.

      "I do," I tell him. But it feels wrong to lie. The truth is, love is a complicated thing. It isn't black or white. There are so many shades in between.

      He walks over to the counter where a fresh pot of coffee sits and pours himself a cup. Cohen isn’t a breakfast guy. He prefers a greasy lunch which he punishes himself for at the gym.

      After Co leaves, I walk upstairs to find little Gracie on the floor, already lining up her dolls for the tea party I promised her. Her tiny brown pigtails hang on either side of her head. I stand in the doorway with my hip against it and smile. She is smarter than any of the kids her age. She’s able to count to one hundred and recite the alphabet. She can play “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” on the piano. I tried home-schooling her last year, but it left Gracie feeling frustrated. I eventually caved and enrolled her in school.

      “Whatcha got there, Gracie?”

      I walk up behind her. She seems to be in her own little world, humming a song I don't quite recognize.

      “You ready to play?”

      She nods her head. 

      "That's great. I brought us lots of sandwiches.” I get down to eye level with her and show her the fun shapes I created for our tea party. She smiles at me, then lurches into my arms.

      My life looks perfect. I have it all, some may say. But why do I feel like I'm living beneath a ticking time bomb? It makes no sense. None at all.

      

      Standing on the porch outside my kitchen door, I watch the stretching landscape before me. I water my potted plants and take a deep breath in. The crisp morning breeze has a slight chill to it. Droplets of water coat the earth after the rain last night. I love the smell of the dirt after a good rain. Gracie's swing set sits in the corner of the garden, and her treehouse is right above it, built in an old maple tree.

      Gracie’s carpool left half an hour ago. My thoughts drift to Willow. I can’t believe my baby is in high school, the difficult years, we’ve been told, and yet here we are navigating it like pros. 

      I have so many things to do, bake sale prep being the first of my priorities. Every year Park Senior throws a massive bake sale to raise money for the basketball team, chess club, and whatever area of the school that needs a cash injection. I love participating and getting involved in these things.

      I am baking my famous chocolate chip cookies, Willows favorite. The kind that are just the right amount of chewy and doughy and the chips melt in your mouth with every bite.  

      I walk back inside, feeling the chill through my nightgown. I love the sound of the house in the mornings. The way it seems to stretch and expand after a night of rest. Everything about this house feels as right as it did the day I  first stepped through those doors. But at the same time, it’s different. Whether that is a good or bad thing is unknown right now.

      I make my list for the bake sale as I sit at the breakfast island. I'll stop at the store on my way back from the library. Willow is at basketball practice, and Gracie has a playdate, so I have the day to myself. I'll spend it editing a novel. Indeed, you'll never work a day in your life doing what you love, and truth be told, I love what I do. It stimulates me and my imagination. Lets me be home for my daughters when they need me.

      My life is everything I hoped for and more, so why do I feel like an imposter?
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      Anonymous

      At first, you try not to notice the obvious things. You lock the door and second guess yourself. You try to ignore the prickly sensation you get when the hairs at the back of your neck rise in caution. But you reach back and rub it, shake your shoulders and carry on. But you feel it, don't you? That inkling that someone is watching you, maybe even following you as you walk down the street, on your way to the train station, or to the grocery store. You smile and make small talk with the salesperson because you want to be seen, remembered. You check in on social media, I know, because I follow you there too. You capture the mundane because you want people to see where you are at all times.  It always fascinates me how a confident person like you, Sin, can be so vulnerable in these moments.

      You leave early, no matter where you’re off to, at least thirty minutes ahead of time, so you can sit in your favorite seat, the one at the window that lets you watch the world whizz by. The plateau of land, the clump of trees, until you’re engulfed in the underground. You clam up then, get lost in that head of yours. The dark makes you nervous. You wring your hands in your skirt.

      Have you noticed how often you disregard the feeling in the pit of your stomach that eyes are on you as you scour the fresh produce aisle for the best potatoes, unblemished, so you can bake them with the skin on for supper? He likes it like that.

      Are you aware that I'm tracing your every step, mimicking your every move? I want to know you, Sin. I want to know everything about you. You have changed so much over time. You're so much more fascinating.

      It becomes so natural, doesn't it, to avoid the bitter taste being watched leaves in your mouth? So you go on, pretending that you cannot be seen, that you blend in seamlessly, that nobody notices the rip in your black stockings from the nail left behind on a pole, or the navy blue cotton you used to mend the hem of your black trousers. Because you're not bothered about what others think of you, and you’re lazy as fuck to put in the effort when it comes to the little things. You move through life pretending nobody notices that your jeans don't fit quite as well as they used to a few months ago, that they don't see the red flush across your cheeks on a Monday morning from a weekend of reckless indulgence in more than a few glasses of Pinot Noir. You're killing yourself, Sin. These binge drinking sessions are tiresome to watch.

      It's laughable, predictable, and yet…yet you don't realize what is happening. You're information sharing, letting me into that little bubble of yours. It's easy to let your guard down. Trust me, I know. You let the mask slip a little day by day, and soon you'll expose all those insecurities. And when you do, I'll be here, Sin.

      You’re an avid reader; your e-reader sticks to your hand like a parasite, infesting your mind, making you desire a life outside of this one. Monotony isn’t for you. You’re an adventurer. What are you reading anyway? Something dirty. I watch you sometimes on your bed, one hand glued to the reader, the other in your panties getting off from the filthy words on the screen. Letting the imagery of other people fucking turn you into a wanton mess. That’s cheating. Does he know how truly vile you are? Does he understand the sickness that resides in your mind? My teeth clench, and I have to focus on you now to unclench them. 

      Your eyes on the screen let you escape the niceties that you should be involved in, like complimenting that baby who sits on her mother's lap across from you. You're a mother. It should be ingrained in every fiber of your being. The little, raven-haired beauty keeps reaching out toward you, giggling, trying to get your attention. Still, you don't see it. You see nothing but your own reflection in the mirror when you rise from your king-sized bed every morning, throwing your Egyptian cotton white sheets off your less than perfect body, yawning and stretching your hands everywhere. You may see nothing, Sinclair, but I see you. I know things you think you’ve hidden pretty well. You get off the train and walk the short distance to the library to meet your friend, Chelsea. She’s always around you, clinging like a sloth to a tree branch.
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      Anonymous

      Before

      Do you ever just stand back and evaluate your life as a bystander and realize that it has completely spiralled out of control? I watch helplessly as the pendulum swings through mine. I move the way it rocks me, and I'm none the wiser to do anything about it. For now. I am not a victim of circumstance. I'm versatile, and I'll find a way to get through anything.

       But I can’t help the churn of disappointment that courses through me when I  assess my life now. I hate what has become of me. I don’t just mean it in that life sucks right now, I need to change something kind of way, I genuinely loathe my life, and I need to reconfigure every single thing about it.

      I'm stuck in a dead-end job, which I despise more and more every day, and to top it all, I'm forced to work here so I don't starve. I imagine starvation would be a better fate for someone like me, rotting away somewhere until I don't exist anymore.

      I am tired of picking up goodwill clothing and eating canned food.

      I hate the fact that everyone else is applying to college and universities in the country and abroad, and despite the decent scores I got, that life was never in the cards for me. I grew up being reminded that are were two kinds of people in the world, those who do, and those who don't. I am part of the latter majority.

      My mother told me to forget about studying because that was not in the cards for me. Women like us didn't need to fill our heads with pipe dreams. I was going to have to work if I wanted to eat. All the money we brought home was for us to survive, make ends meet. She did me a favor, she'd said, by letting me go to school at all. To her, education was useless. It only gave children foolish notions about the world they lived in.

      Long before I graduated, she asked her boss, and fuck buddy, to give me a job at the grocery store where she worked as a saleslady in the cold meat deli.

      The shame I had to endure, seeing school mates walk in there, seeing my mother serving at the deli multiplied when I ended up working with her. While other people planned their futures, I stayed the same. I was the constant. Stuck in a vicious cycle of working, eating, and sleeping.

      I guess I should count myself lucky that someone gave me a job at all.

      

      The store was where I truly connected with Sinclair Lovell. Where I understood that I needed to keep an eye on her, a closer one than I had been. I knew Sin for a while. We were both in the same school. She was hard to miss, with her pretty auburn hair and bright green eyes. Sin sparkled. She was larger than life. That artsy type with a pencil behind her ear, nose in a book. Everyone loved her. She was popular and charming to boot. She didn't know me. Why would she?

      I was the new kid. I didn't have roots in this town, and that made me almost invisible. The girl that everyone avoided, without even knowing it. I blend into the background. That doesn’t surprise me. Seeing people is what I do. I understand every gesture they make. Know the hidden meaning behind the words they use. I know the difference between real confidence and a front. True friendships and farce. It’s a gift.

      And from the moment I saw Sin, I could not keep my eyes off her.

      After school, she would come into the store where I worked with her friends in tow. My eyes never left the monitor as she broke away from the crowd and made her way from aisle to aisle, not actually buying anything. There were times when she would come in alone, content with her earphones while listening to music on her Walkman.  A song would make her laugh or gaze into space. I once caught her crying and eating ice-cream right out of the tub as she sat cross-legged on the freezer door. She bought the container, of course, and gave the rest of it to a beggar outside. Sin was in a world of her own, and I wanted to be a part of that world.

      Everyone loved Sin, and she loved everyone.

      I wanted what she had. 

      I wanted to be Sin.

      Maybe I could be.

      And, so I decided that is what I would do.
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      Sinclair

      Six months ago

      I walk to the store a block away from my house, and I get a distinct feeling I'm being followed. It is nothing visible, just a hunch that I am not alone, even though I should be. I have felt the pull of the stranger behind me or beside me before, their eyes trailing me, watching me. I pretend I don't because the reality of it is far more frightening. Besides, who would follow me?

      I grab my ingredients, chat a while with Mrs. Patel at the bakery, and make my way back home. I pull my beige coat closer around me to ward off that awful feeling, but it hangs in the air. I felt it at the library and all the way home.

      I’d told Co and Willow about it a few months ago.

      “It’s an odd thing,” I’d said. “I feel them, you know, just out of reach and out of sight but with me.”

      "Come on, Mom, this isn’t one of your novels. We live in one of the safest neighborhoods.”

      “The kid has a point.” Co chuckled.

      I brush off telling them about it again. I am tired of sounding like a nutcase. It is beyond frustrating for me to behave so irrationally.

      When I step into my front room, I'm relieved. I take a deep breath and chastise myself for my paranoia.

      I place the cookies on the baking tray and into the oven. A knock at the kitchen door has me smiling.

      “Come in,” I yell, knowing it’s Chelsea.

      “Hey. Wow, it smells heavenly in here.” My friend grins. Her chestnut hair is plaited and swept over her shoulder. I have no idea how she manages to look like she just stepped out of a fashion magazine. My yoga pants and “I Love Ed Sheeran,” T-shirt are a sorry mess next to her pleated black pants and white blouse. She owns a popular bookstore, and it always fascinates me that after all her years in business school, she would decide to do something like that. I do admire her, though. The fact that she lives her dreams instead of chasing a career that would never fulfil her. The fact that she loves books and reading means she’s been amazing to bounce ideas off.

      “Good, I need your hands. I need you to brush up another tray while I get this dough out of my nails.”

      She smiles and rolls up her sleeves. Walking to the cupboard, she puts on one of my aprons, which I fail time and time again to use. The one she dons has the words Kiss the cook on it, and I walk over and peck her cheek. “Good to see you, darling.”

      She laughs and gets to work. “So, we have to be at the bake sale at one, yeah?”

      I nod and frown, trying to scrub off the stubborn flour. “Yeah. Cohen isn't going to make it. Again." I roll my eyes. "He has a last-minute business trip. He’s only returning tomorrow evening."

      "He’s far too busy," Chelsea complains.

      I hate to admit it, but he is too busy and his job bothers me. He’s missed out on countless PTA meetings, concerts, and basketball games. Things he will never get back.

      "He has to work," I mumble, and she casts me a sympathetic look. She doesn’t mean it in a cruel way, but it still stings. “Anyway, enough about my uneventful life. How are things with Kurt?” I wiggle my brows, wanting to change the subject. I hate complaining about Cohen, to anyone, even my best friend. It feels wrong, like I'm ungrateful. Marriage isn’t perfect, right?

      Kurt and Chelsea have been dating since she moved here a year ago. I can’t believe how our friendship has blossomed in such a short time. I never saw a need for friends, tried to keep my circle small, but she found a way to break down my walls. 

      Kurt is a realtor for an international property group. He's always flying her off somewhere for the weekend for an impromptu getaway. I can't help but envy the relationship they have. He always makes every effort to make her feel special. I cannot remember the last time Co and I had a quiet dinner alone.

      “Well,” she flushes. “Kurt’s been talking about us moving in together.”

      "Already?" I cannot hide my disbelief. They barely know each other. Argh, I'm a mother-hen. "And what do you think of it?"

      "Well, I didn't say no," she says, biting her bottom lip.

      I rush over and pull her into a hug. "This is so bloody exciting Chels. Wow." I'm so glad she's met someone like Kurt. After everything she's been through with her asshole ex, she deserves to be happy. 

      Even after Chelsea leaves, I cannot shake the feeling of excitement at her news, and the frustration at how normal things have become between Co and me. Maybe I should stop complaining and do something about it. It isn’t just his responsibility to keep the spark alive. A fire you don’t tend to will simmer and eventually die. I didn’t want that. The fact that we’d had sex means something. But why is it that I have to convince myself of that?
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        * * *

      

      Park Senior is just the way I remember it when I walked these halls nearly two decades ago. The grounds we’re gathered in still feels like the heart of the school. I used to stand on those bleachers cheering Co when he scored a goal. We were just kids then, and I don't think either of us saw this far into the future. Marriage and mortgages were the furthest things from our minds.

      "Quite a turnout." Chelsea comments.

      “It always is. It’s the first bake sale of the year and the biggest fundraiser.” 

      "Sinclair, is that you?" The woman in front of me is beaming at me like I should know her. I don't. "My god, it's been years, hasn't it? And here you are, still looking as glamorous as ever." It must be a really long time since I cannot place a name to the face.

      “Hi…uhm…” 

      "It's me, Kendall, Kendall Ray." Her big blue eyes widen in surprise. I don't remember her. "We were in High School together." I look at Chelsea, who is having a conversation with a man. Gracie is drawing on her book at the small table I set up for her behind our stand.

      “Oh, Kendall. Of course.” I hit my forehead lightly. “It’s just been years. How are you?”

      “Great. Glad to be back in Tynemouth.

      Kenneth had to move back home after his father died.”

      "Oh, I'm sorry to hear that." I honestly cannot place this perky blonde woman, but she seems to know me. I need to remember to consult my yearbook before I attend things like this. It makes sense I don't recall her; she did say they moved away. We couldn't have been close, though.

      “How is your family?”

      "Oh, they're all great, thank you. Well, it was good catching up, but I really should get back to the bake sale."

      “Oh, you and Cohen must come over for tea sometime. We moved in with Ken’s mother. It’s temporary,” she whispers. “Just till she…you know.”

      Wow. Talk about subtlety. Kendall sashays away over to the next table, striking up a conversation.

      "She looks like fun." Chelsea chuckles, and I roll my eyes.

      "Blast from the past, I barely remember," I explain. I hate talking about that. The fact that I don't remember everything. The accident took so much from me, but I'm determined not to let it take anymore. "My goodness, you sold almost everything." I say more to steer the conversation in a different direction.

      “Guy over there bought a few dozen. Must like your cookies.” she smirks. 

      "Corny. Nice." I shield my eyes from the sun with my hands and look over to where Chelsea points. A tall, broad-shouldered man leans against a tree, his baseball cap is pulled low, almost covering his eyes. Lifting a hand, he waves back at me. He's dressed casually,  blue jeans, a checked shirt out of his pants. Just a regular Joe on a regular day. Except there is something about him that doesn’t sit well with me. Something that makes my insides twist with unease.

      “I don’t believe I’ve seen him around here before.”

      “Who cares? He just cut our standing time in half. My feet are killing me.”

      "That's cos you wore heels…" I trail off, frowning. I busy myself counting the inventory we have left, but I feel his gaze on me, and it unnerves me. It's odd for a man to be wandering around a bake sale by himself. Maybe he's a single dad and is waiting for his kid. That cannot be it. I know most of the parents of Willow's teammates, and he is not one of them.

      “Mommy, can I go to the jumping castle?” Gracie tugs on my shirt.

      “Once we’re done here, definitely.”

      “I want to go now,” she pouts. I throw my head back.

      "Can you cover the cookies?" I ask Chelsea, who nods, her mouth full of a cookie. "Those are for sale, missy!"

      “It’s payment,” she snatches another one which has Gracie giggling.

      Chelsea ushers me away, and I walk off with Gracie's hand in mine. I watch as she climbs into the jumping castle. It's about twenty-four feet long and twelve feet high, a monstrosity, with corners and crevices for kids to hide in. I hate these things and make sure never to have them at either of my girl’s parties. I hate how fragile it is, how vulnerable our kids are in it. Children's laughter and shouting fill the air, and I try to focus on the fact that they're happy. I am right here, I remind myself. Right here.

      I look in the direction where the man from earlier was standing, and he's gone. I scour the area, but there is no sign of him. I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. I have to get a grip. This paranoia is unwarranted.
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      Anonymous

      I hadn't thought about Sin in some time. Out of sight is indeed out of mind. After a while, she became a fleeting memory. I wondered if I'd dreamed her, that I'd imagined all the times I’d walked behind her, just to get a whiff of her shampoo, or when I watched her from the side lines. Sin went off to college. She was probably living her best life, and in truth, I was pleased for her. Everyone deserves to be happy.

      I'd moved on too, found my own way. The way Sin had.

      I lean over my cash register and line my cash rolls from most to least in value. The notes feel grimy in my hands, and I have to sanitize all day to get rid of the icky feeling. After wiping down my checkout point, I straighten my glasses and make sure to tuck the loose strands of brown hair behind my head. Dull brown hair with no character. It is pulled into a loose ponytail. Brown, not the rich auburn Sin has, I think with bitterness. A color that catches the sunlight and makes it look like a flaming mane. I could be beautiful with auburn tresses. I have the same green eyes she has. I could pull it off. I make a mental note to get some dye. I touch my hair and smile to myself.

      "What's so amusing, weirdo?" Nancy Evans cuts through my happy thoughts with her slutty voice. She's practically leaning over her till, her busty chest on display in her too-tight uniform. She wears her hair in a beehive, reminding me of those sixties’ movies. She has enough makeup plastered on her face like cake frosting. She tries too hard.

      “What’re you staring at?”

      I don’t bother responding. There isn’t anything that I can say to someone like Nancy. She must be half my age but shows no respect. I stare at her instead, cocking my head to the side, truly observing her. 

      She frowns, then shrinks away, pretending to count her cash. I know she’s already counted it twice.

      I look around the store, a few early-bird customers stroll up the aisles. The usual crowd, the runners, the old woman who wants to get her shopping done before the Saturday rush, gym moms, agony aunt who makes herself available to listen to the agony of miserable husband number gazillion. They’re fucking. It’s so obvious, meeting here inconspicuously. Oh, I know. I see you, Big Daddy. She likes to call him that when he pounds into her against his car in the alley. They’re disgusting.  Sometimes I want to follow them, hurt them, rid the world of them. Nobody would know. I’ll just tamper with his brakes.

      I look at the thirty other tills lining the front of the store and sigh. It is going to be a busy morning. Saturday mornings are a nightmare at the month-end.

      Another day in my life.

      Another day in this useless existence. 

      Nothing new happens, nothing I don't foresee. Still, I smile at the man who approaches my till, and I scan his box of cigarettes. I should tell him how bad these are for him, but who gives a shit. He's going to die anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The little toddler bolts towards the check-out aisles, her hair flying about, a fluffy pink unicorn in her arms. It has a rainbow mane and silver legs. My first thought is that it is too large for the child, but she holds onto it for dear life as she runs laughing toward me. She has beautiful brown hair like mine, I observe, and pretty blue eyes that smile as brightly as she does. She is a gem, this little creature.

      “Ello,” she greets sweetly. I have the urge to smile at her, but I don’t. I stare at her unicorn onesie and pink tutu. Odd.

      “Willow!” a woman calls behind her. “Be careful, honey.”

      Willow. An odd name for a strange girl. She's not willowy at all with her plump little legs and cheeks. She looks like a miniature Marie Antoinette. 

      I look up at the woman approaching. She should have held her hand. Not left her to wander around here alone. Who knows what kind of psychopaths are out there? Parents annoy the fuck out of me. They're continually warning their children against the dangers of living, and yet they're irresponsible enough to let them get into these situations.

      The woman leaves her grocery basket in the middle of one of the aisles and makes a beeline for the little girl. My eye twitches. I hate careless people. Someone could trip on that basket, and then we'll have a lawsuit on our hands.

      Willow ducks under my barrier, and I scoop her up before she makes a dash for the door. The little girl smells of vanilla cake, and it transports me back to my childhood. It's not a warm fuzzy feeling, but one that makes me queasy and light-headed. I'd stolen the cake and got beat up pretty good for it. I promised never to eat vanilla cake again, and I haven't since.

      The little girl squirms in my arms, and her mother runs up to where I stand. I reluctantly hand over the giggling, sweet-smelling toddler to the woman.

      "Thank you so much," the woman beams. Those green eyes. As green as freshly cut grass. They sparkle and scrunch up in the corners. Happy lines. Auburn locks fall over her shoulders. Locks I haven't seen in years. I imagine reaching out and caressing them, discovering what they would feel like tangled in my fingers. Sinclair. My Sinclair. But she isn't. This woman's nose is too long, and her jaw is square. Sin has a narrow face, high cheekbones. In fact, those two look nothing alike. It was wishful thinking.

      I nod. “It’s quite alright, ma’am.”

      Her baby looks at me with curious eyes, like her mother. The color is different, but the truth behind them, the same, and she reaches for me. I shy away from her touch. She frowns, and her gaze turns wary. Suspicious little brat.

      ‘“They’re busy at this age. She just turned three.” Sin-wannabe laughs. Her laughter is warm and friendly.

      My eyes remain downcast. An awkwardness is brewing, and my chest tightens. I want to reach for my inhaler, but I think better of it.

      “Anyway, I should go. Thank you again.” Sin-wannabe says. She has that look people get when they’re nervous around me.

      "Anytime," I say as I watch her walk to the front of the store to get a bigger trolley and deposit the girl named Willow in it. Sin wannabe returns to her basket, which is filled with fresh produce and empties the contents into the bigger trolley. She turns to me again and waves. I wave back and return to my tasks.

      And so I begin to wonder if it is time. 

      To get reacquainted.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t hard to locate Sinclair. She’s pretty famous. She writes under her maiden name. I wasn’t surprised to discover she’d married Cohen Finley and that she lives here in town. Cohen was the most gorgeous guy in school and he was smitten with her back in school. Ruined for any other girl. He grew balls and asked her out senior year, and they became the in couple. The couple everyone loved and despised. They were too cute, too in love, too much of everything the rest of us would never be. He would wait for her every day at the school gate, and he'd kiss her like she was the only girl he saw. They'd walk together hand-in-hand, stop for a smooch at the traffic lights, or a make-out session in the park. Sin was a good girl, a virgin, and Co loved that. I'd heard him talking to his friends about it once. "Sin is not like that," he'd said, his jaw twitching when his friends rolled their eyes and snickered.

      He was a selfish asshole to want fresh meat even though everyone knew he'd slept with more than half of the cheerleading squad. He was finding himself, he'd tell naive Sin, who believed him and let him grope her. I knew boys like Cohen. They never change. One rainy afternoon, I watched them leave school the way they always did and make their way to the park. It was a make-out kind of day, and I knew that day was going to be something special. I could feel it in my bones.

      He spread his jacket on the ground under a tree with low hanging branches. She wasn't the first girl he'd brought here, but I knew Sin was different because he puts that jacket down. He never did that with the others. Tarty Tanya or Legs For Days Lauren.

      He also didn't tell his friends he would be coming here. They were always gawking, yanking off their little dicks to the moans and squeals of Co's girls. Since he started dating Sin, though, he never let them watch when he brought her here. I hated that because it meant that she was special.

      Anyway, I watched as he kissed her, fondling her tits till she got all hot and bothered enough to spread her legs for him. He slipped his finger inside her, working her until she cried out an orgasm. I felt an orgasm build, and I slid my hand inside my panties to get off. Then he held her in a way that had my heart pounding inside my chest. It was such a beautiful moment, and for a second, I felt like an intruder. But not for long. I reminded myself that I wasn't doing anything wrong.  They were the ones who chose to make out in a public place.

      

      I watched them then just like I am now.

      They have two girls, beautiful little versions of them. They both look like their father. But, the older one, Willow, is growing up to be a recluse like her mother was before Co. I am fascinated by coincidence. The toddler in the store was a good omen. She had to be. This Willow plays basketball, has many friends, but doesn’t go to parties or smoke like her stupid friend Daphne does. 

      I didn’t follow her, I’m not that kind of person. I saw her in her basketball kit once when she left for school. Gracie is adorable, a sweetheart. She gets picked up at ten every morning and comes back in the evening. Cohen works long hours, and Sin spends hers on her computer. She's a writer. I'm standing across the road, in Mrs. Gregory's front room. The old fool was kind enough to offer me a job as her caregiver. I look over to where she snores in her armchair, the wrinkles on her face giving her a weathered look. 

      The evening is my favorite time because Sin leaves the lights on, and I get a perfect view of their lives. It's like looking into a snow globe and watching the little village come to life. Sin cooks, imagine that, auburn-haired Sin slogging away over the stovetop. The domestic goddess. I sigh. This is such a great thing I’m doing, looking out for them, for her. Learning all the things I need to know.
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      Sinclair

      
        
        
        A Secret told—

        Ceases to be a Secret—then—

        A Secret—kept—

        That—can appall but One—

        Better of it—continual be afraid—

        Than it—

        And Whom you told it to—beside—

      

        

      
        - Emily Dickinson

      

        

      

      

      When I get the first letter in the mail, I ignore it. I scanned it, then tear it into shreds before flushing it down the toilet. It is, after all, just a poem. I should not be fazed by poetry. I am a writer, after all, an editor too. It's nothing new for a fan to express their love and gratitude for the work of an artist by sending letters. Who doesn't love Emily Dickinson? The poem is about secrets, and what is the crime in the act of sending it to me anyway? What harm is there in a bit of mystery? The envelope has no return address, which my overactive imagination should be intrigued by.

      I pick up my phone, wanting to text Cohen, Chelsea, anyone. But I close my eyes and hang my head. The last thing I want to do is mess up our weekend.

      I sigh, shoving wayward strands of hair from my face. I hate the fact that this incident dampens my mood. I need to stop making up shit in my head, coming up with theories that sound crazier by the day. I open the liquor cabinet and pull out the whiskey, I have to be at my hairdresser in an hour, but I have to stop this trembling of my hands. I pour three fingers and knock it back, letting the alcohol burn my throat and quiet the erratic beating in my chest.

      The only secret people keep

        Is Immortality.

      Another one of Emily's poem’s words play over and over in my mind as I pour another drink, trying to ward off the niggling feeling of impending doom. I look at the family pictures on the wall, and I am resolute.  I will not delve too deep into the darkness. If I do, I'll be clawing my way out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Hey, Jess," I greet my hairdresser as I rush into the salon a few minutes after twelve noon. The bell above the door climes, and the sign flaps back and forth when I slam the door behind me. My senses are assaulted with the smell of hair products, my ears ringing with the buzz of at least three hairdryers. Blow First, yeah, that's what Jess calls her salon, has grown in the years we've lived in Tynemouth

      She’s got five staff members. Most of whom look up and smile a greeting when I walk in.

      “Hey, babe. Where were you? I was worried. It’s unlike you to be late.”

      I groan. "Mommy duty. I had to get everything sorted for the weekend. Sam will be babysitting the girls. Willow can’t wait to hang out with Daphne."

      "Lucky you. Come take a seat." She pats the backrest of the chair next to her as she finishes up straight, ironing a woman's raven mane.

      "It's about time you two had some time away." She winks. I stare at my reflection in the mirror. I look a state, blotchy skin, eyes red-rimmed. Is that what she means, that I'm a washed-out old hag now? That Cohen will look elsewhere if we don't do things?

      “You sure you're okay?” She meets my gaze in the mirror.

      "Of course. Just a bit frazzled, I guess. Ran most of the way here." I give her a tight-lipped smile. Stephanie, the receptionist, brings me a bottle of water, and I take it from her thankfully. I open the top and drink nearly half in one go.

      Jess finishes with the blonde woman who kisses her on both her cheeks in that “hello, darling" kind of way. She sashays away, Jess behind her.

      “How are things with you and Cohen?” Jess asks when she returns. 

      “Good. He’s just been busy lately. So this weekend, two days of relaxation and no distractions, is something we both need.”

      My phone vibrates, and I look down at the display. My jaw clenches. Unknown caller identification.  I tuck it away and look up at Jess in the mirror.

      "So, are we feeling adventurous?"

      I shake my head. "No, just a touch-up."

      “There are some incredible winter colors that would go perfectly with your skin tone.”

      “Maybe next time.” I always say that. I’m happy with the way I look. Co likes it.

      She smiles, her heavily made-up face scrunching.

      She rolls over a mobile basin and positions my head inside it. The water is warm and soothes my scalp as it cascades through my hair. I slowly give in and close my eyes. The words from the poem drift away as I enjoy my wash and head massage.

      The dreams are always the same, I'm walking down a darkened corridor. No running down it, my feet slamming against the tiles. There are doors on either side of the passage, but there aren't any handles. I try to push my upper arm against one, and it doesn't budge. There is a light at the end, and I want to get to it, but the closer I get and the faster I run, the farther away I seem to be. The air is getting warmer, stifling hot, and I can't breathe. I try to stop for a rest, to get some movement back into my legs, but I'm suddenly rooted to the spot. Large hands reach in from above me and pick me up effortlessly. I realize I'm being lifted from a box. Why am I in a box? I start to scream, but no words leave my lips. Angry eyes meet my gaze.

      My eyes fly open at the sound of a crash. I’m in my living room. I must have dozed off. Another crash has me bolting up from the couch. I feel woozy. I shouldn’t have had more whiskey when I got back home from the salon. I’m not used to the poison. I wobble out of the room and down the passage. “Who is it?” I slur. There is no answer. I use the wall to steady myself as I move in the direction I think the noise came from. I cannot be sure. Not when I was drunk and passed out. How reckless could I be?

      “Who is it?” I croak.

      "Sin, baby." Co rushes toward me. A dishtowel over his left shoulder. "You okay?"

      He grips my arms with one hand and tilts my chin with the other. I try to focus on his eyes, but I’m drowsy. God. How much did I drink? 

      “I’m sleepy.” I stammer. He lifts me with one sweep and is carrying me back to the living room. He sets me back on the couch and pulls the throw over me. 

      "Just rest up. I'm preparing for dinner. The kids are with Chelsea till then."

      “How- how did I get here?”

      He looks down at me, puzzled. His hands brushing my bangs off my face.

      "You texted me. Said you were under the weather and needed me to sort dinner and the kids." His hands running over my hair, and the combination of the alcohol has me yawning.

      “I said that?” I squeeze my eyes shut. I need to get a grip. 

      "We'll have dinner and have an early night. We'll see how you feel in the morning." He leans in and kisses my forehead. I turn to the couch, my eyes already heavy with sleep. I'll just rest a few minutes, I think.

      I feel warm breath on my face a few minutes later. I sense someone in the room. It's not Cohen. Chills run through me, but I am too tired to decipher if any of this is real.
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      Anonymous

      
        
        
        I see you.

        You don’t know I’m here.

        Waiting in the shadows.

        Ready to see you fall.

        Down, down, down,

        Down the rabbit hole.

        Out of sight.

        Out of mind.

        You think nobody can see you.

        But I do.

      

        

      

      

      I have to say you hid well, but I found you, Sin. I've been watching you. I have a pretty good idea of what you're about. It's fun, keeps me entertained. This is the most fun I have had in a while. I followed you to the grocery store, thankful it wasn’t the one I worked in. I stood behind you and I remember taking a peek in your shopping basket. You were in the aisle next to me. You didn't notice me watching, too preoccupied with keeping your daughter in check. I never quite understood why women like to bring their toddler's shopping. Surely there is a family member who would be happy to take the little brats off your hands for an hour. You never seem to mind. You love bringing the little girl with you, slurping up the compliments like the thirsty bitch you are.

      Your shopping cart contains items of crucial importance. A Teen magazine for Willow. You buy a male shower gel, exactly four little ready-made desserts, a bottle of shiraz. I made a note of that in my notebook at home, starting to plot this new life of Sinclair Finley. A life I haven't been a part of. Can you imagine if this kind of information got into the wrong hands?

      It became my routine. You always arrive at the grocery store in the morning with yoga clothes on. I can tell you are on the way to the gym because you buy an energy drink. I know you and Cohen drink wine daily, and that you prefer red to white. At least he does. You look at the Chardonnay longingly and set it back in the fridge. You have middle-class taste, nothing too expensive, but none of that boxed stuff, which tells me you just live like that out of choice rather than necessity.

      “Straight or budget?” The cashier asks, chewing her gum. Another Store, another Nancy.

      “Straight, please,” you answer. Always so polite. I bet you could charm the socks off anyone. It’s in your nature. 

      "That'll be forty-three dollars."

      You hands over your card to doppelganger Nancy, who swipes it so slowly a sloth would give her a run for her money. After thanking the woman, you packs your groceries in the reusable bag you carry around, and make your way outside. Maybe I should drop a flyer for the supermarket I work in. It would help to keep a closer eye on you.

      

      “You okay? You seem preoccupied.”

      I’m standing at the till, thinking about Sin. Slobber Rob comes up behind me. I can smell the stale beer on his breath, and the gag-worthy stench of his unwashed uniform. Rob is my mother's boyfriend, but he's also sleeping with Nancy and a few other cashiers and trying his damnedest to get in my pants.

      "Not at all, boss," I answer cheerfully. The harder I push him away, the more persistent he becomes. He's a vile man with low standards and principles to match. This store is his very own whore house, and if I don't play my cards right, I'll be next. I manage to evade him, but not for long. Rob gets what he wants like he always says. My mother passes by the checkout point and casts me a warning glare.

      Oh, Mother, dear, if only you knew. She believes she has a hold on him, but there are times I know she isn't that naive. She just doesn't want to be alone anymore. Rob gives her something to live for. Women like my mother need that, an anchor.

      Rob spots her and turns to leave, but not before smacking my ass hard. "Soon, I'll be in there." He grins. I cannot take my eyes off his filthy yellow teeth. It makes me feel nauseous. I say nothing. I need to leave work early today, and if that means letting him touch my ass, then so be it.
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        * * *

      

      I slide down in my seat, a few rows behind her. It's odd how wearing shades and a cap aren't conspicuous anymore. At least six people are sporting the same look. The guy opposite me smiles at me. I look away, and out of the window of the train. I am not here to make friends. Talking to people like him gets you noticed. Talking to the frazzled mother with her baby, or the old woman visiting a friend on the other side of town, won't. You see, if they question the latter, it's unlikely I'd stand out. They speak to at least ten people on their way in, and then some. Sin is going to the library again. She's trying to get them to cease tearing the place down. Heard her talking to her friend. Chelsea, like the pastry, and the place I grew up, I think. I don't see the big fuss. The place is old, rat-infested, and downright nasty. But people like Sin have causes, things that matter to them.

      She is tired. She didn't sleep as much as she should have last night. I saw her lights in the study go off around three a.m. How she functions is beyond me. She leans her head on the glass, and it lulls forward. She's nodded off. I move closer. What I am about to do is going to take some effort. I stand in the aisle, just a seat behind her. The man sitting in the seat directly behind her looks up as I approach. The teenager beside him has her head in her phone. This is perfect. He smiles and stands to offer me his seat. I smile graciously at him, thankful that chivalry is not entirely dead. I rub my swollen belly. The perks of pregnancy. Even if it’s a fake one.

      I know she drops her bag on the floor between her legs, and she holds it in place with one foot inside the sling. I have to hope that her tiredness made her clumsy. I slowly push my foot forward and freeze when I hit something solid. Her leg. I move an inch and hit the jackpot, the soft leather duffle bag she carries is right where I knew it would be. I tuck my foot into it, pushing down to the ground so I can drag it toward me. The train car is full, so nobody notices anything. People chatter or hum along to the music they're listening to. The gentle thrum of the rain and the din of the engine make me brave. I nearly fist pump the air when the bag slides over to me with ease. You’re so predictable, Sin.

      I like predictability, it's comforting. I always know what to expect, especially with you. The first time I realized just how predictable you were was in our senior year. Everybody expected you to go to prom with Co, but you'd promised to go with chubby, pretty Evan with his honey eyes and mischievous smile. He was your best friend, and the first boy you kissed. I heard the gossip. You two made a pact before you got to high school, that you'd go to prom together no matter what or who you were doing. I heard people talking about it at school. Cohen didn't like that. He hated it, in fact. I knew that you going to prom with Evan was a mistake. Boys like Evan were bad news. At the end of the night, you were crying in the ER after Evan raced himself into a barrier, while Cohen fucked your friend in the back seat of his car. I wonder if things would be different if you'd chosen Cohen instead of Evan. Would he have cheated? I guess that is something we will never know. That night you lost a best friend and a faithful boyfriend.
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      Sinclair

      I park at the grocery store parking lot instead of the street in front of the bookstore. It's only a block away, and I need the exercise. I'm halfway to the bookstore when I get a distinct feeling I'm being followed. I feel the pull of the stranger behind me, their eyes trailing me, watching me. I pretend I don't because the reality of it is far more frightening. Besides, who would follow me?

      It is beyond frustrating to behave so irrationally. Looking over my shoulder every time I step out of the house. How on earth am I supposed to research for my books if I am stuck at home? Besides, I reason, I am a people watcher too. Did that make me a psychopath?

      When I step into the dusty, old bookstore, I’m relieved to find it reasonably empty. The period store, with all its classic collections and comforting feel, makes it one of the most popular hangouts for bookworms and one of the reasons why Chelsea bought it the moment she saw it. That and the fact that there is a Starbucks next door too. She had this dream of breaking down the walls between the stores and creating one big comfort space. Books and coffee, a reader's best friend.

      I take a deep breath, settling into the comfort of dust and paper. I spot Bronwyn, one of the two attendants in the shop, at the front desk chatting to a customer. Bronwyn is my friend Sam’s oldest daughter. Her wild rainbow hair stands on end.

      “Hey, Bron, is Chelsea in?”

      "Yeah, she's in the back. Book cataloging day." She chews gum and pops it. I wonder what Chelsea would have to say about that. "Chelsea," she yells. “Sin is here.”

      I settle at a table at the window, which gives me a beautiful view of the street. The buzz of the avenue, the faraway chatter, and the life that pulses in this town are all I need to soothe my nerves and get those words flowing. I pull out my MacBook, switch it on, connecting to the Wi-Fi. 

      "There you are," Chelsea walks toward me, grinning. Her raven hair is in a high ponytail and she’s wearing dungarees. "Killed anyone yet?"

      “Just gotta get some admin out of the way.” 

      Chelsea smiles and sits in the seat opposite me. I peek through the headings in my inbox, none of which are of any interest to me. “So, we have to be at the library at four. I am so excited we’re doing this.”  

      I would have ignored and deleted the email had the subject line not read "Emily". The poem I received in my mailbox. I clicked it open while Chelsea continues to talk to me. I nod and hmm so she won’t think I’m ignoring her.

      “What is it? Spill,” Chelsea demands. There isn’t anything I can keep from my friend. And then I wonder if I’ll be putting her in danger by telling her.

      “I don’t know. It just sounds stupid when I say it out loud.” I bite my lip.

      “This is me. You can talk to me about anything.”

      I sigh and look out the window again. Every single person looks suspicious, every one that passes by the window and looks in could be him or her.

      “I think I’m being followed.”

      “What?” Her eyes widen.

      “Shh, I don’t want anyone to hear. I told you it sounds stupid.”

      "I didn't say that. But what makes you think that?"

      "It isn't any one thing. It's a hunch, you know, that there are eyes on me."

      "Think it's a crazy fan? That shit happens," Chelsea says seriously.

      “I honestly have no idea.”

      "Have you spoken to Cohen about it?" she asks, leaning in, so Bronwyn doesn't pry.

      I roll my eyes. “He thinks I have an overactive imagination.”

      “He has a point,” Chelsea shrugs, "But," she holds her hands up in defense. "I would take this more seriously if you really do think someone is tailing you." 

      I shake my head. “It’s probably nothing.” Saying it out loud does make it even more unbelievable.

      "Well, if you feel unsafe, anytime, just call me, and I will meet you wherever."

      "Thanks, babe. Look let's not talk about this. Have you decided if you’re going to move in with Kurt?" I wiggle my brows, pretending to be interested.

      Chelsea talks, but it sounds distant, like listening to someone while you’re under water. The words on the screen stare back at me.

      We grow accustomed to the Dark 

      When Light is put away
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      Sinclair

      Fifteen years ago

      The accident

      There are worse things than being pregnant in the summer. Like being pregnant in the winter and having to drag myself out of bed in the freezing cold to use the toilet. The bed is empty like it has been for a couple of nights now. This new job means Cohen has to work late into the night. I open the bedroom door without a sound and tiptoe out of the room and toward his study. I miss him. Life wasn't always this busy and stressful. I open his study door and my eyes widen. He's sitting on the couch, his back is to me, his laptop on the small table. There's a woman on the screen, kneading her breasts, telling my husband to fuck her harder. He groans, his head back, his shoulders moving, getting off to her words. I want to close the door and back away, laugh at him for getting caught watching porn,  but then I freeze,  "I can't wait to be in you again, baby," he hisses.

      “Oh, Cohen, I want that too, come for me,”

      She's just a porn star, I tell myself.

      I move back, away from the door but I’m stuck. My hands tremble, my legs are shaky as I make my way back to the safety of my bedroom.

      But why did he say that? Again? 

      He's been stressed. I haven't been in the mood. He isn't cheating? Not like that. I crawl back into bed, and I shut my eyes, reminding myself that he's not like that. Cohen is too predictable to do something like that. He loves me too much. Don't I enjoy a bit of smut? Doesn't it turn me on? This is just like that. I shut my eyes and will myself not to cry, not to overreact, not to believe that this, what I have just witnessed, is anything more than that. I hear him come into the room. It must be an hour that I've been lying here, unable to move. He slips in next to me and makes no move to hold me. Why is that, Cohen? Someone else on your mind?

      Soft snores fill the silence, and I stand and make my way to my office, curling up on the loveseat. Things always look better in the morning.

      I wake up at the crack of dawn, my body aching, and my mind a muddled mess. I drag myself off the loveseat and back to my bedroom, where Cohen sleeps soundly. I have never been a paranoid woman nor an insecure one. I pride myself on those things. While the other women snoop, checking phones and pockets, I let my husband have his privacy and freedom.

      So I don’t know what drives me to open his laptop and log in to his Myspace, scouring through his contacts, none of whom match the bitch. I close my laptop, feeling much better about myself. I take his phone and open his messages. There are several from a number he has saved as Minx.

      I can’t wait to have you in me. It was sent last night.

      C: Just a few more hours. The asshole responded.

      My heart pounds in my chest. One line, and it feels like my world is falling apart.

      I climb into bed and stare at the ceiling. I should ask him about it. I really should. A cramp in my lower belly makes me squeak. That's new. I rub my belly and remind myself that there are more important things to focus on. Cohen stirs, and he smiles when he sees me, "You're up already."

      “Yeah, I couldn't sleep.”

      “Little man keeping you up?" He runs a hand over my belly, and I try not to flinch at his touch.

      I don’t have the energy to argue the way we usually do, about whether our baby is a boy or girl. He leans over and places a kiss on my forehead, then climbs out of bed.

      “In a hurry this morning?”

      “Yeah, I have so much to do before the trip this weekend.”

      “Ah, the trip.”

      He looks at me oddly. “Everything okay, babe?”

      Babe.

      I used to like that stupid pet name. I hated the cliché before, but when he said it, it sounded cute. But now. Now I know he calls his whore that.

      "Never been better." I lie and climb out of bed, padding to the bathroom before him. I don't wait in line.

      I don't make coffee. Instead, I curl up with a book and drink the cup of tea I brewed. He doesn't seem to notice.

      “I might be home late today.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Got a lot to do at the office.”

      "I'll leave your dinner in the fridge then." I smile at him sweetly. I don't remind him we have a doctor's appointment. He's missed the last two, so I doubt this one will be any different.

      It's odd how people change and become strangers. Cohen and I met and fell in love in high school. We were inseparable. I never wanted to date, but he convinced me otherwise. I knew what an asshole he was, back then, but I didn't let that obscure my view of him. I allowed myself to experience Cohen Finley for myself.

      I never doubted my decision until now.

      People who cheat aren't necessarily bad. They're just fucked up and selfish.

      “See you later, babe.”

      There it is again. That fucking word.

      “Don’t call me that.” The words just slip out of my mouth.

      His brows knit together. “Babe?”

      “Yeah. Makes me sound like a fucking pig.” I grin, and he nods. 

      “Okay.” He leans in and kisses my cheek. “I love you, Sin.”

      "You too, Co," I say, not feeling the words. Not meaning them. Hating myself for saying it.

      When he leaves. I walk back into my study and open his Myspace again. I immediately go to the archived chats and am not surprised to find only one in there. Minx. I doubt that's her name. I open the conversation, and I'm met with tits and ass. So many of them it's tiresome. A couple of short clips of her fingering herself.

      I shut my laptop and grab my keys. It's icy cold, and a slight drizzle falls on me. Before I can think about what I am doing, I'm climbing in my car and speeding down the highway. The roads are slick, and I know I have to pull myself together if I am going to get there safely. I pull up at his office building, knowing I look a state in my yoga pants, Guns N' Roses T-shirt, and a top knot, but I don't give a fuck.

      I march right in and ride the lift up to the fourth floor. The open plan is empty. It makes sense why the bastard chooses to fuck his whore this early. I stand outside his door and lean against the frame for support. What the fuck am I going to do? I hadn't thought that far.

      I open the door, and the sight that finds me makes me keel over and empty the contents of my stomach on the plush carpets. Cohen is balls-deep in a woman, yeah, but the fact that she's pregnant is the fucked up part.

      "What the fuck?" I yell when I manage to straighten myself up.

      “Baby, it’s not what you think.”

      “Fuck off. Shut the fuck up, Cohen...”

      I'm dizzy. My head hurts. "Is that his?" I screech, pointing at the woman’s swollen belly. She  looks at me, her head tilted to the side, almost amused, triumphant. She's beautiful, glamorously pregnant. A little hard around the edges.

      “Yes,” she answers. I feel like I can’t breathe. 

      "Shut up," he tells her, walking toward me.

      “Don’t touch me.” I lean against the wall for support. “How long, Cohen? How long?”

      “Come on, Sin, can we just sit down and talk about this?”

      “No.” I can hear my voice vibrating off the walls. “I don’t wanna talk about shit. I just want to know how long.”

      “A year.” 

      A response is stuck in my throat. A year. He's been fucking this woman for a year. She's pregnant, about as far as I am, maybe a few months behind. I see light spots, and I know I have to get the fuck out of here. If I don't, I'll kill him, I'll kill them both and myself in the process.

      “I love you, Sinclair. Please. This is a mistake.”

      The woman growls, launching at him, but I turn my back to them and wobble out. I make it through the open plan and down the lift.

      "Are you alright, miss?" someone asks me, but they're a blur, and it feels like the sounds around me are in an echo.

      I stumble through the rotating doors to my car, which is parked out front. I hear shouting behind me and I know it's him, Cohen. That lying, cheating asshole. I fumble with the fob and manage to get into my car and lock the door. I lean against the steering wheel to get my bearing. He knocks at my window. I cannot make out what he's saying. All I know is that I have to get away from here. Away from him. Away from her. I feel the pain in my pelvis again, and I shriek. I look at his face, and it's twisted and distorted in panic. His hands are covered in blood. He shows it to me. I turn the key and speed off. I can barely see where I am going, but I know that as long as I keep moving forward, I will be all right. I push down hard on the accelerator toward the entrance ramp to the highway. I know Cohen, so I know he'll be close behind me.

      Once I am on the highway, I'll be able to lose him in the morning traffic. The light specks make me dizzy, and the morning sun blinds me. I swerve to be met with a hard surface. I bounce off the barrier and catch my breath. I keep moving. The horns of cars sound behind me. I need to get away from it all. I press down on the gas and speed forward. I don't realize I'm in the oncoming lane until it's too late. The truck tries to swerve, I try to brake, the world stands still, just two vehicles trying to prevent the inevitable, and then we collide, and I feel my body move around my car, my hands flying everywhere. My baby, is the last thought I have before I plummet into nothingness.
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        * * *

      

      I open my eyes an inch, and the fluorescent light causes me to instantly shut them. My mouth hurts, so does my throat.

      “Sinclair.” I frown. I don’t know that voice. 

      There’s a buzzing in my ear.

      “Sinclair.” 

      “Yes.” I croak. My eyes are heavy.

      “I’m Doctor Finch. Can you open your eyes for me?”

      I hadn’t realized they were shut in the first place. I try to focus on the voice of the man talking to me, but I drift off every few seconds.

      “Where am I?” It hurts when I speak. 

      “You’re in a hospital. I’m taking care of you.”

      "Hospital," I repeat the words. "What-what happened?"

      “You had an accident, you’re okay now.”

      I nod, trying to think about what he said. I had an accident. I don't remember an accident. I don't - remember.

      “You can rest now. I’ll be here when you wake up again.”

      

      "Sin." His voice is warm and comforting. I feel like curling up against it and drifting off. I open my eyes, and Cohen looks down at me. "Hey, beautiful." His head is cocked to the side. I smile or attempt to, and he squeezes my hand. "Co…" He drops to his knees beside me. Tears fall freely from his eyes.

      “I am so sorry. God, I thought I lost you.”

      “What happened? The last thing I remember is the test. It was positive, right?”

      He looks confused, his eyes searching mine. “The test?”

      “The pregnancy test,” I manage. I start coughing at the exertion. 

      “Baby...I -”

      "You're awake, Mrs. Finley." The doctor, Finch, I recall, steps in, and interrupts.

      I look between the two of them. 

      "Let's have a look, shall we?" He reviews my chart and nods. "You're doing great."

      "Doc, can I have a word with you?" Cohen asks, and Dr. Finch nods.

      “We’ll be right back.” The doctor assures me.

      I watch them retreat and sink back onto my pillow, a hand on my stomach. Is there something they are not telling me? Oh God, I hope my little bean is alright. I remember the look on Cohen’s face when he found out we were going to have a baby, the joy in his eyes. 

      They return, and the doctor takes a seat in one of the two chairs, while Cohen takes the other. "Sinclair, what's the last thing you recall, before the accident?"

      "I remember that I took a pregnancy test, and I went over to Co's office to give him the news."

      The doctor looks over at Cohen.

      “Baby, that was eight months ago.”

      I laugh. This must be some kind of joke. “What do you mean, Cohen?”

      "You were in an accident, Sinclair, and you've lost some of your memories from this year in particular."

      "That is impossible." I'm outraged. "Why would you even say that?" I glare at Cohen.

      “We’re going to run some tests, but we don’t want you to panic.”

      "Not panic. You're telling me I don't recall months of my life, and I am not supposed to panic."

      “Calm down, baby.”

      “Don’t.” I place a hand up. “Just don’t. Can you just go? Both of you.”

      They stand and exit the room. This makes no sense, none at all. 

      I have so many questions, but right now, I just want to be by myself. I'm not angry at the doctor or Cohen. I'm mad at the unfairness. Where is my child? How long have I been out? I feel indignant tears burn my eyes, and I try to keep them at bay. I call a nurse.

      “I want to see my baby.”
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      Sinclair

      Five months ago

      I received the scarf in the mail a week after Chelsea disappeared. There was no note attached. It was sent in a standard envelope. It's light blue with silver seashells on it. It's beautiful, and I remember the day she wore it. At the bake sale. I complimented her on it. It picked up the blue of her eyes. Made her look relaxed, happy, in love. I hold it close to me. She was taken by a monster, and I cannot not shake the feeling that I have something to do with it.

      Have you ever read a status message and just knew it was about you even though it wasn't addressed to you? The words cut through you like a knife. That is what this feels like. I know I can't keep this to myself, but what will the cops think? Will this just add to their list of reasons why I am a suspect? They have not said it in so many words, but there is no doubt Jameson feels that way. I open my purse and pull out the simple business card that Detective Willis handed me. It had the station number and his personal number on it. I rotate it between my fingers, contemplating what would be the right thing to do. After tapping my fingers on the counter, I decided to take the plunge.

      “Park Station, Officer Ward speaking.”

      "Hi - uhm - Could I speak to Detective Jameson?"

      “Sure, who may I say is calling?” she asks.

      “It’s Sinclair Finley. I have information on the Morgan case.”

      "Okay, please hold." I wait, and my anxiety feels like it is in overdrive.

      “Hello.” I swallow when I hear his voice and lose my bravado. I set the receiver down and lay my head on my arms. I should shut up about this.

      The phone rings, and I pick up. "I do have your number, you know." He sounds amused.

      “Detective Jameson?”

      “You wanted to speak to me.”

      “I-” Why can’t I find the words. “Could I speak to you?” There is silence at the end of the line. 

      "Yeah, sure, I can come over."

      “No, I’d rather come to you.” I say quickly.

      "See you in an hour, then?"

      "Yeah- sure." I cut the call and stare at the phone for a few minutes.

      

      The public entrance of the station is intimidating. Just walking in here makes me feel claustrophobic. The smell of floor cleaner mixed with old papers makes me nauseous. A few people sit at booths filling in paperwork. I can hear chatter, probably from the office block, and two cops stand off to the side talking. I walk over to the reception desk and wait behind a lady filing a report against someone for harassment. I listen to her rattle off the reasons to the desk sergeant about why this other person should be incarcerated, and I grow more anxious. Maybe this was a bad idea. I can still walk away now, call Detective Jameson and tell him it was nothing.

      "Mrs. Finley." I hear a familiar voice and turn to see Detective Jameson approaching. In another setting, he'd make the ultimate book boyfriend. He fits the profile. Broody and mysterious, suspicious of the world. His brown eyes are so dark they could be black. Those arms. His lips… What the hell am I doing?

      “Hi, Detective,” I manage. 

      "You want to follow me this way?" He directs, unsmiling. I do as he says and follow him down a short corridor. The lighting is poor, and the farther away we get from the public area, the more uncertain I am that coming here was a good idea. He leads me into an office. We don't say a word. The sound of an old air conditioner sings in the background.

      "Take a seat." He motions to a chair at a round table near a window. I oblige, and he does the same.

      "Thanks for seeing me on such short notice," I say.

      "How can I help you, Mrs. Finley?" I can tell he isn't one for small talk and I like that. I twist the straps of my handbag. Where do I even begin?

      “I think I’m being followed, or have been, for a while now.”

      He leans back in his chair, a dark eyebrow arches as he observes me. I hate the way he scrutinizes me. "Go on."

      "I told Chelsea about it. I’ve been getting calls from an unknown number, received a few odd poems in the mail, and just had this feeling, you know that I was being watched."

      “Poems?” 

      "Yes, dark stuff, about secrets. I didn't think anything of it at first, but then it became obvious this person was trying to tell me something."

      “Mrs. Finley -”

      "Just Sin," I tell him.

      “Sin. We can have someone hang around your home, just for observation, maybe tail you. Do you think this has something to do with your friend's disappearance?”

      "I didn't think so at first. But then I got this," I reach into my bag and pull out Chelsea's scarf.  I sit it on the table between us. "It's a scarf I bought her. She wore it at a bake sale we did together. I - I got this in the mail today."

      He nods and stands, walking over to his desk. He pulls on some gloves and retrieves a plastic packet from the drawers. He slips the scarf in the package. "Mind if I hold onto this?"

      “Not at all.” I feel my brows pulling together. “Detective, Chelsea is one of the only friends I have. I want to do everything I can to make sure she’s found.”

      He nods. “Thank you, Sin. I’ll have someone look into this. We’ll be in touch.” He pulls off his gloves and discards them in the bin at his desk.

      I knew coming here was a mistake. “Is this what you say to get rid of people you’re not bothered to listen to?”

      “Sin, that isn’t what I’m doing. I can assure you we have people working on this case.”

      I nod. “I just don’t want my friend to be another statistic.”

      “She won’t.” He holds my gaze. “Shall I walk you out?”

      I stand and follow behind him mutely. I hope that coming here wasn’t a mistake. That whoever took Chelsea doesn’t see it as a reason to hurt her. 

      As if Detective Jameson senses my concern, he turns to me when we’re at the door. “You did the right thing, Sin.” 

      I bob my head in agreement, but I don’t feel convinced.

      Walking to my car, I sense eyes on me. I whip my head around and scan the area. There are many people in the parking lot, but none of them seem remotely interested in me. I wonder if it is all in my head, but then I remind myself that I didn’t send myself Chelsea’s scarf.
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        * * *

      

      "Babe, is that you?" I hear Cohen call as I shut the door behind me. I walk into the kitchen, where it looks like he's started dinner.

      "Hey." I greet, as I walk into his arms.

      “I was worried about you.”

      "Just had some errands to run. The kids all right?"

      “They’re great. Willow is giving Gracie a bath right now.” 

      “I’m impressed.” I squeeze him tighter around the middle.

      He leans back, his gaze searching my face. “Are you okay? You look exhausted.”

      "I am. Just stressed about Chels. Frustrated, we haven't heard anything. Have you spoken with Kurt?"

      Cohen sighs. “He’s in pretty bad shape, feels responsible.”

      "Why would he?" I frown. The last person that should be harboring guilt is Kurt. I was the last person to see or speak to my friend as far as I know.

      “He feels that way because he couldn’t protect the woman he loves. I get that.” He holds my face in his hands and kisses my forehead. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you."

      My inhale feels shaky. I close my eyes and lean into his comfort, but instead of easing my anxiety, it only makes me feel more disorientated.

      "I should take a bath," I tell him, pulling away gently.

      It’s odd how uncomfortable comfort can make you feel when your heart is hurting. I contemplate telling Cohen about the scarf and my visit to the police station but decide not to. I pass by Gracie’s room on my way to my bedroom and lean against the door frame. A smile curls my lips when I see my two girls curled up in bed reading.

      "Hey, Mom," Willow beams when she sees me.

      “Mama.” Gracie bounds out of bed and wraps her arms around my middle. “Hey, unicorn.” I give her a tight squeeze. “How are my girls today?”

      "Willow, let me have bubbles, and she's reading me, Bambi."

      "Is that right?" I grin at my older daughter, who shrugs it off as nothing. "Thank you, Will."

      “It’s nothing. How are you, Mom?” 

      "Better now that I'm home. Gonna take a bath, and then we can have dinner."

      “Gracie and I were just going to watch Frozen,” she tells me. I smile at her appreciatively, thankful for her help with taking care of her sister.

      I leave my girls after hearing about their day and make my way into my bathroom. I fill the tub and climb in, allowing the water to envelop me in its warmth.  Leaning my head back , I close my eyes, my thoughts a freight train running off the tracks.
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      Anonymous

      Fifteen years-old

      "You're a useless little spawn.” she spits at me. "It's no wonder your mother never wanted you." I stare up at her hate-filled eyes from my place on the kitchen floor. I want to claw at them, rip away her sight. My stomach hurts from the blow to it. I wish I could say I deserved this. That I've done something so utterly heinous and unforgivable to this woman. But all I did was walk through the door on a bad day. "Stand up." She drags me up by my arm, her nails digging painfully into me.

      Billy isn't always like this. Sometimes she is kind, Billy, and she tells me snippets of information about where I came from. I collect and hoard as much as I can, trying to decipher what is real and what she makes up in her head.

      Other times, she's deranged, like she is now, flying off the handles in a psychotic rage. She spits profanities and uses me as her punching bag. She could have a fight with her useless supermarket boyfriend or just feel like shit, and it'll be my fault. My fault for living. My fault for existing in her world.

      Sad Billy is the worst because she tries to hurt herself. I wonder if, in those times, I should let her. Just turn a blind eye when she places a knife to her wrist or downs a bottle of pills with scotch. Billy's multiple facets make me crawl inside my skin. She smells of smoke and scotch now. I let myself be dragged into the one place she knows I hate the most. She swings open the door to the cupboard and shoves me inside.

      “No, Billy, please,” I try to plead with the human Billy I know is in there somewhere. 

      "Maybe, you'll think better about thinking you're better than me next time."

      “What are you talking about? I never -”

      Her palm connects with my face, and I shrink backward. There is no getting through to her, not like this.

      She slams the door in my face and turns the key, making sure the deadbolts are locked. It's dark here. So dark, I wonder if I will ever see the light again. This is the kind of darkness that suffocates and oppresses. What I fear most is not this, but the song of death that rings in my ear.

      I slide down the wall and bring my knees close to my chest. I've spent so much time in this space, its raunchiness has become a second home. There is a pungent odor from all the days I have been in here. I try to clean it out, but some filth sticks to a place permanently. I don't know how long it'll be this time. She's unpredictable when she's like this. But I use this time to think, to plan, to prepare.

      Billy hates me because she hates herself more. She feels inferior to me. My greatness intimidates her. I feel around beneath me until I reach the small crevice at the back. I pull out the small blade I keep there. I reach toward the wall, and find a blank space and start to carve small dents into it to count the hours. I settle into the blackness, a smile curving my lips. Not long now, Billy, not long.
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      Anonymous

      I watch you leave the house Sin. I know you’re on your way to the police station. What do you hope to achieve by that? It isn't going to help you. You got yourself in a fix and the outcome will always be the same. You look around you, sensing my closeness. It will all make sense soon enough, Sin. I saw the package being delivered earlier.. I crept to your living room window and saw you freak out, dropping the scarf like it burned your fingers. You finally made that call to the police station

      I want to watch how this plays out. I'm glad it got you out of the house for a few hours. I walk around your perfect home, running my gloved hands across the furniture. You have good taste. I look at the family photos hanging on the wall, and I feel an anger I haven't in a while. I wonder if what I should have done in the first place is slice you to shreds, let you bleed out. You have everything, Sin, everything, and that can't be fair. It isn't. I pick up a few essential items, and I'm about to get the hell out when I hear the door. I still mid-stride and listen. You can't be back yet. The kids are at school.

      "Yeah, I know, Malcolm, I'll get to it tomorrow. Sin needs me right now." It's Cohen. Is he here with someone? "Fine," he continues, and I guess he's on the phone. He lets out a frustrated groan. My blood runs cold. I back away and find myself in the bedroom. There's a blindside, between the window and the closet, a corner big enough for me to fit and small enough to not likely be seen. I decide to take it. I try to calm my breaths, making sure not to make a sound. From my vantage point, I can see the door to the bedroom and the bathroom. Cohen enters the room, runs his hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. You don't look a day older, do you, Cohen Finley? He starts to unbutton his shirt, slowly slipping the soft blue material off his shoulders, and I nearly gasp. I didn't know I was going to get this lucky. He drops his pants and boxer briefs next. He's all muscle, power, and masculinity. You are a lucky woman, Sin. Do you realize how truly fortunate you are to have a man like this dote on you the way he does?

      Still, nobody is perfect. We all know that. I watch him disappear into the bathroom, and a few seconds later, the shower turns on. I have a few seconds to get the hell out of this house, but I'm curious, so I approach the bathroom cautiously. The mirror directly opposite the doorway means I can spy on him without him realizing it. His back is to me. I step closer and risk a peek. He's so beautiful, the water cascading over him. I have the urge to touch him, show myself. That would be stupid, and, I, dear Sin, am far from stupid. Still, I watch, and my cheeks heat when he fists his cock, grunting in pleasure, calling out - wait a minute - he just called out another woman's name. I grin in delight. This is going to be easier than I thought. What are the chances?
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      Sinclair

      "Detective Jameson?" I open the door, surprised to see him standing on my doorstep. "Has there been news?"

      “No, nothing new, I just wanted to check in and see if you’ve had any more contact from the person sending you those packages.”

      I suddenly feel underdressed in my PJ pants and a tank top. I cover up my ladies by crossing my arms, knowing full well the chill would have an impact on me. "You want to come in. It's much warmer in here." I offer and step aside to let him in. I shut the door behind me. "We can talk in the dining room," I tell him leading the way, grabbing a hoodie Co thankfully hung on the coat rack despite the number of times I told him not to.

      “Can I get you something to drink Detective?”

      "Oh, uhm, it's Creed, and coffee would be great."

      I smile. “Would you give me a minute?”

      "I could join you in the kitchen. Save time." He looks awkward and out of place, so I figure him keeping me company might be the best option.

      He follows me into the kitchen and stands against a counter. He looks around the room, his eyes settling on my laptop. “You said you were a writer?”

      “Yes, I am.” 

      "I've been thinking about the crazed fan idea, and I don't buy it, not with the scarf."

      "They could be unrelated, though." I shrug.

      “I thought about that, and I’m not willing to rule anything out at the moment.”

      I hand him a cup of coffee, and we settle at the kitchen island. "What I cannot figure out is why Chelsea, if this has something to do with me. Wouldn't my family be a more likely target?" I furrow my brows. "God forbid," I say quickly. The cup I hold helps with the chill that runs through me at the thought of my children or Cohen being a target.

      “It’s what confuses me too.” He strokes his short beard.

      "Detective - I mean, Creed, is it likely that Chelsea will be found? I mean, we know the stats. You live it, I research it. I just - I don't know what I'll do if something happens to her because of me." I struggle to swallow down the lump in my throat.

      He reaches over and places a hand on mine, gently squeezing. “We’re doing all we can, but it’s like she disappeared without a trace.” 

      He clears his throat, pulling his hands away, realizing he may have crossed some invisible boundary. "Thanks for the coffee," he says, downing the last bit. "I'll be in touch. You have my number. Call me if you hear anything else."

      "Thanks, Creed." I meet his gaze. He nods, rubbing the back of his neck. I walk him out and watch until he disappears in his vehicle. I wish Chelsea was here. We'd be gawking over the sexy detective, profiling him for one of my novels.

      Since her disappearance, I haven't been able to find the words. I sit in front of my laptop, typing and deleting, retyping, and coming up with nothing.

      How do you go on with life when there is so much uncertainty? I think about Kurt and realize I haven’t even seen him since the day Jameson and Willis gave me the news.

      I scroll through my phone till I find his number. 

      Me: Can we talk?

      K: Yeah, sure. 

      Me: The bookstore at 1pm?

      K: See you there.

      I know it's weird, but the bookstore makes me feel closer to her. Bronwyn has been great, running the place, but I check in every now and then. Make sure that everything is alright. Kurt doesn't seem to mind. He's thrown himself into work from what Cohen says. I don't blame him.

      I walk into the bookstore, and Bronwyn smiles at me sadly. We have a comfortable rule that we don't speak about Chelsea, and it seems to work for us. I grab a seat at my usual table with my Starbucks. I set a second cup down for Kurt. A few minutes before one, Kurt walks into the store. He waves at Bronwyn and makes his way over to my table when he spots me. He's a tall, gangly guy with too much brain and too little brawn. He looks tired, his shoulders slumped. He's handsome in a Benedict Cumberbatch kind of way. Far too stoic for my taste.

      "Hey, Sinclair," he greets. He's always insisted on calling me by my full name. Up close, I notice the dark bags around his eyes, a clear indication that he hasn't been sleeping well.

      “Hi, Kurt. Please sit down. I ordered you a latte, I wasn’t sure about the kind you like.”

      “That’s kind of you. Thank you.” He takes a sip of his drink, his hands trembling ever so slightly. He’s strung out from too much caffeine to make up for the lack of sleep.

      "How've you been, really?" I ask, trying to maintain eye contact, which is proving difficult since he refuses to meet my gaze.

      "Hard. I just don't get it. C's been gone for two weeks, and the police have no leads. It's like she vanished out of sight. The surveillance at the Wharf was a bust, so there is no footage. CCTV hasn't brought about anything useful. It's such a busy stretch, big on tourists, you know…" He trails off.

      “They’ll find her.” I try to say what I think he needs to hear, knowing full well I have no confidence in my words. “Hold onto all those exciting plans you had, Kurt.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Plans?”

      “Yes, the big move.” I take a sip of my coffee.

      “I don’t know what you mean? I asked Chels to move in with me, but she turned me down. Said we needed to take things slow.”

      I crease my brow. "I must have misunderstood," I say lightly. But inside, I am confused as hell. That is not what my friend told me. She was thrilled to start a life with the man sitting in front of me.

      "I really love her, you know. She's been distant in the last couple of months. We got off on a great start. She'd come with me on trips. I really thought we had a good thing, but she started pulling away."

      Okay, now I'm puzzled, but I don't think I want to get clarity from Kurt. He is distraught as it is. But I wonder how well I actually know my friend.

      "She does love you, Kurt. She told me that all the time." I try to offer him some kind of comfort.

      "She could have fooled me." He smiles sadly, but it doesn't reach his eyes. "Anyway, thank you for the coffee and for listening."

      "You can call me, you know, anytime."

      I watch the door long after he’s gone through it. The relationship he just described is the opposite of what Chelsea painted for me. She was happy and in love, planning a future with Kurt. Was she lying to me? Is he? This makes no sense.
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      Anonymous

      When I was a little girl, Billy bought me one of those camping lights meant to keep away insects. I never understood why until she set it up outside for us one day. It was a warm evening. I watched with fascination as moths circled the light. They were in a frenzy, unable to stay away from it. And then one of them flew too close, and I cringed at the sound of its tiny body frying. And yet the rest of them learned nothing, they continued to pursue the light despite knowing it could lead to their demise. We're all tempted to pursue the one thing that will lead to our destruction. It is nature.

      When I was fifteen years old, Billy moved us closer to Rob, or so I thought. I'd come to understand that I didn't really have a say in anything we did. Still, I could attend a better school in exchange for working at his grocery store for free. I hated my new school, I hated the entitled pieces of shit. I attended it with, but I kept my head down, and I kept to myself. I had one friend. She was so high I doubt she knew her own name half the time. I was happy to float through high school unnoticed with Chloe by my side, until him. Captain of the soccer team. I never had any interest in guys before him. But he was taken. Taken by Sinclair Lovell. 

      "That chick, the redhead, she looks just like you. You're the cheap knock-off version, though," Chloe snorts. We were sitting on the anthill, as she called it during the break. It was odd, the similarity between the two of us and the fact that I never noticed it until Chloe pointed it out.

      “Fuck off,” I flipped her off and continued to read my book, or pretended to, my eyes never left Cohen. Or Sinclair for that matter. And that was the day I started to pay more attention to them, to her in particular, because I could not for the life of me understand what made people like her better than me.

      You're worried, Sin, about that friend of yours. You're not writing, not anymore. You wander aimlessly about your house all day waiting for news. If only you knew what I did. Would you still be as concerned as you are right now? I look at the house next door to you, I will wait till nightfall to get back inside. Mrs. Gregory is in bed, the tea I made her had her dozing off. I hate that I have to go to such lengths, but when she's awake and alert, she does get a bit nosy. Asking me questions, I don't really want to answer. She's also very observant. Settling in her recliner, that smells of an old person, I lean my head back and close my eyes, thinking about the lengths I’ve gone to. This little bump in the road, the disappearance of your friend, it messed things up for me Sin. The plan was simple, and now, I have to rethink everything.

      

      It's dark out when my eyes pry open, the glow from the streetlights tell me I've been asleep for longer than I'd planned. Walking over to the window, I see the lights are on in every room of your home. It's like looking into a doll's house. I used to walk past one in a store window when I was younger. I always wanted one, but it was so far out of my reach back then. I consider getting one, but then I realize that this right here, this glimpse into your life is far more exciting. Sin, you have no idea the lengths I would go to protect you. Stifling a yawn and standing. I draw the curtains together and turn on the lights. I’d better start on some dinner for Mrs. Gregory. I opt for a butternut soup. She likes it when I make it, says it reminds her of the soups her mother used to make. I’ll serve it with some of the bread I baked earlier in the week. I make sure to add a bit of happy dust into her soup, to knock her out till the morning. She’s sitting up in bed when I enter her room.

      “Sleep well, Mrs. G?”

      "Wonderful. I'm famished, though, dear."

      "Good thing I'm here." I smile at her sweetly, setting the tray down on her lap. I hand her a glass of water, and she slurps it down greedily.

      “I should really see a doctor about this lethargy.” She frowns. “I can’t remember the last time I slept this much. Not even after Walter died.”

      "Ahead of you on that. I called the doctor, and he should be here in the morning."

      "Oh, that's kind of you. I'm so lucky to have you here."

      Mrs. Gregory digs into her soup with a shaky hand. She moans after a bite, a bit of soup hanging at the corner of her mouth. “Just like mama used to make it.”

      I smile, satisfied that she’ll finish the whole lot. 

      "Have you never married, child?" she asks, dipping bread into her soup.

      I shake my head. “Never did see the need. I’ve always been more of a loner.”

      "And you never desired to have children?" She tilts her head.

      “It crossed my mind, but kids will go off eventually, have their own lives, and I’ll be left alone.”

      She nods, a shadow of sadness falling over her face. She and her husband Walt couldn't have kids. They'd tried and eventually gave up. She would have loved children. A dozen of them, she confessed.

      "How we doing there, Mrs. G?" She's leaning against the headboard, her soup half-finished, her eyes shut. She groans, and the spoon slips from her hand completely. I move the tray away from her, wipe her mouth, and settle her comfortably onto the pillow.

      "Good night, Mrs. G," I say as I turn off her lights and go downstairs to wait.

      

      I change into black sweatpants, a hoodie, and then tuck my hair into a ponytail. Sin and her family are still going about their evening together. I sneak around the back of Chelsea's house and into her backyard. It's slightly overgrown with her being away. I say that with good reason. I don't believe you're capable of something as heinous as kidnapping. You're far too kind, Sin. Your naive mind doesn't work that way. I turn the knob and grin when it's unlocked, although sleuthing is not beneath me. I walk into the dimly lit kitchen, only the light above the stove illuminates. The kitchen is modern, well suited to the fancy Chelsea. There is something about her disappearance and appearance, in general, that doesn't sit right with me, and I need to uncover what that is. I walk into the living room and still when I hear soft snoring. What the actual fuck? Nobody is supposed to be here. I move slowly toward the snoring and see a hand holding a bottle of whiskey, inches from crashing onto the floor. I decide to chance it and pry the bottle from the man's hand. He's completely out of it. Kurt. Chelsea's boyfriend. Poor guy. I move away from his sleeping form. He's harmless.

      I walk down the hallway toward her bedroom. Using my torch, I scour cupboards, under beds, and all her drawers. There is nothing that indicates what actually happened to the woman. But I have my suspicions; though none I can prove. Well, not yet, but soon. I sigh. I leave her room and rummage through her office next. I'm about to call it a night, come back when it's light when I spot something. I walk over to her bookshelf. One of her books is placed the other way around. I pull it out, opening it. To my absolute delight, it's not Book Three in the Game of Thrones box set, but a notebook of some kind. Numbers and names are scribbled across the pages, dates, and times, schedules stare back at me. I stuff it into my duffle bag. This may come in handy. I carefully make my way out of the office and walk back to the living room, the man still lying lifeless on the couch. I feel sorry for him, the thought of someone you love out there. The uncertainty. I make my way back to the kitchen, and it's then I realize that something sounds different. It hits me. The snoring. I'm about to make a run for it when strong hands grab me by the shoulder. "Who are you?" he slurs.

      He spins me around. “Sinclair?” His eyes widen. “What are you doing here?”

      I use his confusion to my advantage and punch him in the nose. He stumbles back groaning and trips, landing on his ass. I dash out the door before he gains his bearings and gets back on his feet. My feet pound against the ground as I attempt to get back to Mrs. Gregory's. I slip on a wet patch and curse as I struggle to my feet. In the dark, with my attire, he won't be able to see the direction I'm going in, even if he follows me. I lean against the side of Mrs. G's house to catch my breath. Cold sweat runs down my face. I watch him stagger into the street, and then he's moving toward Sin's house. I fumble with my keys and get inside, pushing my tired limbs forward to the front window. Cohen opens the door, and Kurt practically falls inside. They disappear behind the closed doors, and I wait. Sin is standing in the living room. Kurt lurches for her, and it feels like my heart stills. Sin brings her hands up in front of her. Cohen is dragging the madman away from his wife in seconds. Sin sinks into a chair, and Cohen pulls Kurt away. Why didn't I think of bugging their place? I watch and wait for my carefully constructed plan to fall apart around me. He saw me. He knows. He will tell them, and they'll look for me.

      I shrink into the armchair and wait.
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      Creed

      I received a call from Sin's - Sinclair’s - Mrs. Finley's husband, frantic about the boyfriend of the missing woman attacking Sin in their house. I shouldn't think of a suspect on a first-name basis, but there is something about this woman that has me blurring lines I wouldn't otherwise cross. Like going to see her the other day, with an update. That wasn't necessary. I could have called, but I didn't. I wanted to see her again. So, here I am standing on their doorstep when I could have sent an officer out to take a statement. Cohen Finley is about my height, probably the same age, but his hair is greying. It looks fashionable on him. He welcomes me in with a handshake and leads me to the living room, where Sin sits with her legs pulled up to her knees. Another man sits in an armchair on the opposite end of the room, his eyes red-rimmed, his hair standing on end. I recognize him as Kurt Frank. He hiccups, and I gather he's drunk.

      “Detective.” Sin says, her pretty green eyes look pleased to see me. I want to tell her to call me Creed again, but I know it wouldn’t be appropriate. Cohen places a hand around her small shoulders. A gesture of ownership.

      “Mrs. Finley.” I greet, taking a seat across from her. “Want to tell me what happened here, folks?”

      Cohen starts. "In summary, - Kurt came over here and attacked my wife." His jaw ticks when he looks over at the other man.

      “That true?” I direct my question to Kurt.

      “Because she broke into Chelsea’s house. She was snooping around, then she punched me in the nose.”

      “That is absurd.” Sin defends. “I’ve been home all night.”

      "She was. We'd just had dinner, and the kids went upstairs. Sin and I were talking. We heard a knock, and he was at the door. He literally just walked in and went for Sin."

      I sigh. “Have you been drinking, Mr. Frank?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      "Just answer the question." I look over at Sin, and she holds my gaze for a second before dropping it.

      "Yes," Kurt says, running his hands through his hair.

      “So, you could have been mistaken?”

      “It was her,” he yells.

      "Settle down," I say, my patience is wearing thin. "I'm going to go take a look next door. In the meantime, you'll wait in the car."

      “Am I under arrest?”

      "Depends on what I find, and if the Finley’s want to lay a charge or not." I look at the couple.

      “I don’t.” Sin pipes up. “I get that he’s stressed. I just don’t think it’s fair that he attacked me because of it.”

      “Honey, are you sure?” Cohen asks, and she nods, looking between us. 

      I lead Kurt outside and let him cool off in my car. Cohen and Sin stand on their porch. I use the key Kurt gave me, walk through the house putting on lights, looking for any sign of forced entry or out of place items, and as I expected, everything seems intact. Everything except the empty bottle of Jack Daniels whiskey on the coffee table.

      “Everything’s in place next door," I tell the Finleys. "I'll take him home. He'll probably want to apologize when he's sober. He drank a hell of a lot tonight."

      “Thank you, Creed.” She tells me, and I nod. I shake Cohen’s hand and make my way into the car. 

      "She really was there, you know," Kurt says just above a whisper. I look back at the woman leaning into her husband, and I wonder if there is any truth in what he says.

      “That is impossible, Kurt. Even Cohen says she was at home all night.”

      "She could have snuck out, said she was going to the bathroom. I don't know. I just know I saw her. She punched me.  I mean, could I have done this to my own face?"

      “Who knows? You drank an entire bottle of whiskey. Stranger things have been reported.”

      I pull out of the driveway and take him to his apartment. He staggers out and disappears into the building.

      My phone rings. It’s Willis. “Yeah?” I answer.

      “Jameson, I think you need to come down to the Wharf.”
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      Sinclair

      I receive a brown envelope and place it on my kitchen island. I stare at it for a few minutes. I should call Officers Willis or Jameson. Let them open it with me. I should not tamper with evidence, even if it is addressed to me, delivered to my home. Getting the mail has become one of those tedious tasks, but I insist on doing it, so my kids or husband don't have to carry this burden. I finger the edges, finally deciding what to do. I open the flap, feeling inside the envelope. I gag when I finally pull out the contents. Pictures.

      Tears sting my eyes, and my hands tremble as I hold onto the sheets of glossy paper for dear life. I knew that things were too good to be true. I knew there was something horribly wrong, but this is so much more than that. I feel my heart shatter into a million pieces. I can't cry, the tears refuse to come and give me any sort of relief. It’s like the body chooses to abandon you at the most inopportune time, like mine is now.

      There are more pictures in the envelope, so many of them. They're dated, small digits on the right-hand corner of each one. I look at them and shake my head. This has to be a sick joke, but who would do this to me? Who would be so cruel? There's a knock on my door, and somehow I know that this was all carefully orchestrated. I think of my girls, but I have no energy to think beyond my trip to the front door. Creed isn't standing there. Cold Detective Jameson is him and two other men. I let them cuff me, the cold steel cutting into my flesh, like a branding iron. There are sirens, they're announcing to the world their victory.

      

      "Mrs. Finley, you are under arrest on suspicion of the murder of Chelsea Morgan.” One of the officers says. She’s my friend. My inner voice shouts. My best friend. “Anything you do say may be used as evidence.” How did I not see this before? 

      

      The interrogation room is the size of my bathroom, with a metal table and four chairs. The walls are void of any posters, instructions, or anything remotely exciting. There isn't a two-way mirror-like in the movies. It's just four walls, with bad ventilation. I never imagined someone like me could end up in a room like this. I sit mutely, gazing at the two men across from me. Jameson looks at me calmly, too calmly. His eyes try to unravel me. His stare is hard, and it makes me uncomfortable. What happened to friendly Creed? I guess he disappeared along with my life. We're waiting for my lawyer, and until she arrives, I refuse to say a word. This is a crime against humanity. How dare they bring me in here? Accusing me of killing Chelsea. It's fucking absurd. God knows I have every right to, but I didn't.

      My friend Samantha Taylor bursts through the door, her cheeks flushed. 

      “My God, Sin, what on earth? Wait, say nothing.” She puts up a finger to still me. “Officers, I’d like a word with my client.” 

      Willis and Jameson stand. Jameson looks from me to Sam. "We'll be right outside." He holds my gaze for too long, and I feel like I'm suffocating. They exit the door, and Sam takes the seat across from me.

      "Where are the girls?" My heart pounds inside my chest. This is all a big mistake, and now my children have to suffer for it.

      “Cohen is outside. The girls are with Bronwyn.” My shoulders tense. He’s here. “Sin, I’ve read the charges.” She sighs. “I just don’t think I understand any of this.”

      “That makes the two of us. It’s all a fucking lie. ” I say, my hands wrapping around me.

      “It says here -” she opens a brown folder. “-they say they have evidence that implicates you. I haven’t had a chance to get any more information...”

      My friend holds my gaze. "I need some time to go through the case files, but if there is anything you want to tell me, or anyone, you think may have it in for you, or Chelsea. I need to know. The DA is holding their cards close to their chest."

      “This is bizarre.” Tears sting my eyes, and I bite the inside of my mouth to hold them back. 

      “I know.” She reaches out and places a hand on mine, squeezing it. “We’re going to fix this. Cohen wants to see you.”

      “I’d rather not see him. Not right now.” Her eyes widen. 

      “Why ever not?”

      “Just make him go away. Please.”

      She lets out a breath, but nods.  “I’m going to try and get bail posted. It may take a couple of hours, but I need you to hang in there for me.”

      She stands and comes around the table. I rise, and she pulls me into her arms, squeezing me. "It is going to be okay, Sin."

      I wish I could believe her. I watch her retreating form, and I sink into the chair, my head falling into my hands. I hear the door open and close, but I can't look up, the sobs fall from my lips.

      I feel strong hands on my shoulder. , and when I look up into Jameson's eyes, I feel like crumbling. “I didn’t do this.”

      “Sinclair, I shouldn’t even be talking to you. But if this is a mess, then it’ll clear itself up” I place my face in my hands. “Hey,” He shifts next to me, and when I look at him, he’s kneeling down beside me. He tips my chin toward him, forcing me to look at him. He realizes what he is doing and drops his hand.

      “I have to move you to a holding cell, just until your lawyer gets you bail.”

      I want to fall apart all over again, but I know this is no place for it. I must be strong if I'm going to get through this. If my kids are going to get through this. I think about the envelope on the counter. The cops probably have it. Will it implicate me even further? I want to ask Creed, but I don't want to get him into trouble.
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      Anonymous

      Growing up, my mother used to drop the odd pearl of wisdom. “Knowledge is power, Anon," she'd tell me. She knew all there was to know about things that made a minuscule amount of sense. Like how to please a man. Knowing what he wanted and how he wanted it sexually was as good as finding the Holy Grail, according to her. Which was why she was Rob's whore. She liked to call herself his girlfriend, his woman, but she was a deluded fucker, my Billy.

      Still, I couldn't dispute that knowledge opens doors that otherwise remain closed to most. I have always been hungry for information, still am. When most teenagers were socializing and building a reputation they would inevitably tarnish, I stood in the shadows observing.  The side lines were my playing field. I wasn't a loner, not by any means; I blended in. Nobody cares for the average Jane. She's as good as invisible if she wants to be. And, I have always prided myself on that. My very own superpower.

      Dr. Finch lives on a cul-de-sac on a quiet street in Tynemouth

      The refurbished Victorian houses with their period features that line the street scream wealth and privilege.  Old money. 

      He's a routine guy, wakes up at five am every morning and kisses a sleeping Mrs. Finch on the cheek. I know this because I've been watching them for a week, and their bedroom is located on the first floor. It's an odd location, but ideal for Mrs. Finch, who has early arthritis in the knees. She moans about it to her neighbor, the chatty Latina that makes my eye twitch with her too good looks, cheery attitude, and sing-song Spanish.

      More often than not, the couple leaves their curtains open. A yellow glow from a bathroom or closet offers me a sight of them.

      She’s an orderly sort of woman, mid-fifties like her husband. Mrs. Finch reminds me of a headmistress. Tight knot at the nape of her neck, bland grey or brown pinstripe skirts with a stark white blouse tucked into it. You know the sort.

      They don't have a security system.  None of the houses in neighborhoods like this do. They don't even lock their doors. There is nothing to keep out. Nobody to be afraid of.  Again, I have tested this camped out in the nearby park, watching.

      Anyway, back to Finch. He changes out of his flannel PJs, into grey sweats that don’t suit him, his belly hanging over the hem. Slipping into trainers with neon reflectors on the sides, he opens then closes their bedroom door without a look back.

      He steps out of the house precisely fifteen minutes later, pops his headphones on his head, and starts a slow jog down the tree-lined street humming to whatever he's listening to. I jog a bit slower than he does, blending in with my surroundings.

      Dr. Finch makes a right down Priory Lane and catches up with his jogging buddy, the way he does every morning. They're pleased to see each other, as always, picking up the pace, their trainers pounding the asphalt. They fall into easy conversation, and every so often, Dr. Finch will break out into a fit of laughter at something his rather dashing companion says. I enjoy these exchanges because they show me a different side of Finch. A side I quite like.

      They run through the wrought iron gates of a small park off Priory around five-thirty, it's still quiet out, only a handful of joggers in the street, most of them women, who tend to prefer the road to the secluded path of the park. I wait a few minutes, catching my breath. I'm in pretty good shape. One has to be, with my interests. I stroll along the path, small puffs of air vapor forming when I exhale in the cold morning. I veer left and walk down a short side path I know leads to a clump of trees, it's far enough away from the main trail to give someone seeking discretion, exactly that.

      I ignore the grunts and heavy breathing, the whispers I don’t quite make out, and settle in a position that will give my camera enough light. Finch has the young man pinned against the tree, his mouth attacking him savagely. Sheer desperation and carnal need ooze off the doctor. The man is a couple of inches shorter than Finch, who has to bend slightly, his hands gripping his partner's face. 

      Etienne is young enough to be Finch's kid. I take a good shot of the young man. His head thrown back in ecstasy as Finch slips a hand into his pants, pulling them down roughly, displaying strong muscular thighs. Finch drops to his knees, taking all of Etienne's impressive length in his mouth. I cock my head. This is actually quite a turn-on. Finch stands, claiming the younger man's mouth again. Etienne turns around, pressing against the tree, adjusting so he's bent at the waist. Finch's hands roam the contours of Etienne's body, squeezing his tight ass. Knowledge is indeed power, Mother. I know what pleases Finch, I know what he desires, I know what he's afraid of. As I watch him pound into the young man, cursing and releasing all the pent-up need and anger, he feels for having to hide this side of himself, I smile. You will prove to be very useful, Dr. Finch. You have something I don't have, and I am going to get it. I snap more pictures.
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        * * *

      

      The coffee shop is modern, brightly lit, and has the perfect view of the river. The outside tables are full. I don't mind preferring a less conspicuous table. Tables outside are for the attention seekers, people who don't want to be overlooked. Tables at the back are for the weirdos, people with something to hide. Their weight problems, their indiscretions, or insecurities. I am none of those things. I blend in well enough.

      Taylor Finch approaches my table, and I smile up at her. "Can I get you a refill?" she asks, not meeting my eyes. She seems to be doodling on the notepad.

      "Yeah, sure. And maybe one of those lemon and poppy seed muffins." I say kindly. Up close, she is as pretty as a picture with her pouty lips and azure eyes, dark hair swept up into a messy bun. She has that stoniness her mother possesses but looks a lot like her father.

      “Sure.” She replenishes my coffee and saunters away from me over to another table where a man my age sits, his head buried in a newspaper. She has to clear her throat to get his attention.

      I'm sitting in a corner, punching away at my keys. I'm not working on anything in particular, just indexing my thoughts and observations over the last two days. It took some work getting time off for these months, but flashing my tits to the asshole I work for, to get him off my ass, was a small price to pay. I know he'll expect more than that, and the dry humps I give him will only tide me over for so long. But I can't think of that right now. I will do whatever it takes, even if that means letting him fuck me.

      A man at the counter grabs my attention.

      "Well, I'll be damned," I whisper. He signals for the waitress to come over.

      Etienne Loops works here too. What are the chances? It’s a couple of blocks away from the plush high-rise Finch consults from. And with Finch’s daughter. 

      Etienne runs a finger through his dusty blonde curls. He doesn't wear a net-like any of the other waiters, so I assume he is management. Special is what he is. Entitled. He's even more gorgeous up close. I see what the good doctor sees in him. The waitress rounds the counter and stands at the till ringing up something. Etienne pushes up behind her, his crotch to her back. She looks around the store. Her face flushes. I bow my head, pretending to work on my laptop. I see his hands grip her waist, and she looks up at him, and I see the desire in the pinks of her cheeks.  She should be more selective in her choice of men.

      She slips away from him, swatting him with her dish towel and prepares what I assume is my muffin. She brings it over, and I smile at her. “He’s gorgeous, your boyfriend.’

      She clears her throat. "You saw that, huh?"

      "Oh, to be young and in love." I lean forward. "How long have you two love birds been together?"

      “A few months.” She turns back to him. 

      "Well, you hold onto him. He's a keeper."

      She looks down and away. Cleans my already spotless table and walks back to the counter.

      What an exciting turn of events, I think, as I make notes. The last thing Finch would want is for this to get out.

      

      Dr. Finch, as I discover, is an obstetrician and gynecologist. He's the best in the city and one of the wealthiest. He is booked up in advance, so getting an appointment with him is nearly impossible. But not for me.

      "Hi, I have an appointment at twelve? I'm a complete muddle brain these days. What floor are you on?" I babble into the phone.

      “Mrs. Haines, yes, the new patient.” Oh, things do work out for the righteous. I snicker.

      “That’s me. Mrs. Haines.”

      “We’re on the fifth floor. You can punch the number I sent to you via text to get into the elevator.”

      “Thank you so much. See you then.”

      I wait outside the building, watching the comings and goings. It's pretty busy, with several companies housed in the building along with the good doctor. I asked a few women if they were Mrs. Haines, and some looked at me oddly, and others politely said no. I hit the jackpot when a woman answers her phone, saying her name out loud. "Sarah Haines." I always wonder why people answer phones like that. Surely the person calling knows who it is they are calling. People baffle me sometimes.

      “Mrs. Haines?” I ask.

      She puts up a finger to ask me to give her a second, as she ends the call with whoever it is she was talking to. 

      “Hi, sorry about that.” She smiles widely, slipping her phone in her bag. “I’m from Doctor Finch’s office.” The lift is unfortunately out of order, so I was asked to escort you up the stairs.” 

      “Oh, thank you so much. Are you Hazel?” 

      “Yes, we spoke on the phone.”

      “I thought you’d be Indian. You sounded that way on the phone.” She makes needless small talk.

      I lead her to the stairwell. I don't have much time. There are cameras everywhere, and someone is bound to pick up something off if they spot two women in a stairwell. I walk in front of her, pull out my handkerchief, dosing it with chloroform. I spin around and place it against her nose and mouth. I catch her unaware. Her eyes narrow, and she starts to reach for me, but it's too late. This is potent stuff. Got it off, Rob. I can only imagine what he uses it for.

      I'm so glad she isn't highly pregnant. Attacking her like that would be shameful. I sit here against the wall. I am grateful she is a petite little thing. Rummaging through her bag, I locate her phone and open it with her finger. I scroll through her messages and find the code to the elevator. Punching in the digits, I step in and nearly choke in relief at not being caught. It must be my lucky day. I don't know why I feel Dr. Finch has all the answers I am looking for.

      The reception area is plush, chairs covered in luxurious fabrics, colorful paintings, large windows that light up the space. The receptionist is a tall, caramel-skinned beauty, with long, chestnut hair which runs in a loose plait down her back. She wears a beige suit which compliments her skin tone and has hazel eyes. She smiles at me brightly as I approach her glass desk.

      "I'm Mrs. Haines," I offer.

      She stands. "So lovely to meet you. Would you like something to drink?" I'd prefer a scotch but settle on water instead. She doesn't ask for identification, so I assume Sarah must have sent all of that through.  "Please take a seat anywhere you'd like."

      The waiting area is empty, and when she returns, I ask her about that. "It's to give each patient the privacy they deserve."

      What privacy could a pregnant woman need? She’s showing for the whole damn world to see. I resist saying that.

      “Will the doctor be long?” I ask her, eager to get this over and done with. The last thing I need is for the cops to come barrelling out of the elevator, guns drawn, arresting me for impersonating some high-profile person named Sarah Haines.

      “Oh, he should be ready to see you in a few minutes.”

      She resumes her seat at the desk, focusing on her little laptop screen. It’s one of those fancy ones with a bitten apple on it. Sin has one too, hers is bigger. 

      The door to what I assume is the doctor's office opens, and Etienne steps out. I almost gasp at the sight of him, but settle for staring at the images I can barely make out in the magazine. "Well, I hope you enjoy your lunch, Doctor," he says and saunters away. The receptionist casts him a sideward glance.

      “Ah, Mrs. Haines. How wonderful to see you. Please come through.”

      Standing, I straighten my jacket, which I am glad I decided to wear at the last minute. I follow the doctor through the frosted glass and wood door and into a large office. The large glass desk sits in front of a window. Brightly colored armchairs sit opposite a large leather one, which I assume is the doctors.

      “How have you been?”

      "Great." I try to swallow the lump in my throat as he closes the door behind him.

      “Morning sickness any better?”

      “Oh, way better.” I nod. 

      "Please take a seat." He motions to the chairs, and I take one of them. There's a room off to the side, and I can see a bed and monitor. That must be the examination room. I have to get what I have to say before we get to that point.

      "So, what is it I can do for you, young lady?"

      I shift in my seat. "Oh, the usual, check-up stuff," I say, realizing this was not a very well thought out plan.

      "Did you honestly believe that you could pass off as a patient of mine? For one, that stomach of yours is pretty flat for five months. Impressively so. Secondly, I meet all my patients before they even arrive in my consulting room. So, you have two minutes to explain yourself, or I press this button here, and you can explain it to security."

      I narrow my eyes at him, my face breaking into a smile. "You got me." I throw my hands in the air. "But, I wouldn't be so quick to dish out threats, doc, not when you haven't even seen my cards yet."

      "I'm not playing games. Who are you, and what do you want?"

      "Information," I tell him.

      “What sort of information?” His brows tug together. 

      "On an old patient," I tell him, leaning forward.

      “You didn’t actually think I would just hand over information about my patients. You’re crazy.”

      I reach into my bag, and he looks slightly nervous. "I'm not going to kill you." I roll my eyes. I retrieve an envelope and slide it over to him.

      He opens it and gasps. “How did you -?” The color drains from his face.

      "That is a story for another day. If you don't want that broadcasted, don't want pretty Taylor to know you're fucking her equally pretty boyfriend, you'll give me what I want. It's a fair trade, don't you think? I cross my legs, feeling more relaxed and in control.

      “Who are you?” he whispers.

      “No-one.”

      Rubbing a hand across his face, he looks at the door, the clock, anywhere but at me. 

      "I don't have time, doc. I gotta get out of here, before the cops arrive, and if they do, then we both know I'm taking you down with me."

      “Who's the patient?”

      Ah, finally, some progress.

      "Sinclair Finley. She has a fourteen-year-old and a six-year-old. You'd have seen her for either of those pregnancies."

      He scratches his ear. “I don’t recall having a patient by that name. I can look it up, though." The bastard is lying. The name rings a bell. I saw a twitch in his eye.

      "Quit the bullshit, or I leave here, and you will never see me again. You do, however, have a reputation to uphold."

      He stands and rubs his hands through his hair. He paces the area behind his desk, stops, and looks out the window.

      “You remind me of her. The same auburn hair and green eyes. She’s pretty hard to forget. For a second, I thought you might be her, but she didn’t come across as a vindictive sort of person.”

      “Enough,” I hiss.

      "She was in an accident, pretty banged up. It was fourteen years ago. I was on call for another patient of mine when she was brought in. She was highly pregnant, eight months along, at least, and the staff begged me to see her. The doctor assigned to the emergency unit was already occupied. One look at the woman, and I knew I didn't have a choice."

      He turns to me, his eyes filled with melancholy. 

      “I worked as hard as I could, to give the mother and baby a fighting chance. I tried everything.”

      “What happened?” I’m sitting on the edge of my seat, scared of the next words coming out of his mouth.

      “I could only save one of them.”

      And then I understood what I haven't all along.

      "The father, he was distraught but mad. I'd never seen a man that mad. He was hell-bent on making things right, even did CPR on the baby himself. And then his wife woke up a month later with no memory of the accident or anything that happened before then. And that's when he brought me another patient. I didn't quite get the relationship between the two, not until he asked me to do the unthinkable."

      “The other woman, who was she?”

      I knew the answer before he let the name slip from his slimy lips. I listen to his side of the story, and I am so appalled I have to stop in a restroom and throw up.

       I return the items I stole from Sarah, write her a sorry note which I drop in her lap, and make my way back to Mrs. Gregory’s, but not before I slip an envelope in Mrs. Finch’s mailbox.

      I pace the small living room that is over-cluttered with furniture. Mrs. G sits in her rocking chair, humming, and knitting a scarf she says compliments my eyes.

      “What's the matter, dear?” 

      "It's nothing," I snap and instantly regret it. "I'm sorry." It doesn't help burning bridges.

      “It always helps to get things off your chest,” she continues. This is why I sedate her. This chatter and her attempts at dissecting my life are tiresome. I need to go back home if that is what you can call that place. "I have some errands to run, I'll be back tonight, Mrs. G."

      She nods and continues knitting. It must be wonderful to be old and unconcerned. I slip out back, jump into her old Datsun, and head off in the direction of Billy's house. I pull up outside and groan when I see Rob's car parked in the driveway. Just my luck.

      I walk up the familiar pathway and knock at the door. I no longer just enter for no good reason. I've walked in on a lot of shit in my life. Music is blasting. Walking around back, I enter through the kitchen door. It reeks inside like a dead animal was left to rot. "Billy," I call out, covering my nose with my arm. Passing by the empty living room, I head upstairs. I just want my notebooks, and I'll get the fuck out of here. I hear Rob's disgusting grunts from behind their closed door. I don't know what makes me do it, but I fling the door open. He's stark naked, his disgusting hairy body on Billy, who is - "Is she unconscious?"

      His head whips toward me, his eyes are red. "The fuck are you doing here?" he says mid-thrust but doesn't stop.

      "Get off her, you fat fuck," I growl and rush forward. Her head is lulling off the bed at an awkward angle. She's got bruises all over her, her neck is covered in finger marks. I drag the fucker off her with all the strength I have. I manage to push him against the wall and lean in to check on Billy. "Fuck." Her pulse is so slight, it's scary.

      “Call the ambulance, you fucker.”

      "You watch that mouth, whore." He howls, but I am running on adrenaline and am not afraid to kick his ass. He pulls on his pants and leaves the room. The needle stuck in her arm is a clear indication she's been shooting.

      "Come on, Billy, why you gotta be such a dumb bitch?"

      I rush into the bathroom and get a damp cloth, wiping her face. I dress her in a sleep shirt and shorts, and I turn her onto her side, hoping that'll help with the shallow breathing.

      After what feels like forever, the paramedics arrive. They ask me what happened, and I freeze, unable to get a word out. "Please miss, one of them says, we need to know what happened so we can help her."

      "I found her like this with her boyfriend. They were shooting.” I point to the needles on the bedside table, including the one that I pulled out of her arm. "He was -." I can't bring myself to say it. "Ask him. He's downstairs."

      “There’s nobody downstairs.”

      Rob is such a bastard. Leaving her like this. They carry her onto a stretcher, and I follow behind them. "Is she going to be okay?"

      The paramedic looks at me, sympathetically. "We will do everything we can."

      When they leave, I grab my notebooks, and instead of going to the hospital, I go back to Mrs. G’s. I need some time. Whether Billy lives or dies is not up to me. Besides, she wouldn't want me there. Billy never wants me there. Now I have to figure out how to help Sin. She's worthy of it.
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      Sinclair

      I sit silently in the passenger seat beside Cohen Finley, a man who used to be my husband. He might still be that on paper, but he's nothing to me. I say nothing in response to his attempts to make conversation. I don't know what he thinks is wrong with me, but I don't really care. He is a lying, cheating scumbag, and I am being accused of murdering his missing whore. Sam got me bail, which was posted at three hundred dollars. Cohen paid it without blinking an eyelid, happy to get his wife out of that place. He had tears of joy when he picked me up.

      “Say something, Sin, I need to know you’re all right.”

      “I am.” I break the silence with two words. He looks over at me.

      “Would you just tell me what’s going on?”

      “I can’t.” I don’t look at him. If I do, I’ll remember those pictures of him and her. They both lied to me, made me a fool. I trusted them. I trusted him most of all.

      I haven't spoken to my family in years, and right now, all I want is to see my mother and father. We pull up outside my childhood home, and I take a deep breath. I don't know why we fell out, but after the accident, we drifted apart. They never approved of Cohen, and I am suddenly starting to understand why.

      He turns off the engine. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I need time away, and the girls are on a break and haven’t seen my parents.”

      I don’t want to tell him the truth, not yet, I have to figure all this out, away from him and the bitterness I feel. 

      “I’ll miss you, Sin. I want to be here for you through this.”

      “Cohen, just let me do this.” His knuckles are white on the steering wheel. “Things will be back to normal before you know it.”

      That seems to appease him, and he takes my hand, bringing it to his lips, placing a kiss there. How dare he touch me with lips that were all over my best friend? Did he think of me while he was fucking her, telling her how frigid I'd become?

      I climb out of the car and wait on the curb while he drags my bags out of the trunk. He might as well make himself useful. We walk up to my parents’ house, not a word exchanged between us. 

      I ring the bell and wait. "You should go." I tell him. "They aren't your biggest cheerleaders."

      He nods, placing a kiss on my cheek, just as my father opens the door. 

      "Mr. Lovell," Cohen greets.

      "Cohen." My father's voice is cold. Then he looks at me, and he smiles. "Sweetheart." He exclaims, pulling me into his arms. The comfort I feel is overwhelming, and the tears start to stream down my face.

      I pull away and wipe them away. "Hi, Daddy."

      Cohen has already started down the path, and I'm grateful that he at least respects this. I walk into the house, and everything is as familiar as the day I moved out. It's warm and inviting and feels like home.

      "Mommy," I hear Gracie and turn around to find her running toward me. She jumps into my arms, and I'm a sobbing mess.

      “Oh, my baby girl. I’ve missed you so much.”

      “You’re not allowed to go away ever again.” She scolds. I run my hands through her silky locks. 

      “I won’t, baby.” I kiss her cheek and set her down.

      Willow steps forward and into my arms. "I missed you, Mom," she whispers.

      "Gosh, I missed you, Will." She steps back, and I see that she's tearing up too.

      My mom is a weepy mess and holds onto me for dear life. "It's been too long." It has. Sometimes when you get married and start your own family tree, you tend to move away from the one you were born into, but it's still there, always waiting to draw you back in, to remind you where you come from, and who you are.
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        * * *

      

      It's been a week, I haven't heard from Sam. My days are spent catching up with my parents and filling Willow in on as much information as is allowed. Gracie thinks I was at a book signing. This disaster is not something I want to taint her mind with. It is bad enough that Willow knows. She knows her mother and knows I'm incapable of such a crime.

      It's six a.m, and I want to jog, clear my head. I used to do this all the time, back in high school, with Evan. Thinking of him still makes me sad. Having a teenager myself brings it closer to home. I put on my headphones and take off down the street, humming to a Katy Perry tune. I veer off the road, and through the park. There is a great running trail there that'll push my limits. Halfway through, I'm startled by a tap on my shoulder. I turn ready to get into self-defense mode, when I look up at a familiar face. “Creed?”

      “Hey,” he says out of breath. “I didn’t realize I’d have to run that fast to keep up. Pretty good cover of Katy, by the way.”

      I laugh despite myself. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I live here. Well, my dad does, I’m helping him with some renovations. How ‘bout you?”

      "Visiting my parents. Taking  a break, I guess."

      “Your parents live around here?” He steps back slightly.

      “All their lives, and mine. I grew up here.”

      "No way. So did I," he says, rubbing the back of his neck. He is seriously good looking. I would remember someone who looked like that.

      “Yeah, my folks got a divorce when my brother and I were little. I chose to live with Mom, he chose to live with Dad.”

      "That had to be tough for you kids."

      "I guess it was, but we spent equal amounts of time with both of them. I went to a different school, though."

      “That explains why I don’t remember you. And your brother?”

      “Evan went to Park. That is, until he passed away.” He looks off into the distance.

      " Evan. Evan Jameson was your brother? How did I not know that?" And it clicks. "Wow, we were friends. Good friends, actually. He never told me he had a brother."

      "He hated that I took sides. Evan expected me to just stay with him and Dad, but I couldn't, not when my dad was the one who was at fault. Anyway, that was a long time ago." He brings the conversation to a halt.

      "I should get going." I motion to the path. Creed makes me feel nervous. It's not just that he's the detective on my case, but because he looks at me in a way that makes me flush. It's not hard to miss him, sizing me up. The last thing I need is an admirer.

      "I'll join you. On my way up there myself." And that is how Detective Jameson and I started running together.
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      Creed

      What am I doing? I cannot allow myself to forget that this woman could possibly be a killer. But why do I refuse to believe it? How am I supposed to do my job when I'm not convinced of her guilt? I go over the case files, and it is as clear as day. Her husband was cheating with her best friend, she finds out, gets into a jealous rage and kills the woman. That doesn't explain the absence of a body and a confession. The most unsettling part is the fact that we found a murder weapon with her prints on it, and bloody clothing the woman was last seen wearing with Chelsea's blood on it. These are things we will share with her lawyer this week. The trial is due to begin in seven days.

      “You’re holed up here all day. What do you say, we take a drive down to the fair?”

      I run my hands through my hair. “Can’t Pops, I have so much to cover.”

      “Oh, come on, just an hour. We’ll get some corn dogs, beef jerky, and fried ice-cream.”

      That seals the deal for me. I close my files and follow the old man outside. We take his truck. “The case got you in a twist, huh?”

      “I don’t talk shop, Pops.” But maybe he could help me make sense of this. “There’s a woman I know.”

      “It always starts with a woman.”

      "It's not like that, Pops." I groan as I steer toward the exit that'll take us the right to the fair. "Anyway, she's about to be tried for a crime I’m convinced she didn't commit. She's just not that kind of person. I don't know her well enough, but I know people, Pops."

      “That you do. You always told me your brother would get into trouble, long before we found out. It’s always been your thing.”

      The mention of Evan reminds me of Sin. The way her ponytail bounces as she runs. The curve of her toned ass. The way the sun kisses her tanned shoulders. 

      “You like her, huh?”

      I cough. “No, no way.”

      “Yes, you just went off in your head there, smirking like a schoolboy.”

      “She’s married.” 

      “That never stopped a man in love before. If you’ve got what’s best for her, you show her.”

      We pull up at the fair, and I shake my head. Things sound so simple coming from my father, but he has no idea how complicated this whole mess is.

      "Son, one thing I've learned is that the truth will prevail. It doesn't matter how deep you try to bury it. It will resurface, and when it does, you best be ready for it."

      I wish that I had his optimism that things will work out, but I don’t.

      "I spent most of my life lying and cheating, doing your mother and you boys wrong. I was a selfish asshole, and it took losing your mother to another man, then your brother, to set me on the right path. I figured my sins would die with me. They didn't. What I mean is that if this girl is innocent, you have nothing to worry about."

      My dad and I worked things out over the years, mainly because my mother insisted that I do. I’m thankful that she is a kind and compassionate human and raised me to be the same. She still talks to my dad and even brings him soup when he’s ill. 

      “Thanks, Dad.” 

      "Anytime. Now, how about we go get us some food. This old man is starving."

      The town fair is the highlight of the year, and I haven't been to one in a while. I grew out of it, preferring to stay at home when the rest of the world was out. The lights from the rides, the good food, and music, everything here makes it the perfect place for a good time. Dad and I grab some beers and walk around, trying to decide what we're going to pig out on first. A little girl runs up and bumps against me, her fried ice cream and my pants clash in the process.

      "Oops." She grins up at me, and I can't help but smile.

      "Tell you what. Since I got in your way, how about I replace that cone?" She beams, and my heart melts. Kids are cute as hell. I reach into my pocket for a dollar and hand it to her.

      "Thanks, mister." She says, running off in the direction she came from.

      I don't see her parents in sight, so I call after her. "Hey kid, where’s your parents?"

      She points to a woman walking toward her. She'd be hard to miss. Long auburn hair tumbles down her back in locks. She wears black cowboy boots, a floral dress, and a black leather jacket.

      “Gracie. Where were you?” Worried eyes land on her daughter. 

      She points to me, and Sin's face breaks into a smile. "Now that right, there is a looker," my father whispers. I shake my head, but he's right. That she is. The whole fucking package and she's about to go down for murder. What are the chances?

      “Creed, hi,” Her eyes crinkle at the sides when she smiles.

      "Hi, Sin. So this is your Gracie, then?" I smirk down at the little girl that is as pretty as her mother. "Sinclair, this is my father, Hank. Dad, this is Sinclair. Her folks are from around here."

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, missy.” Dad extends a hand and shakes Sin’s hands vigorously.

      “Likewise, sir.” 

      "Oh, I'll have none of that ‘sir’ nonsense. Hank will do."

      An older version of Sin appears behind her with a sullen teen, I guess must be Willow. "Mom, Willow, this is Detective Jameson. His dad lives around the area."

      “He that one investigating you?” Willow asks.

      Sin bites her lip. “He’s doing his job.” She tells her daughter.

      Willow snaps. “Then he can do it away from us.” She turns to leave, her grandmother grabbing Gracie’s hand and following.

      “She’s protective,” Sin tells me. My father decides to make himself scarce. 

      "As she should be." I say honestly. "She's straight forward. Kinda like you are."

      "She's much stronger, though, and far less naive."

      I want to tell her that trusting people who are assholes doesn't make her naive. Or that it isn't her fault her husband turned out to be a piece of shit. Instead, I smile politely. "I should get my dad some food to eat. See you tomorrow?"

      "Six o'clock." She smiles. "Enjoy the fair. The corn dogs are great." She walks back into the crowd, turns, and walks off in the direction her family went in. I stare after her for a while. I'm starting to look forward to those morning runs a bit too much.
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      Anonymous

      I found you Sin like I always do. I knew this was more than likely the place you'd run off to with the kids. I've watched Cohen too. He's been drunk most evenings, so drunk he doesn't even notice me when I come into your home. I’ve been there often. He's been calling out your name when he orgasms. I guess the grass is not that green on the other side, huh, Cohen? He's a dirty asshole, though. I'm surprised you didn't find out sooner. He goes to work every day in a state. I follow him there. A few nights ago, a woman tried to come onto him, and he shoved her away. She screamed at him, threatening to take him to human resources. Your husband is a serial cheater. 

      I run a few feet behind you and the handsome detective. What are the chances you would both come from the same town? He's got the hots for you, and you're pretty smitten yourself, looking at him like that. What would the girls think? You're still with their father. You are better than this, Sin. You slow to a stop to catch your breath and laugh at something he says. He's wanted to kiss you many times. He just holds back because it would be a severe offense for him to give in.

      Sometimes I want to approach you, Sin, tell you everything, but there is always something that holds me back. Today, it's Billy.

      I get into my car and drive to the morgue. It's a gloomy place, as it should be. The coroner lets me in and leads me to the back. He rattles on and on about funeral plans and caskets. I don't really pay attention. He stops in front of a curtain and draws it back, exposing Billy, a white sheet covering her body from foot to neck. She looks peaceful like this. Harmless. I slowly draw closer. "You take all the time you need," the old man says. He closes the curtain and leaves me and Billy's corpse.

      I’ve always wanted to kill Billy, and she went and killed herself, like the fool she was. I think about Rob fucking her body as the life drained from it. He really was an evil fucker. 

      I look down at Billy, who seems so small on the silver gurney, nothing like the monster I grew to fear. The best thing I did was outgrow her, but not even she deserved to die the way she did. I say nothing, no words come to mind. It feels fake to say things I know I will never mean. She did the right thing in the end, gave me more than she had in the years she had me. The truth, but what was I going to do with that truth?

      I ask for the coroners to conduct a small funeral. Billy has no family, as far as I know. She never mentioned them. I figure she was an outcast like she made me out to be.  I take a seat in the tiny chapel, just me, dead Billy, the coroner, and a priest. The man commits her soul to the lord, asking that he forgive her discretions and create for her a place in his house. I hear them say that at every funeral. I mean, who actually gets to live in the lord's house if everyone is supposed to get a place there. Isn't it overcrowded? Like in those documentaries, you see of foreign countries overrun with human beings.

      I look at the cheap casket that houses a body that was void of a soul long before you took your last breath. Still, I'm angered at the way you died, and I swear that vengeance will be yours. I've always wanted to fight for something, a good cause.

      The priest is done with this charade, and the coroner drives us to a crematorium. There was no need for me to buy a burial plot. Billy didn't really deserve to be commemorated in any way.  I watch in silence as they place her casket on a conveyor belt in front of the furnace. When she’s in, they close the door.

      "You should lock it." Both men look at me with eyes as wide as saucers. "Just in case." I shrug. And then they press a button and the furnace roars to life. I have to bite back a smile that threatens to break free. I like to think Billy just got up, realizing she’s in a box. I imagine her calling for help, and then feeling it, the overwhelming heat all around her. Feeling like she’s being burned alive and realizing that she actually is. The last name on her lips is mine, as she damns me to hell, a place she’s always belonged in.
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        * * *

      

      Rob lives in a fancy two-story house not far from the supermarket he owns. It's all pretty plush for a guy in the retail business. There is even a small fountain in the front of the house leading up from the driveway. He drives a BMW, but there is a pretty impressive Merc SUV parked out front. I know it's because of all the other dealings he has. I park a few streets down in the parking lot of a competitor. It just seems appropriate that I shove it to him one last time. I called him from a burner, spun him some shit about wanting to talk about money for a funeral. As I expected, he was happy to oblige.

      He buzzes me in, and I walk up to the expensively tiled porch. The house is a whitewash, with dark shutters. The dream. The lawn is well manicured. This is the kind of home I always imagined I'd have had growing up, complete with a dog and tire swing out front. Billy was right about one thing, dreaming never made lifeless fucked up.

      "Well, well, if it isn't pretty tits." I hate that nickname, and he insists on calling me that.

      "Hey, Rob, mind if I come inside?" I tuck my hands in my jeans pocket.

      He steps aside and lets me in, his eyes roaming over my body like the filthy fuck he is. 

      “Thanks for seeing me.” I smile at him kindly. “I really appreciate it.”

      The interior of the house is even fancier than the outside. It's modern and tastefully decorated. So much so that Rob looks entirely out of place here. Maybe if he called himself Robert and shed a hundred pounds, he'd do.

      "Anything for my pretty tits." He looks at them when he says it, and the bile rises in my throat. "I was surprised you called."

      “Why’s that? You were my mother's boyfriend.”

      “I figured you’d run off to the cops after what you saw.” He stalks closer to me, the cigarette and alcohol on his breath make it so hard for me not to gag. 

      “Oh, nothing Billy was into fazed me. I’d seen worse.”

      He licks his lips. "A little freak, huh?"

      His eyes are predatory, but he isn't where I want him, so I have to play along. "I like fucking sleeping girls. It makes me harder than a fucking steel rod." He grips my wrists and makes me palm his dick. I have to breathe to keep from vomiting.

      I pull my hand away, and he laughs. "You came here for money. You gotta know I don't give shit away for free."

      "I know." I throw down my duffle and undo my shirt, letting it fall open, exposing my bare breasts. He looks at me like a lion does its next meal. He pushes me against the wall and palms my breasts. He squeezes them so hard I yelp.

      “You gonna have to give me a lot more than that, baby.” He licks his lips again. 

      "How about a drink first, or something stronger." I suggest.

      "Now, you're talking." He pinches my tits so hard I know it'll leave a bruise. I follow him into the impressive bar off the entrance hall. It's large enough to fit a crowd. There's a stripper pole in the middle of the dance floor. He follows my gaze and smirks.

      He pours me a bourbon, the absolute worst, and one for himself. Pulling out a small packet of white powder, Rob pours a line on the bar counter. He mixes some in his drink, stirring it with a plump finger.

      “You a virgin?” I frown, not quite understanding what he means. “To this,” he motions to the coke.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      He snorts a laugh. “Didn’t think I meant that pussy, did ya? No kid of Billy's would be a prude."

      For your fucking information, I only ever had sex with one man my entire life, and I paid him for it. Billy liked to torture me, starve me, and beat the shit out of me, but she never let a man near me. Maybe I can thank her for that, at least. She was never interested in whoring me out, and she hated sexual predators.

      He looks at my tits, and I attempt to cover them by crossing my arms. He shakes his head. "I like looking at them while I snort. Maybe after we're done, I can snort some off you."

      I laugh. That'll be the fucking day. He snorts an the entire line then downs his drink. While he's snorting another one, I take one sip from the bottle and empty the rest of the glass into the fish tank that lines the bar counter.

      I pretend like the alcohol burns. He snickers. "Let's sit down, shall we?"

      I follow him to a couch against a wall. This room has no cameras, and from my observation, the entrance doesn't either. Someone like Rob wouldn't have one. I've seen the way he looks at younger girls. I have no doubt he brings them here, drugs them, and does whatever the hell he wants to them. He sits, downs his second drink, placing it on a side table. When I move to sit next to him, he shakes his head, patting his lap. I smirk. "I need one more drink."

      “What, Daddy doesn’t do it for you?” He grabs me by the waist, pulling me forward. This could escalate very quickly. 

      “It’s for the nerves.” I lie. I walk over to the bar, shaking my ass for show. I have to get him high, and he isn’t nearly high enough. I know he has a heart problem. My mother always said he was a stallion in the sack for someone so susceptible to heart attacks. I reach into my back pocket for my own stash and mix nearly half the packet of methamphetamine into the bourbon. I got it off a junkie that knew Billy. I know it’s fatal to mix drugs, and that is just what I’m aiming for. I walk over and offer him a glass. He takes it and drinks half of it before setting it down. “You owe me a lap dance.”

      He grabs me by the wrist, tugging me down until I’m straddling him, his disgusting face buried between my breasts. “Don’t you want to take it down a notch?”

      “I’ve wanted to fuck you since the day I met you, I’ve waited long enough. I’d have taken you both if Billy hadn’t been such a selfish whore.”

      Rob met me when I was fifteen. He really is a pervert.

      He grips my hips and starts to push his hard-on into me. It is so disgusting I have to gag. Thankfully he's too busy sucking on my tits to notice. "This is what you wanted, you little whore," he tells me.

      He stops sucking and throws his head back. “What the fuck? I feel light-headed.” He shoves me off him and reaches for his drink. He shakes his head vigorously. “What the hell did you put in my drink?” 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I stand and move away from him. He’s sweating and out of breath. He tries to stand, but he’s too disorientated. I laugh. 

      He looks at me, his eyes rolling back into his head. “Bitch,” he spits.

      He falls onto his side on the sofa. He’s harmless in this state, but I have to get this fucker off his side. I use all my strength to sit him upright. I run out into the foyer and get my bag. I put my shirt back on feeling more in control with clothes on. I grab my powder and prepare a syringe. I walk over to Rob and turn his arm over feeling for a vein. When I find a responsive one, I inject it in slowly, making sure the wound doesn’t tissue. It has to look like he did this. 

      "You did this, Rob, you did this," I tell him. I feel his pulse, and it's still strong. A few more of these ought to change that.

      I leave his home seven hours later, my mission accomplished. Part of me wanted more of a fight, but he deserved to die the way she did. I drive back to Billy's and sleep in my old bed. This chapter of my life is closed. It was necessary. Closure is what we all seek, but we fail to understand that we have to create it at times.  Closure isn't closure until someone decides it is until you shut that fucking door with a bang.

      

      Now you have my focus, Sin. You have my full attention.
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      Sinclair

      
        
        
        It doesn’t matter where you go, I'll always find you. 

        The more you fight me, the worse off you’ll be.

        You did the crime, now do the time.

        P.S. Willow says hi.

      

        

      

      There is no sender, just a letter under my parent's door at eight p.m. It slips from my hand and falls to the floor, and I join it a few minutes later. My limbs feel like lead, and numbness I never felt before comes over me. It is one thing to be framed for murder, to be cheated on, to be lied to. But to have my daughter taken? That is a whole other pain. One I was not ready for. My father rushes to me. "Sinclair, what is wrong, honey?"

      "They have her. Whoever killed Chelsea, they have Willow." My voice shakes, and I can barely breathe. I point to the note, and Dad reads it, shouting for Mom.

      “Lisa, call Willow, now.” My mother grabs her phone off the dining room table and stares wide-eyed at the two of us. She does as he asks. 

      “It’s on voicemail,” she tells us. “George, what on earth is going on?”

      He stands and hands her the letter. Her hands fly to her mouth, and she slumps down into a chair.

      Willow insisted on going to the movies with her friend. She was sick and tired of being cooped up in the house on summer break. I hate myself for letting my guard down. I dial the only person I think can help. “Creed, it’s Willow. I think they have her.”

      My father calls Cohen to check if she went home. The chances of that are slim, but it’s worth a try. Cohen shouts down the phone so loudly, my father has to cut the call. "He's on his way," Dad tells me as he lifts me to my feet. My legs feel like jelly as he leads me to the living room. Mom sits beside me on the couch. Her hands wrap around my cold fingers. "We shouldn't panic," I say robotically. "She could be running late, maybe lost track of time. Teenagers do that."

      Others may, but Willow doesn't. She hates tardiness, and if she is running late, she informs me. A knock sounds at the door, and when Creed walks into the living room, I throw caution to the wind and run into his arms. He wraps his arms around me tentatively, and then he holds me tightly, his heart pounding in his chest. I step away abruptly, realizing how this must look, and his arms fall to his sides.

      "What's going on?" He looks at me, averting my parent's gaze.

      My father steps forward with the letter. “We got this. Willow’s been out with friends since this morning. She said she’d be home by five.”

      “We tried calling her, but her phone is on voicemail.”

      “Okay, we need to get in contact with her friends.” Why on earth didn’t I think of that? We could have saved ourselves the stress.  I move over to my handbag and get my phone. I dial the number Willow gave me for her friend Beatrice. She answers on the first ring.

      "Hey," she says in an overly cheerful way teen girls do. I put the call on speaker so everyone can hear.

      “Beatrice, it’s Willow’s Mom. Can I speak to her?” There’s silence on the end of the line.

      “Mrs. Finley. Uhm, Willow left us at the mall. She said she had to go home, that a friend of the family was picking her up.”

      “What time was that?”

      “Around two, we’d just left the movies, and were heading to lunch.”

      My hand covers my mouth, and I pass the phone to my father, resuming my seat next to my mother. She wraps an arm around me. This cannot be happening. Willow will never leave with a stranger. She is far too responsible and level-headed for that. Creed tells Beatrice that he’d like to speak to her in person, and ends the call. 

      "I'll go over and talk to Beatrice, see if she doesn't recall anything at all. I'll radio in for an officer to come to take your statement. It hasn't been twenty-four hours, but I can call in a few favors. Just don't do anything, not until you hear from me." He holds my gaze. I nod, knowing full well I will not be able to sit back and do nothing. This is my fault, and I'm going to make it right. If whoever this person is wants a confession, that is what I'll do to save Willow.

      Cohen bursts through the door, and rushes over to me, pulling me into his arms. I let him smother me because I know he needs comfort more than I do. He's the outsider looking in. He's tried calling me every single day since he found out I knew. He bombards my mailbox in the hopes that I'll talk to him. I don't want or need an apology, not now, nor ever. If you love someone, you don't break their hearts. Your love won't let you do it. The thought of hurting someone that way has never crossed my mind, even in the hard times. It was the last thing I thought of, sharing something sacred to us. It's so easy to be a coward, take the easy way out. Not put in the work.

      “I’m so sorry,” he tells me when he finally lets me go. “I should have been here, for you, for the girls.”

      “Cohen, let’s just focus on finding Willow. Neither of us had anything to do with this. Whoever has her does.”

      I cast a glance at Creed, who is standing talking to my father. He offers me a tight-lipped smile then retreats when he sees me about to walk over to them. 

      My mother sits calling Willows friends and teachers, unfazed by the late hour. I'm grateful that Gracie is in bed. We try to protect our children from the big evil world, but the bad stuff finds them. We can never be in all places at once. I walk over to my father's alcohol cabinet and pull out the scotch. I carry it into the kitchen, grab a glass, and pour myself two fingers. The liquid burns its way down my throat, and I feel the tears push their way out. My body trembles as I cling onto the glass and reality for dear life. There's a missing piece. Why on earth can't I see it?
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      Sinclair

      Before

      The moment I saw her, I couldn’t believe she was mine. How could someone so perfect and ethereal be mine? Surely this was some kind of a dream. Her tiny hands wave in the air, as perfect blue eyes stare back at me. Then she smiles, a smile I know is reserved just for me. She is perfect, everything from the tuft of raven curls to the tiny toes that curve when I touch them. 

      Falling in love with a child is effortless. You don't need to think about it, worry over it, it just happens. The second the doctor placed her tiny body in my arms, I knew that I loved her and that I'd love her for the rest of my life. I knew what my mother must have felt and why she always put me first before her wants and needs, before her career, even before my father.

      As I look down at the girl in my arms, I know there is nothing I wouldn't do for her.

      She felt like home, and so I named her Willow, like the town I grew up in, like the willow trees that grew all around the area, in my backyard. She was grace, personified. I couldn't believe I wasn't there for her in her first weeks, and so I swore that I'd be there for her every single day from that moment on, and as if she understood me, she giggled and reached out for me.

      “She’s perfect.” Tears blurred my vision when I looked at Cohen. He kissed us both on the forehead. “You both are.”

      

      When I looked at Willow, it didn't matter that I’d lost months of my life. The fact that she was okay, even after the accident, that is what counted. As happy as I was with Willow, there was a niggling feeling at the back of my mind that something was wrong, even off between Cohen and me. I knew I loved him, that he loved me, but something had shifted, and I wasn't sure what it was.

      "It's like he's a stranger in some ways." I say to Dr. Lane." I sat in her office, a cottage surrounded by wildflowers and trees, nothing like the doctor's offices I was used to. I didn't tell Cohen about my appointments, and I continued to go to the psychiatrist that my obstetrician recommended appeasing Co. Pretty white lies, they envelop me these days.

      “Have you thought about talking to him, letting him know how you feel?”

      I push my shoulders back to ease some of the tension there. “I have spoken to him. He just tells me I need to rest, relax, take those meds Doctor Shah prescribed.”

      "You don't seem keen on Doctor Shah," she smirks.

      I look over my shoulder. “You think?”

      “Tell me more about these dreams you’ve been having.” 

      I retake my seat in the comfortable armchair across from her. "It's odd really. I'm sitting in a room, and Willow is in my arms, and then she starts levitating and the more reach for her the higher she goes until I can't reach her. Until I can merely watch her drift far above me, away from me."

      “It sounds to me like you’re afraid, Sin. Afraid of losing her. That is pretty common after a traumatic event, especially one that took some of your memory with it.”

      That part is the hardest to accept. Doctors assured me it was short term post-traumatic amnesia, which, according to them, is normal after an accident, but it's been two months, and I don't recall my entire pregnancy. Cohen has taken me to places we've been, shown me pictures from that time, and none of it triggers anything.

      When I leave Lane's office, I make my way to Cohen's offices, but for some reason, being there makes me feel claustrophobic. The building is too rigid and overpowering. I don't make it to the revolving doors, but turn around and grab a coffee at the local Starbucks instead.  My hands are sweating when I reach the store. I order a cappuccino to go and sit on a bench in the park, drinking it, trying to feel normal again. After a few hours, I feel well enough to take the bus home. The train is a bit too crowded for me today.

      "Mom, I'm home." I shout.

      "Honey, are you okay? I was worried, sick," my mom fusses.

      I hang my coat up and reach out to  Willow. "I am great now." I smile at my beautiful daughter. "I just needed some air, so I took a walk."

      “I should get going. Dad will be home soon.” My mom visits when I need help, but she doesn’t stay long, not long enough to see Cohen. My father hasn’t seen me since I left the hospital. They believe Cohen is hiding something because he didn’t let them know about the accident until I woke up. I understand it from both sides. He was stressed and not thinking straight, and they are my parents and wanted to be there for me.

      “Thanks again, Mom.” I kiss her cheek and see her out. 

      “There’s a lamb stew on the stove’” she yells as she gets into her car. I hold Willow close to me. 

      “That is the kind of mama I want to be.” I kiss my daughter’s forehead and smile at the sweet scent of her.
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      Sinclair

      Now

      I’m drunk. Cohen left a few hours ago. Him being here brought up all kinds of unwanted thoughts, like the fact that I don’t recall almost a year of my life. My parents are in bed. I pick up my phone, and despite knowing the consequences of drunk calling and texting, I find Creed’s number and hit dial.

      "Hey," he answers sleepily.

      "Can you come over?" I slur. He's quiet, and for a second, I think he isn't going to.

      “Give me ten minutes.” I hear him shuffling.

      I open the door and decide to sit out on the porch and wait for him. When he pulls up, I stand and wobble down to meet him, falling against his chest. 

      "You've been drinking," he says, amused.

      “Just a little. I’m allowed.”

      He leads me back to the porch, settling me on the swing. "Did you find out anything from her friend?" He crouches in front of me.

      “Not any more than she told us on the phone. I’m sorry, Sin, but we’ll find her.”

      I run my hands over my face. “What if I confess? Give this person what they want, take the bait. Do you think they’ll let her go?”

       “Confess to something you didn’t do?”

      “How can you be so sure?’ I pull on the lapels of his jacket. “I forgot a year of my life, before Willow. I was in an accident, and I forgot. What if I did something and I forgot?”

      He tips my chin up till I'm meeting his gaze. “Sin, listen to me, I don't know how I know it, but I do.  My hands find their way to his face, and before he can stop me, I’m tugging him toward me, pressing my lips to his. Stars form behind my eyes when our lips connect.

      “I always wanted to know what that feels like.” I giggle. 

      He soothes a hand over my hair and face. "So did I, but this isn't the time or state I want to kiss you in."

      “So, you do want to kiss me?” He growls and stands. He leans forward and wraps a hand around my back and another under my thighs as he lifts me.

      He pushes the front door open and carries me into the house, settling me on the couch. He covers me with one of the throws, tucking me in, the way I tuck in Willow and Gracie.

      "Trust me, Sinclair," he whispers as I close my eyes and let the sleep I've been fighting take me. “When I do kiss you, and I will, it’ll be unforgettable.” I feel a soft kiss on my forehead, and I wonder if it's a dream.
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      Creed

      This case is spiralling out of control, and the right thing to do is to take myself off it. I can still work it on my own, but there is no way in hell I can stay away from Sin, not after last night. The Morgan case is a dead end. I suspected Cohen, but he's clean, has a solid alibi. The man may be a cheating asshole, but a killer, he is not. Then there is the fact that there isn't a body. What if whoever took her, wants people to believe she is dead? I have played all the scenarios in my head, and yet none of them tell me where Sin's daughter is or why somebody would take her. Who could hate Sin that much? I scour her social media accounts, to which she's willingly given the police the login. Messages of love and support continue to flood in. There is even a GoFundMe running to raise money to cover her legal fees. I shut down my laptop and decide that there is no time like the present. 

      Captain Green sits at his desk, a stoic expression on his face as he scours through the paperwork. I knock once.

      “Come in,” his voice booms across the small office and filters out into the open planning resulting in several of my colleagues looking up in amusement.

      “Captain.” I greet him. 

      "Sit down, Jameson. I'm in the middle of Willis's crappy paperwork." Boy, do I know how my partner files paperwork.

      “You want to tell me what the hell is going on in that Finley case? Willis says the kid is missing? Thought you had a handle on this.”

      “That’s why I’m here, Cap, I -”

      "Spill it. Don't waste my time." He still hasn't looked at me, and a part of me is relieved.

      “I want off the Finley case.”

      Captain Green stops what he’s doing and peers at me over his glasses.

      “And why would that be?”

      I don’t know how to explain it. I’m not really involved with Sin, but there is something there. Something I know could jeopardize this case.

      “I think I’m getting too attached to the case.”

      "Or is it that spicy Mrs. Finley? I've heard the men talking."

      "Cap, there isn't anything going on between us. Not yet, at least, but I find myself getting too involved."

      “Do you remember why you joined the force?”

      I nod. “I wanted to do the right thing, serve justice.”

      “Has that changed?”

      I sigh. “Not at all.”

      “If she’s guilty, would you try to cover it up?”

      “Of course not, sir. That is the thing. I don’t believe that.” I say.

      "Then, don't you want to be the one who proves that?"

      “I do.” It sounds so simple when he puts it like that.

      “Keep it in your pants until the investigation is over, for both your sakes. You’re the best I’ve got.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      "Now get out of here. I'm busy." I stand and shut the door behind me, unable to suppress a smile.
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        * * *

      

      I sit at the bar and wait for Willis. If there is one thing that annoys me about Michael Willis, it’s the fact that he is always late. I’m on my second beer when he strolls in. I wave him over, frowning as he approaches.

      “You’re late.” I narrow my eyes at him.

      “I thought you said seven?” he smirks.

      “It’s eight, fucker.” I wave over the barman. 

      “A scotch.” Willis orders and takes a seat. “So, how’d it go with the cap?”

      I turn toward him on my barstool. “Better than I expected. I’m still on the case.”

      “That is the best news I’ve heard all day.” He grins. “I was not looking forward to being partnered with Murphy or Hernandez.” He slaps me on the back.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that I’m crossing the line with Sin, running with her, kissing her. What the hell has gotten into me?”

      "You're a man, and that right there is a siren." He whistles, and I punch him on the shoulder. "Heck, if you didn't, I probably would have."

      I shake my head. “I just never expected to feel this way, not after -”

      "Creed. Yeah, I get that this situation with Sinclair is complicated, but she is nothing like Lauren. Lauren was a piece of shit, and she never deserved you."

      I know he's right, but I cannot help but feel like I'm getting myself into the same situation. Letting myself fall for the unattainable. I never knew she was using me, lying to me, cheating on her husband, with me. I was just a distraction until she realized what was important to her. I never stood a chance, but I gave her my heart anyway.

      “I can’t help but see a pattern.” I  drink the rest of my beer and ask the bartender for another one. “I want the girl; she belongs to someone else.”

      “It’s that whole hot cop thing you’ve got going on. Housewives love that shit. You’re like their every wet dream.”

      “That is fucked up and doesn’t make me feel any better. It’s like why can’t I get a chick who is single?”

      “It’s cos you like the danger. What you can’t have is always the sweetest.”

      “Yeah, and how would you know? You’ve been married to Ally for twenty years. You two are absolutely perfect together.”

      “We weren’t always that way. There were so many bumps in the road initially, I couldn’t see a meter in front of me.”

      “So, what did you do? How’d you get to this point? The couple that is so sickeningly happy and in love.”

      "We realized that perfection is an illusion. I'm not dumb. There are fuckers out there that are ten times as ripped as I am. Case in point." He waves a hand to me. "There are chicks with tighter tits and ass than Ally. But the point is that we don't want anyone other than each other. I'm not fantasizing about fucking every hot woman I meet; I’m fantasizing about Ally, every single day. It’s a choice. If you’re looking for something else, something is missing.”

      “All that deep is hiding under there.” I chuckle. 

      “I have my moments.” He finishes his drink. “But if it’s okay with you, I’d like to keep this pussy talk to a minimum on guys night.” 

      I hug him around the shoulder. "You got it, man."
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        * * *

      

      Me: So that kiss?

      S: What kiss?

      Me: The only one you’re thinking about.

      Me: The only one that makes your heart beat faster and your pussy clench.

      S: Are you drunk?

      Me: Maybe

      Me: But am I right?

      S: Good night Detective ;)

      Me: Goodnight.

      I’m about to text her that I’m messing around when the bubbles appear.

      S: Bring cuffs.

      I laugh out loud at that.
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      Anonymous

      
        
        Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth. ~ Buddha

        

      

      Before

      They say a drunk person tells no lies. I agree. I have heard the vilest of things come out of Billy's mouth when she's drunk.  But, I have also discovered that the man with nothing to lose tells the greatest truths. I overheard a woman at the grocery store, speaking to Nancy. I never really paid attention to the shit she gossiped about with customers, but there was something about that conversation that stuck.

      "I'm sorry about your mom, girl," Nancy said in her familiar drawl. "I was at the funeral, that speech you gave - it was just…" Nancy pretends to fall apart. The woman smiles and holds Nancy's hand.

      "You'll never believe I hadn't spoken to my mother in a year until a month before she died. She called me and wanted to talk, and I think it was the most honest conversation we ever had."

      "That is beautiful, sunshine." Nancy sniffs, not getting the depth of that one statement. I haven't thought about that till I found Billy shooting one Friday night. I despise her, and Rob even more, but I know that if I don't feed her, nobody would. So I make that trip every week to clean and restock her fridge. If she notices she never says anything. Billy always feels I owe her something, for the roof, she put over my head and the shit she put me through.

      I walk over bottles and overturned furniture and find Billy on the kitchen floor. I have no idea how long she's been sleeping in her own vomit, but I don't give a shit. This is a familiar sight, and I have no doubt that asshole Rob left her like this. I drag her up by her arms, looping it around my neck.

      “Let me down.” She slurs.

      "Shut the fuck up, seriously, Billy." I hiss as I walk her to the bathroom. I sit her on the toilet and run a bath, not high enough for her to drown, but enough to get her clean. I wash her, and she complains the entire time. I’ve learned to drown out the noise. Billy is a product of circumstance. I rinse her off and help her out of the bathtub. She’s shivering, and when I look at her, I just feel sorry for her. I wrap her in a towel and lead her to her bedroom. It stinks of smoke and vomit, so I set her on a chair and dust the bed, making sure it’s clean before laying her on the sheets that have seen better days.

      I look down at the only mother I have ever known, and I wonder what it is about me that could make two women hate me as much as they do, one enough to give me up and the other enough to treat me the way Billy does.

      “Don’t go.” she slurs when I put the lights out. “Anon, don’t go.”

      I leave the lights off and take the seat next to her bed. “I’m here.” 

      "I need to tell you something, before - " she coughs, and I think she's going to vomit. She settles down. "I need to tell you about the night I took you."

      I frown. She wheezes, and I try to remain calm to hear her out.

      

      She starts to talk, and I realize she is no longer with me, but in a place and time far away from here.

      

      "I lost my baby. A little girl. She had dark hair and dark eyes like her father. I never knew how much I could love until I saw her face. She was silent, at rest, everything that I wasn't. Her father and I split before I found out I was pregnant, and I decided that she would be my secret. I didn't have to share her with a father that didn't love her the way I did."

      I felt my insides clench, and I hung on her every word afraid that she'd stop speaking, take away this - whatever this was.

      "She died, and there was nothing I could do to change that. I remained silent, pretended I was okay. They put me in a maternity ward with other mothers who'd given birth to healthy, happy babies. Babies that weren't carried away the way mine was. I slept most of the time I was in the hospital. I listened to the mothers around me. Eventually, they decided I needed help, needed to deal with my loss more constructively, and so they moved me to a general ward, away from patients with babies." She laughs mirthlessly at that and moves about in the bed. I almost think she's forgotten that I'm there.

      "The night before the move, a couple who'd just had premature twins were being counseled by a priest."

      I know I should feel something, but I don't. This is nothing I haven't heard before. It is why I found Sin, why I follow her the way I do. She got to go to a good home; I didn't. What is new about that?

      She laughs. “What I never told you was that the couple wanted to keep the babies even though their parents were opposed to it. They were young, had too much life ahead of them, their parents said. The girl's mother was particularly hard, trying to convince them  to keep one baby, and give the other one up for adoption.”

      “I’d been lurking around them for a month. Watching the mother, Lisa, bond with the two red-headed girls. Her boyfriend promised her that they'd find a way to keep both babies, he even offered to walk out with one of them, and that was when  I decided that I'd do it for them before the month was up."

      “You took me?” my voice cracks.

      "I did because they should not be so lucky. Two babies, when I had none."

      “You’re the devil, Billy.” I hiss, standing.

      She laughs manically. I doubt she’ll remember anything she said, but I would. I would remember the fact that she stole my life from me and didn’t have the decency to replace it with something better.

      I have never cried the way I did that night, standing outside the Lovell house in the rain. I thought about walking up to their door and introducing myself. I imagined the joyful reunion, and then I realized that I was nobody. Anonymous. It's what she's called me my entire life. My ID displays a name, but this is who I am, who I will always be. Unnamed. Unidentified.
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      Sinclair

      
        
        You wrapped my truth in beautiful lies.

        With no regard for consequence.

        

      

      There are moments in life that stun you. Shake you to your very core, and you know, deep down, that there will be no coming back from it. I hold DNA results in my shaky hands, results that tell me my daughter isn't mine. That she's another woman's child. I think it's a poor attempt at a bad joke until I look into the eyes of the man I love and realize that he's been feeding me beautiful lies.

      “Why?” My heart aches in a way it never has before. The life I’ve been living these past fifteen years was a lie. The hardest part is understanding the rationale behind it. We were happy before the accident, at least I thought we were. 

      "It's a lie, baby, you have to believe me." Blue eyes plead with me. He closes the space between us, and I back away until my back hits the wall behind me.

      "Don't," I say through gritted teeth. "I just want the truth."

      “The truth,” he spits, caging me in, his arms on either side of my head.

      "You couldn't handle it then, and you won't be able to handle it now."

      “Try me.” I stare him square in the eye. His closeness only makes me braver. He glares down at me then backs away.

      “You changed. You changed when you lost Evan. You were aloof, somewhere else entirely.” He runs his hands through his hair. It was like a punch in my gut all over again.

      “This has been going on that long? Since prom? You have got to be kidding me.”

      He laughs. “You chose someone else, Sinclair, and so I did the same.” 

      “You're insane if you think that justifies all of this. So, this is true?”

      I hold up the paper. “This makes no sense.”

      "Our baby died. She didn't survive the crash, so I got you a baby." I say nothing, but inside me, a war is raging. I charge at him, my hands wrapping around his throat. He stumbles back and onto the couch. Straddling him, I press against his jugular. He tries to push me off. He's twice as strong as me, but I am determined to make him hurt, to make him pay.

      "Sin," my father shouts from behind me, but rage blinds me, and I want to take Cohen's life the way he took mine. Hands wrap around my waist, and I'm pulled back and forced to let go of my hold on my husband. I scratch at him, managing to rip his face. I'm howling like a madwoman. The room is spinning, and the last thing I know is that I'm being carried away. Cold air hits my face before I pass out.
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        * * *

      

      The bed is nice but different. I turn onto my side and almost fall on my ass. I’m on a couch. I sit up in a panic. “Where am I?” I shout.

      "My place," Creed tells me. "You okay?"

      “How did I get here?”

      "I might have had to carry you off. You were this close to killing him, you know." He indicates with his thumb and forefinger.

      I lie back on the couch, feeling defeated. "That was such a stupid thing to do. How is the asshole?"

      He stands and pours a glass of water from a jug, setting it on the coffee table in front of me. "He's alive if that's what you mean. You should drink up."

      “Too bad. If you and my dad had given me five more minutes, that wouldn’t be the case.”

      I sit up and take a large swig of water. It’s icy cool going down my throat. 

      “Is Gracie okay?”

      He sits on the coffee table in front of me, reaching to shift a strand of hair behind my ears. “Your mum says to let you rest up. She’ll take care of Gracie.”

      I look at him, and I wonder if this is truly the man he is, or if he’s hiding behind a mask he thinks I want to see.

      “You gonna tell me what happened back there?”

      I lean back, covering my eyes. “It’s so messed up, I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “Anywhere you like.” His eyes are kind, and when he looks at me the way he is right now, I see how easy it would be to fall for him.

      “I didn’t let him finish the whole story, but basically Cohen’s been lying to me for years. I had an accident at some point during my first pregnancy, I woke up with amnesia. I couldn’t remember a year of my life.”

      He leans forward, placing a hand on mine.

      "Our baby died, and he somehow managed to get us Willow." I feel a tear slip down my cheek. "She's still my baby, always will be, but I feel like what he did has something to do with this."

      “How did you find out?” He frowns.

      "A DNA test came in the mail. The name of the other woman was blacked out, but they were a hundred percent match; we weren't. When I showed it to Cohen, he didn't deny it. He lost it, started insulting me, confessing to messing around since we were dating." I feel my shoulders sink. "How could I be so blind? I feel like such a fool."

      His hands rest on mine. "You aren't a fool. Love makes us overlook certain things. Trust me, I know."

      “Talking from experience?” I ask.

      “You could say that. Nothing as shattering as this, but let’s just say I understand betrayal well.”

      “Are we going to find my daughter, Creed?”

      I know it's a loaded question. I know that it gives him room to offer me false hope, but I need to hear someone say that everything is going to be okay, that I'll be cooking dinner while listening to Gracie and Willow bicker. I want to know that I will still get the chance to do all the things I wanted to do with her. I don’t give a shit what that paper says, she is mine. 

      "I think we need to follow up on this. Have the test taken in, maybe contact the lab, see if we can get any information from them. It's gotta be recent after Willow went missing. Chances are, her biological mother or father has something to do with this. That or a mistress. That means we need Cohen's help."

      He looks at me, and I smile. “I think I can handle that.”

      “We need to know if the adoption was above board, make sure he didn’t cut corners to make the couple angry. As for the mistress, let’s just say a woman scorned is about as dangerous as a mass murderer.”

      “I don’t know if I can face him right now.” I twist my ring, and nibble on my lip, something I tend to do when I’m anxious. 

      "The sooner we do this, the closer we are to finding Willow. If it makes you feel any better, I don't believe that Willow is in any danger if her biological parents are involved. It's why you're being sent these messages. Whoever it is wants to be found."

      "I wish I had your confidence. Gracie asked me where Willow was, I made up something about a school trip, but she's receptive and knows there's something up. The longer Willow is out there, the farther away she could be. I just - I just want my baby." I clench my fist at my sides. "I think I'm ready to talk to Cohen."
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      Anonymous

      Sin, I wanted your life. Past tense. I thought it was perfect, everything that a woman could want and desire. I was so close to killing you off and impersonating you. It would have been hard to do, yes, near impossible, but I would have done a bloody good job of it. I'd end up being the ultimate hero in the story. But now, Chelsea has gone and messed everything up. She's been the reason you kept looking over your shoulder. Instead, it was me, and I was made to feel like I was doing something wrong. And here I am watching over you and your little girl. I've watched your house, and she's stayed far away from it since you moved in with your parents. Our parents. I'd planned this great reveal, and now it's gone to shit because I caught that bitch snooping around your parent's house. And now I'm tailing her car to god knows where. I stay a few cars behind her, so she doesn't see me, doesn't suspect she's been seen. How odd is it when the pursuer becomes the pursued. I really want to know her story. What does she hope to achieve by this? Willow is a teenager, and she's grown up with a family. Taking her away from that family isn't going to score Chelsea any brownie points.

      She takes the exit that leads to the docks. Has she been hiding out here all along? I turn my headlights off and park. Climbing out of the car, I make my way down to the boathouses, making sure to stay in the shadows. She climbs out of the car and looks around her. Happy that she isn't being followed, she starts toward the old warehouses on the far end. Those have been out of use for years now. She walks briskly, and I keep up with her stalking behind the boathouses, making sure to move without a sound. She stops at a yacht, Freedom sure is a beauty. She's one of those luxury private yachts wealthy parents buy for their kids. Chelsea climbs on board, and for a moment I wonder if she is going to helm the boat. She disappears for a few minutes, then reappears with a bag on her shoulder. Could it be this easy? Does she have Willow somewhere in those abandoned warehouses?

      An average person would call the cops with an anonymous tip-off. I mean, a child's life could be in danger. It would be easy to set it up, get them to the warehouses when she leaves to play her stupid charades with Sin. Anyone but me because I know that Chelsea would never hurt Willow. Chelsea is smart. I’ve gotta hand it to her. I never expected her to think about hiding out here. It's genius. Hide in plain sight and slip away when the trail goes cold. Nobody suspects a thing. They're convinced that she is dead. I mean, that is what law enforcement believes when someone goes missing. The worst-case scenario is always the easiest. Because they're lazy and they don't want to put in the work. It is easier to wait it out and let the body of the victim wash up somewhere. Women and children go missing every couple of seconds. Do you think one life matters any more than another?

      I can almost feel sorry for Chelsea after what Dr. Finch told me. He was very forthcoming. I respect that.  A part of me feels terrible about not keeping my side of the deal. But in truth, it could have been far worse for him. What he did to Chelsea Morgan was despicable. It went against everything his profession stood for.

      I slow jog behind her, making sure to stay in the shadows. When I reach the warehouses, I hear the distinct sound of a small aircraft. It can't be. We are miles from the nearest airstrip. And then I recall the open area behind those warehouses. It wouldn't be the first time someone landed there. I creep inside one of the rundown structures, and sure enough, a small chopper is getting ready to take off. 

      "Damn it," I hiss. This changes things. How am I ever going to follow her? And then it hits me that I may need to reconsider bringing the cops into this. That, or stow away the next time she's here, which could be days. I can wait. It's the right thing to do. I'll restore your family, Sin, and then we can decide how I can be a part of it.
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      Chelsea

      I bought this place when I believed that Cohen and I had a chance. I believed he'd come clean with Sin about his infidelity, and we'd start over. I bought all his lies, and this is where it's led me, holding my own daughter hostage. I am not his dirty little secret anymore, and still, he has this much control over my life.

      Willow is a fighter. She gets that from me I like to think. She pounds and scratches at the door of the room she's locked in until her knuckles are bust and bloodied. She won't let me near her. I have to dose her food to tend to her wounds. She's wild and unpredictable, ready for a fight. I never thought she'd come with me, but one call, telling her that her mother was in danger was enough to have her lying to her friends and getting in the car with me. The fact that she loves that woman and not me makes me want to hurt Sin.

      I hated having to knock her out to get her here, but I had no choice, and now she is here with me, finally. This is where she belongs, with me. Fifteen years ago, I was a young, naive girl. I let myself be used. I let a man lie to me and tell me that my child was dead.

      They stole Willow from me. Cohen, that doctor, Sinclair. They raised my child while I continued to be his mistress, fulfilling the needs Sinclair never could. He was angry when I moved next door. I'd been at the receiving end of his fury for months before I brought up the courage to befriend his wife. And then he realized how easy I'd made it for him. He could have us both close without her knowing anything. We had a good thing, Cohen, a fucking good idea until I realized how truly evil you are. He’d would never leave Sin, so I would have to get her out of the way.

      

      Fifteen years ago

      He paces the room, running his hands through his hair. 

      “How is she?” I ask. 

      “What?” He spins around, his eyes unfocused as if he only just realized he wasn’t alone.

      "She doesn't remember anything." He looks rattled like he hasn't been sleeping. Maybe it was a bad idea letting him come here.

      “The baby?”

      He looks at me in irritation like I'm unworthy to ask him that. I look down at my own belly. Would he love my child as much as he would hers? This child we created together. I place a hand on my stomach.

      “You did this?” he hisses, closing the distance between us. He grips my wrist.

      “You’re hurting me,” I squeal. 

      "You'll never be her," He taunts. He's irrational, and I know I should get away from him. For me, and this child.

      “I should go to bed.” I hear a tremor in my voice. He lets go of my hand, and I rub the wrist, backing away. He’s been angry since she found out. He doesn’t want to lose her. I should be okay with that. I am not her. 

      I walk away, hoping he does stay the night. I got a job at his company, and it started as a fling. Strictly sex, but I fell for him. I was convinced that he just had to have a reason to choose me, and so I got pregnant. He tried to convince me to get rid of my baby, but it was already too late. I played it that way on purpose. 

      If he wasn't so obsessed with Sinclair, he'd see what we have. I'd never seen her till one morning in his office, and I must admit she was stunning. But it is more than that. She's the kind of woman that will never be a second choice.

      Yawning, I crawl into bed. I can't remember being this exhausted in a while. I feel the bed shift, and I know he's climbing in. It's not comforting. I wish he'd leave. His hands wrap around my waist, digging into the flesh. It's painful, demanding. The only thing he wants from me resides between my thighs. He adjusts me, unconcerned that I'm unresponsive. I try to push him away, but my hands feel weighty. He's never been gentle, and he isn't now. I take it because that is what the other woman does. Why do I love this vile man as much as I do? He tugs my head back by my hair and whispers the angriest of things in my ear. I try to open my eyes, but they're too heavy. As the darkness takes me, I feel him enter me. I hear him growl, and I let myself drift off, away from this cruel man and his abuse I so willingly take.

      

      It's cold when I pries my eyes open. The first thing I notice is that I'm not in my bed. I'm in a hospital room. Drip lines, and other cords attach my hand to a monitor. This must be a dream.

      "Cohen," I call out, feeling the numbing effects of drugs in my system. I run my hand over my belly. It feels different. What the hell happened? "My baby." The words stick in my throat.

      "Ms. Morgan." It's a voice I don't recognize. "I'm Doctor Finch."

      I try to focus on the tall stranger in front of me. “Where’s my baby?” He’s blurry, fading in and out of my periphery. It looks like he’s floating. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

      "Ms. Morgan, please try to calm down." He places a cold hand on my arm. I want to scream. I need to get out of this bed and find my baby.

      “You’re in a hospital. You had to be brought in. You went into early labor,"" He pauses, and his grip on my arms tightens. It's unwelcome. "Your baby didn't make it."

      "What? No. You're lying. Where is she?" The tears spring free, and I tug at the drip lines. Blood starts to spray everywhere. I try to sit up, but the pain in my lower abdomen is excruciating.

      “Please.” The doctor pushes my shoulders back on the bed. “You’ve had a caesarean section. You need to stay in bed a bit longer.

      "I want to see my baby." I yell.

      “Of course, we can arrange that.” 

      Everything aches, but it's my heart that shatters in my chest. I feel a part of my soul slip away. I cry until my limbs ache. He injects something in my drip line, and it makes my eyes close of their own accord.

      Cohen wasn't kind. He never visited me in the hospital. I didn't see him for the next month. He was off playing happy family with Sinclair. She had their first baby but couldn't even remember her pregnancy. But I recalled mine and had no baby to show for it. The icy skin of the baby I'd held when I came to again in that hospital stays with me.

      But like a drug, I was addicted to the idea of Cohen and me, and when he returned to my bed, I thought we may have a chance. But after their second child, I realized that I had to take matters into my own hands.

      I never noticed it at first, but the closer I got to Sinclair, and Willow, the more different they, seemed to be. Willow was sporty and not artsy like Sin. They couldn't have looked more different if they tried. Sure, Gracie looks like her father, but there are similarities she has with Sin. The same jawline and tilt of the head. Willow, on the other hand, reminded me of my mother. Their eyes were the same shade of blue. And so I did what any sane person would do. I took a DNA sample and had tests done.

      I clench my fists when I think about it.

      I knock at the door. "Go away," Willow yells. I sigh. She hasn't eaten. I watch her on the monitor, and she has figured out that there's something in her food.

      “I can’t do that, Willow. I need to talk to you.”

      “You’re a liar, a criminal. I want to go home. To my family.”

      I don’t know what the plan is. I didn’t think that far. All I knew was that I had to get away and that I wanted her with me. I have to believe in time she will come to understand that I’m doing this for her own good.

      “I’m none of those things. I wish you’d let yourself see that.”

      “Are you crazy? Can you even hear yourself?” She bangs at the door. “You kidnapped me. My parents are going crazy looking for me.”

      “I know that it’s hard to understand, but if you just let me explain.”

      “Chelsea, I think we are way past that point. You’re fucking nuts.”

      “I’m nuts.” I laugh bitterly. “You have no idea what your family is capable of.”

      “Newsflash. They aren’t the ones with a kid locked in a room,” she spits. She starts to pound on the door.

      “Stop that. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      "Then you'll have to come in here, and I'll get to scratch your eyes out with my good hand. Psycho."

      I place a hand on the door, taking deep breaths to stop myself from losing it. She is a teenager, I remind myself. She doesn't know the things I do. But she will, and I want Sin to be the one to tell her. Everything is falling into place. But with that cop in Sin's life, I'll have to be careful.

      See, Cohen, she didn't even choose you. When things got tough, she ran into the arms of another man, and you're out in the cold.

      There is one thing I do know, Sin will do anything for Willow. I have to use that to my advantage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    
      Sinclair

      It is strange how you can know someone your entire life and know absolutely nothing about them. I didn't quite understand the meaning of a wolf in sheep's clothing until this very point. Lies and obsession have taken on a different meaning. I get that the lines of sanity and madness are often blurred when it comes to love. It's an age-old flaw, the fault in our stars. I get it, I truly do. But what comes out of Cohen Finley's mouth is something foreign. Something even I cannot comprehend.

      When I met him, I knew all there was to know. Like most teenage boys, he was messing around for most of the high school. Those on the sports team were the cherry on top.  I knew that he was broken in ways that I would never understand completely. But he convinced me that deep down he was better. He assured me that being with me made him want to be better. I believed him. I fell in love with his honesty. When I asked him about the black eye he sported, he told me his mother beat the shit out of him. His father was unfaithful, and everybody knew it, to make herself feel better she took it out on him. I was there to make sure he understood that he was not the problem, she was.

      So when he tells me that he took his whore's baby, to replace mine, made her believe that her baby was dead, I cannot do anything but laugh. His affair with Chelsea Morgan has been going on for years. What man does that to someone he says he loves? It sounds like some sick joke. Apparently, I have built a life with a psychopath. Wow. If Creed wasn't standing beside me, I'd believe this was a nightmare.

      “Cohen, you can’t be serious. This is the most fucked up shit I have ever heard."

      "Baby, please." He takes a step toward me, and I raise my palms, stopping him.

      “Just don’t. If you come near me, I swear to god -”

      "This changes things, and you should have told us this sooner." Creed says. He's remained silent until now. "There's more than a possibility that Chelsea staged all of it. Her kidnapping, everything. And Willow was taken by her."

      “Why fess up now?”

      "Because my kid is out there with a madwoman. It's gone too far. I thought she'd scare us into telling Willow the truth, but the longer I sit on this information, the farther away our daughter gets." He looks at me, and I don't know what he expects. That I understand? No fucking way.

      "You realize you put our children's lives in danger because of your selfishness." My hands shake. One minute I'm too calm, the next I'm clawing at his face, and Creed has to pull me off him yet again.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Cohen heaves a breath. “I know this is my fault. I just didn’t want to lose you, Sin.”

      "You should have thought about that before you started fucking other women. I am so done with this." I turn on my heel and march out of the house I used to call home. Creed stands behind me. How many times has he brought her here? How many times did I, unaware that she was just using me? I thought we were friends. I let her into my home. Near my children. How did I not see the signs? Does love blind you to that extent? I climb into Creed's truck, and he jumps in but doesn't say a word. Instead, he slides across the seat and wraps an arm around me, letting me fall apart all over again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake up to the sound of my phone ringing. The number is unknown. I look at the clock, and it's two am.

      “Hello.”

      “If you want to see Willow again, meet me at the docks. No cops. No-one needs to know, or you’ll never see her again. Understood?”

      Fear claws at me like an animal rampant in the wild. "Chelsea." I whisper.

      “An hour. If you so much as whisper to someone else, if I see you’re being followed, that is it.”

      “Okay.” My voice breaks. 

      I get out of bed and change out of my nightclothes and into a pair of sweatpants, a T-shirt,  and a hoodie jacket. I climb into my running shoes and slip my phone into my pocket, making sure it's on silent. I open the door to my room, making sure not to disturb anyone in the house. I know what this woman is capable of, and she will not hesitate to take my daughter away from me for good. The fact that she wants to meet is a good thing. It has to be. The police have had enough time. This is between Chelsea and me.

      I make it to the front door and look back to make sure nobody heard me come down the stairs. I think of Gracie, and the worried look in her eyes, and I'm more determined than ever to get her sister back.

      I shut the door behind me and tug my jacket closer around me. There's a chilly breeze that seeps into my clothing. I climb into my car, glad that I parked behind my father. Taking it out of gear, I roll out of the driveway and only turn the ignition once I'm near the street. It'll be less likely my parents hear.

      I drive out of my neighborhood at a decent speed but step on the gas once I'm on the main road. The docks are about half an hour away. I turn on the heat and try to breathe, to still my racing heart. "Be okay baby, I'm on my way."
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      Anonymous

      I knew that camping out here for a week straight would have its benefits. Mrs. G only needs to be tended to in the day, and now that Rob is no longer an issue, I don’t bother showing up at the store to show face.

      My plan is simple, I’ll climb into the storage area of the chopper and go wherever the hell Chelsea has Willow. I’ll figure out the rest when I get there. It’s stuffy here and a risk, but I’m small enough to curl up behind the seats under some emergency equipment and blankets. I can’t see anything, but I know she’ll be back. She left at least two hours ago. I’m too far away to hear her pull up. I just have to rely on the element of surprise. 

      I must have zoned out, that or dozed off because the next thing I know, I feel the vibration of the chopper starting up and the roar of the engine and swooshing sound of the propellers. I hear Chelsea yelling at someone not to try anything stupid, and I wonder if she's talking to me.  I hear a muffled sound. What the hell is going on? I will have to wait and see. I can't do much from here.

      I don't know for sure how long we fly, but it must be two hours when I feel the rough bumping of the helicopter touching down. It gets warm back here, and the tossing about does nothing to ease my stomach, which is in knots. Gripping onto the seat leg, I grit my teeth to keep from throwing up. I cannot believe how far I've gone to help you Sin, I do hope you'll understand.

      When I told Billy I'd found you all those years ago, she'd laughed in my face. What were the chances that my twin would end up being in the same school? I figured it was destiny. It helped that we weren't identical, although many people commented on the similarity. Billy thought I was mad, so I stopped talking about it. But I never stopped watching, and waiting until the day I could be useful. I knew that sooner or later, you would need me.

      Shuffling in the front and the chill from the door opening brings me back to reality. If Chelsea discovers me, I’ll have to attack. There is no way I am letting her get the upper hand. 

      "Let's go," she says. Her voice is cold and hard. I hear the muffled sound again, and when I sneak a peek, I see Sin, her hands tied behind her back, her mouth gagged. Chelsea tugs her from the chopper by her arm, and Sin stumbles, falling to the ground on her knees.

      "Oh, no," I whisper, then creep lower. What the hell is she doing here? And then it hits me, Chelsea brought her here, like a lamb to the slaughter.

      "Get up," Chelsea shouts at her.

      When the doors shut, I wait a few minutes, then climb onto the seat and watch them walk away from the window. Chelsea leading Sin away from me. Why would Sin come here alone? Chelsea must have baited her, and selfless Sin fell for it. I have no idea where we are now,  but it's pretty secluded. Just the kind of place a psychopath would keep a kid. When the two women are out of sight, I open the door and step out. The area is too open. If she has anyone on the lookout, I'll be spotted. I have to make a run for the small structure on this private helipad. When I'm sure I'm out of sight, I make my way through the small warehouse. I see a door at the far end and open it. A house sits in the middle of a small woods. It has a thatched roof, and two storeys with windows that overlook the ocean. It is breathtaking. I make my way closer, making sure I'm not being followed. Chelsea has two guards positioned at the entrance, so I'll have to find a way around them. I should have known this wouldn't be that easy. A part of me wonders if I should call the cops, alert them about what I know. I might not know where I am, but air traffic control and those CCTV cameras would have an idea.

      Chelsea and Sin are nowhere to be seen, but I have no doubt they're in there. I put my hand on the pistol I took from Rob’s house. I never thought I’d need to use it, but I don’t fancy taking on those goons.

      I decide that it is now or never. I’ll go around back and hope that I don’t have to put a bullet in someone’s skull to do that.
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      Sinclair

      I arrive at the docks with a couple of minutes to spare, and it's dead quiet, like the still before the storm. I wonder if she'll make an appearance at all. A knock at my window startles me, and after two months, I finally see the woman I used to call a friend. She's cut her hair and looks as if she lost a ton of weight. She knocks at my window again, with a gun in her hand. I realize for the first time since that call how much danger I truly am in. This woman is angry, unstable, and she hates me. I put my hands up to show her that I'm unarmed, and she steps back so I can open my door. I get out and shut the door behind me. We're face to face, and I'm at a disadvantage.

      "Try anything funny, and I'll shoot. I have someone watching Willow. If I'm not back at the agreed time, they'll disappear," she warns.

      "Chelsea, you don't have to do any of this. Can we talk about this? Why do you have to get Willow involved in this?"

      She laughs maniacally, waving the gun about. "You and Cohen should have thought about that before you took my baby."

      “Please, will you just let me explain?” I step forward, my arms open, and I don't even expect the blow to my stomach when she lands it. I bend at the waist, coughing, and trying to catch my breath. "Fuck." I choke out.

      “You do as I say. You don’t make a move unless I tell you to. Do you understand?’

      I straighten up and nod. "Now move." She points in the direction I should go in, and I start walking. We reach an abandoned warehouse, and I'm dizzy with anticipation. Has my daughter been here all this time? Right under my nose?

      “Stop here,” she tells me. “Turn around.”

      I do as I'm told, knowing that I have no chance against an armed maniac. She ties my hands behind my back, the rope digging into my skin. She gags me and then shoves me toward the end of the building. When I see a helicopter, I know I've misjudged her. Nobody knows where I am.  She could fly me anywhere. I close my eyes for a second and remind myself that nothing else matters but Willow. Gracie is safe, she's with my mother and father. She is going to be okay. I need to do whatever it takes to get my baby back. I let her shove me in the helicopter, which she flies herself. I guess I knew nothing about Chelsea Morgan. If that is even her name. We touch down in a place I don't recognize, after flying for over two hours. She pulls me out, and I stumble, falling. She leads me over the helipad, past a warehouse, and to what must be her house. Two bulky men stand guard at the entrance. I recognize one of them. The man at the school. How long has she had him watching me? They open the wrought iron gates when we approach. Both men are armed and look at me like I'm fresh meat.

      She moves the gag from my mouth, and I feel like I can breathe.

      “Where are we? Where’s Willow?”

      "You'll find out soon enough.” We enter the sparsely decorated house. She makes me sit on a chair in the middle of what could be a dining room or living room. I have no idea what she is about to do. "You're going to see Willow, and you're going to tell her what you and her father did, and then you're going to walk away from here, and one of my men will see you back home.”

      “I can’t do that. Chelsea, you can’t expect me to do that. She’s my daughter. I never knew what Cohen had done until recently.”

      “You liar.” She spits in my face.

      I want to say something, but I know that when someone like Chelsea has made their mind up about something, there is no use arguing. I have to get to my daughter, and when I do, I'll figure out how to disarm this bitch.

      “Let me see her, and I’ll cooperate.” I don’t look her in the eye. A flash of auburn catches my eye. I turn my head to the window at my side, but it’s nothing. I felt like someone was watching us.

      “Let’s go,” she demands, dragging me up and marching me farther into the house.
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      Creed

      I'm in the first squad car on the way to the docks. Willis is riding shotgun. I hear the sirens all around us, and my teeth clench at Sin's utter stupidity. She should have called me.

      "You tapped her phone without her knowing?" I hate the judgment in his voice. I would not have done it if I trusted that she had faith in the system. But after the conversation with Cohen, I knew that she would do anything to get her daughter back, even if it meant going rogue.

      "I didn't have a choice," I tell him, not meeting his gaze.

      “Creed, Sinclair is a smart woman. She wouldn’t go off with Chelsea on her own if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. She’s threatened to disappear with her kid if we get involved.”

      “So, what do we do, stay here, wait? Let her get herself into something she is hardly equipped to deal with?”

      Chelsea Morgan is unhinged. If she feels like she's being cornered, she'll attack, and you don't want Willow and Sin in the middle of that. I know he's right, but that doesn't make me feel any better.

      We pull up at the docks and scour the area, but there is no sign of Sin or Chelsea. A vagrant lies on a bench near an old abandoned warehouse. I approach him, and he shuffles up. "I haven't done anything." He holds his hands up.

      “Have you seen two women come here a couple of hours ago? One’s a redhead.”

      "Don't think so," he lies, and I sigh.

      “I won’t arrest you for loitering if you co-operate.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. 

      “The taller one, she had a chopper. Tied the redhead and shoved her in it. I don’t know where they were headed.”

      I radio that information to the control room. This is just great.

      "There were two of them, you know."

      “Yeah, I get that.” I turn to leave.

      "Redheads, I mean." I stop and spin around. "Could easily be mistaken for the same person."

      “What do you mean?”

      “The first one, she hung around here for a while, watching the tall one. She climbed into that helicopter before the other two got in.”

      I frown. He has to be mistaken. 

      "Don't believe me, huh? She left her duffle at the back."

      I walk to where he directs me, and sure enough, there is a duffle bag. I open it to find some keys, and a wallet. The id displays a picture of a redhead who looks so much like Sin, they could be sisters, stares back at me.

      “Willis, can you run a check on an Anna Carter, and can you make it a priority?”
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      Sinclair

      The choices we make define the course of our lives. The person I trusted the most in the world made a choice years ago that came back to haunt us. He says he did it to protect me, to protect us, but the truth is that Cohen did it because he is a selfish bastard. He brought this into our lives. I never believed in the law of Karma until now, and she is a bitch. He thought he was making right a wrong,  but deception offers only temporary gratification. I've learned the hard way, that it'll come back to fuck you over eventually. At the most inopportune of times. Too bad he isn't going to be around for the encore.

      My heart pounds in my chest. Everything I do from here on, will determine whether I live or die. Whether Willow does. I keep my breathing as even as I possibly can. Sweat drips down my temples, sending shivers down my spine. Chelsea is stressed. I can tell. And panicked people make hasty decisions.

      My daughter is handcuffed to a table in the middle of the room. My eyes blur from the tears. I'm not allowed to get any closer than this. Chelsea stands with a gun to my head, promising that she'll pull the trigger in front of Willow if I don't do as she says. How do I look this beautiful, perfect girl in the eye and say words I don't even believe myself? But it's Chelsea's terms. This is her game, and the rule is that I tell Willow that I am not her biological mother. 

      "Mom." Willows voice cracks. She strains against the cuffs.

      "I missed you, baby." I choke out the words. She looks so small. Like the first time, she tried out for basketball. She was so sure she'd fail, that everyone would make fun of her. I told her that I would be right there in the stands cheering her on and that she'd never fail because greatness was inside her. She was amazing, scoring fourteen baskets of fifteen. There will  always be greatness inside her, whether I was in her life or not.

      "Tell her," Chelsea demands.

      Willow looks between us.

      I don’t know how to get the words out without my heart shattering into a million pieces. Is this what it’s like to have your world come crashing down around you? I think about the books I write and how the good guy always wins, but I don't see a victory in this. No matter what happens, I lose Willow today.

      "I just want you to know that I love you, baby. I always have and always will. What I'm about to say doesn't change anything." The tears slip down my face.

      “She told me, Mom. Said you’re not my real mother, that you made her believe I was dead. Is that true?”

      “I didn’t know any of this until a few days ago. I’m sorry. To you and Chelsea. Nobody deserves that.”

      “You lying bitch.” She jabs the back of the gun between my shoulder blades.

      "Stop it." Willow yells. "Don't you get it? You will never be my mother, Chelsea. Not after all this. I could never love you," she hisses. "She is my mother.”

      “Willow. She didn’t know either. We were both fooled.” I want to tell her everything but now is not the time.

      Chelsea grips my shoulder painfully. “I don’t need you defending me. You can feed her all the lies you want, but it isn’t going to change my mind. This ends here,” she growls.

      She cocks the gun and points it to my temple. I look at the child I love more than myself. The child who brought so much sunshine to my world. I mouth, I love you, as the cold metal digs into me.

      “No, Chelsea. Don’t,” Willow pleads, tugging on her cuffs. Fear paralyzes me at the thought of what she will do with my daughter. Willow says something, but it's an echo so far away I wonder if she said anything at all. Tears fall down her cheeks like a waterfall.

      Chelsea’s hands wrap around my neck. I can’t think anymore. I can’t breathe. All I feel is the metal, all I see is the fear in my child’s gaze. I close my eyes, tears slipping free, and I wait for the sound that'll be my end. I wait for the pain, the numbness. The sound comes, but it's not as painful as I thought it would be. I feel the ground beneath me, and blackness takes me. I regret nothing.
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        * * *

      

      "Mom." Her voice is far away. I wonder if this is that place between heaven and hell. "Mom, can you hear me?"

      I open my eyes, and Willow's worried gaze locks on mine. I gasp when I realize that she's right in front of me. Her curls wild, her face streaked with tears. She is so beautiful. My hands fly up and around her. I squeeze her so hard she yelps. When I open my eyes again, my hands drop. Because standing behind, my daughter is… "Who are you?"

      Green eyes that match my own stare back at me. Wild auburn hair is in a ponytail. “Anna,” she says.

      Her voice is just like my mother's. How is this even possible? Blood coats her shirt, and the gun quivers in her hand. I look at the woman at her feet. Chelsea stares up at Anna, her eyes are vacant, lifeless.

      “Is she…?” I don’t dare say the words. Willow holds my hand in hers and gives it a squeeze. How is it even possible that we made it through that?

      Anna nods.

      “You saved me?”

      “I had to.”

      The door bursts open, and police flood in. "Sin, oh my god." Creed rushes to me, dropping to his knees and gathering me in his arms. He’s comforting. He lets me go and hugs Willow. “Good to see you, young lady.”

      "I guess I missed a lot," Willow says, looking between us.

      Creed looks over to where cops are cuffing Anna. He frowns. “Who is she?”

      “I have no idea, but she saved my life.”

      I watch her being led away. She only looks back at me once and then proceeds.

      I hold onto Willow, scared that she'll disappear again. "I love you, baby girl.”

      "I love you more, Mama." I kiss the top of her head, and we walk out of the room I believed was the last place I would ever see her. Willow is exhausted and confused, but we agree that it is a story for another day.

      Outside, two other choppers await. Anna is being led to one of them. I let go of Willow's hand and walk toward her.

      “Where have you been all these years, Anna?”

      “Everywhere.” She smiles. 

      It's odd, but the moment she says that I see a girl in the grocery store. She worked there after school. Mousy brown hair and glasses. She'd have faded into the background if it hadn't been those eyes. They matched my own. And then I see the woman who worked in the same store later in life. Could it be? Anna was around me all my life, and I didn't know it.

      Creed wraps an arm around my waist, and I lean back against him, exhausted.

      “Ready to go home?”

      “I am.”

      I have so many questions of my own, I am sure Willow does too, but for now, we are together. I lead Willow to a chopper and away from the stretcher carrying Chelsea’s lifeless form in a body bag.
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      Anonymous

      Billy had IDs made when we first moved here. The name she gave me, Anonymous, was too conspicuous. I became Anna Carter. The helicopter lulls me. I need to sleep. I wonder if killing Chelsea was the right thing to do. She was a victim, after all. The look on Sin's face when she saw me is what I see when I close my eyes. Somebody shoves my shoulder, and I open my eyes. Detective Willis looks slightly out of his depth. Seeing us together must be strange.

      I sigh through my Miranda rights. I have done nothing wrong. I should be receiving a medal of honor for what I did.  Still, I do as they tell me without a fight. They lead me into the police station and into an interrogation room. I sit, and a glass of water is placed in front of me.

      “I’m going to cut to the chase.” Officer Jameson tell me. He’s Sin’s boyfriend. “When did you last see Robert Barnes?”

      I shrug, "A few months ago, when my mama died. They were dating."

      "Did you know Mr. Barnes died a few weeks ago?"

      “Like I said. I haven’t been in touch with him.” Jameson pulls my bag from under the table.

      “You sure you don’t have anything you want to tell me?”

      I have always prided myself on knowing how to cover my tracks. If they go over to Mrs. G's house, they'll find her in bed, where she took her last breath. It would look natural. Nobody would suspect that I've been overdosing her. I cannot be linked to her in any way. But Robert. Slobber Rob. I stole his cards, cash, left my fingerprints all over there. I wonder if there was a part of me that wanted to be found. To be seen. Is that why I saved Sinclair?

      “He killed my mother, Detective. So, I returned the favor.”

      They both look at me in pity. Self-defense is one thing, revenge a whole other ball game.

      "I will accept my punishment," I say without smiling.

      Detective Jameson leads me to my holding cell, removing the cuffs. I rub my wrists and sit on the bench, waiting for what will inevitably come next.

      An hour later, I hear footsteps and look up to see Detective Willis and Sin approaching. I was not granted bail, not that I wanted to be out there. Willis hangs around in the background.

      “Is it true? You killed your mother’s boyfriend?” She doesn’t look horrified, just interested.

      I nod. "He deserved it," I say simply.

      "How long have you known about me? I remember you vaguely from high school. Your hair is different. You're older, obviously." She gives me a weak smile.

      "Did you know you had a sister?"

      She shakes her head. “Not at all. I guess I have some things to talk about with my parents.”

      I walk back to the bench. It faces away from her.

      “Thank you, Anna.”

      I say nothing, just wait until she walks away.  I take one last look at her.
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        * * *

      

      I asked not to meet my biological parents. I didn't exactly want them to see me behind bars the first time we meet. Sin came back despite the number of times I asked her not to. She was persistent. Said she'd write a story about us if I fill in the gaps. I wasn't interested in having the world read about me. I told her she could do whatever she wanted, but that I didn't want to be a part of it.

      How I see it, is that I got to meet Sin, she knows who I am, and that is about all that matters.
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      Sinclair

      Willow is upstairs with Gracie, who has not left her side since we returned over two weeks ago. I run my hands down the skirt of my floral dress for the umpteenth time. I stand and look at my appearance in the full-length mirror again. Does the denim jacket work? Do brown boots? Is it too late to change? Again.

      "It's just dinner," I say to myself. Then why am I a ball of nerves?

      The doorbell rings, and I get it before anyone else does. The last thing I want is for them to make a big deal of this.

      Creed stands on my doorstep dressed in dark blue jeans, a white button-down shirt, and a leather jacket. My tummy does a little flip. He leans down and kisses my cheek.

      “You look stunning.”

      I feel the heat creep up my face. "Thank you."

      “You’re welcome.” He smirks down at me, and I avert my gaze.

      “Shall we?”

      He steps aside and lets me pass. I pull the door behind me. “What time do I have to have you back?”

      I roll my eyes, but it does feel a bit weird to be going out with a man from my parent's house.

      He opens the door to his truck, and I jump in. He climbs in, puts on some pop, and pulls away from the house. He reaches over and boldly takes my hand in his, placing a kiss on my fingers.

      His lips feel like torture against my skin. I think about that kiss, and I'm sure I'm blushing.

      “What’s on your mind, pretty lady?”

      "Nothing, really."

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

      I bite my lip. He pulls over, turning toward me. My heart feels like it’s beating a million miles a minute.

      “What are you doing?” I flush. He leans in closer, the scent of him is intoxicating.

      “Whatever you want me to?”

      I don't know what this is or where it's going. I just know that I want to find out. My body feels alive. My skin tingles, and I kiss him hoping it conveys what I feel. He groans, wrapping an arm around my waist, pulling me closer to him. He licks over my bottom lip, requesting access, and I give in, letting all of me fall into this moment. I get up on my knees, wanting every part of me to touch him. His hands grip my hips, and my fingers tangle in his messy hair. He tastes minty and spicy, and I want to stay here forever, his tongue exploring  mine, his hands sending shivers all over me. I moan against his mouth, and I’m being tugged into his lap. He's hard, and it makes me braver than I am. I grind on his erection.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      “Language, Detective Jameson.”

      His eyes sizzle as he slips a hand under my dress. I throw my head back as his fingers slide across my skin. He sucks on my neck, sending thrills right to my core. I feel everything. This doesn't feel off or unfamiliar.

      The sound of a horn has me jumping off his lap and buckling up, out of breath, and completely horrified. A car drives past us, a woman shouting.

      "Oh, God." I sink down in my seat, hiding my face in my palms.

      We laugh so hard, I’m out of breath.
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        * * *

      

      "So what is your story, Detective? I feel like you know everything there is to know about me, and I hardly know you."

      He takes a swig off his beer. “You’re the author, living on the edge,” he sidesteps.

      “Who broke your heart?” I ask softly, my eyes meeting his sad ones.

      "Believe it or not, it was a long time ago. She belonged to another man, when we got together, I never knew that. She left. And here I am."

      "I'm sorry." I realize that this situation must be hard for him, with me still being legally married to Cohen. We agreed to separate while the divorce goes through.

      “It’s in the past. Lauren made her choices, and I'm at peace with that." He reaches across the table, placing his palm against my cheek. "You're something extraordinary, Sin. It's hard to stay in a place I no longer belong in when I'm with you."

      "I'm not like her, you know. Even if I hadn't met you and fallen for your ass, I would have wanted to start over with my girls. No Cohen. A life built on lies isn’t what I signed up for.”

      He brings my hand to his lips. "I know, and that's what makes you so much more irresistible. You're a brave woman, Sin, so much more than you give yourself credit for."

      Brave is the last thing I feel. But I’ll take it. I’m not under any delusions that everything is going to fall into place overnight. Life isn't like that. But when Creed stands and takes my hand, leading me to the dancefloor, I go willingly. He wraps me in his arms, and we sway together, not really paying attention to the song. He kisses me then, slow and sensual, his lips like velvet against mine. This right here is pretty amazing. I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I walk into the house, I used to call home, a month after we found Willow. I got a U-Haul to move most of my stuff into storage. I'll live with my parents until I find a place. It's quiet. "Cohen!" I shout. I walk into the kitchen and find him sitting at the island. He looks a state. He hasn't shaved in days, he's halfway through a bottle of whiskey. He looks up at me with bloodshot eyes. A tear slips down his cheek.

      “I’m sorry, Sin,” he tells me. I sit at the island across from him. “I should have done better by you and the girls. There is no excuse for what I did, to all of you, even Chelsea.”

      It still stings to be reminded.

      “I forgive you, Cohen. You are your greatest enemy. You always have been, but I am not holding on to any more hatred or anger.”

      He stands and walks over to the kitchen counter. “I’ve decided to get some help. There’s shit I haven’t worked through. I need to. If I’m going to be a father to those girls.” He hands me a brown envelope. “I’ve signed it.”

      I feel tears spring to my eyes. He'd refused to sign the papers when he got them. I pull out the papers, and he's really signed. "I just want you to be happy."

      "Thank you," I tell him. I stand and walk toward the doorway. "Take care of yourself, Co."
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      Creed

      When I open the door, she flings herself into my arms, and I catch her, drawing her to me.

      “Well, this is a nice surprise.”

      She pulls away and hands me some papers. I look at the heading, and my eyes widen. "This is real?"

      She nods, biting her lip. I draw her into my arms and kiss the top of her head. "I am so happy for you, Red." She looks up at me, grinning at her nickname. I cup her face in my hands and smile down at her. "You're beautiful when you're happy."

      I touch my lips softly against hers. She moans and presses closer to me.

      “I place a thumb against her lips, my forehead against hers. “We can take this as slow as you want to.”

      "I don't want to take it slow." She slides her hands into my shirt, pushing it over my head. My erection strains against my pants. This can’t be real. How can she feel this good?

      Her hands slide over my abs and around my back. I lift her, and she wraps her arms around me. I kiss her all the way to my bedroom, where I place her on my bed. I remove my jeans and hover over her. "You'll drive me crazy, Red if we don't take some of this off."

      She giggles, and I nuzzle my nose between her breasts. I lift her T-shirt over her head and admire her black lace bra that covers her perfect full breasts. I cup them both, eliciting a moan from her when I squeeze them. Unclipping the clasp, her tits spring free. I lean down and worship each one with my tongue. I push down her shorts, and she lifts her ass off the bed. I don't stop kissing her breasts, her neck. "You taste so good."

      “I want to feel you, Creed.”

      "That's my girl," I hiss. I slip my hand between her thighs, and they open for me. Slipping a finger over her clit, she cries out.

      "Like that," her eyes are closed, and the pleasure I know I'm giving her is addictive. "I need you now."

      I want to take this slow, but I know she needs this, and what she wants, she will always get. I kiss my way down to her pussy, slowly dipping my tongue in, sliding it over her clit. “Oh,” she cries out. Her hips lifting off the bed.

      “Heaven on earth.” I lift my head, only to have her drag me back down. I lap at her until she’s writhing beneath me, my tongue bringing her to an orgasm that has her screaming out my name.

      "That's it, baby. Let them hear who you belong to."

      When she's trembling, I kneel between her thighs. She reaches for my cock, her slender fingers rubbing me up and down. I throw my head back. If she carries on like this. I'm going to come.

      "Make me yours, Creed."

      Slipping on a condom I rip open with my teeth, I look at her beautiful face once more. She bites her finger. The way she’s looking at me is enough to bring me to my knees. She’s intoxicating. And mine, mine, mine. I wrap one of her legs around me.

      "Are you sure about this?" I whisper against her lips. She nods, and I slide into her slowly growling like an animal.

      Her eyes roll back, and she arches her back off the bed.

      Fuck, she's tight. I growl and push in farther. "Red, fuck, how do you feel this good?"

      "More." She digs her nails into my forearms. I hiss from the pleasure of being in her, and the pain making me drive into her harder. She clenches around me, and I know she's close.

      “Tell me you’re mine, Sin.”

      She moans, tugging me closer, kissing me with all she is, and she may not say the words, but I know it's how she feels. She meets me thrust for thrust, our bodies moving together in our own rhythm. I let myself lose control inside her, and I cry out an orgasm as she does. I don't want to come down from the high. I never thought I'd fall for her the way I did. She could ruin me, and I'd be a better man for it. I touch my forehead to hers, the sweet smell of her assaulting my senses. I lift myself off her, and discard the rubber. I wrap her in my arms and hold her for the longest time, using every chance I get to kiss her face, her neck, her shoulders. She drifts off for a while, and I watch her. I never want to wake up from this euphoria. I close my eyes and let sleep take me.
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      Sinclair

      After a year, and fifty letters, I finally receive one from Anna, but it's not a response to any of mine. Instead, it’s a frantic warning asking me to convince Creed to stake out my parents’ house. She believes the man she supposedly killed a year ago is actually alive and sending her threats. What are the chances of that? But Creed being the amazing man he is, decides to do it anyway. After a week and no action, he calls off the stakeout. I write back to Anna and update her on what's going on.

      "Her doctor said she’s getting better," I tell my mom as we set the table for Sunday lunch.

      My mom swipes a tear from her eyes. One mention of Anna, and she’s a mess. It doesn’t make it easier with Anna refusing to see my parents. Mom and Dad told me what happened. They showed me pictures and our hospital records. Anna was abducted by a mentally ill patient who’d lost her baby. Anna is the way she is because she doesn’t quite know how else to be.

      “I can’t help but feel like this is my fault.” My mom slips into a chair. She looks so frail. I walk over to her and kneel in front of her.

      “Mom, you have carried this guilt around with you for far too long. You didn’t ask that woman to steal your baby.”

      “But what if we could have done more? Maybe if we had searched for longer, after the police failed.” She looks tired. She has been this way ever since she found out about Anna. “I lied to you.”

      I wrap her in my arms and squeeze her tightly. “Mom, you did what you believed was right.”

      C: Red, I’m going to miss lunch, something urgent came up.

      Sin: See you later, I’ll save you dessert.

      C: I'm not interested in dessert unless it's you. Xxx

      “Creed’s stuck at work.”

      “He's a good man, baby. I'm glad he's been here for you.”

      Willow and Gracie join us on the porch. Willow is back to her old bubbly self. She's in therapy but doing so much better than I expected. Cohen is trying to make amends with the kids. He's been to rehab twice.

      Dad brings out the games after lunch, and we lazily play Monopoly.

      I'm going to get more wine when I see him from the corner of my eye. "Who the hell are you?" I ask about to call for my dad.

      He puts a gun to his lips, and I stop dead in my tracks. “What do you want?”

      He grins, a sinister grin, that displays more gold teeth than one should have. He's a stocky, greasy man, his eyes crazy.

      “Shh now, sweetheart. I'm just here to get what that crazy bitch stole from me."

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Anna.” And suddenly everything makes sense.

      “You’re Robert?” I ask as I lean against the counter.

      “In the flesh. That bitch thought a bit of coke could kill this stallion.” He smirks. “Now, you’re going to lock that door. I’ve taken care of the front, and you’re going to march up to your parents safe and get me all the money they have in there.”

      "We don't keep a safe," I tell him. My parents never believed in hoarding money in their home. For this very reason.

      "Then I'll take the jewellery. I'm sure Mama has some good stuff up there." He points to the roof with his gun. I head to the door and turn the lock in place. I draw the curtain and wait for him to tell me what to do. "I'll follow you," he says, licking his lips.

      I walk up the stairs slowly, feeling grimy all over, feeling his eyes on me. “You’re a lot hotter than Anna.”

      I enter my parent's room, feeling like I'm violating their privacy. He sits on the bed. "Get a bag and fill it up, honey."

      I do as he says, cringing every time I look back at him. When I've filled the bag, I hand it over to him, and he grips my wrist, dragging me down onto the bed, pinning me there. "Anna owes me something, and you're going to pay up."

      "Leave me alone," I say through gritted teeth, trying to headbutt him. He drags me off the bed onto the floor, and suddenly he has the upper hand, pointing the gun at me. He cocks it, and I freeze, remembering the last time this happened to me.

      He lifts my dress and tries to tug off my panties. I struggle against him. Suddenly, he’s being yanked off me.

      "You, fucker." Creed looks like he'll rip Robert’s head off. He lands a punch to the bastard's head, and Robert staggers back against the dresser. Creed throws him onto the floor and starts to kick him. I curl up in a ball, unable to watch. My father rushes into the room, and he has to drag Creed off Robert. Creed looks back at me. "Did he touch you?" His voice booms across the walls.

      I manage to shake my head.  He falls to his knees next to me, while my father cuffs Robert.

      Creed gathers me into his arms and cradles me like a baby. “I’ll fucking kill him, Red.”

      I lay my head against his chest, tears streaming down my face. When will this end?

      “Shh, I’m here now. Nobody’s gonna hurt you.”

      We watch as Robert gets shoved into a police car. Creed hasn't let go of me. Gracie is holding me around my waist, and Willow looks as if she will murder someone. "I'm okay, babies," I assure them, even though I don't feel it.

      

      Creed stays on the couch for the next week. He refuses to go home until I'm all right. I'm writing again, and it helps me process things better. I'm sitting in my father's study, which overlooks a National Park. It's a beautiful day, and I wonder if I should write outside. I’ll be looking for my own place soon. I’ve seen a few I really like. For now, it’s been nice being surrounded by people I love.

      I see a flash of red out of the corner of my eye. But when I look in that direction, it's gone. Could it be? If it is her, she'll be back. She's been acquitted of murder charges, yes, but there is so much darkness in that mind. Still, she can't stay anonymous forever.

      I open my manuscript and start typing …

      THE END
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        Arrogant.

        Sadistic.

        Heir to a crumbling empire.

        And engaged to a woman he loathes.

        Then he meets the girl with the violet eyes,

        best friend of his wife to be.

        The more she resists him,

        the more his dark desires consume him to claim her.

        Green with envy,

        driven by lust,

        one kiss is all it will take to ruin everything.
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