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      A crowd of locals gather in small huddles along the sidewalk, curiosity gnawing away at them like a hungry sewer rat. Some stare in silence, watching the charade playing out in front of them. Intrigued gossip fills the night air. It’s your average suburban street, a good neighborhood—a great neighborhood some might say—a safe place, or so they all think. The smell of cigarette smoke lingers in the air. It permeates every little thing, like it’s terrified to be blown away in the breeze. Every hair, every cotton fiber, even skin, carries its odor long after the cigarettes are extinguished.

      The blinding red-and-blue flashes of police lights puncture the darkness and light up the night sky. They’re little more than smudgy illuminations as Erin Meyer is led from the house by two burly officers, neither willing to cut her some slack. They grip her arms a little too tightly, her fingers tingling as numbness sets in. Other officers mingle close by and call in status reports on their radios, showing not the slightest interest that she’s even there.

      “I didn’t do it, you have to believe me,” she mumbles, for all the good it’ll do. Her voice rises with each word that escapes her lips. Adrenaline floods her system. It pumps and beats like it’s trying to escape. She thinks her heart will explode; her eyes are wide with fear. Her body wants to run fast for the safety of the hills.

      Erin knows her words are worthless, but she tries them anyway. There’s nothing more she can do—the man she loves had been attacked right in front of her, and the woman who’s done it is… where? In another police car? So why is she being arrested too? The fearful thoughts loop around in her mind until there’s no room for anything else. The “loop” plays like this: “If I tell the cop about what happened, then I’ll get in trouble. If I don’t tell the truth, it might come out anyway. Then I will be caught in a ‘cover-up’.” The thought loop includes plenty of anger at herself.

      Erin scans the growing audience that fills the street, her eyes flicking from one woman to the next, until she finally spots her.

      “It was her,” she tries, but is silenced by the rush of reporters who swarm around her, screaming at her with microphones extended, hungry for information on tonight’s major attraction that will guarantee them airtime: the assault on Jack Brooker.

      More officers make way for her, yelling at the top of their lungs, while the crowd parts like the Red Sea. Erin ducks her head in shame as she’s half walked, half carried to the police cruiser parked on the opposite side of the street. She can feel the cage closing in, the sealing off of any viable exit. If every door is closed, every window concealed, then she cannot complete her purpose. The fear is a weight on her bony ribs, a dull ache in the pits of her eyes, and an unwillingness for her mouth to lift past neutral and scream.

      How many of these people thought she was guilty? How many of them knew the other woman and the lengths she’d gone to in order to make this happen? Erin’s body tenses up as she pictures her future. It’s a bleak vision of loneliness, where Jack doesn’t survive the attack and everybody blames her. It’s a future she doesn’t want to accept. This loneliness is a vice on her heart, squeezing with just enough pressure to be a constant pain. Every day, just a little bit more of her dies, taking what was once her inner light and replacing it with a chilling darkness that overshadows and chills each moment. It’s the fuel of her nightmares, the reason she struggles to breathe when a new shock lands at her door. Where is the limit? When comes the point at which the dogs are called off and the help begins? Because she needs to know; she really needs to know.

      “It wasn’t me,” she tries again, but her voice is lost in the roar of interested civilians who clog up the street like a horde of scavengers, each one scrambling over the other in a desperate fight for details. But they won’t get them. Not tonight.

      Because Erin still needs to tell her story.

      How will that go? she wonders. Will they believe me? It doesn’t seem like they will.

      Ever since they’d arrived at the scene—rushing straight to the backyard as though they already knew what was going down—they’d treated her like the assailant. Erin had that woman pinned down, true, but she didn’t have a choice. Kris DeCarles was an aggressive woman at the best of times, but after she struck Erin’s boyfriend with a vicious blow, she needed to be restrained. So what if the police blame her—they don’t know the story.

      Yet.

      She needs to protect Jack; she needs to protect them both from her. Jack can’t speak—he’s hurt really bad, blood everywhere. Yes, they found her with blood on her hands, Jack’s blood, but she was saving Jack. She wants him to live; she wants their life back.

      They cross the street and approach the car. An officer releases his grip to reach for the door, and Erin uses the chance to turn slightly, catching a brief glimpse of the ambulance. The back doors are being shut, but she catches a fleeting glance of Jack’s face illuminated by the police lights. He’s unconscious—peaceful, like he is when he sleeps—and a paramedic dabs a cloud of cotton against the red river streaming down his temple.

      A knot twists inside Erin’s stomach. Every time she opens her mouth, she gets angrier. She has never felt so much rage as when pushed into passivity against her will. That’s what they expect, though. Show her anger, and they’ll drug her into compliance. But it’s not anger. They don’t need to grip her so tightly. She can’t breathe. Everything is spinning and it feels as if the ground is melting under her feet. She collapses onto her hands and knees, and the sidewalk sends shards of pain through her knees as if she’s fallen on broken glass. Her breathing is shallow and quick. There’s no compassion or concern—the officers drag her to her feet, muttering something about her playing games.

      Black fills the edges of her vision, and the only thing she can hear is her own heartbeat. Her breaths come in ragged, shallow gasps. Seconds pass as she stands, trying to regain her balance; then, she hears voices. People swarming all over her, smothering her in a tidal wave of bright lights, microphones, and cameras.

      And all the while, all she can think of is Jack. She needs to be with him, by his side, making sure he’s all right. It pains her to think of him all alone, in pain, confused and scared. It shouldn’t be like this. It’s wrong. They’re wrong.

      She did this to him, not me, and if he doesn’t come through okay, I hope she rots in Hell. Fuck it, I hope she rots anyway.

      Kris had been nothing but trouble since day one. Erin had seen her on her radar the very first time they’d met, and it had only gone downhill since, each questionable event snowballing, picking up momentum until it became an enormous wrecking ball ready to destroy everything in its path. And where did it crash? Right through their front door, that’s where.

      But Erin will get a chance to explain herself. The police are fair people who just want the truth. She repeats that fact in her mind on a loop as a hand is placed on top of her head and she’s encouraged into the back seat of the cruiser. The door shuts, and for a moment, the noise of the people is drowned out and a hushed silence surrounds her like an invisible cloak. The crowd surges forward, their bodies pressing against the sides of the car, eager for their last glimpse of her. From every window, faces peer in as if looking at the latest circus act at the local freak show. It’s kind of nice in here, though—she gets an opportunity to think. She can tell herself that everything will be okay, because she’s going to be face-to-face with a detective, and he will ask her questions about what happened tonight.

      And Erin has answers.
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      The room is dark and gloomy, not unlike those in the TV shows. There’s one small table in the middle, a wide mirror to her left, and a narrow door in the corner. Erin screws up her nose at a sour scent, but she can’t place it except to say that it smells old. Not that she minds—she’s more focused on steadying her heartbeat and gathering her thoughts.

      She knows she’s scared when those old fears run through her head, when she hears the taunting laughter of years past, when she was a skinny kid and the punch line of teenage jokes. She knows she’s scared when those bad memories cut loose their chains and invade her confidence, eroding the person she had built since those dark days.

      Her heart twists and sinks with nerves as she hunkers down in the chair. Her eyes skirt around the barren space, desperate for any signs of reassurance. The white light above envelops her coldly, sending shivers racing down her back. Her breaths comes in sharp pants as she tries to gain control, but nothing is working. Each breath feels like a dagger in her ribs. It hurts! She tries to breathe calmly, but every time, the anxiety and worry creep back, knowing, somehow, what they might say. 

      Slowly, the panic and anxiety attack flow away, and yet she still shakes. Her eyes, closed and aimed toward her clasped hands, slowly open. Trepidation swells through her as she hears footsteps approaching from somewhere beyond the room. Slowly, she raises her eyes.

      It feels like a lifetime before the door finally opens. A suited man steps in, closes the door behind him, and crosses the room in three long strides. He offers a sideways glance at Erin while he sets down a small machine and presses a button.

      She can’t read his face; it’s as blank as the walls that surround her. Erin knows what’s happening. They’re trained to not give anything away. It’s all part of the intimidation process. A chance for the detective to unnerve the suspect, to exert their authority and take control from the start.

      “Erin Meyer, I’m Detective Roberts. It’s your right to know that I’m recording this conversation, and anything you say can be used in a court of law.” He drags out the chair with a screech and lowers himself into it, straightening his tie. “Do I have your permission for that?”

      Her mouth is full of cotton. She swallows at the word court. “Yes.”

      “Excellent.” Detective Roberts scooches forward and rests his hands on the table, interweaving his fingers. He’s a good-looking guy, well-built, with dark hair, stern dark eyes, and a strong jaw. But there’s something about him that says he’s more than just a detective; there’s stress in his voice, and that humanizes him. “Miss Meyer, tonight’s events concern me greatly. Do you understand why you’re here?”

      Erin is dead certain. She didn’t need reminding. “Jack Brooker was attacked, and you think I did it.”

      The detective nods. “Did you do it?”

      “Hell no.” She tries to sound strong, but there’s a crackle in her tone, and weakness that he’s no doubt picked up on.

      “Then why would I think you did?”

      Erin shakes her head and glances at the door, almost expecting to be let out, that in the heat of the moment, it was a mix-up. “Because Kris DeCarles has also been questioned, and if I know her—which I do—she’s already weaving her own little tale.”

      “There are marks on her face that speak volumes.”

      “I know how it looks.”

      “You don’t seem too worried about that.”

      “I guess I’m kind of hoping Jack will back me up.”

      “What’s your relationship to Jack?”

      “He’s my boyfriend.”

      Detective Roberts looks her dead in the eye. His thoughts are unreadable, his eyes moving up and down her bloodstained body. He breathes harder; his nostrils flare. Finally, he reaches into his suit jacket and pulls out a small notepad. The pen comes next. He clicks it into action and starts scribbling, nodding to himself. “It’s funny, Kris says the same thing about herself.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      For a moment, the detective locks eyes with her. He’s examining her every moment, each word that passes her lips, and her eyes. Yes, her eyes. They tell him much more than the broken words that occasionally spew from her.

      “Because she’s looney-tunes.”

      Roberts pauses and stares down at his notepad, his eyes closing for just a few seconds. “Excuse me?”

      “She’s been doing this for weeks. Months, even.”

      “Doing what, exactly?”

      Erin takes a deep breath and clasps her sweaty hands together to stop them from shaking. She can’t give in. She can’t let him control her. She tries to meet his stare, but finds it intimidating. Damn. Just play it cool, she tells herself. Play it cool and explain what happened, and when Jack wakes up, he can confirm everything you say. “Kris has been a problem for me and Jack. We should have seen it coming, really, but we didn’t think it would go this far. That’s our biggest mistake.”

      The detective raises a hand to pause her. “Hold up. Are you saying Kris attacked Jack?”

      “Yes.”

      “And that Jack is your boyfriend, not hers?”

      Erin’s hands shake. Sweat forms just below her hairline. She knows each word must be chosen carefully, or they’ll misinterpret everything she says. But deep down, she knows it’s okay, because they’ll have no choice but to believe the truth…won’t they? “Yes, Jack is my boyfriend, and Kris is obsessed with him.”

      “Then why would she hurt him?”

      Erin shrugs. “I don’t know what the hell is going on in that head of hers—you’ll have to ask her, I’m no shrink. All I know for sure is that she’s dangerous. Very dangerous. She’s clever at deception and painting an image of the injured party. But it’s an act, it’s all an act. I’ve thought of reporting her in the past, but like I say, we honestly didn’t think she would go this far. Now I feel like an idiot for not taking it seriously.”

      Detective Roberts makes a note. “When the officers arrived, they saw you straddling Kris,” he says. “Apparently you were screaming, and aggressive. Want to tell me about that?”

      Oh, go to Hell. Erin sighs. “It would look guilty, yes. I appreciate that. But I was keeping hold of her as she was trying to get away. Don’t you see? I had to wrestle her, to keep her down until your officers arrived. That look of aggression? That was because she’d just swung a one-pound glass ashtray at Jack’s skull and wanted to take a swipe at me, too. You’re telling me you wouldn’t feel a little adrenaline if you were in that situation?”

      Roberts clicks his pen three times, his gaze fixed on her, unsure what to make of her. It’s early days; he’s still forming an opinion of her. His chin is raised, his eyes lowering down at her like he’s observing from above. His mouth forms a small circle, and he blows through it. “I suppose I would, yes. But look, all I’ve got is hearsay and half a statement from Kris DeCarles. There’s only so much I can say, but her statement contradicts yours, and my job is to find out who’s lying and who’s the innocent party in this. You keep saying she’s dangerous. What makes you say that?”

      “Because she is.” Erin steadies herself, her mind wandering back to those nights when Kris forced herself into her thoughts. The past few months have been torture, sure, but all that could come to an end now. All she has to do is explain herself. No matter which path she takes, it always comes back to that woman. Erin shakes her head mutely. She’s been here an hour, tops, or this is some sick nightmare, and she’s had plenty of those to last her a lifetime already. She breathes. It isn’t real—how can it be? “Clearly, the fact that she attacked Jack is proof enough.”

      “Yes, but until Jack regains consciousness, he can’t corroborate either story. You’re on your own.”

      I’m never on my own. Never. “Is he okay?”

      Roberts shrugs. “It’s too soon to tell. In the meantime, why don’t you fill me in on Kris DeCarles? I mean, she’s an upstanding citizen with a job and no criminal record, so why should I take your word over hers? I’m a fair guy, but let’s just say I need persuading.”

      “Right.” Erin lets out a breath of concern. “You wouldn’t believe most of it.”

      “Try me,” he replies as he leans back in his chair, crosses his arms across his chest, and waits, raising a brow in curiosity of what he’s about to hear.

      “Sure. Where should I start?”

      Detective Roberts waves a hand. “At the beginning…”
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      To understand where all this began, you first have to understand why it began. See, Jack was always a good person: friendly, caring, loyal. There wasn’t a person on this earth he thought of as beneath him. Imagine somebody who empties his pockets to every homeless person he sees. Picture the cliché of someone who helps old ladies cross the street. That was him.

      He was like that as a boyfriend, too. Whenever I felt blue, he’d turn up at my place with flowers and a bottle of wine, and he’d take the evening off to be with me. If there was something that needed fixing, he was on it like a fly on shit. He was everything I wanted. I don’t want to say “until death do us part”, but if I had a thousand lifetimes, I’d want them all to be with Jack. Isn’t that what soulmates should share? Love that lives on past these mortal bones?

      Through sicknesses and life’s ups and downs, we supported one another. In the rough times, neither of us strayed. We’d walk through the neighborhood arm in arm, just concentrating on us.

      It was the perfect relationship, really, and anyone looking in from the outside would say the same.

      So, imagine my surprise when he came home stinking of a woman’s perfume.

      I’m not the jealous type. Never have been. But when blatant evidence looks you in the eye, you have to be a fool to look away, right? I tried questioning him about it, but all he did was hold my flailing arms gently and tell me I was being irrational. He said he only had eyes for me and that he’d never do anything to jeopardize what we had. He said I was being paranoid. Perhaps I was—I spent the next few nights lying awake and trying to process it logically. The darkened ceiling above me didn’t help, nor did it give me any clarity. I’d wake each morning as confused as I was when I’d gone to bed. It was like my mind was spinning as fast as a centrifuge. Should I follow him? Should I go through his things? Or should I let it drop? Every option seemed as absurd as the one that preceded it.

      Eventually, I reached the conclusion that I’d blown things out of proportion.

      After all, he works around women all day long. The law firm he works for has around sixty employees, and to the best of my knowledge, two-thirds of those are female. Now, I’m a woman—obviously—so I know what I’m talking about when I say that those hoity-toity career women shower in perfume. And none of the cheap stuff, either, that you can pick up from the bargain shelves of your local Target. With this in mind, combined with the fact Jack spent all day surrounded by them, wasn’t it perfectly logical to assume some of those scents had just naturally rubbed off the women and onto him? That some may have sprayed themselves with more at work just as Jack was passing, and his clothes had picked up some of the mist floating in the air?

      My apology to Jack came the next day, and he accepted it like a gentleman. He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t call me psycho or fruitcake. He just smiled, hugged me, and told me that he loved me. He told me he understood why I would react in such a way, and that although he’d appreciate it if I kept such paranoia to myself in the future, he thought it was perfectly reasonable for me to suspect something on such an occasion. We kissed, made up, and that was that.

      It wasn’t until days later that another thought occurred to me. Yeah, I know, I said I’d dropped the whole crazy notion and moved on. We’d moved on.

      But if he worked with those women every day, why was he only now smelling like that?

      Deep down, I thought I knew the answer. I didn’t want to be the jealous woman who always accuses her man of cheating, but I spent a lot of sleepless nights wondering what exactly was going on. Eventually, I had to just grow up and let it go.

      But why am I telling you this? Well, that’s simple: to show you that Jack is a reasonable man who likes to see things objectively. He’s also very aware of the human condition, so if someone is acting out, he likes to know why. Evidence of that goes way back to our early days, but I’ll get to that. For now, let me just say that I was within my rights to suspect something.

      Because later, I discovered that the perfume belonged to Kris DeCarles.

      It’s probably not what you think. Let me guess—he’d been having an affair? That was my first reaction, of course, but it goes far deeper than that. Jack is a man of pride, after all, and as soon as I realized that, I discovered how ridiculous my accusation was. He wouldn’t cheat on his girlfriend. That much was certain. But did that mean Kris wasn’t involved?

      Well, that’s another story altogether…
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      It was two years earlier. I hadn’t met Jack yet, and most of my life was focused around my art. There was enough money in my savings to keep me afloat in a crappy apartment until I hit the big time, which may or may not happen, and I was pretty much coasting through life alone—winging it, if you like. Very rarely did I leave the apartment, preferring my own company, or so I kept telling myself.

      They say once you’ve mastered being alone, you’re ready for the company of others. That doesn’t make it easy, though. And I’m not sure I go along with that notion—the jury’s still out on that point. When it felt like everyone’s life journey is separated from my own, when the only heart beating in my apartment belonged to me, it wasn’t something most could take, and I’ve found it the most challenging period in my life.

      But on that freezing Christmas Eve, I was invited to a party. Attending was the best thing I ever did.

      The person who invited me was an old college friend who’d recently sued a theme park on account of a serious injury. Her arm had been broken when the safety rail failed to keep her inside a rollercoaster carriage. As Lisa explained it to a crowd gathered around the punch-bowl, she’d clung on for dear life until the operator hit the brakes. The whiplash tossed her around like a rag doll, and presto: she’s four-hundred-grand richer.

      I tried not to get involved in the bigger, inconsequential conversations that floated from one huddle of people to another. I found myself drifting from room to room for most of the night, admiring the ridiculously high ceilings and wide-open spaces that led to even bigger areas. There were no guesses for what that lawsuit money was spent on, but still, I had to admire Lisa’s boldness. She sure knew how to throw a party. Every room had a plentiful supply of champagne, bourbon, and party food, and judging from the raucous behaviors of some partygoers, several had taken full advantage of their hostess’s generosity.

      And the lavish house presented itself as the perfect venue. Intimate and luxurious, just how I liked it. And to be honest, had I come into some money in the way Lisa had, I would have treated myself to a pad like this, too. I could imagine myself padding around barefoot from room to room, feeling the plush pile of the bedroom carpet between my toes, the coolness of the floor tiles in the kitchen and the cascading waterfall shower prickling my skin.

      The crowd wasn’t my usual sort, however. There were a lot of suited men and women in elegant dresses that probably cost more than my car, whereas I bumbled around in some fluffy red thing that made me feel like a giant strawberry. To deal with that, I knocked back one drink after another until I was ready to head home. My drink of choice was bourbon as it was, no fluff, no mixers, just hard and neat. There was something about the scorching sensation as it hit the back my throat that fired me up. It certainly drew a few sideway glances from the women who sipped delicately from fluted champagne glasses. I remember setting down my glass with a heavy-handed thump, checking my purse for my keys, and then heading for the door with no intention of looking back. Over the repetitive beat of music that bounced from wall to wall, I could hear a distant, hazy chatter. I couldn’t make out any words, but laughter rang in my ears and wouldn’t seem to stop.

      That was when I heard it.

      His voice, nothing short of alpha male, stood out from the cacophony of voices. It was deep, smooth, laced with gentle assurance that everything would be okay. I craned my neck to locate the man it belonged to, and sure enough, there he was—leaning back casually against the kitchen counter with a tumbler full of sloshing brown liquid in one hand. It thrilled me to see that his features matched his voice; he had big shoulders that weren’t too big, a full head of thick, dark hair, and a square jaw with that five-o’clock shadow I like so much. I won’t bore you with the details, but it should suffice to say I wanted him immediately.

      I probably looked like a schoolgirl with a crush while I stood there watching him for a minute, clutching my purse to my chest and wondering if I should still leave. Charismatic and alluring is how I would have described him to others. A self-assured stance and an equally impressive art in captivating his audience piqued my curiosity. The man was still talking, entertaining his surrounding peers with a joke that made them all howl with laughter. He was handsome, from the depth of his eyes to the expressions of his voice. All the while, I asked myself what it would be like to lie in his arms on a Sunday morning, him reading the paper and me gazing out into the rising sun, with coffee on our breath and brunch to look forward to. It became immediately clear that that was the future I wanted.

      The man emptied his glass and placed it to the side, excusing himself and heading for the back door. I watch him cross the crowded room, weaving smoothly between the other guests. He hadn’t seen me yet, so I gazed freely. He reached into his jacket and produced a pack of cigarettes, slipping one from the packet and into his mouth with one smooth motion. To tell the truth, it’d been a few years since I’d smoked, but if I had to smoke another just to get this man’s name, I wasn’t above it. I needed to know more about him. I needed to be the one he was speaking to, making laugh, and engaging with—no one else, just me.

      A fly on the wall might have said I was trying too hard, but that man wouldn’t see behind closed doors. As far as he’d know, he met a girl at a party and they quickly fell in love. Nobody had to tell him I didn’t smoke, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to ask for one. I watched as he left the room, glancing round, looking for the easiest way to bypass the crowds. I hated loneliness; I hated how people could watch me as I stood out from the crowd because I had no one to talk to but carried no such concern themselves.

      Seizing my opportunity to meet this guy, I checked my purse one more time, took a few deep breaths to steady the thundering of my heart and the shaking of my hands, and then went outside into the freezing December air, hoping—knowing—my life was about to change.
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      A flurry of knocks against the hardwood door. The sound startles and interrupts her flow of thoughts. Detective Roberts’ forehead creases with frustration, while Erin lets her story fall flat. The reminiscing brings back memories that are both happy and sad, keeping her on an emotional seesaw.

      She holds her breath in anticipation, not knowing if it’s good or bad news. The dread owns her, pushing against her like an invisible gale. Dread has her stomach locked up tight, nothing getting in or out. Just a twisting and turning feeling that churns within.

      “Come in,” Roberts grunts.

      The door opens halfway and a thin young man struts toward the table. He leans into the detective’s ear and whispers through raggedy yellow teeth, his thin hair falling over his eyes as he speaks. Erin can’t make out the words, but Roberts’ eyes widen while he listens.

      Roberts gets up from his chair, and together the two men move to a corner of the room to continue their conversation in hushed tones. Occasionally, Roberts glances over his shoulder to check what Erin’s doing. His eyes give nothing away. They’re blank, like the rest of his face.

      “You’re sure?” he asks the newcomer.

      The man replies with a nod, “It checks out.”

      Roberts narrows his eyes as he looks back once more in Erin’s direction.

      It checks out. Three words that provide comfort and relief to Erin. The twisting in her stomach eases to give her respite. She can only imagine that somebody has come forward to confirm her side of the story. Who would it be? A friend of a friend? A neighbor who saw the attack? Jack’s work buddies? Hell, it could even be the star witness of tonight’s event—whoever it was that had called the police and reported Kris’ coldhearted crime.

      Erin stares at the men, searching both for any sign of what they’re thinking. This has to be good news, surely? Hopefully, they’ve finally realized what a terrible mix-up it is, and she’s free to go home.

      The young man leaves the room without as much as a cursory glance back in her direction. Roberts drops back in his chair, the frame creaking as he settles in. He levels his gaze on Erin, staring into her eyes like she’d just mowed down the family cat. There’s coldness there, hard and accusatory. All of a sudden, Erin doesn’t feel like “it checked out.”

      “Miss Meyer, please continue your story.”

      Erin sits frozen, like a stage actress while a hundred people waited in the front row and not one of them fell for her performance. Only it wasn’t a performance—she’d simply been saying what needed to be said, and if Kris had somehow found a way to manipulate the facts, then Erin would just have to set the record straight. But without knowing what Kris has said, she wonders how she can defend her side of the story. She would continue with her story and then move on to hard evidence. It was the only way she could keep it straight.

      But first…

      “What was that?” she asks.

      “Excuse me?” Roberts says, frowning.

      Erin licks her lips and speaks slowly, trying again. “That man. He said something that made your expression change. I have a right to know, especially if it concerns me. Was it about Jack? Has he woken? Has he confirmed that it wasn’t me?” The questions tumble out of her in rapid succession, giving the detective no time to reply. The mere mention of his name fires a cold rain of ice down her spine. It was quite a blow he’d taken, and Erin’s memory keeps flinging back to the blood gushing from his head injury. It makes her shiver. She needs to see Jack—she wants to be there in the hospital with him, stroking the back of his hand, reassuring him that he’s not alone. “Why are you keeping me here? I’ve told you that I haven’t done anything wrong. What more do I have to say to convince you?”

      “It wasn’t about Jack,” Roberts interrupts. “Will you continue?”

      “Then what was it about? Why can’t you tell me?” she pushes.

      “Miss Meyer, I—”

      “You can call me Erin,” she says, forcing a smile.

      “I’m sure I can, but I won’t. Now, if you’d just continue your story.”

      Erin runs a hand through her hair. She’s tired. Confusion clouds her thinking. All she wants to do is leave, have a hot shower, get some sleep, and be with Jack. She wonders what’s happening to him. Is he awake or unconscious? Are the police with him now, taking his statement? She has more questions than answers, and that uncertainty eats away at her.

      “Miss Meyer…” He raises a brow to push her on.

      There’s an uncomfortable silence that sits between them for a few moments, both unwilling to budge.

      “Miss Meyer, may I remind you that you’re here to help us with our inquiries, and your lack of cooperation won’t do you any favors. We can sit here all day if you want, that’s no problem with me. The fact is, I can return you to your cell and I can go home to enjoy a hot meal, a warm shower, and a cool beer. You, on the other hand…”

      Erin folds her arms and pulls them close to her chest. She tucks her chin to her chest and looks down at the table.

      “I’ve told you that I was protecting Jack from that woman. I’ve told you, the officers at the scene, and when I was hauled into here. What more do I have to do to get you to understand this?”

      Roberts shakes his head. He’s holding his ground and stares her back down again.

      “Christ, man, you’re killing me.” Erin sucks in a deep breath. She lets it out slowly, the warm air passing through her lips while she conjures her deepest memories with the man she loves. She closes her eyes for only a moment, letting the facts come back to her like welcome guests. There’s joy here, but it’s on the precipice of danger. Erin sees an image: it’s Jack, and he’s sitting on a swing in the backyard. Kris won’t become a problem for a few more weeks, but until then she gets to enjoy meeting Jack all over again. “So, I followed him outside and…”
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      “Got one for me?” I asked.

      The man peered over his shoulder at me, his feet scraping the floor as he lightly pushed away the swing he sat on. Smoke dribbled from his mouth and floated toward the black sky like steam. The moment his eyes met mine, it was as if the noise of the party inside simmered into nothingness until there was nothing left in the world but him and me.

      “I’m all out,” he told me with a grin. “But we can share this one if you want.”

      “And give you my cooties?”

      “Who’s to say I won’t give you mine?”

      He had the kind of face that stopped you in your tracks. It was intense and overpowering. I guess he must be used to that, the sudden pause in a woman’s natural expression when they looked his way, followed by going over the top with a nonchalant gaze and a weak smile. Yep, that was me. Of course, the blush I let slip was a dead giveaway. It didn’t help that he was so modest with it.

      I smiled, shivered, and sat on the swing next to him. Before my butt even touched the seat, the man stood, sliding off his jacket and wrapping it around me. I wanted to protest, but the gesture was too kind. Finally, he sat back down and passed the half-smoked cigarette over to me. I took it, trying not to let on that it was the first time I’d touched one since college. It was the explosion of coughs that gave me away.

      “Steady,” he said, patting my back and prying the cancer stick from my fingers.

      Embarrassed as I was, I laughed it off and introduced myself. I told him that I was an aspiring artist and was more than pleased when he didn’t belittle my lack of employment. “Artists are a dying breed,” he said, and then he went on to explain that anyone who could make a living off their passion was due some praise.

      He listened as if my words were golden and precious, perhaps some elixir he’d been waiting forever to hear. From what he said next, I could tell he was thinking so deeply and intently, already with a strategy that was several moves ahead of what I was capable of. Oh, yeah, he had a razor-sharp intellect and elegant flow to his words that conveyed his thinking perfectly. And in his words, there was a hint of kindness, a concern that was so quick that, for him, it was natural. This attentiveness was a part of his genetic makeup I guess, and that was, if I’m honest, the most attractive feature I’d seen in a man for a while. All I usually see are jerks with one thing on their mind. And as the minutes go by, it becomes the best conversation I’ve ever had, too; it flows. I guess that is what happens when people connect. And we really connected.

      I didn’t tell him I was living off savings, but instead I asked about his life and what brought him to a party like this.

      It turned out he was a lawyer, and it didn’t surprise me one bit. I instantly envisioned him in a courtroom, spurting out a defense to the jury that rivaled even the best poetry. Each word he spoke showered over me as I watched him talk with such energy about what he did for a living. He was handsome in every way, from his generous opinions to the touch of his hand upon my own as he reached out every so often. I loved the way his voice quickened when he sparkled with a new point he was talking about, or the way he got so immersed in what I was saying that he lost himself for a moment and let the mask that he wore for others slip. Gone were my illusions that lawyers were all bloodsucking insects, and welcome was my new interpretation of men like him—the man who introduced himself as Jack.

      It was a cold, moonless night. The sky was dark and low, the air so chilled it hurt to breathe sometimes. It was the type of coldness that would normally reach into my bones, as if a door was left wide open to the icy wind, slamming closed only to open again, but that seemed to melt into the background as we talked. His jacket offered the extra layer I needed as I fought to stop my teeth from chattering. No amount of cold was going to take me away from this moment.

      “Tell me, Erin Meyer—” He flicked the dying cigarette into the darkness, and I watched the orange glow disappear into the snow with a hiss. “—what’s an attractive, self-employed artist doing at a party full of three-forks?”

      I probably blushed while I answered him and then asked what the hell a three-fork was.

      “It’s a dining term,” he explained. “When you have the money to eat ‘small food’ you’re given three forks: one for salad, one for dinner, and one for dessert.”

      “Never heard of anything like that,” I confessed with a muted laugh.

      “Then how about I show you sometime. How does Friday work for you?”

      Before I got the chance to figure out if I’d just been asked on a date or if he was just being friendly, the back door of the house swung open. Music flooded the backyard and intruded on our conversation. We both sat bolt upright, craning our necks to see who had come out. A slender silhouette stood in the doorway, framed by the low-level glow of light behind them, and lingered for a moment before walking down the three short steps to level ground.

      “Your boss wants to see you,” the figure said. It was a woman’s voice, well-spoken and firm. I can’t deny I hated this person instantly, mostly for the interruption, but also for the lack of regret she showed for it. “It can’t wait,” she added, as if irritated, to emphasize the urgency, before she turned and headed toward the door, taking up her position in the doorway again.

      Jack sighed and stood, turning to me too briefly. “Keep the jacket until Friday.”

      As he made his way toward the house, a thought sprung into my mind. “Wait,” I said. “How will I know where to find you? I only know your name.”

      “Check the pockets,” he whispered and disappeared inside.

      I fumbled around inside the jacket pocket for some time, my fingers uselessly numb from cold, my body finally releasing the shivers that I’d done well to hide. When I finally found a business card and held it up to the light, I realized the woman was still standing there. Her arms were crossed, and the nearby light showed only a fraction of her face. Still, it was enough to see the woman I’d later know as Kris DeCarles.

      And she was scowling.
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      The first date went better than I could’ve ever hoped for. Jack took me to a French restaurant, where I adventurously decided to only eat foods I’d never tried before. The restaurant was full. Book two months in advance, Jack said, not the kind of place you get a table on impulse, but because he’d apparently entertained clients here on many occasions, they welcomed him like a long-lost friend. Large floor-to-ceiling windows, mood lighting, long, embroidered curtains, flowers on each table, and delicate, live piano music added to the ambiance. I looked around at the busy tables. An old couple ate side by side, one glass of wine each, engrossed in their meals. A couple of women in their forties collapsed with high-pitched laughter as a man dining alone nearby looked on and frowned disapprovingly. Businessmen in their dark blue suits talked in hushed tones.

      Jack spoke a little French and knew the difference between a good wine and something you should spit back into your glass. He ordered the former, and nothing so good had ever passed my lips.

      The discussions were the usual things: where we went to school, how we came into our line of work (I was still posing as a successful artist until two hours into the date, at which point I decided to come clean—he took it well), and even family matters. Jack had little family to speak of, and I had a similar story. My father skipped town before I was born, I have no siblings, and I hadn’t heard from my mother in years. That last bit still remains true.

      So, there we were: two people completely separated from our families, both in love with our work, and each with a firm understanding of what we wanted in a life partner.

      It wasn’t easy to begin with for me. Being that open, that emotionally vulnerable, was hard. I wanted to be so confident with him, and on the face of it, it looked like I was, in his eyes. Yet those old insecurities kept coming back for one last jibe. But I kept telling myself it’d be okay, though; it was similar to having a summer cold, passing quickly, allowing the warm days to return and my trust in him to grow all the more.

      As Jack walked us back to his car, he placed his arms around me and I leaned closer to him, wanting more. The soft and gentle touch of his hand against my neck made my back tingle. For the drive home, we didn’t speak because, in our own way, we were already communicating.

      It took two more dates before I finally got him to kiss me, and when he did, it was nothing short of electric. I’ll never forget that first time. I felt his hot breath on my neck, then the tender brush of lips, burning as they made contact with my neck. He ran a hand through my hair, as the kisses became harder and more urgent. He slid his other hand around my waist and pulled me close to his body. You can’t see us together right now, but if you could, you would only witness raw passion. Our liking for one another quickly turned into love.

      Jack was alpha all the way, but the right kind. He was all about the importance of love, family, and protection. He was the kind of man people wanted to be led by, to be on his team. He was a natural leader. I guess that’s why he was so well respected in his law firm. Just as with wolves, the alpha male is steadfast and confident, a role model—a natural-born hunter, yet paternal and safe. Jack was all those things and so much more. I can honestly say I’d never met a man who could hold a candle to him and, when I opened that door, the only scary part was the possibility that it would close again before I had the courage to walk through. Boy, he turned my world upside down.

      That was why it hurt so bad when I found my first piece of evidence.

      See, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you about Jack. It may or may not change everything you know so far, but hear me out and tell me what you think.

      Jack Brooker was having an affair.

      At least that was how I saw it at the time. We’d been dating for six months before I found it. He’d stayed at my place. We’d spent the night watching TV and shooting the breeze, staying up until our eyes were dry and we couldn’t stop yawning. Jack missed his alarm the next morning—we both did—which meant he was in a hurry to change into his work suit and get the hell out of there. I’m a good girlfriend, Detective, which means I pick up after him wherever I can. In this instance, I told him I would wash his clothes and dry them for him. I had no problem doing that—as I said, I like to help—but if I’d known what I’d find, I would never have gone near them. I’d give anything to give that knowledge back.

      It was a little dried out, creased up and wrung into a ball, but it was there. Deep in the pocket of his pants was a receipt. I thought nothing of it at first, putting it to one side and continuing to wash the load. A few minutes passed, and I found myself wondering what we ate that first night. It was a French word I couldn’t pronounce, but that was all I remembered about it. Anyway, curiosity got the better of me and I referred back to the receipt. I ironed it out with my hand and leaned in close to read the faded text.

      That was when I realized it wasn’t from our date.

      It seemed the French restaurant—our French restaurant—had hosted a meal for some others, were they other women? It made sense now. No wonder the waiters gave him a knowing smile on our visit. There were two of each course and a bottle of wine, which was what he’d always ordered with me, but the date just didn’t add up. The small slip of paper that shook in my hand said it was printed three days ago. I hadn’t been to that restaurant in weeks.

      My world fell apart around me, crumbling and tumbling. I stood like a frightened little girl in the middle of an earthquake, unable to move for fear that doing so would be the end of me.

      It took the wind out of me how quickly love turned to hate, as if I didn’t even fight it. The negative emotions engulfed me, torturing me from the inside out. I fought for the good memories, the reasons to be kind, to dismiss my thoughts as ridiculous and insane. I fought to keep myself empathic even as every terrible thing I had imagined in my life came rushing into my awareness like a tornado. The possibility of betrayal reduced me to nothing more than a paranoid, jealous girlfriend, and that didn’t feel good.

      I rushed through my mind, poking at the memories to see if I could find a likely culprit. Who would Jack want to date? Who would endeavor to date a man who was spoken for?

      Then it occurred to me.

      Kris DeCarles.

      It had to be. I tried to convince myself I had it wrong, but it made perfect sense. Kris was Jack’s secretary, so she saw him day in, day out. She’d scowled at me the first time we met, simply for sharing a cigarette with him. Who else could it be? I hoped—prayed—for a long time that I was wrong, but when enough time passed, I only discovered it was true.

      She wanted Jack so desperately, she’d do anything to get him.
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      A buzzing sound startles Erin. Her heartbeat quickens in response, and her pupils dilate in fear. Everything’s unfamiliar to her. The room, the setting, the people, and her reasons for being here add layer upon layer of confusion to her already clouded thinking. A yellow bulb flashes above the large mirror to her left; its rhythmic pulses are hypnotic as she stares at it for a few moments. Detective Roberts leans back, exhaling uncomfortably. He stretches, stands, and promises to return shortly.

      “Where are you going?” she asks.

      “I have a few things I need to check.”

      “Please, listen. I’m tired. I want to go home.”

      “You and me both,” he replies, his voice strained.

      Erin throws her head on the table in surrender and fatigue. Her arms wrap around her head, as if attempting to block out her surroundings.

      She hears the door buzz open and the shuffle of feet as the detective leaves the room. She doesn’t bother to lift her head to watch him leave. For a moment, the room is filled with muted conversations, phones ringing, and the general sounds of life. Normality exists beyond the room, but inside, where she is, life pauses, put on hold until further notice.

      All the while, Erin ruminates, her face now buried in her hands as painful memories creep back into her awareness. They’re just the same as nightmares. She knows that evolutionary biology is responsible for her painful memories. But she wishes she could put them in the garbage can where they belong and forget them for good. Or better yet, bury them so deep underground that they never get to see the light of day again. She’s been told by the professionals that brains are hard-wired from caveman times to remember the bad stuff more to help keep us alive. Which is ironic, really, considering that what she needs is the good stuff, the fun stuff, and the uplifting stuff. She thinks herself stronger, but she’s wrong.

      All the while, the same question keeps bubbling up to the surface. “Why?”

      Now that she has a minute to herself, she can’t help but fight those memories. Jack has been hurt. He’s unconscious, and who knows if he’ll ever wake up? It occurs to her that if he never comes around, he’ll never tell the truth about Kris.

      Detective Roberts has been gone for more than a few minutes. It feels like hours. Erin has no sense of time; her body clock gives her a vague hint at the hour. It must be past midnight—the dry tightness of her eyes and her low energy levels disorient her further, but how early in the morning is it now? And more importantly, how long will she be here? She groans in frustration. Part of her wants to scream, bang on the door, and release the pent-up anger she feels; the other part wants to curl up into a ball in the corner and sleep. If she sleeps, then perhaps she’ll wake and realize what a shit nightmare it’s been.

      By the time Roberts returns, Erin is ready to collapse and surrender to the fatigue. Without Jack, she can just about cope, but having his arms around her would be better. Just knowing he’s safe would be enough to turn this around and take her straight back to their normal life together. Hopefully, Kris will be the one to get locked up, too, if not to keep her from society, then at least to scare her into leaving them alone. That’s all Erin really wants: to be left alone.

      The door swings open and Roberts struts in. He gestures for Erin to stand and she obeys, slowly getting up on shaky legs. There’s an acute awareness of trouble in the back of her mind, but she suppresses it and tries to remain optimistic. Roberts’ eyes tell her not to.

      “Before I say anything, can you confirm you’re the girlfriend of Jack Brooker?”

      Erin’s eyes shoot to the door, her mouth drying out like weeds in a hot summer. What kind of question is that? she thinks, as painful thoughts rise in the back of her mind to poke fun at her once again. Something bad has happened—she just knows it has. Dread creeps down her spine. Chill spreads through her body, descending until she’s almost frozen to the spot. Erin wants to swallow but can’t—her throat feels blocked. Her stomach feels full of lead, and her feet feel as if they’re set in concrete. All she does is pray things slip into place when Jack wakes or that bitch slips up.

      “I’ve told you once. How many more times do I have to repeat myself? Of course I am,” she says, assuming the worst. “If Kris’ been lying to you—”

      “She tells a different story,” Roberts says, his voice a booming interruption. “At this time, Mr. Brooker is unable to confirm either of your statements as facts, and until a witness comes forward, we’re unable to complete a full investigation with hard facts.”

      Erin freezes, words stuck in her throat. What kind of story has Kris told? Has she been lying through her teeth, the way she always did when Jack was around? Painful recollections swarm around her, clouding her brain. She can’t think—she can barely breathe—and all she can see is Kris’ smug face, lies falling from her lips with such ease.

      “Therefore,” Roberts goes on, “I’m going to have to place you under arrest.”

      Erin’s eyes widen, her heart rate doubling. “What? What the heck! You can’t be serious.”

      “Erin Meyer, you have the right to remain silent—”

      “No, wait. Seriously. I—” She steps forward but then stops herself. “Jack will—”

      “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

      “Please, you don’t understand—”

      Roberts pays no attention to her protest, reaching out to take an arm. He doesn’t bother with handcuffs. Maybe it’s because she’s already in custody, or perhaps he doesn’t see her as a threat. Either way, it doesn’t seem to stop him from leading her out of the room, his hand like a vice around her arm. “You have the right to an attorney.”

      Attorney. Jack is an attorney.

      Erin doesn’t fight his grip, even though it hurts.

      “If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed to you.”

      She’s escorted through a hallway that seems too narrow, the walls closing in on her. Erin sees double; her legs feel weak and paper-thin. There’s a cell waiting for her, she knows there is, but how long will she be held? Will they believe her over Kris? That woman must be close, in one of the rooms they pass, hidden from Erin’s view, her anger. Erin whispers a silent prayer for Jack to come and rescue her.

      Inside, she can feel it, building like an unstoppable snowball in the pit of her stomach. She isn’t concentrating on anything else she’s doing. Everything around her passes in a blur. Her screams build and build until all hope bursts and dies.
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      A metal door slams behind Erin, the harsh and sudden sound vibrating through her bones. She stands without movement, her bare arms folded across her chest, which is now clad in a plain white shirt that has yellow sweat stains—not hers—under the pits. The room she’s in is dark, barely larger than your average corner closet. There’s a metal toilet that doesn’t shine. A narrow bed with a thin mattress looms at the far wall. Erin knows this is where she’ll spend the night, but the promise of a gloomy tomorrow obscures her comfort. This is when she realizes this is it: she’s under arrest for the attack Kris made on Jack.

      The arrest had been a simple procedure, but that didn’t make it easy. There was hope just a few moments ago. A tiny flicker against the wind. With the open eyes of an innocent child, she had reached out, hand extended. Roberts had seen it as a threat. In that moment, he had a choice of kindness or cruelty; it took no time at all for him to decide. He saw that dying ember and brought the winds to a cold howl. As he’d pushed her hand away and grabbed her arm, she wondered how was his thinking so different from her own, so alien? How was it that he saw her suffering and chose to make it all the worse?

      They’d searched her more thoroughly than she’d have liked. Erin had thought it nothing short of invasive as hands explored areas that would be off-limits to anyone other than her lover, followed only by the cold passing of the clothes she now wore before being escorted to her cell. Somewhere between the interrogation room and this cell, she came to realize she was no longer just a person of interest. Now, she was a criminal in their eyes, and they were treating her like one.

      Fighting not to let the shock get her down, she paces her cell. It’s nothing more than a hollow cube of concrete, one way in, no windows. It’s been engineered with absolute precision and clarity. The corners are sharp and straight. Someone designed this jail cell as they sat in a clean office under the glow of the natural sunrays and used their God-given talents to create something so soulless as to constitute additional punishment.

      Apparently taking her liberty is not enough, keeping her from her loved one is not enough, and seizing her property is not enough. This place is designed to take so much more than that. Built to contain, to suppress. In there, she knows she will have no idea how much time passes or even if it is night or day. It’s totally disorienting by design. Given enough time, a person could forget their own name in here. The isolation is total, and the stimulation is zero. No sound, no natural light, no furniture or surface of any kind to stimulate her senses. All she can do is feel the cool walls, but even they are smooth and soulless.

      This is her first time on the wrong side of the law, and it isn’t far from what she expected. It’s brighter than the TV shows make out with its bright strip light cased in a wire cage, its piercing glow forcing her to narrow her eyes, but nothing prepared her for the smell. It’s like a harsh chemical is being poured into her nasal passages, her brain stinging as she struggles to inhale. There’s also the lack of sound—utter silence, save for the occasional clanging of a faraway door.

      It gives her time to think.

      Forces her to think.

      Detective Roberts had read her her rights. Erin has the right to an attorney, and she can probably scrape together the money to afford one. But should she? After all, Jack is an attorney, and when he wakes up, he can corroborate her story. If, for some reason, it still goes to trial, can’t he help her out of this mess? Won’t he?

      It occurs to her that Jack might not wake up. What happens if he doesn’t? How can she fight this alone? There’s that word again—alone. It’s a powerful word, and one she chooses to push to the back of her mind. She thinks back to only a few short hours ago, when she’d stood on the patio in his backyard. Jack lay sprawled out across the decking, while Erin wrestled Kris for the ashtray she’d used as a weapon. Erin relives the struggle, gritting her teeth as her pacing intensifies. That crazy bitch had intruded in Jack’s home and attacked him. Erin mumbles the word “attacked” as if to taste it. It tastes sour, leaving something unpleasant on her tongue. Mad as flies in a fruit jar, her mind replays the scene, the shouting, the screams, Jack’s pleas, and the blood. She swallows hard as the anger rises from somewhere within her. She’s being set up, and everyone believes that bitch and not her. A flutter of that woman’s eyelashes and the finger of suspicion gets pointed in her direction. How did it end up like this? She shakes off the memory, retreating to the low bed with the thin mattress. It’s even less comfortable than it looks.

      Maybe tomorrow will be better, she thinks. Yes, I just need to hit the hay and wake up with a fresh perspective. By then, Jack might come around, and he can sort this whole mess out, can’t he? Yes, everything will be okay. Erin tries to convince herself with a fake smile as she curls up like a baby, hugging her knees and hoping for a better tomorrow. For the first time in her life, isolation hits her hard. A huddled heap, she’s alone and utterly terrified in the darkness. The dark consumes her frightened form. Her mother isn’t there to soothe her fears, nor is Jack to tell her everything is going to be okay. It’s just her, alone in a strange place with strange people.

      Sleep is a long time coming.
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      Morning comes without much sleep. Erin wakes as if it’s an emergency, as if sleeping had become a dangerous thing. Her heart beats fast, and there is a buzzing in her brain as if she’s been jolted awake with jumper cables. Only now her brain is a flat battery, the constant self-questioning, erratic problem-solving, and pacing of the night leaving her dazed and confused. Erin stretches and sits up when she hears the jingle of keys accompanied by heavy footsteps echoing up the corridor. Her breath is trapped in her throat as her ears prick, and she races to the door, eager to get this over with. This is the most hopeful she has felt since she got here, and the most she will feel all day.

      There’s little nicety in his manner as she’s told to follow. Her escort—a tall, black man in uniform—leads her to the interrogation room where Detective Roberts waits for her. She walks through the same corridors as last night, but they feel alien to her. As if last night was a horrible dream, her eyes dart from left to right as she takes in her environment for the first time. Roberts ignores her while she’s seated by the officer, and he doesn’t speak a single word until they’re left alone.

      Erin glances around. The same room? Or do they all look the same? Her body feels tired, sore, and stiff. A combination of fatigue, lack of food, and missing a good soak in the bath at home had left her drained. The chair that she was sitting in didn’t help either. It was as cold and as hard as the bed she had just left. Roberts doesn’t look much better. Too many years on the job and too many late nights had added ten years on him.

      “It’s my obligation to inform you this is being recorded,” he says without looking up. He shuffles papers in a file, placing them in an order that only he understands.

      Erin nods understanding but says nothing. Her eyes travel to the papers, desperate for any insights that can tell her what he knows already. Random words jump out from the page, but not enough for her to make any sense of them.

      “You also have a right to know your place of residence is currently being searched. We got a warrant this morning, and if anything suspicious is found, it’ll be used against you as evidence. Do you understand?”

      A prick of fear stabs through her, not because she’s guilty, but because her own personal space has been invaded. Her eyes remain fixed on Roberts, hoping the shroud of anger that lies behind them is well hidden. Her space and possessions are private, the few things that she keeps hidden from society. She pictures a group of uniformed men without faces, emotionlessly tossing her most beloved possessions to one side in a desperate search for what isn’t there. No care or regard for what’s delicate or precious. She imagines the carnage and destruction that’s left in their wake. “Why?” she asks. “Kris DeCarles assaulted my boyfriend. Why is my place being searched? It should be her apartment that is being searched!”

      Detective Roberts finally looks at her—a cold stare right into her soul, completely void of emotion. “Miss DeCarles’ apartment is also being searched. Until we get a clear picture of what’s going on, you’re both being treated as suspects. It’s standard procedure.”

      Erin sinks back into her chair. It’s not the best thing she could’ve heard, but it’s a relief that she isn’t the only one held in suspicion. A small wave of relief washes over her, knowing that Kris DeCarles is probably on the receiving end of the same kind of treatment. There’s just one thing she doesn’t understand: “Why am I being treated like a suspect at all? It’s my word against hers, and you said yourself that a witness has come forward to give her statement. Surely the witness’ statement gives you enough grounds to release me while you conduct further investigations.”

      Erin stands and plants both hands on the desk. She leans in toward Roberts.

      “Sit down,” Roberts barks.

      There is a brief standoff as their eyes meet in a silent duel, neither offering to look away. “I won’t repeat myself again. Sit down,” he barks firmly.

      Erin lowers herself back in her seat and defiantly crosses her arms. “I can’t believe you are still keeping me here. If there’s any doubt in your mind, you need to release me, because as far as I can see, you haven’t presented me with anything that suggests I could’ve attacked my own boyfriend. You are holding me here based on speculation and a vague witness statement—”

      Roberts raises his palm to stop her. “Miss Meyer, the investigation is ongoing, and new information and evidence is coming to light all the time. While there is a doubt regarding your innocence, we have a duty to interview you.”

      “New evidence? Are you kidding? I was stopping that woman from attacking my boyfriend.”

      Roberts shrugs a shoulder. “She only claims to have seen you standing over Jack Brooker.”

      “So?”

      “You had the weapon in your hand, and Miss DeCarles was on the ground.”

      “Oh.”

      “Is that all you have to say?”

      Erin shrugs, her flesh growing white-hot. “What else is there to say? I wrestled the ashtray from her hands and pushed her away from Jack.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “Perhaps you’d like to tell me more about the incident that occurred last January.”

      “What incident?” Erin asks, but before her question is out, the recollection floods back to her. It comes in the way a gushing river floods its banks and heads toward a town, swallowing its people and all they own. “You mean… the bar?”

      “Yes, the bar.”

      “How much do you know?”

      Roberts consults a sheet of paper on the table for just a second. “You assaulted a woman in a bar. You were arrested for said assault but weren’t charged. Is that the way of it?”

      Panic comes to her now, seizing every inch of her body. She glances upward, her mouth pursed, but slightly open and loose. Her eyes are fixed, as if she’s looking at something in the distance.

      “Miss Meyer?”

      She blinks, refocuses. The way it happened is not the way it looks. If that previous mistake were to be taken out of context—as it currently is—she would only look more aggressive. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Isn’t it? If I had a dollar for every person who says that, I’d be sitting on a beach now somewhere in the Keys, with a Bud in my hand. Because it looks like you attacked a woman with a drinking glass in an unprovoked assault.”

      “There’s more to it than that.” Erin’s panic swells. Her mouth dries as the thoughts in her mind spin like a deadly hurricane, her words trapped in her mouth. Anything she says now will sound like a bunch of excuses aimed at directing attention away from her and her past.

      Roberts presses on. “Yes, I have your statement here. It’s colorful and makes interesting reading.”

      “What does it say?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      Erin swallows what feels like a cactus. “It all happened so fast.”

      “Like your assault last night?”

      “No, I—”

      “Were you aware of what you’d done?”

      “Yes, but it was taken in the wrong—”

      “So you consciously assaulted somebody?”

      “Will you just let me finish?” Erin snaps, and silence fills the room. She meets the wide gaze of the detective in front of her, aware that her outburst only worsened her situation. She just wants this to end—for this ridiculous accusation to be put behind her so she can go and visit Jack. If he awakens, he’ll be worried about her whereabouts. She softens her tone. “Look, I know how it must appear, but there’s more to it than it first seems. You’re probably thinking I’m some violent wacko, right?”

      Roberts nods with a single blink.

      “Things can be misconstrued in a statement. You’ve got it all wrong.”

      “Then tell me, Miss Meyer.”

      Erin leans forward, her clammy hands pressed together. “Well, now that you’ll let me…”
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      It happened in a bar over on Seventh Street. Lou’s, I think it was called—they were in the middle of renaming the place, but I don’t remember if Lou’s was the original name or the new one. Regardless, we spent a lot of time there because of the atmosphere. See, it had a very mixed vibe of jazz and rock. That night, they were playing a few tracks by Miles Davis, and Freddie Freeloader was currently providing the background sounds. It was a low-key place, with high barstools lining the bar, each stool topped with black crushed velvet. The rest of the place was fitted out with couches and low tables, each with a small lamp that gave off a soft yellow hue.

      The moonlight-themed glow attracted different crowds, but the average customer wore a sleek suit and sipped from a tumbler that sparkled even under the dim lighting. At a guess, most of the guys probably worked in media; a few looked like lawyers, and the rest looked as if they just came here to mingle amongst the crowds of women that usually turned up. The women opted for dresses that hugged their bodies far too tightly. Whichever direction you looked, the women would be checking themselves out to see who had the finer dress, the best hair, and the most expensive shoes and accessories. Never wanting to be outdone, you could sure as hell bet that the women would return the following week with something more expensive to show off. It was amusing to watch that circus week in and week out.

      But I didn’t mind that too much. I wasn’t into competing with all those women or dressing in a way to catch the roving eye of one of the single guys. For all my shortcomings in the appearance of wealth or class, I have to admit I have the right body for a dress like that. My purse was even more appealing, though probably just for its contents. That was why I was attacked.

      The lady who did it—if you could call her a lady—had been ogling it all night. I remember because, for a long time, I thought she had her eyes on Jack. There were tons of guys there that night, and there were plenty of eyes on her, but for some reason, she kept looking in our direction. It became unnerving, worrying, in fact. Here I was sitting with my man, and there was another woman blatantly eyeing him up in full view of me. I was either invisible, or she thought I clearly posed no threat to her.

      I prepared my best defense of one-line insults in case she tried to come and make a move, but when Jack paid a visit to the bathroom, I caught her still looking. It was an intimidating stare, as if she feared nothing. I asked myself the obvious questions about whether she was gay or if she might recognize me. My mind raced through dozens of places and situations that I had been in, searching for that woman’s face. Had I been introduced to her at some point? Was she the partner of one of Jack’s friends? Had we met through our work? The harder I thought, the less I believed I knew her. The more I studied the woman, the more I realized that she wasn’t looking at me, and nor had she been looking at Jack. But, you see, it was my bag. She couldn’t take her eyes off it. Maybe she was jealous and wanted one herself, but didn’t have the courage to come over and ask me where I had got it from. Whatever was going through her mind certainly wasn’t pleasant. Her face was tight, her lips pursed into a thin line and her eyes narrow and focused.

      Hoping to avoid the confrontation, I got up from my seat and headed right for the bar, slipping onto a stool and ordering us another drink. I was in direct view from the bathrooms, so Jack would find me easily enough. What I didn’t count on was the same woman coming to “order a drink”. I glanced up and down the length of the bar, and although the rest of the bar was empty, she had no trouble slipping in too close to me. That went beyond the realms of normality and respecting one’s space. The bare flesh of her arm brushed my elbow, her hand sweeping over my purse. I pulled back at once and shot her a stare. She returned the look as though she’d been caught in the act. A deer in headlights sprang to mind.

      An awkward silence fell between us, neither sure what to say. Perhaps it was the look on my face, and the sheer surprise, that left me speechless. My bottom jaw dropped as if I was about to say something, but nothing came out. I wanted to say “hello, what the hell do you think you’re playing at?” but my brain and mouth wouldn’t connect.

      And then the unexpected.

      “Can I get you a drink?” she asked, waving a wad of cash at me.

      It took a moment for me to collect myself. I noticed my purse buckle was unclipped. Ignoring the woman, I peered inside and realized all my money was missing. Heat crept up my back as I recollected putting it in there—I definitely had loaded up my purse with everything I had, because my car was in the garage and I was planning on swinging by there after staying at Jack’s that night. Then the penny dropped: this woman had been staring at my purse, then she swept by me, and then all the money had vanished. All I could think of was that she was offering to buy me a drink because her smooth hand had been noticed. I don’t know, maybe she was trying to sweeten me and buy some time while she thought about how she could extract herself from the situation before I called her out. But trying to buy me a drink with my own money? Fury welled up within me as my back straightened, but I stifled the tide of anger and tried to remain calm. After all, that money was all I had.

      “I can get my own drink,” I told her.

      The woman frowned; creases lined her forehead. “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. You and I both know that money isn’t yours. You come over here, when there’s more than a dozen stools around here for you to sit on,” I said, waving my hand in both directions. “You steal my money and then you have the nerve to offer to buy me a drink. So how about you just hand it back and we forget this ever happened?” My face was stiff, my expression hardened. I couldn’t appear weak now. I had to fake my way to bravado.

      Then a confession of guilt.

      She ran.

      I lunged out and sunk my nails into her arm just as she brushed past me, making a tight, raven-like grip. The woman spun around and wailed, the palm of her hand barely missing my cheek as she lashed out wildly. The music melted into the background, and I felt all eyes on us. I didn’t care. That was my money, and I wasn’t about to let her take it. Not now, not ever.

      “Bitch!” the woman yelled, swinging again.

      That one hit me but only clipped my jaw. A small jolt of pain raced through my mouth and down my neck as my head twisted with the impact. I retaliated with strength I didn’t know I had, drawing back my elbow and driving a right hook into her cheekbone. Boy, that hurt my hand as much as it hurt her. The woman fell from my grip and dropped backward, losing her footing and landing on her ass. I hadn’t meant to hit her that hard, but it was too late. I wanted to make sure she didn’t get away. By then I saw the security guys rushing toward me from one end of the joint, and from the other… Jack.

      It all happened so fast that the whole thing was over in a matter of seconds, and I was left standing there unsure of what had transpired. It felt as if it had happened to someone else and not me.

      I remember Jack just stood there, staring in disbelief, his eyes darting between me and the woman on the floor, not saying or doing anything. But it was the way he looked at me that upset me the most. I’d have done anything to remove his expression of shock and disappointment, but I felt as though what I’d done was justifiable. It was an act of deception and theft, after all. Sure, I’d change a thing or two if I could go back, but I’m hoping you’ll see now that it was all taken out of context. I did it on impulse, a natural reaction to protect myself and my property. I regret my actions, Detective—I’m just trying to shed a little light on what really happened.

      Please don’t condemn me for defending myself.
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      The security staff detained me and held me in the back office until the police arrived, and, well, the rest went into the report which you have in front of you: I was arrested for assault and thrown into a cell like some animal. It was the first and only time I’d ever been in trouble with the law, so you can imagine how much of a shock it was. Despite me protesting my innocence in the back of the police car, the officers wouldn’t listen to me. They kept giving me crap about how every person who’s arrested says the same thing.

      But every time I banged on the plastic panel that separated the back seats from the front, the officers told me to shut up or my situation would become a lot worse. Yeah, I know that makes me sound like some madwoman, but how would you feel if you had been wrongly arrested, and the person who had committed the theft walked away scot-free and appeared to be the victim in the eyes of all those present? When I was the victim! If there was ever a case of injustice, then my case would be right up there, at the top of the pile.

      And then… and then I was thrown into the slammer. I remember throwing myself onto the bed and just staring up at the yellow-stained ceiling, waiting for my lawyer—waiting for my Jack.

      But he didn’t come.

      He should’ve been there the moment I arrived. But he wasn’t.

      At least, not at first. As far as I knew, he’d been right behind me on the way to the police station, but each time the door swung open at the end of the corridor, my heart broke all over again. I remember as they were throwing me in the back of the car, I could see Jack heading to his car. He was just seconds away from it. I could even hear the jangling of his car keys.

      It left me confused. He hadn’t come for me, and I didn’t know why. A multitude of scenarios flickered through my head, and not a single one of them kept my heart from feeling like it was on fire. No matter how hard I tried, all I could see was that frown from Kris DeCarles. Her face invaded every single one of my thoughts.

      It was two weeks after I’d found the receipt, and I still hadn’t confronted Jack about it. How could I? Jealousy had never been my curse, and I wasn’t about to let it in now.

      Or was I? Could I face the truth? And would I believe anything he said?

      Finally, after suffering hours in that lonely cell to reflect on what happened in the bar, the faraway door hit the wall and there were mumbles. I recognized that strong but soothing tone even from within the depths of my cell. I leapt from the cold bed and ran to the door, which opened moments later to reveal the man I’d been waiting for.

      “Hey there, troublemaker,” Jack said, only half grinning. He shook his head in mock surprise.

      As much as I wanted to laugh at how ridiculously the night had turned out, all I could do was hide my face in shame. Thankfully, my hair was loose. It draped over my face to hide my embarrassment. I just wanted to be out of here as fast as possible, and I could only imagine how bad I’d look in a mirror. “I knew you’d come. How does it look out there?”

      “Not pretty. You certainly caused some commotion. I could think of better ways to get attention. It took some work, but I managed to smooth it out. No one wants to press charges. You’re being let off with a caution.”

      Then I looked up at him, my guilt turning to glee. “You’re serious?”

      “As a heart attack. Come on.”

      Jack didn’t have to tell me twice. I followed the necessary procedure to leave the station and followed him out to his car. The soft leather was a fresh comfort after suffering the harsh padding of the cell bed. But all the comfort in the world couldn’t take away the cloud that hovered over my conscience. After having the time to think, and to let my jealousy fester, all I could think about was that receipt. Not to mention…

      “What took you so long?” I asked Jack before his butt hit the driver’s seat.

      Jack fiddled with his keys but didn’t look up.

      “Hey,” I prompted him. I wasn’t sure if he had heard me the first time, or whether he was ignoring me.

      “What’s that?” he murmured as he started the car and reached for his seat belt, clicking it in, adjusting his mirror, and then finally looking at me as if he’d just noticed me for the first time. “Sorry, did you say something?”

      I hesitated then, not wanting to sound ungrateful, but also wanting to address the elephant in the room. What was the sane approach, I wondered? How could I repeat the question while disguising my suspicion? “Never mind. I was just asking what took you so long.”

      “Oh, I had to phone around to find out where you were.”

      “You already knew where I was. You saw the cops drive off with me in the back of the car.”

      “I didn’t know which station. It could have been one of several. Anyway, I’d had a drink and couldn’t drive yet.”

      All I gave him was a nod, and the rest of the journey was silent. Perhaps there was some truth in his answer. I had certainly seen him walking toward his car, his keys in his hand. But… I hadn’t seen him get in his car or drive off. The gentle hum of his car’s engine felt like a brain massage, and my eyelids were getting heavy. I couldn’t wait to get home and get into a warm, comfortable bed and just sleep, but the question still lingered on my tongue. I just couldn’t help myself. “Are you sure that’s all you were doing with your time? Waiting for the alcohol to wear off?”

      Jack gave me a sideways glance. “Say what?”

      “Were you…” With another woman, I wanted to add, but couldn’t. I pictured Kris and ground my teeth. “Do I have any reason not to trust you?”

      “Babe? What are you talking about?”

      “I… found the receipt, Jack.”

      “Receipt? What receipt?” He turned the wheel and raised his head to peer down the hood.

      “From the restaurant. From our restaurant.”

      He swallowed but said nothing, his Adam’s apple answering for him, as it bobbed up and down like a buoy in choppy seas.

      “Who did you go to dinner with?” I felt anger rise up inside me like a king cobra, but it didn’t strike—it only threatened to, spitting venom like it was nothing. “I know it wasn’t me, and I’m willing to bet you were with that person tonight.”

      Jack sighed.

      “Well? Who was it? Kris?”

      “Kris who?”

      “You know who.”

      “My secretary?”

      I nodded, the realization that they worked together hitting me like a brick. They could be together anytime they wanted. The image played itself over and over behind my eyes, each instance feeling more and more like a fantasy until I understood just how absurd it’d become. I slowed down, tried to breathe, and allowed myself the possibility that I was overreacting. But the receipt… “Just tell me you weren’t with another woman tonight. Please.”

      Jack hesitated, his focus on the road strong. His breathing became heavy.

      Every second was torture.

      Until finally: “I wasn’t. You’re overthinking it. You’ve just been released from a cell, you’re tired, you’re hungry, and you need some sleep. There’s nothing in it, and you’re putting two and two together to make five.”

      Good enough, I thought, reaching for my seat belt as my apartment came into view. Before I could let my own thoughts put me through more hell, and more words tripped from my mouth, I needed to get inside and just sleep. Maybe then I could think clearly and convince myself Jack wasn’t a player.

      That Kris hadn’t wormed her way between us.
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      “I’m starting to get a clear picture of your attitude.” Detective Roberts shakes his head as he lowers it, addressing the pile of sheets sprawled out in front of him. “Reckless, aggressive, and jealous. It’s just as Kris DeCarles suggested. And frankly, I’m starting to think she has a point. There’s nothing I’ve heard so far that would suggest otherwise.”

      Roberts shuffles his papers some more.

      “Now I suggest for your sake, you start cooperating and being honest from the outset. Trust me, when you wind up in front of the judge, they aren’t gonna take too lightly to the lies and excuses that you presented to an officer of the law.”

      The mention of Kris’ name burns a fire inside of her, building like an impossible head of steam, desperate for a release. Erin hates her with a huge passion. Her presence buzzes around her like a fly that she can’t swat. Her fists stay firmly by her sides out of view of Roberts, yet his words did more damage than they ever could.

      Erin closes her eyes and counts to ten, just like she learned to do back in school before a big exam. It’s designed to calm her. But this isn’t school, and she’s not about to take an exam. It doesn’t work. She opens her eyes and shakes her head, desperate to relieve the tension in her neck. “You’ve got me wrong. So, so wrong. It was one bad night, and I owned up to my mistakes. I accepted that I fucked up. I don’t feel good about it. Would you?”

      “This interview isn’t about me, Miss Meyer. It’s about you, and your part in the assault on Jack.”

      “Listen, if you are a half-decent cop, you’d be cutting me some slack and not treating me like some mass murderer. We’re talking about my boyfriend and what that woman has done to him.”

      “Being honest is what makes us believable, Miss Meyer. I suggest you take that onboard.”

      “I am, but you don’t believe me. Listen, I told you, it was one bad night and I messed up.”

      “Then why did you do it?’

      “You’re really focused on this one incident from long ago.”

      “Why shouldn’t I be?”

      “Because the woman who attacked Jack is sitting in the other room, and you’re in here poking holes at the mistakes in my life! We’ve all made mistakes, even you, Detective. That’s just life. None of us are perfect. But because I’m sitting here and you’re sitting across from me, you’re turning this interview to focus on anything that’s bad.” Erin sighs and sits up straight. “Did you know I later tracked down the woman from the bar and made peace with her? Huh—did you know I did that so I could clean my conscience?”

      “No, as a matter of fact I—”

      “Exactly. Your investigations are flawed and biased. You’re desperately trying to find something that makes me look bad. In all your research, did you not discover we resolved the bad blood?”

      “Miss Meyer—”

      “Or do you only see what you want to see: one ridiculous mistake? And choose to ignore everything else because it doesn’t fit your case?”

      Roberts slams a huge palm on the table. The table shakes, the vibrations rattling his paperwork. His voice thunders from wall to wall and hits her from all sides. Erin snaps back in her seat, startled like it’s a clap of thunder. Uncomfortable silence sits between them for a few moments as Roberts fights to regain control of the interview. “Miss Meyer, may I remind you that you’re in a police station to answer some questions? I read you your rights…”

      And I want a lawyer, she almost says. Then she remembers Jack and forces back the tears. He would know what to say. “Look, can we just start fresh? If Jack was here, he would tell you how crazy this is. Kris has been a thorn in his side for a while—a thorn in my side, too. If anyone is unhinged, it’s her. She’s clever, calculating, and very good at reading people. She is seriously crazy, and that’s why you’re believing her more than me.”

      Erin places her hands face down on the table. “Listen, I know it’s easy to make me look like the bad guy, but that night in the bar isn’t relevant, so can we just move on from that? Please? Like I say, it was a one-off thing and it’s in the past. I told you everything I can; there is nothing more I can say on that matter. I’ve explained it. Hell, I’m even friends with the woman now. What more do you want? Please? Can we just start again?”

      Roberts chews the inside of his cheek. He’s staring through her. Finally…

      “No.”

      Erin crooks an eyebrow, not expecting the answer. “Excuse me?”

      “No. We won’t start fresh again. It wasn’t an isolated event.”

      “Back up a sec. What are you talking about?”

      “Tell me about your relationship with Milles & Cleaver.”

      “The law firm?”

      Roberts nods.

      “Jack works there. It’s nothing to do with me. Except they may be my lawyers soon.”

      “It says here you’re not allowed near the building. Want to tell me about that?”

      Erin opens her mouth to repeat that nothing worth mentioning springs to mind, but then something does spring to mind. The moment she remembers, sweat threatens to dampen her temple and fear rears its ugly head. She can feel it, building like an unstoppable snowball in the pit in her stomach. She can’t concentrate on anything else that she’s doing. Her heart starts to beat harder and faster, adrenaline levels rise, and her brain starts to fire out negative thoughts like a machine gun. It feels like her skin has another hot skin on the outside. The negative thoughts keep coming like waves on rocks. She fights to regain control. This doesn’t look good, and she knows it. “Ah. That… I can explain it.”

      “I wish you would, because right now, I’m fast running out of patience. And you’re fast running out of time.”

      “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “So far, it never is. All I see is a suspect doing their damnedest to dig themselves out of a mighty big hole.”

      “Will you just listen to what I have to say? You wanted answers, didn’t you? And besides, I was going to tell you all about it anyway. Kris is directly involved, so it’s best you hear it from me.”

      “Go on, then. I’m all ears.”

      “Gladly.” Erin clears her throat. “It was around two months after that bar incident…”
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      A few things happened leading up to that first real confrontation with Kris. First, a little distance had grown between Jack and me. We didn’t talk as much, we didn’t spend as much time together, and I guess we weren’t as affectionate toward each other as we were when we first met. I didn’t think it was too serious—probably just the honeymoon period dying down. Doesn’t every couple go through that?

      But I did begin to wish that the fiercer side of our love still lingered. I missed that, and it was what had drawn us together in the first place. We’d settled into a routine of seeing each other on Wednesdays and weekends, and although it was enough for me most of the time, I knew something had changed. Jack didn’t mention anything, nor did he seem too concerned about the routine we had slipped into. But yes, something had changed. Not that I was pointing the finger at a certain obsessive secretary. Not yet, anyway. But she did concern me. I guess you can call it women’s intuition. And after all, he was my man, and worth fighting for.

      The second thing that changed was Jack’s reliability. His timing used to be so perfect that you could count on him being at least ten minutes early to anything. In fact, it was the one thing that he called me on—my lack of punctuality sometimes. But by now he’d become a different person. Showing up late seemed to be in fashion, and that was if he arrived at all. He was never apologetic or concerned about leaving me stranded. Once upon a time, even if he bumped into me on the couch, he would be forever apologizing. Jack was developing a bad habit of “forgetting” our dinner dates. And those date nights used to be so incredible, so romantic, and what kept us tight. It probably wasn’t a coincidence that those were the dates I had to book through Kris because his phone was often switched off for work or muted, but like I say, I don’t want to point the finger. And on the first few occasions that that happened, I just brushed it off as either Kris forgetting to pass on my messages, or Jack being seriously snowed under at work.

      All I knew was that enough was enough.

      For a while, I contemplated going down to Milles & Cleaver. Please understand, I’m not an obsessive girlfriend by any measure, and as much as I wanted to give Jack some breathing space, I had to find out what was going on. Not to demand answers from him at work, of course, but just to arrange a separate meeting with him face-to-face. An opportunity for us to reconnect, and for me to tell him how much he and our relationship mean to me. I just thought our relationship was worth fighting for, and one of us had to make the first step. So, I thought I’d take the first step. Easy, right?

      Wrong.

      I started by making a call to his office. As always, it was Kris who answered. She’d field all his calls, as often he’d have crank calls from those his firm were opposing. I lowered my voice and asked to speak to Jack, but she saw right through it and told me he was busy. Despite everything I wanted to say to her, I politely asked if she could set up a lunch date for me and Jack. To my surprise, she actually agreed. Can you believe it? She took all the details and thought it would be a great idea. She felt he needed the break, because he looked tired and stressed at work. A break away from the office would do him a world of good. Kris DeCarles actually pulled her head out of her ass and did something nice for me. Go figure.

      Lunchtime slowly came around. I spent the morning packing a lunch for him. There were tuna fish bagels, potato chips, and a homemade slaw. It all went into a cooler, and I headed down to the park where Kris had told me to wait for Jack. I’m a patient person, Detective, but I’m not going to wait for two hours in Chicago’s busiest park while the sun beats down on my head. People came and went. The setting was beautiful. Lush green grass, towering trees reaching up to the sky, casting dappled shadows around the trunks, and people seeking shelter in the shade as they sipped their drinks or read their books. The lunchtime crowd filled the park, conversations and laughter buzzed through the air, and soon they filtered back to their offices. Me? I was the one sitting alone on the bench, gazing down at my watch, and then at my cell phone, and then scanning the crowds, hoping to see Jack’s face appear from amongst them. I contemplated giving Jack a call, and then I ran through what might have happened to him. All I could think was that Kris hadn’t given him my message after all, or that he’d gotten tied up in some meeting. It wouldn’t have been the first time. I’d even sent him a few texts; at least he would see them if he was in a meeting. He wasn’t coming—that much was clear now.

      So, what did I do?

      I couldn’t let it go. I had to make sure he was okay, and that he had indeed gotten my message. I paid a visit to his workplace.

      No, it wasn’t the best thing I’d done that year, but in an odd sort of way, I don’t regret it. If all hell hadn’t broken loose, I never would’ve gotten what I wanted out of Jack, and Kris would still be bothering us. I needed to make sure that Kris didn’t get between us, and the only way I could do that would be by turning up and letting her know. It didn’t matter whether I spoke to her or not; just being there with Jack would have been enough to send her the right message. But honestly, if I knew Kris would later come back to strike his skull with an ashtray and leave him unconscious, I probably would’ve stayed well away.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t.

      That was my next mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I made it to their office in time for a late lunch, approaching the security guard at the front desk. There was a line in front of me, and, impatiently, I waited my turn. Every second felt like an hour as I shuffled along, hearing the same questions being repeated to each visitor ahead of me. “Who are you here to see? Your name, please? Sign here, follow to the left of reception and toward the elevators, have a good day.”

      When it finally became my turn, I sighed more loudly than I meant to and rolled my eyes. The guard eyed me with suspicion for a few moments, but when he realized I was no threat, he processed me. I explained who I was, and, after taking my details and filling out a visitor’s badge for me, he sent me toward the elevators and wished me a good day. It was my first time inside that building, so I had no idea where I was going. But I could follow the simple instructions given to me by the guard, so I took the elevator to the ninth floor and walked along a brightly lit corridor to the left.

      My feet sank into a lush, deep-pile carpet that silenced my approach. There were a few offices on either side as I passed. Some were filled with people deep in conversation who didn’t notice as I walked by; other rooms had just one person inside, tapping away on computers or talking in hushed tones on their cells. The walls were filled with an assortment of wall art, framed prints, and pictures of people I had no clue about. I imagined they were key members of the firm, VPs, senior executives, and such like. To this day, I’m still not sure what I expected when I walked into that building, but I sure as hell wouldn’t have imagined that.

      An ugly, heartbreaking scene waited for me behind the huge double doors of Milles & Cleaver. If I was trying to breathe, my body was sure as heck trying to stop me. It was like I’d run into a brick wall at full speed. The first thing that caught my eye was Kris DeCarles standing beside her desk with her purse dangling by its strap in one hand. My eyes traveled up and down her body. Her cream blouse was tight, perhaps tighter than it should have been, and stretched over her curves. Her skirt was thin and figure-hugging.

      The next—and this was what started it all—was Jack. Only he wasn’t the Jack I knew. Not the kind, lovable guy who’d do anything for me, the one I’d fallen for in the beginning. No, this was a sneaky son of a bitch who was feeding an arm into his own coat as he asked Kris if she was ready to go. There was a sense of urgency in his voice as if time was pressing and they needed to move fast.

      I wanted to remain calm, but all I could do was explode. My body started to tremble, my heart was thundering like an express train, and my mouth was drier than a desert. Words were hard to push out, but from somewhere, I found my voice.

      “And where exactly do you plan on going?” I asked, announcing myself to the two of them. Their heads snapped around so fast at the sound of my voice, anyone would’ve thought I’d walked in on them with their pants down.

      Jack was the first to speak. “Erin? What are you doing here?”

      I remember pausing to study Kris’ expression. There was a smirk tugging at the corner of her lips, like she was fighting to appear as a good person. She didn’t fool me. I was already piecing it together: she hadn’t even told him about my phone call or our lunch date.

      “We were supposed to be meeting for lunch,” I said, narrowing my eyes at Kris. I felt like a horrible, jealous girlfriend, but it was because she painted me that way. “Or didn’t your secretary give you that message?”

      Jack glanced around at Kris, who shrugged, and then he turned back at me. “No, I didn’t get it. It must have got lost in the dozens of messages that are sitting on my desk. But I’m having a really busy day, so I’m a bit behind with things. I was hoping to sneak out for a quick bite to eat—”

      “With Kris?”

      “Well, yes. Who else? She’s my secretary. It would give her time to update me on things that I’ve missed, as I haven’t been around much today. And you’re welcome to join us.”

      The offer was kind, but it seemed kind of… backward. An afterthought. Shouldn’t it have been Kris joining us, rather than the other way around? As I contemplated accepting, all I could see was Kris rolling her eyes behind Jack. That was when I knew there was no way this would happen. Jack was playing right into her hands, and she knew it.

      “No,” I said. “All I wanted was a simple lunch with my boyfriend. Is that so much to ask? We spoke on the phone—she said she’d give you my message, but she obviously didn’t. Now she’s standing there with that look on her face in the knowledge that she’s still getting to go out with you. It’s not right. If you’re going to lunch, it should be with me, surely?”

      “It’s not like that. Kris and I haven’t had a moment’s rest today, it’s been so crazy here. So, with just a lull in proceedings, it seemed a good opportunity to step out for a quick bite.”

      “You could have called, Jack, and I would have come.”

      “Want me to call security?” Kris whispered to Jack.

      “Absolutely not,” I spat, my voice growing louder with rage.

      She leaned behind the desk and grabbed the phone anyway.

      I turned my attention to Jack, my heart pounding as Kris mumbled away on the phone. I knew my time here would be cut short, and the pressure was on. I couldn’t help but shout. Wouldn’t you? “Jack, this is unfair. I’m not here to cause a scene or upset you.”

      “Then calm down.”

      “I am calm!”

      “It sure doesn’t sound that way.”

      “That’s because she’s making it look that way.” I pointed a finger toward Kris, who was setting down the phone with a smug look on her face. “Seriously, can’t we just talk? She’s taking you for a ride and trying to turn you against me and—”

      A sudden recollection jumped out at me. The receipt for the French restaurant, coupled with the fact they were going out together… My deep thought was broken only by the distant ping of the elevator somewhere behind me. “Oh, it really is her, isn’t it? You’re having an affair?”

      Jack remained calm, his emotions well hidden. But as I felt the grip of a security guard’s arm and heard the instruction to move, I was sure I detected a note of disappointment. I don’t think it was warranted, either. I apologized for the incident in the bar, but I swear I acted perfectly reasonable considering what’d happened. I was being set up and made to look like the troublemaker, but it was Kris all along. Manipulative and conniving.

      The next day, Kris told her bosses that she was afraid of me and that I’d tracked her down and threatened her. An hour later, I received a call telling me in no uncertain terms that I was banned from entering that building ever again. And should I not take their advice, then they’d have no hesitation in calling the police. It hurt like a son of a bitch to hear those words—especially from Jack, of all people—but all I could think about was how well she’d played it.

      She was doing a great job of getting me out of the picture. And succeeding.
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      “Actually, I’m inclined to agree with you,” Roberts says, raking a hand through his thick, dark hair. He takes a moment to crank his stiff neck from left to right. The pop of air releasing sounds like a bone breaking. He rolls his shoulders and straightens up from his slouched position. “It’s not how I would have handled it, but I get your reasoning behind why you did it. Kris may have been out to get you, and you’re entitled to a reaction.”

      Erin slumps back in her chair and throws her arms in the air with a smile of relief. Finally, things are looking her way. All the hours of talking, pleading, and putting her side of the story across appear to be paying off. At last someone is starting to listen to her.

      “But now do you see my situation? You’re both putting up a good argument. And any evidence we discover in this investigation can and will be the deciding factor.” With those parting words, Roberts stands and asks if she wants anything to drink. Erin refuses and then he leaves, telling her he needs a break so he can think things over. Erin understands reluctantly, and slumps back in her chair, folding her arms in disappointment. Just as she sees light at the end of the tunnel, she loses the momentum as he cuts the interview short.

      It’s a long wait until he returns. Erin stands and stretches, pacing the small room just to get her blood flowing again. She walks over toward the mirrored glass and stares at her reflection. She looks worn and tired. Her hair is untidy, and she looks in desperate need of a hot shower. She pulls her bottom eyelids down to examine her bloodshot eyeballs. A faint tingling occurs in her legs, and her back clicks as she turns and rotates her upper half, but they’re small worries compared to what’s happening here today.

      What has Kris told him? Erin wonders, still pacing. Has she stuck to the truth but changed the characters around, or is she sticking to the idea that I’m the jealous girlfriend? Either one is enough to stir some hate inside her and make her grit her teeth, but she can’t show that now. Not in front of the detective, at least. That would be self-incriminating. But at least Jack will be able to set things straight. She just needs to hold out until then. Jack. That’s who she needs, both to get her out of here, and to also wrap her in his warm arms. How hard could it be?

      Minutes pass, and Roberts finally reappears, his face bearing a different look. A frown has replaced his tired, sympathetic look, and he shuts the door before pointing at the chairs. “Sit. We need to talk.” There’s a sense of urgency in his tone, and he doesn’t take his eyes off her. He’s watching her every move, her every reaction.

      A wave of panic hits Erin. Has bad just turned to worse? Does this nightmare not have an ending? And if it does, will it go in her favor?

      She sits, unspeaking. Searching his eyes for clues. But he’s well trained—well, either well trained or used to not giving anything away after hundreds of interviews in his career.

      “There’s some good and bad news,” Roberts says, pulling out a chair and sitting across from her. “Or some bad news and some good news. It depends on what the truth is, and if you’re responsible, then it’s bad across the board.”

      Erin swallows, curious, but still doesn’t speak. She can’t speak. Her breath is caught in her throat.

      “It appears a diary has been found.”

      “What kind of diary?” Erin thinks back to those few times she’d considered keeping a diary. Every New Year it became one of her resolutions, to keep a log of her life to one day look back upon, but she’d never made it past the first few weeks before she got bored with the idea or skipped a few days and never got the momentum back. The truth was, her life was never interesting enough to write about.

      “An interesting one. You don’t keep a diary?”

      “No, I don’t.” Erin shakes her head defiantly. “Where was it found?”

      Roberts sighs, closes his eyes, and tilts his head down. It’s seconds before he raises his head, opens them again, and fixes her with a stare. He repeats himself, only this time, his words are slow and measured. “Like I say, we’ve found a diary. It’s from Kris, apparently, and contains a full written confession of her lust for Jack Brooker. It makes quite a read and reveals a helluva lot. She details the times she followed him home, sniffed his clothes, and even considered hurting you, Miss Meyer.”

      Her heart lifts like a helium-filled balloon. The gloom that sat above her like a heavy, dark winter cloud lifts. Her head feels lighter, her thinking clears up, and there’s an excitement that courses through her veins. She tries not to smile, but she can’t help it. This is good news, the news she’s been waiting for. Hopefully, this is the start of the end. Although her boyfriend had been followed and she could have gotten hurt, Erin finds the good in all this; Kris is finally looking like the aggressor. “That’s great, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know…”

      The balloon starts to deflate. And her mood sinks again. What? Her mind is racing to make sense of his words. “Why not? What’s… Wait, what did you mean when you said it’s apparently Kris’?”

      “That’s just it,” Roberts says. “We found the diary in your house, Miss Meyer, and your fingerprints are all over it.”

      Roberts waits after dropping that bombshell.

      Horror rains down on her in torrents. She doesn’t have a diary; it can’t be hers. The last sliver of light flees from the room and now she’s left in complete darkness. Question upon question builds inside her, scrambling over each other so she can’t decipher a single one. All she has to offer is silence.

      “I want to believe you’re innocent in all this,” Roberts tells her, standing, “but you’re making it impossible for me. Between multiple statements against you, the past events in the bar and law firm, and now this, what can I do but lend more belief to Kris’ side of the story? Let me ask you one more time… did you assault Jack Brooker last night?”

      Erin doesn’t hesitate and spits out the word. “No.”

      Roberts sighs again. “Then it’s going to be a long day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      The shouting and the swearing that echoes around the cells as other prisoners cause a disturbance is enough to drive anyone crazy. And if that doesn’t get you, then it’s the hours spent going crazy staring at the walls that appear to have a life of their own as they close in on you.

      Sane people go in, crazy people come out. That’s Erin assessment as she paces in circles around the small space. A couple more hours in that cell is enough to make anyone call a lawyer.

      But not Erin.

      No, she waits for Jack, playing the long game. With her arms folded, and staring at the gray vinyl floor, her mind is in deep thought. She tries her hardest to drown out the noise from officers shouting at other prisoners to quiet down. One thought after another cascades through her mind, and she recalls as much of the conversation with Roberts as she can. Things just don’t make sense, and more importantly, she shouldn’t be here. She just doesn’t understand why she’s being kept here, and why there isn’t enough evidence to lay the burden of blame directly on the doorstep of Kris DeCarles.

      Surely they must be giving her as much of a hard time. With all the questioning, Erin convinces herself that Kris must’ve tripped up along the way, or at least cast a seed of doubt in the minds of those interviewing her.

      Her thoughts once again return to Jack. Will Jack wake, realize what has happened, and help her? He’s going to—he has to—and Erin is certain of this. Through all the mistakes they made together, all the ups and downs, Jack has been kind enough and mature enough to come for her when the going got tough. He always comes through and is always there when she needs him the most. She thinks back to the last time she was in trouble—it was the incident in the bar, and despite taking his time, he’d eventually sorted out and saved her from a situation that could have been disastrous.

      And on this occasion, despite all sorts of thoughts rushing through her mind when he was nowhere to be seen as she was escorted out of the cruiser, she knows he won’t let her down.

      Right, the voice in Erin’s head says as she takes a seat, before standing the very next second, unsure what to do with herself when the next thought comes crashing into her awareness. After he’d swung by to visit Kris for a quickie.

      Just repeating those words aloud casts a shadow in the back of her mind. Her fists curl into tight balls. The vision of those two together repulses her, and Erin starts to pace the room again. Get a grip, she reminds herself. The very thought of Kris DeCarles in bed with Jack makes her stomach churn like sour milk. She tries to flush the picture from her mind. That woman is devious, and Erin knows it. She’ll do anything to make Erin look guilty.

      Including writing a diary and planting it in her apartment.

      The contents of that diary are a mystery. It confuses her and starts another chain reaction of questions. The confession had been revealed, but the exact words weren’t given to her. She’s curious as to how much has been written about her, and how much about Jack. Judging by what Roberts inferred, it doesn’t paint her in a good light. She shakes her head and begins to worry about what it says. Are the words so twisted and incriminating that they make it impossible for her to prove her innocence?

      The harder she considers her predicament, the more worried she is becoming about whether she will see the light of day. Could this turn out to be one of those miscarriages of justice that get swept beneath the carpet, with the innocent victim languishing in jail for years, one appeal after another being reviewed and then dismissed? An icy-cold shiver of fear races down her spine, and the fine hairs on her arms stand up as she considers the prospect.

      She had seen cases like this on television, where people had only been released after someone else had taken up the fight, but they had nevertheless still spent a large portion of their life in jail. Erin doesn’t want that, and the prospect, even though distant at the moment, terrifies her.

      She even considers calling an attorney, and that makes her feel guilty, even though her situation is desperate. To do so would be like admitting Jack will never wake up. Or worse: he’ll wake up and take Kris’ side, revealing that they’d been having an affair all this time. Then I would have been right all along, Erin thinks as she drags her steps across the cell floor. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate fuck-you?

      But she won’t accept it. Erin Meyer is innocent, and she’s being given the opportunity to tell her side of the story. She just needs to tell it in such a way that Kris’ true personality comes through, and by then it will be impossible to wriggle out of it. Erin imagines going free and leaving Kris to rot for the assault that she certainly initiated. Erin just needs to prove it, and as the sound of footsteps pads up the hallway and the heavy clunking of her door echoes in the cell, she knows another chance is coming—she can tell her story.

      It’s only the diary she can’t explain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “What can you tell me about this diary?” Roberts asks, tapping it with one finger and holding a cold stare on her. He sighs and stifles a yawn. With little progress and nothing but the same answers to the same questions, the interview process has been long and drawn-out. He has dispensed with the niceties, choosing instead to go for directness in the hope of drawing these interviews to a close.

      There’s something about him that reminds her of a schoolteacher from her past, but she can’t place it. One minute he’s polite, and the next he’s direct and to the point. There isn’t a softness in his voice, nor is there a hint of intrigue and curiosity. He seems like a man on a mission looking for answers now.

      “Nothing,” Erin says, and that’s her honest answer. “I didn’t know it existed until now. I’ve never seen it, or certainly, I can’t recall any diary.”

      “You can’t explain what it was doing in your apartment?”

      “No more than you can. If I knew, I would tell you. I’m just as surprised as you are, but clearly for different reasons.”

      “And your fingerprints?”

      “What about them?”

      “It’s covered in them.”

      Erin’s lost for words. She rummages around in the darkest corners of her mind for a scrap of memory. She thinks of all the places and situations she’s been in where she may have come across the diary. There’s nothing. “Detective, I’ve never seen that diary in my life. Sure, there’s a chance I saw it or something similar among Jack’s things when I was clearing up and moved it to one side, but that’s it. I honestly can’t think of a diary that comes to mind. I don’t even know what it says inside. Or even the color of the ink.”

      “Why don’t you have a look?” Roberts flips open the diary as if to look for a certain page. He makes an “ahh” sound when he finds it, then spins it around to face her.

      Erin peers over, her tensed shoulders hunched.

      
        
        September 15, 2018

        I know it’s wrong, but I can’t stop following Jack. When he is walking back from work, when he goes out to grab a sandwich from the local deli, and even on those rare occasions that he gets to go for a workout at the gym down the road from his office. Everything he does fascinates me, and in that respect, he reminds me of the magnetism that surrounds celebrities and actors. He’s got certain mannerisms, a certain way of doing things that brings out the purest side of me. The primal side. It’s not aggression (I think) so much as it is a sexual urge.

        There’s nothing about him that’s a wimp. He is not big-built, or massive, but he looks masculine, with strong shoulders and a broad chest. I can’t begin to remember how many times I’ve imagined being wrapped up in his arms and being held close to his chest. I can just imagine it now, breathing in his scent, and feeling his heart beat against my face. If only he knew how much I want him.

        Unfortunately, he wants that bitch instead. After he said goodbye today, I grabbed my coat and walked after him in the rain. I didn’t care how wet I got, as long as I got to see a glimpse of what he does when I’m not around. If I’d have known he was going to see her, I would’ve stayed put. But this? This shit just makes me angry.

        They went for coffee. Can you believe that? Something as simple as a coffee and they were hunkered down in a corner so close that they were practically sharing the same seat. I know that because I’ve done it with other men. Only I want to do it with Jack, and that’s why I went inside. I swooped in close to get a whiff of his cologne as he stood in line. He didn’t even know I was behind him, but I could feel his heat, I could hear his voice, and I could see his face, close up, like really close up. He’s supposed to be mine. And just watching the pair together felt like a dagger slicing my heart in half. That bitch doesn’t know what it takes to keep a man like Jack happy. It’s fucking infuriating. She is way out of his league, and he would know that if he spent just one day with me, and one night, especially.

        Maybe someday he’ll see what he’s missing. Until then he’ll have to carry on as he is, not knowing what he’s missing until it’s too late. Even then, he won’t get his happy ever after. Because if I can’t have him, I’ll make damn sure nobody else does.

        

      

      There’s nothing Erin can say except, “I see.” She doesn’t bring her eyes up to meet Roberts, instead staring at the words. And the harder she stares, the blurrier they get. The words are new to her—she doesn’t write like that, but she has no problem figuring out where they came from. It was no doubt the same person who’d somehow put Erin’s fingerprints all over it and then stashed it away in her apartment. Erin wonders how Kris might’ve done that, but she has no idea. She hasn’t lost her keys recently, nor has she lent them to anyone.

      “That’s not ringing any bells?” Roberts asks, raising a brow.

      “None. None whatsoever. I swear.”

      “Is that your handwriting?”

      Erin glances down quickly, but she already knows the answer. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Certain. It’s not mine.”

      Roberts sits back and folds his arms, assessing her like he’s pondering what to do next. He seems to stare at her for minutes, as if wondering whether she is telling the truth or has perfected the art of lying. His breath is the only sound in the room, save for the hum of the air-conditioner whirring in the corner. Finally, he speaks. “Okay, I’m going to call in a graphologist. Are you willing to work with him, providing handwriting samples and cooperating with him? That way we can ascertain with very little margin for error whether or not the handwriting in this diary matches yours. And there’s no point in trying to fake it, either.”

      She has no reason not to. Even if she did, resisting would make her look guilty, which she wasn’t. If only she had a way to prove it. “I’ll cooperate fully, Detective. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it a thousand times more if I have to: that’s not my writing.”

      “If you say so. Any final words before I make the call?”

      “Only…” Erin hesitates. “I remember this day.”

      Roberts, who was getting up to leave, sits back down and leans forward, the first sign of interest breaking the blank expression that he’s been carrying for the past few minutes.

      “It was a Saturday,” she begins, flicking glances up at the ceiling as she recalls the specific details of that day. She doesn’t know if the elaboration will help or hurt her case. Not until she opens her mouth to talk.
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      We always went to the same place, even though I kept telling him that I would love to try new places. But he could be a bit stubborn like that. Always wanted to get his own way. Well actually, it wasn’t so much getting his own way, it was more about he liked to follow a routine that was stress-free. He wasn’t always comfortable with change and often liked to do the same things, go to the same places—hell, even when he went to work, he took the same route, same streets, and even walked on the same side of the sidewalk day after day.

      Anyway, the place we always went to was called The Okey Mochey—a weird name, and I’m not quite sure how they came to call it that, but Jack always hated the name so much that he made a thing of just calling it “the coffeehouse.” Since the coffee was good and the shop had a relaxed feel about it, I wasn’t about to argue. We could’ve sat on the corner of the sidewalk, but as long as I was with him, then it didn’t matter where I was.

      As it was, Jack always insisted on sitting by the window so that he could watch the world go by. There were two particular armchairs with a small table in between that he would always race to if they were free. Boy, did he get disappointed if he ever saw that the seats were taken. And I’m sure that the scowl on his face and his eyes boring down on whoever was sitting there often led to people finishing their coffees and leaving prematurely. It was amusing to say the least, because Jack didn’t have a bad bone in his body. He was too laid-back for that. In fact, if I recall, I began to notice that those two same seats were more often vacant than not, even if the coffee shop was busy. I’m sure that’s in part due to Jack’s insistence on believing that he had first refusal.

      There was something special about that place, though. Most coffee shops are brown brick with pictures of Italian landmarks hanging on the walls, which makes them all look a lot alike. This place, however, was better: it had a sort of homey feel, as if sitting in someone’s living room, and the only pictures that caught my eye were ones of famous rock stars toward the back of the shop, along a short hallway that led to the cleanest bathrooms in the city. No wonder Jack liked it there enough to put up with the name. He had told me on more than one occasion that when he needed to get away from the office to work undisturbed, he would take himself off to the coffee shop, find himself a quiet corner, and settle down. He would switch off his cell phone so he wasn’t disturbed.

      But it wasn’t always perfect. Perhaps I’m painting too grand a picture. The place and the service were nothing short of perfect; you couldn’t fault them. I guess that’s why the same customers came day in and day out. But in recent months he’d claimed he was feeling uncomfortable in there. Like something wasn’t right. At first, I thought he meant there was an age-gap problem—millennials tend to crowd that type of place these days, creating a bit of noise—but when I asked him what he meant, he told me something completely different. Something that got my skin crawling.

      I’m probably getting ahead of myself, though.

      See, what Kris said in her diary is about us. Not her. It was me he used to go there with, and as I said, it was a place we went to on a regular basis. And that’s the way Jack liked it. We went at least twice a week, even in the later days when I was starting to become suspicious of those two. I just wanted to keep our connection and routine normal. It was our ritual, and I was never going to break that. They probably have security footage if you want to check. If that doesn’t prove that what I’m saying is right, then let me tell you how Jack likes his coffee: flat white with two squirts of caramel syrup and a wholegrain cookie on the side. It’s not even like he has a choice anymore. He’s been having that for years, and even he says it’s too late to change a habit of a lifetime, as he kept reminding me. And he would always stir his coffee, but no more than thirty seconds, without fail.

      Anyway, although the drink may not be important (except for the use of vindicating myself), the only other thing I can tell you is that all we did was talk. And we used to love talking. It was like we were strangers meeting for the first time. And that’s what I think kept our relationship alive and exciting. He would tell me something new about himself, and then we would explore it together. For instance, I’d known him for a long time, but I only just learned that he’d gone to school with Michael Delores. You know, the famous actor? It doesn’t matter. The point is, I remember the day in the diary because Jack had something new to tell me, and I wasn’t prepared for the wave of nausea it hit me with.
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      To understand why that was such a problem, you first must know that, as I said, Jack is a very laid-back guy. Any more laid-back and he’d be horizontal at times. It takes a lot to faze him, even to the extent that spilling white wine all over his new iPad made him shrug and buy a new one, rather than create a fuss and worry about getting it repaired. It just didn’t figure on his radar. It was very much easy come, easy go, and most of the time he just didn’t let it get to him. Sure, money was never something he’d done without, but to me this is proof he’s the least uptight person in the world. He just didn’t let things get to him.

      At least he was. Until that day.

      Something had been bothering him. I could tell from the minute he walked in the door. His whole manner was different. He seemed uptight, his shoulders seemed stiff, and whereas he’d normally walk more slowly, his steps were fast and short as he made his way toward me.

      I’d gotten there before him and grabbed our favorite spot. As usual, I was really looking forward to seeing him, but something made my stomach turn as I watched him. His perfect smile usually beamed at me from across the room and he held it until he reached our favorite chairs. But that day was different. He was different. There was no smile, no warmth, and he seemed jittery. Usually he only had eyes for me, and it didn’t matter who else was in the room, he wouldn’t take them off me. But this time he seemed more interested in seeing who else was in the coffee shop. His eyes seemed to track from one table to another, from one group of people to another.

      “What’s the matter with you?” I asked as he sat down. No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn’t take my eyes off his hair. There was enough sweat on his forehead to collapse the perfect wisps of gelled hair and mat them to his red skin. He looked exhausted, like he’d run a marathon with me on his back.

      “It’s nothing,” he said as he fidgeted, like he had just sat in the most uncomfortable seat in the whole coffee shop.

      “Obviously not. Come on. Spill.”

      Jack looked over his shoulder at the door, as if he was waiting for someone. He kept his back to me for a few seconds, until he finally turned around and adjusted his tie, pulling it away from his sweat-stained collar. “Do you ever get the feeling you’re being followed?”

      “You mean, like, on my way home?”

      “I guess. Just… do you ever feel a presence?”

      It was my turn to shift uncomfortably in my chair. “Are you talking about ghosts, or aliens?”

      Jack’s serious face broke into a half smile. “No. Not at all. Forget it.”

      But I couldn’t forget it. As it happened, I had been feeling a little different lately. Those long walks around the neighborhood had gone from being my respite from this world, to making me feel like I wasn’t alone either. I hadn’t thought much of it until he’d said it, but by now I was willing to talk about it. I’d been worried that if I told him, he’d dismiss it as being ridiculous.

      “I sometimes feel like someone is watching me, too,” I confessed.

      Jack wrapped his hands around the coffee I’d bought for him. He hadn’t sipped it yet, only watched the thick plumes of steam drifting out of the mug. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, in a strange kind of way. I thought that the more I thought about it, the crazier I was making myself. I thought I was making myself go gaga. But now that you’ve said it, I definitely think I was right to be worried in the first place.”

      “Right. Kind of like somebody is standing right behind me.”

      “Exactly.”

      “How long has this been happening to you?”

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you still haven’t told me why you look like…” I waved my hand up and down his body. “This. You look as if you’ve stepped out of the shower. Either that, or you’re running a high fever.”

      Jack nodded solemnly and adjusted his clothes before meeting my eyes. The usual bright blue was replaced with a dulled gray that looked as though the life had been sucked out of him. “I was just leaving work. It already felt like I was being spied on, but when I got in the elevator, it was crowded. And then it happened. At first, I just dismissed it, thinking that because it was overcrowded, we were rubbing shoulders with each other. But, I… somebody brushed my arm. And it just didn’t feel like the normal brush of an arm. It felt firmer, like someone was trying to get my attention.”

      “Those criminals,” I mocked, regretting it immediately. I zipped my mouth, not wishing to stop Jack’s flow.

      “It’s hard to explain. It was more like a grip. Like someone had tried to put their hand around my arm but hadn’t quite managed it. I glanced over both my shoulders to find out who did it, but there were so many people in there it was difficult to tell. All I got in return was a load of blank faces looking at me as if I had done something wrong. Asking would have made me look like a paranoid schizo, so I just left it and moved out of the elevator as quickly as I could when it hit the first floor. And then on the way over here…”

      Something about his expression made me sit upright.

      “What?”

      “I dunno. I can’t find the right words to describe it.”

      “Try. It doesn’t matter how ridiculous it sounds. Just tell me the first thing that comes to mind.”

      “I’m just saying, it feels like somebody is at my side without me even knowing it. Even as I walked here, I kept glancing over my shoulder. I was looking at everyone behind me, across the street. It just didn’t feel right. If I was being followed, then they were doing a damn good job of staying out of sight. That’s the crazy thing, nothing and no one stood out. But something didn’t feel right.”

      All I could do was watch Jack explain himself as he tapped a fist into the open palm of his other hand. He was deep in thought, worry lines creasing his forehead. Sure, I’d had similar feelings to his lately, but deep down I had some suspicions about him, too. What if his “friendship” with Kris wasn’t over yet? What if this conversation was laying the foundation for his excuse, should he be seen walking down the street with her? Now it was my turn to start doubting myself. I was reading into everything he was saying and looking for a connection between his words and that woman.

      Jack was a good guy—my guy—but sometimes there was just a little bit of doubt about his loyalty to me. Maybe that doubt was merited, and maybe it wasn’t. All I knew was that this paranoia of ours might be the sign of a bigger problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      When a young man in an ill-fitting suit enters the room, Erin is intrigued. His gray suit hangs from his shoulders and waist as if it is meant for someone thirty pounds heavier. He crouches down beside Roberts and leans in. The man, who doesn’t pay her an ounce of attention, only whispers into Roberts’ ear. She tries to pick out the words, but in his muted tone, one word blends into another. She studies both of them for their body language, but neither give anything away to begin with. And as Erin continues to watch, Roberts widens his eyes and holds his breath for a few moments as he concentrates, occasionally offering a nod.

      The man leaves as silently as he arrived, closing the door with a gentle click. Detective Roberts says nothing until the door is shut.

      Then: “Jack is awake.”

      Erin shoots bolt upright, fearing she’s heard wrong. Her entire body shakes with both joy that he’s okay and relief that he can finally put an end to this and they can all go home and put this whole episode behind them. All, of course, except for Kris, who will hopefully be charged with assault so justice can be served and she will finally leave them alone. “That’s wonderful!” she says, her mouth so dry that her lips crack after she smiles. Each movement in the chair is slow as her muscles are sore from being held in one position for so long. “Can I see him? He must be missing me.” she pleads, her eyes searching his for any hint of compassion.

      “Not yet,” Roberts tells her, seemingly uninterested in matching her smile.

      Erin senses something is wrong. “Why not? Surely if we talk to him, we can get this resolved in a matter of minutes.”

      “Jack is a little… confused. He’s awake, but barely. The nurses report that he is not making much sense at the moment and slips in and out of consciousness. According to my colleague, he’s having trouble remembering what happened between the three of you.”

      “Well, couldn’t I just talk with him? Just seeing me could help spark a memory or two.”

      “That’s the problem,” Roberts says. He waves at the mirror, and the door opens again as he says something that riddles her with fear and confusion. “He doesn’t know who you are.”

      Erin’s skin feels like it’s burning. Her mind is still surging with perplexity. She opens her mouth to ask a bunch of questions, but she can’t form the words. Of course Jack must know who she is—how could he not? Perhaps the injury to his head has led to the confusion and seeing her will bring everything back into focus for him. There’s too much happening: an older man enters the room and dumps his briefcase onto the table; Roberts drags his chair to one side; the man unpacks his briefcase and places paper in front of her. He doesn’t smile, nor does he make eye contact with Erin to begin with.

      “This won’t take long,” he says as he drops a pen onto the sheets. “I’m Mr. Barnes, a graphologist working with the police. We’re going to make this quick. All you have to do is copy an excerpt from this diary in your own handwriting. The less you think about what you’re doing, the more natural your writing will be, and the better chance we have of defining whether you’re a match. Do you understand?”

      “Y-Yes.”

      “Your handwriting is merely a sample, and as per the arrangement between Detective Roberts and myself, this will not be taken as a written confession. Do you understand?”

      Graphologist? Confession? Jack, she thinks, her chest tightens, and her eyes stare wildly at the paper in front of her. All her mind can do is think back to the words Roberts had just said to her. Jack doesn’t know me.

      “Miss Meyer?” Roberts presses, his voice booming.

      Erin nods and grabs the pen. The sooner she gets this done, the sooner this ridiculous notion of her attacking Jack can be dismissed. Then, and only then, will they let her see him. That’s all she wants right now.

      “Here you go,” Mr. Barnes says. He slides the diary across.

      Doing her best not to think, Erin blinks rapidly and tries to focus on the task in hand. She arranges the sheets in the way she normally would when beginning to write something and begins to copy the words. She knows this will be a breeze—she’s 100 percent innocent in all this, and now she has a chance to prove it. She writes, the words slowly coming together one by one, forming sentences that make her heart pound so loud that she thinks the others in the room can hear it, too. Sentences that tear into her heart like she’s being struck by lightning twice at once.

      She writes:

      
        
        September 26, 2018

        Today I got to be that bitch. While Jack was out with her, doing something I’d rather not think about, I saw the opportunity to sneak into his house. I mean, he left the window open. Can you believe that? He was practically begging to get robbed, or inviting me in.

        I didn’t steal anything they’d miss, just small pieces of junk to go into my shrine. I also ate his food and I went through his belongings and found that most of his things were sentimental. There were photo albums and school yearbooks and letters from an old girlfriend. It’s enough to make you sick, isn’t it? I reveled in his life as I went through all those things, wondering what it was like to be with him. To be the woman Jack went to bed with each night.

        That was what gave me the idea.

        I never would’ve imagined I’d do something like this, but it gave me a certain thrill that I couldn’t get elsewhere. It turned out Erin had her own wardrobe at his place. It was open and the sleeves poked out at me like a line of people asking me to be them. Who was I to deny their wish? I tried on many of her outfits, suddenly becoming Housewife Bitch, Fancy Bitch and Bikini Bitch. When I finally found something familiar (an ugly dress she’d worn on a date with Jack once), I tried it on and realized it wasn’t so hard to be her. I almost felt like I was her.

        That was when I did it.

        His bed was soft as I lay down on it. I pulled his pillows close and breathed in his scent, his familiar scent. I was wearing her clothes, and I imagined Jack was above me. His eyes drilling into my psyche, his mind undressing me. He’d had a long day and needed a release, and that bitch (me) was willing to give it to him. I spread my legs and caressed myself, pretending just for a moment that each grope was him. Every spark of eroticism came with the fantasy that Jack was inside me. I pleasured myself for the next hour, and by the time I was done I could think of only one thing—one thrilling fact that made me horny once again.

        I’d violated their private space, and that made me the winner.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Mr. Barnes comes back with the results… I know nothing about this “shrine”—that just sounds weird to me—but I want to tell you the little I know about this… event. It makes me sick to even think of it, can you believe that? I guess it’s like she says: she’s violated my space, and now she’s the winner. But you’re probably wondering about Jack and his reaction.

      Contrary to what Kris thought, I wasn’t with him that night; in fact, I wasn’t anywhere near him. I was out taking a long walk as I often do several times a week, when I got the text message. Needless to say, it stopped me in my tracks. The world fell apart around me as I read it, then read it again, fully understanding but only half believing:

      
        
        Erin? Have you been at my house? Somebody has broken in and gone through our things.

        

      

      I didn’t hesitate. My heart was thumping in my chest, and I was struggling to catch my breath as I raced up the street. The nearest cab took me to Jack’s house immediately, although it felt like the longest ride of my life. The streets flashed by in a blur, my eyes struggling to keep up with the street names. I kept picturing his belongings—my belongings, too—being rummaged through by a stranger. Scattered in all directions with little regard for privacy. And that was the hardest bit to accept. It felt like our privacy had been invaded. But let me be honest with you, Detective… I never thought it was a stranger, and that diary proves it wasn’t.

      Jack was a red-faced, furious mess when I found him. I’d not seen him like that before. He didn’t even kiss me. He hardly acknowledged me to begin with. In fact, his very tone was so accusatory that I had to confront him outright and ask if he thought this was me—if he thought I would or even could do something like this, to him, and us.

      “Well, there’s no sign of forced entry,” he snapped, staring around at the mess.

      “So?” I said.

      “You have a key. I’m putting two and two together here.”

      “And getting five.” I pushed past him and peered into every doorway until I reached the bedroom. That seemed to be the only room that’d been affected; my clothes were strewn all across the floor. My eyes spotted one of my favorite dresses thrown to one side like an empty candy wrapper. A crumpled mess. A swell of bile raced up my throat as I saw my red panties lying beside my dress, along with my black shiny heels that Jack liked me to wear. The bedding was ruffled as though someone had been sleeping in it, and Jack’s drawers were all open. You know what, though? So was the window.

      “My watch is missing.” Jack’s voice, right behind me. “So are a couple of my golfing trophies. I don’t mean to accuse you, but—”

      “Then don’t. You’re being ridiculous and hurtful. You’ve lost a watch and a few other bits, but my clothes and panties have been worn.” I spun around, a mixture of anger and hurt twisting my features. Something deep inside me told me exactly who had done this. I think we both knew it wasn’t a stranger, but only one of us was willing to accept that as a certainty. “It was her, Jack.”

      “Who?”

      “You know who.”

      “Wait a minute. Are you talking about Kris?”

      “Let’s not play dumb. Funny how her name is the first name that pops into your mind.”

      Jack raked his fingers through his hair and exhaled. “I doubt it. She’s not like that. I can’t imagine her doing something like this. Seriously. Why would you think so?”

      “Who else would do this?”

      He shrugged and glanced up toward the ceiling.

      “We need to report this. Every damn chance she gets, there’s more of a gap between us. She deliberately going out of her way to force such a big wedge between us that we have no other choice but to go in opposite directions. Can’t you see that? She’s messing with your head, making me out to look like the jerk, and worst of all, you’re doubting me and defending her. At some point you have to see that she’s the bad guy here.”

      “Erin, you don’t like any of my friends or colleagues.”

      “Hey, enough with the bias shit. That’s not true, and you know that. I haven’t said one bad thing about any of your friends or colleagues apart from Kris. Just because you spend a lot of time around them, it doesn’t mean you have to protect them every time something happens. And you definitely don’t need to take their side against me. It’s sad when it gets to the stage where my boyfriend has more faith and belief in his secretary than his own girlfriend.”

      Jack turned his back to me then, folding his arms. “I’m not reporting it.”

      I didn’t know what else to say to him. Kris had been in his house without permission and gone through his things. Could I prove that it was her? No, not at all, but common sense dictated that it was. The worst part about this was that Jack wasn’t willing to do anything about it, which meant it would never stop.

      Not unless I did something myself.
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      Believe me when I say I had every intention of smoothing things out with Kris. Despite my feelings about her, and what I believe she did back at Jack’s place, I tried to be reasonable and think things through. It wasn’t like I was going to storm into her workplace and start beating her, and then get arrested. Despite what you must think of me, I don’t believe in violence. Instead, I knew I had to talk to her and try to reason with her before this got out of hand. So, I opted for a less aggressive option of putting this whole episode behind us. But as usual, it didn’t go as planned, and I had no idea it was going to fail so badly.

      First thing in the morning, I made my way to her—and Jack’s—place of work. That was at Milles & Cleaver. I wasn’t allowed inside after everything that had happened, so I found a bench close by, grabbed a seat, and pulled out my cell phone. I watched people pass by me, doing their own thing, and I watched people come and go from Jack’s office.

      My plan was to call the office and, when Kris answered, I’d ask her to come down to the front doors (with security, if it made her feel better) so we could talk it over. Nothing more than that. There was no malicious intent behind me asking her; I just thought that by speaking to her face-to-face, she would maybe understand how I feel and how it was affecting my relationship with Jack. I wanted to tell her that I wasn’t angry, but she had to stay away from Jack for everybody’s sake. A drink was in the cards, too—my treat, even though I knew I was stretching with the offer. But I wasn’t going to get anywhere with that plan.

      Because Kris had resigned.

      I was as shocked as you probably are, but that’s not the weirdest part. According to the new temp receptionist, Kris had sent an email yesterday claiming that working alongside her boyfriend was causing too much of a domestic crisis and she had to take care of things at home. That left me puzzled as to whether her “boyfriend” was Jack or some other man in the office. But I was so shocked, I was finding it hard to process what I had just heard. If she was referring to Jack, then she was delusional and seriously needed her head examined. I guess you could run next door now and ask her who that was, although I have a feeling I know what she’ll say. Pretty predictable, isn’t she?

      Anyway, Jack and I spent a while talking about it that night. We checked out her Facebook profile, looking for anything that might suggest where she was, or why she had left, but to our surprise, she’d removed all traces of herself from social media. As far as I know, she also had an Instagram page, but we couldn’t find that either. Jack had said that she only put up a few posts, and they were mainly of buildings, the odd night out with friends, and what most people do, pictures of their food.

      I guess she wasn’t as predictable as I thought. No matter where we went or how deeply we looked into it, we could find nothing about Kris DeCarles online. Jack went through all their shared friends’ connections, and still there was no sign of her. It was like she never existed, and as much as I hate to admit it, I couldn’t help but pick up on an air of sadness around Jack. He looked and sounded deflated. In fact, he was far busier trying to find her than I would have liked. He searched on Twitter, LinkedIn, even Pinterest. The harder he looked, the sadder he seemed. Not that he could be blamed; he’d just lost his secretary and—admittedly—his friend. Though I wasn’t too sure about the last bit.

      It wasn’t all bad, though. Out of sight, out of mind, right? Perhaps we could relax and not keep looking over our shoulders. Without that craziness in our lives, we could go back to being us without worrying about being followed, harassed, or stalked. People could only try to ask questions about our relationship, and unlike on social media, we had the choice of keeping things between us.

      The following morning, before Jack left for work, we made a joint decision. Jack and I deleted our Facebook profiles. That way, we figured, no one could find us, and perhaps we’d be left in peace.
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      A knock on the mirror distracts Roberts. He glances at Erin before looking at the glass. There’s nothing for him to see other than his own reflection, but it doesn’t stop him looking anyway. He mutters something to himself and tells Erin that he’ll be back. He pushes his chair back, the metal legs scraping across the floor, the screech breaking the silence. He exits the room, without giving Erin so much as a glance.

      He’s losing his faith in her, and Erin knows that. He doesn’t have to say as much, but she can tell from his body language and the tight expression on his face that suggests he’s had enough. Erin starts chewing on her fingernails as her legs bounce, the nerves leaving her body on edge.

      He keeps her waiting for no more than a few minutes, but in Erin’s eyes, that short time feels like an hour, if not longer. She rises from her seat and walks towards the mirror. She places her face against the glass and cups her hands around her eyes, desperate to see any sign of movement from beyond. There’s nothing but darkness.

      When Roberts eventually returns, his face is scrunched up like he’s chewed on a lemon slice and regretted it. Even his once-attractive features have transformed into something twisted. He slams the door and Erin jumps, spinning on her heels, but he doesn’t apologize. All he does is sit and open a new file in front of him. She returns to her seat and tightens her hands into a ball, then buries them in her lap.

      “Your graphology results are back,” he finally says.

      Erin sits upright, feeling upbeat. “That was quick.”

      “Apparently it was an easy test with an obvious result.” He sighs. “Miss Meyer, you’ll be pleased to hear that your handwriting doesn’t match the diary. But now I have a new predicament: Kris’ doesn’t match it, either.”

      She shakes her head in a slow, confused rhythm. “What? There must be some mistake. I don’t get it. How…”

      Roberts raises his hand to stop her. “Mr. Barnes also claims that there was a… peculiarity.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that although he can confirm neither of you wrote the diary, he can read similar traits in both samples. For instance, there’s a small, tight knot at the beginning of each word to indicate extreme cases of jealousy. On every y, there’s a backward flick to suggest aggression. Both traits that compare to whoever wrote the diary, you understand, but that’s not enough to prove it was your writing. You do realize the question this poses?”

      Erin nods, her eyes lowered to the paper on the table. She can’t read it from here, but she can see the sample she’d given not so long ago. From her position, she can see some pen annotations in the margin and certain parts of the paper underlined. “Who did write it?”

      Roberts shrugs his shoulder. He has no answer for her.

      “And what about Kris? You said she has the same result?”

      “More or less. Jealousy and aggression, neither of which are enough to hold her for. And her version of events seems to me more logical and plausible. You also need to understand that, given that it’s your prints on the diary, we are not in a position to release you; you’ll need to stay and answer some more questions. At least until Jack Brooker is able to substantiate your claims or dispute them. Kris, on the other hand, we’re letting go, on the assumption that should any further evidence come to light, she will be brought back in for questioning.”

      Erin shoots forward, landing her elbows on the table. “What?”

      Roberts shrugs again. “She’s still a person of interest, but as a witness. There’s nothing more we can do.”

      Erin’s eyes narrow, and her jaw tightens as she hisses through her lips. “But she’s the one who attacked him.”

      “Calm down, Miss Meyer. So you keep claiming, but we have no witnesses to confirm that. However, we do have a witness who claims that you were in possession of the ashtray used to strike Jack. So that clearly still puts you in the frame.”

      “How can I calm down? This is fucking ridiculous! I didn’t write the diary, and I wouldn’t hurt my own boyfriend. When will you understand that? If Kris hasn’t destroyed our relationship, then you’re doing a good job of achieving that. Can’t you see that I love him and I was saving him? I— What the hell is going on? You can’t let her go, Detective. You just can’t!”

      “Settle down, or you can go back to your cell. I’m in charge in this room, and I will not tolerate you raising your voice at me or any other officer.”

      The mention of a cell makes the walls seem closer, and the temperature seems to drop a few degrees. Erin’s body stiffens as she stands and slams her palms onto the table.

      Roberts stands abruptly and barks at her to sit down as he turns and leaves the room. His departure signals the arrival of two other officers who step around either side of the table, and their hands clamp around her arms. Her feet leave the floor as she struggles. “This… Let go of me. Please, Detective. It’s not what it seems.”

      “I’m sure,” Roberts replies from the doorway. He takes one last look at her before marching away down the corridor.

      “Please…”

      Roberts doesn’t turn around. All Erin can see is the back of his head as the officers drag her down the narrow corridor in the opposite direction. She tries to glance over her shoulder as Roberts disappears into the distance. She’s still shouting and protesting her innocence, but it falls on deaf ears. She imagines Kris walking down the same corridor, but she’s heading in the direction that Roberts was. She’s heading to freedom, where she can carry on manipulating and hurting other people.

      Or worse: she could be going back for Jack.
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      Erin is on her knees in the corner of her cell. Her brain is on 5 percent battery. There’s a kind of tired that needs a good night’s sleep, and another that needs so much more. Her body craves a hot bath, to wash away the pain and fear she feels, followed by a good night’s sleep in a warm, comfortable bed. It feels like a heavy jacket is pulling her body down. She knows that being tired can be wearing on the emotions, too, that it can come together with a tired body.

      There’s grit digging into her skin as she prays, and an overpowering scent of something stale drifts up to her nostrils. It attacks her senses like Kris had attacked Jack. Would she go back to finish him off? It’s all she can think of, and it’s the most horrifying thought she can possibly conjure.

      As always, her prayers will go unanswered, too. It’s a waste of time, and she knows it, so she gives up before long and takes to pacing the room. As much as she needs it, she won’t be able to sleep. Not yet, anyway—a futile tussle of conflicting thoughts rages inside her mind. There are far too many questions rattling around inside her burning skull, weighing her down like her brain is being buried alive.

      Where is Kris now?

      Why can’t Jack remember us?

      Will that memory ever return?

      With me out of the way, does that leave the path clear for Kris?

      But her mind switches back to Jack. Sure, he was just feeling groggy after waking up. Erin keeps telling herself that as her feet scuff the cold floor of the cell. His memory is bound to return, isn’t it? He’s just taken a blow to the head and slept for God knows how long, and soon his senses will clear. Soon he will be able to confirm everything she’s told the detective, and Kris can finally get what’s coming to her. This hope—no matter how convincing—only lasts a minute.

      Erin moves from bouts of pacing furiously around the cell, to crouching in a huddle, wrapping her arms around her legs as she slides down the wall, before burying her head against her knees. The cell feels more claustrophobic than before. She could tolerate the smaller space if there was enough natural daylight, with windows to allow for free-flowing air, but there are neither, which makes the space feel suffocating. She can feel the cage closing in, sealing off any viable exit, as her mind begins to play tricks on her, the tiredness blending the imagined with reality. Erin imagines a masked man painting over every window until every last one of them is black. She can see herself waking into blackness, and her heart almost explodes for fear it will be true.

      Erin shakes off the thought and thinks back to today. Did she tell the story right? She nods as if to answer herself. Of course she did. She had everything against her and nothing to work with. How was she to know that he’d bring up an incident from a bar fight? That night seemed too long ago, not to mention inconsequential. But here she was now, having to explain her actions, having her past dragged up and thrown back in her face.

      Then there was the Milles & Cleaver problem.

      Erin cringes, shuddering at the memory of Kris’ sly smile, and she rubs her tired eyes. She’d looked so proud of herself that day, looking down at Erin with a knowing grin that said she’d won—that she was going out to lunch with her boss and Erin had to leave the building before security got to her. The biggest sting was that she wasn’t allowed back. Not only did it make her look bad in the eyes of the law, but it made her feel like a nobody. Only Jack could undo that feeling and make her feel real again, but he wasn’t here. She was beginning to wonder whether he would be able to save her. It sounded like he could barely tell night from day, so she began to doubt the chance of his memory returning in time. Before it was too late for her.

      A strange shifting feeling moves in her stomach. It’s dread—dread for herself, dread for Jack. It creeps down her spine like a careful spider leaving a trail of silk. She can feel its feet on her skin, descending until she’s almost frozen to the spot. Erin’s stomach feels like it’s full of lead, her feet are set in concrete, and her mind is worryingly empty, having been full of questions just moments before. All she can do is pray things slip into place when she takes the hot seat, when finding the answers matters. She could go on like this all night if her body allowed it, but it’s starting to shut down. The truth is, she’s exhausted, and even though her overactive brain tells her to stay awake and go back over every detail, her dry eyes demand rest.

      After all, tomorrow is another day.

      And who knows what it will bring?
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      It came as a surprise that Erin was finally able to sleep, if only for a couple of rough hours in the fetal position. The comfort of the bed left much to be desired—harsh, spiky springs poked up at her between the many lumps. They felt to her like imp arms, reaching out to drag her down to hell. Erin had almost given in—Hell seemed like a vacation compared to this.

      An ominous boom had startled Erin out of her abysmal nightmare. Her cheeks were wet, and her body was bathed in a cold sweat. The sheets were twisted around her legs, probably because she was thrashing in her sleep. Her heart pounded against her chest. Erin trembled. The room was entirely dark to begin with. No light anywhere. The remnants of her nightmare still clung to her mind, haunting her. The cell she was in was cold and threatening, much like the other inmates’, but it was Kris’ smiling face looking at her through the hatch in the steel door that frightened her the most. Another flash of lightning illuminated the room in blinding light as the ceiling light came on. Erin let out a cry and buried her face in her pillow.

      Her walk back to the interrogation room is no less bitter. It feels like she’s going from one cell to another. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, she thinks as two officers show her into the room where Detective Roberts is already waiting for her. He watches her come around to the other side of the table but doesn’t get up from his seat.

      “Before we begin,” he says as Erin seats herself, “can I get you some water? Coffee? Or something to eat?”

      The idea of coffee is appealing and it would certainly help her wake up, but she just wants to tell her story and get out of here. Knowing that Kris is out there roaming free makes every second feel a little more like brutal torture. She just wants out. “No, thank you. Let’s just get on with it.”

      “Simple as that?”

      Erin nods. “Simple as that. Any word from Jack?”

      “He says his memory is still cloudy.”

      “Hopefully he’ll come around soon.”

      “For your sake, I hope so. Because we’re against the clock here. And as it stands, things aren’t looking too good for you, and I want to make sure that you are given every opportunity to defend your innocence.”

      Erin releases a thin smile from one side of her mouth that hides her frustration while Roberts fingers through a pile of papers. If only for a moment, it feels as though he’s not entirely against her. It provides her with the warm, comforting sensation of hope. Unfortunately, that feeling vanishes only seconds later at the mention of a simple name.

      “I want to talk about Kris DeCarles,” Roberts says.

      Anxiety strangles her heart. “What about her?”

      “Tell me about your relationship with her.”

      “There’s not really anything to tell. I had some run-ins with her here or there, but I’ve told you all about them. Well, apart from one thing, but I’ll get to that. Can I ask, why is it so hard to believe that I’m innocent? Kris is obviously a madwoman, but whatever she has said to you has clearly left you convinced that I’m at fault and the person who assaulted Jack.”

      Roberts stares up at her, hunching over the paperwork. Erin realizes now that she’s not the only one who’s tired: his red eyes seem sunk into the back of his eye sockets, dark patches covering the bags below them. He hasn’t shaved, either. Other things on his mind, probably.

      “I deal with facts, Miss Meyer. If I had some magical ability to glimpse into the past and see for an absolute certainty that you’re innocent and she’s not, I still need to prove it. You might think it’s pretty easy for us, but there are rules, regulations, procedures, and facts of law that we need to stick to. My superiors like to see evidence, and that’s why you’re here.”

      “I’m here as evidence.”

      “You’re here because of a lack of it. I look for clarity.”

      “A bit like Jack looking for clarity?”

      “Something like that,” he replies.

      “Then let me know what I can do to help. Listen, I’m not here to stonewall you or feed you a pile of crap to save my ass. Everything I’ve told you has been the truth. I’ve spoken from my heart. If it wasn’t the truth, do you think I’d be trying so hard to defend myself? I could just roll over and rely on my lawyer to fight my battles.”

      Roberts scratches his cheek. It sounds like a rat burrowing through plastic as he glances down at his paperwork. “Miss DeCarles has given me one more example of an instance where you two crossed paths. Can you tell me about that?”

      “Can I have a clue?”

      “Sure. It was on familiar territory.”

      “I’m not sure if I…” Then she remembers. It strikes her with terrifying clarity, but the memory plays out in front of her as though she wasn’t involved—only a spectator. It was a harsh memory that carries her mood downriver, washing it ashore on a lonely, deserted bank. She never wanted to revisit that place, but now things have changed.

      Now, she has to even out whatever lie Kris has told.
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      I always like to keep my head clear. If that means spending an hour meditating, even if just to focus, then I’m going to do it. If, on the other hand, I feel like I need to take a simple walk, then I’ll do that, too. In fact, I try and do one of those things most nights. It’s my way of trying to switch off from the world and let the daily stresses melt away. On the night I think you’re referring to, my mind was a crowded maze, with Kris blocking the exits. I walked and I walked until I felt like I was ready to see Jack, and my two-hour stroll could end on a high note. And to be honest, that’s what kept me going. There were times I wanted to stop and take a breather, but the thought of seeing Jack just helped me to push on.

      Only on this occasion, it didn’t.

      The last thing on earth I expected to see was Kris coming from the vicinity of his place. I leapt to the side, ducking out of sight the moment I laid eyes on her. Thankfully, it was getting dark by that hour, so I don’t think she saw me. It’s weird, isn’t it—how you long to run into someone so you could give them a piece of your mind, and then when you finally do, you just want to avoid the hassle? I always thought that was a mystery. Another mystery, I bet you’re thinking—what was she doing near Jack’s house? I wondered the same thing. And that’s what piqued my curiosity.

      As much as I’m embarrassed to admit it, that’s why I followed her.

      I’m not proud of doing it, but I needed answers. This whole thing had gone on far too long. There were times I felt like my world with Jack was slowly disappearing in front of me. Or maybe it was just me who was fading away. And more recently, it had really begun to trouble me. And the void. The black hole in my head, deep inside me, slowly swallowing all my hopes and dreams of a life with Jack, the man I loved. That was the worst of those moments. Those times kept me awake at four a.m. and made me wonder: will this ever end? And when I couldn’t find any answers on the ceiling, the anxiety turned into panic that trapped my breath in my throat.

      Given how cagey Jack had been in recent months, I didn’t expect a straight answer from him. After disappearing from work, removing herself from social media, nobody had heard from Kris. Not until then. Not until I spotted and followed her.

      She led me on a long walk around Garfield Park at first. After my own wanderings, my feet were tired and my shoes rubbed against my heels. I was ready to sit down, but I started to lose her every time I so much as slowed, so stopping altogether was out of the question. Instead, I clung to the shadows, becoming one with the darkness. She didn’t seem to be heading in any particular direction, and I’m sure that, on a few occasions, she crisscrossed a street she had already traveled along. That’s why none of it made sense. It really wasn’t the type of neighborhood where a lone female would walk at night. So she was either very familiar with the area or incredibly brave. I was neither.

      Where was she going?

      By the thirty-minute mark, she’d taken me through multiple neighborhoods. Some of them had bad reputations and warned against women walking around alone at that time of night, while others I’d never even heard of. All I can tell you is that they were residential areas, but even the homes didn’t have glass in their windows.

      She stopped on one corner and waited for ages while she glanced around in all directions. I crouched in the shadows. In an hour, it would dissolve into the blackness of the coming night. Until then, every sound I made was analyzed repeatedly until something else demanded my attention: a howl, a passing car revving its engine, and what sounded like shots far off in the distance. The evening was warm, but my blood was icy and my muscles tense. I had lost any sense of how long I’d been there; each second was an eternity of me praying that a police night patrol would not pass by and flash their searchlight at me. My legs began to cramp from crouching too long, but I dared not move even to ease the pain. 

      I know how out of place I felt, and I was certain I looked it, too. Perhaps it was what Kris wanted—maybe she’d seen me and wanted to lose me in the more dangerous end of Chicago—but I couldn’t resist. I was treading on thin ice, blindly following her through a slum with no means of protection. And maybe she knew that.

      After some period of time, how long I can’t be sure, she moved off, continuing to walk forward, but now at a quicker pace.

      I gave up the chase then and there. I was out of my depth, and the surrounding neighborhood terrified me. I looked in all directions and couldn’t recognize the path I’d followed to arrive here. My heart was thundering in my chest; my mouth was bone-dry. This whole thing was beginning to scare me, and I thought that I might not be able to find my way back. All the streets looked the same, the houses were nondescript, the cars were run-down, and I had no doubt that the people behind the doors of these houses had a look of defeat on their faces. It was a type of area that was run by the gangs; drugs and crime went hand in hand with homelessness and poverty. I was rich pickings if someone came across me, and I’d be powerless to defend myself. I couldn’t imagine anyone coming to my rescue if I screamed.

      Do I wish I’d followed Kris for longer and found out where she was going? Of course I do. But—and here’s what I bet you’re asking yourself—do I regret lowering myself to the level of an everyday stalker, keeping tabs on people without their consent? Believe me, I wouldn’t do that to anybody else or for any other reason, but there was something about Kris I just couldn’t trust. I knew later it would come back to bite me in the ass, but for now I had to call it a day and just head home. Head to Jack’s house, where maybe I could ask him what he knew.

      The problem was, I couldn’t find him, either.

      Which prompted the next big question.

      What had she done to him?
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      It wasn’t until about a week later that I finally found Jack, and even then, it wasn’t his own decision. I’d grown sick and tired of him ducking me, avoiding my calls, not responding to my text messages, and not answering his door. I even brought him his favorite food, and his favorite cookies, and sat by his door hoping that he would return home. But for whatever reason, it seemed I was his least favorite person.

      Sometimes you have to ask yourself if you’re overreacting. As soon as that happens, you begin to second-guess everything you say or do, not to mention everything they say or do. And I suppose the biggest concern was his safety. For all I knew, he was either lying dead inside his apartment or on a beach somewhere sipping a martini. Those are extreme opposites, I know, but that’s what desperation does to you. I’d even contemplated contacting the local hospitals, but I convinced myself that was an overreaction. Trying to get through to his office hadn’t got me anywhere, either. They were blocking my calls. Even when I tried to change the tone of my voice, they had said he was unavailable. The thoughts and concern looped around my mind until there was no more space. I just didn’t get it.

      Another thing it does to you is make you betray your own morals, and I wasn’t above doing anything I could to find him. Like I said, I was concerned for his well-being, so I didn’t give a damn how needy it would make me seem. I guess the Find My iPhone feature was made specifically for situations like this. At first, I thought his phone was dead. There was no record of movement, nor was there any recent activity. Had he changed his phone, too? But then, out of the blue, when I was checking the app again, his phone was active and I knew just where he was. A surge of excitement and trepidation coursed through me just knowing I had found him, but it soon turned to concern.

      I just hadn’t banked on him being there, of all places.

      A thousand explanations flickered through my imagination while the cab took me to the restaurant—our restaurant. I paid the driver (probably overpaid him, but my mind was elsewhere) and hurried to the window. Preparing myself for the worst, I cupped by hands around my eyes to ward off any glare from the streetlights and looked around the place. But I didn’t have to look very hard. There, amongst all the happy diners, was Jack. But he wasn’t alone.

      They were right there.

      Jack, who had been a complete stranger to me for some time now, was sitting in one of his favorite suits with his arm around Kris. Just the sight of them together took my breath away and left me paralyzed, rooted to the spot. I wanted to pull away—some of the diners closer to the window were beginning to stare at me—but my own fears held me there. I could feel my stomach beginning to somersault, and for the wrong reason. My legs began to tremble, and I was fast approaching the point where my lightheadedness would consume me and I would crumple to the ground. I took a few deep breaths to try and calm myself, desperately hoping that I wasn’t going to embarrass myself any further.

      Kris, whose choice of clothing came to a red dress that worked hard to expose her too-big breasts, laughed at something he said. She cocked her head back as if to howl like the dog she was. I’m not ashamed to say I started to hate her—really hate her.

      Now, I know what you’re thinking, Detective: witnessing something like that is enough to drive anyone to violence. Well, I’m proud to say I took the high road. Was it a little on the sneaky side? Perhaps, but it got the job done.

      I saw my opportunity the moment Kris excused herself and headed to the back. My experience of that French restaurant told me she was heading for the bathroom, which is along the long corridor to the right of the reception desk, and I just so happened to know there was a way into there through the side door. I took it without stopping to think about what would happen, and moments later I was face-to-face with Kris DeCarles.

      “Having fun, are we?” I said, staring at both her back and her front as she washed her hands in front of the mirror. Those eyes widened as they saw me, after a brief hesitation where she didn’t seem to recognize me. I can only imagine the shock it caused.

      “What are you doing here?” Kris asked. There was a degree of certainty in her voice, which made her sound far more confident than I was.

      Can you believe the nerve this woman had? I gave her my most disgusted sneer, barely having to force it out. “This is my regular place. Jack and I come here together all the time. If I knew you were meeting him behind my back, I’d have got down here a lot sooner, too. Tell me, how long have you been doing this?”

      “It’s not what you think,” Kris protested.

      “No? Then what’s going on?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. And I can’t wait to hear what crap you come out with.” I strode to my left, blocking the doorway and folding my arms. I fixed my eyes on hers and stared her down. I hoped my defiant streak would force her into an admission and finally I would get to learn the truth. There was no way she was getting past me without either begging or forcing her way through. I’m not proud of that fact, but I did what I felt was right—I deserved to know why she was dining with my boyfriend in a place that meant something to us. And once I got answers from her, I’d be asking Jack the same questions.

      “Still, I’d rather Jack tell you.”

      “He can tell me after. I’ll see if you both say the same thing.”

      “Why wouldn’t we?”

      “Because I don’t trust a word that comes out of your mouth.”

      Kris snickered, turning away. “I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

      “Actually, you do.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because you’re going behind my back to eat dinner with my man. So I think that deserves an explanation, don’t you?”

      Her mouth hung open at that, her eyes leveling on mine. “You really don’t understand, do you?”

      “What do you—”

      Kris stepped closer, toe to toe with me. Spiced chicken and red wine assailed me on her hot breath. I couldn’t help but turn away. “Okay, listen and listen good, because this is the first and last time you’re getting a word out of me.” Kris cupped my chin in her hand and turned my face toward her. Her fingers were pressing into my cheeks, forcing my mouth open. I lost my courage then. “Jack is all mine, and if you stand in our way anymore, I’ll personally track you down and fuck you up so much, you’ll regret ever crossing paths with me. Do you hear me?”

      I was in shock. Fear gripped me in a way I didn’t know it could. My stomach twisted, and my bowels twitched. Until now I’d been brave—too brave, really—and it’s possible I overstepped my mark. Still, that didn’t give her the right to be talking to me like that, especially given the circumstances. The rest, though… the rest of the night is where things got really weird…
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      “She admits to threatening you,” Detective Roberts says.

      That comes as a shock to Erin, who up until this point had only ever seen the bad side of Kris. That woman had done everything to discredit and destroy her. Not only had she walked away without being charged, but had firmly laid the blame for the assault at Erin’s doorstep. Still, she thinks, the confession doesn’t make the sin okay. She would argue that with the church until she’s blue in the face. “What else does she admit to?”

      “You’re expecting more?”

      “Anything is possible. And after all, she’s claiming I hurt my own boyfriend. So try as I may, I find it hard to believe she would just fess up and leave it at that.”

      Roberts crooks an eyebrow. “I suggest you get on with the story, Miss Meyer. The only thing shorter than my patience is the list of reasons to trust your word. The quicker you get to it, the quicker we can all go home. The only one who’s made any sense so far has been Kris DeCarles.”

      “All of us?” A spark of hope lights her eyes.

      “Well…”

      “Yeah, that might be wishful thinking. But sooner or later, I’ll be talking with Jack, and then we’ll see what we can do about the fact that you’ve kept me here so long,” Erin says, and sighs. “The end is coming, Detective, and soon everything will make sense. You just need to be patient. Now, where was I…”
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      I don’t know what got into me, but a flash of anger blinded my sense of right and wrong. To this day, I still question whether I’d have done the same thing if given a second chance. Honestly, though… yeah, I probably would have. I needed answers, and the way I was feeling meant that I wasn’t sleeping properly or eating much, and was being driven around the bend with the incessant questions and cross-examinations in my mind.

      The speed with which I spun around took me by surprise. Feeling both ashamed and furious, I stormed into the main restaurant, brushing past the waiters, who looked on in a mixture of surprise and confusion. I was drawing the eyes of all the suits and smart dresses that surrounded me. I could feel each and every diner watching me as I made my way toward the table. Jack didn’t turn around until I loomed over him, and when he finally looked up, he didn’t so much as blink. It wasn’t the reaction I was expecting. And that only confused me further.

      “Hi, Erin,” he said, ever so calmly.

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What’s—”

      “I just had a nice chat with Kris. She’s convinced you’re her man now. Want to explain that to me?” The restaurant fell quiet around me. Even the piped music that offered a relaxing ambience appeared to quieten as each word I said grew louder and louder. Waiters and waitresses I recognized glared at me with concern and disappointment, which made me feel as though I was really crossing some boundaries here and pissing people off. No doubt I was, but I strongly believed I had every right to, and I didn’t care if I was spoiling the evening for others. My evening had already been spoiled.

      Jack stood up, looked around, and placed his hands on my shoulders. He offered the smallest of smiles.

      I batted them away in an instant.

      “Let’s not do this here. Please?”

      “Why not? This is the perfect place, isn’t it? Our restaurant, but only this time you’re here not with me, but with another woman,” I said, flapping my arms in an arc around me.

      “It’s not what you think.”

      “Then enlighten me, because it sure as hell doesn’t look right in my books. And right now, you are making me look like a fucking idiot. You’re being the jerk and embarrassing me. Not the other way around.”

      Jack took a deep breath and rubbed his jaw like I’d hit him—which I never would, I might add. He glanced over my shoulder, probably at Kris, who should now be coming out of the bathroom. I didn’t want to look, so I kept my head down as Jack put a hand softly against my back and escorted me to the front of the building. The door swung shut behind us just after I caught some mumbled chatter among the diners. I’d certainly lightened up their evening and given them something to talk about for weeks to come.

      “What’s gotten into you?” he said, far less calm than he had been inside. “It’s like you’ve completely lost your grip on reality.”

      “Me? What do you think is wrong with me? Are you kidding me? Hello? Where are we? And have you forgotten who you are in there with?”

      “Is this about Kris?”

      “You’re damn right it is.” I snorted at the ridiculous question. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why he didn’t feel like shit for doing this to me. Giving him the benefit of the doubt, I assumed it was entirely innocent and just looked bad. “You promised me your loyalty, Jack. Kris has been causing problems for us since day one, but I knew it was okay because I had you on my side. Even after the times she made me look like the bad one in all of this, I knew you had my back. Now, after not hearing from you for days, I find you sharing a romantic meal with her. Here, no less.”

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      I let out a long breath, my core feeling weak like I was ready to double over and just sleep. But I couldn’t. Not without Jack—my Jack. I had white knuckles from clenching my fists too hard and gritted my teeth in an effort to remain silent. My cheeks felt warm, and I swallowed the anger that threatened to engulf me. “I bet there is. Please tell me it’s not what it looks like. Even if it’s a lie, right now all I need to hear is that there’s more than meets the eye.”

      Jack raised my chin with his finger, an old move he always used to make when trying to charm me. It never failed. Not even this time. Gazing into his warm, loving eyes relaxed me even now. I was trying to resist and stick to my guns, but he had this knack of calming any situation. “It’s really not what you think, and I’m going to explain it to you, okay? Just not now. There’s a time and a place for this.”

      “When?” I asked, ready to cry now.

      He shrugged at that. “How about my place, tomorrow night at eight?”

      If I agreed to this, I knew I’d be leaving him alone with Kris all night. I didn’t want to think about the things they’d do once the wine had relaxed them, but deep down, I understood I just had to trust him. That was what made us such a strong couple, I think—the fact that we could trust each other. I nodded acceptance and he kissed me on the cheek, which served as a confirmation that I’d made the right decision.

      But there was a little part of me, a doubt, gnawing in the back of my mind, that I was being an idiot and falling for his charms and promises. It was nagging me to press for an answer now, rather than wait till tomorrow night. What could he possibly say that needed to wait until tomorrow night?

      There was nothing left to do but go home and wait.

      For what? I didn’t know yet.
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      As you can imagine, I arrived way ahead of time. My heart twisted and sank with nerves as I approached his front door. The events of last night had kept me up, the panic and anxiety finally flowing away as the hours passed, and yet I still shook into the early hours of the morning. I was up and ready before the sun had crept out from behind the clouds. My eagerness to speak with Jack overrode my good timekeeping, and besides, I knew he wouldn’t mind me turning up early. It turned out my instincts were correct.

      When Jack opened the door, however, he wasn’t the Jack I knew. Normally he’d greet me with a smile, and always a warm hug that I was reluctant to release myself from. We’d often stayed glued in that embrace for a few minutes, neither one of us willing to lose that moment. But he was distant, and well, different, both in personality and appearance. He wore bootcut denim jeans and a burgundy sweater with Harvard stitched across the front. I’d seen that sweater in the closet, but never once had I seen him wear it.

      “Come on in,” he said, barely affording me a glance.

      He turned on his heel and disappeared down his own hallway. I followed, shutting the door behind me and stamping my wet shoes on the door mat. There was a coldness about the place as if it was not lived in. There was no TV on in the background, no smell of coffee drifting from the kitchen, and no untidy pile of magazines beside the bed as I walked past the open door of the bedroom.

      As I made my way toward the living room, it felt as though I was no longer a part of this house. The pictures on the wall showed people I knew, but I didn’t believe they knew me back. The familiar scent of pine air freshener suddenly smelled foreign. Somehow, it was like the whole house had changed. Like I’d walked into someone else’s house, a stranger’s house. I glanced around, but nothing seemed new or out of place. I just didn’t know what was different. But it left me decidedly uncomfortable.

      Jack was waiting for me in the living room. He was sitting on the edge of the couch with his hands clasped together while he stared indignantly at the beige carpet beneath him. He neither looked up at me nor offered me a seat. Without uttering a word, I flopped onto the seat beside him, resisting the urge to sling my arm around him like I used to, like the good old days. I tried to stay calm as my eyes met Jack’s slumped form.

      “I’m still angry with you,” I confessed. My pulse throbbed in my ears, and my mouth was suddenly tinder-dry.

      Jack craned his neck, but his eyes stayed low. His voice was a hushed whisper. “Why?”

      “Come on. You know why.”

      “Right. The restaurant.”

      “I don’t want to fight, but don’t you feel like you did anything wrong?”

      “Sure I do, but mostly because you’re making it feel that way.”

      I reeled back. “Are you kidding me? Me? What did I do?”

      “Never mind.”

      My breathing became heavy, my chest rising and falling while I let my purse strap slide down my shoulder. It thudded against the floor, but I ignored it. This wasn’t going the way I’d hoped. Then again, I wasn’t too sure what I’d expected. A part of me imagined Jack being so apologetic and promising me that it was me he wanted, that he’d been a jerk for hurting my feelings, and begging for forgiveness. “Listen, I’ve been up all night thinking about this, and I’ve decided I’m able to work past it. That is, if you’re willing.”

      Jack said nothing.

      “It’s me and you,” I pushed on, hoping to spur him into a reply. “No matter what’s happened between you and Kris, I still want to make a fresh start. Yes, I’m hurt, and what I saw last night felt like a dagger through my heart, but it’s you that I want, Jack, no one else. If you want her in our lives as a friend, then I’ll find a way to deal with that. It won’t be easy, but for your sake, I will find a way. If you want her as a lover, then go to her. I can’t be with you when your heart is somewhere else. All I ask is that you’re honest with me. I don’t want any lies, secrets, or to find out about any more clandestine meetings. I just don’t want any more fights, and the aggression from her can stop, too.”

      His silence continued. It unnerved me, and a sense of hopelessness was beginning to creep up inside me. It was testing my patience, but I convinced myself to remain calm, not letting Kris win this one. She had taken away so much of my happiness recently and left me like a bag of nerves, and brought a side to me that I wasn’t proud of. She’d already humiliated me in the restaurant (yes, I know I contributed to that humiliation), but that wasn’t going to happen anymore. All I wanted now was a resolution, one way or the other, and I was going to—

      There was an uneasy silence between us for what felt like an eternity. I tried to engage with Jack, nudging his side with my elbow, just gently, a gentle reminder to him that I was still here. But despite my best efforts, he had little to say and couldn’t find it within himself to turn and look at me. This was everything that Jack wasn’t.

      Part of me wanted to grab Jack by his shoulders and shake him violently, anything to elicit a response from him, anything to shake him back into reality and realize what he was throwing away. But the harder I tried, the more desperate the situation felt to me. I was beginning to feel like I wasn’t losing him, but had already lost him.

      A knock on the door interrupted us. Jack made no effort to move, so I went to the door myself. On my trek back through the hallway, it started to feel as though I was back home—answering the door like I always used to. Jack never minded, and he didn’t seem to on this occasion, either. It put a hopeful smile on my face, thinking this might be a step forward.

      But when I opened the door, everything changed. It felt like I’d opened the door and been run over by a freight train. My head spun. I blinked several times, hoping each time I opened my eyes that it would be the mailman or a neighbor asking a favor.

      “What are you doing here?” I said, biting back a frown.

      Kris glared at me with no surprise in her expression. Instead she looked calm, as if she’d been expecting me. She even forced half a smile. “Hi, Erin. It’s good to see you. Really.” She stepped inside, not having to force me aside as I was too stunned, and rocked back on my heels to steady myself against the wall. She closed the door and spoke in soft tones. “It’s time we sat down and cleared the air, don’t you think?”
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      Erin freezes, her eyes glazing over at the rancid memory of that night. It’s as if the whole scene is being played out in front of her now, a kaleidoscope of images and memories that flow into one another, leaving her with a melting pot of emotions she has struggled to describe. Things went from bad to worse all over a matter of weeks, but now she is finally able to tell her side of the story—the truth about what really happened to Jack that night. It feels like so long ago, to the point where Erin feels like a different person altogether. She’s certainly been treated like one.

      “Are you all right?” Detective Roberts asks.

      At first his words don’t register with her. Stuck in her own dark memories, she’s gazing at an empty spot on the table.

      “I said, are you all right?”

      A glimmer of genuine care sparkles in the dark tones of his voice, but it still lacks sympathy. It was said more out of necessity than anything else. It’s easy to recognize that he still thinks she’s guilty. What he doesn’t know is that it’s about to change. The whole story had a reason to be told, and soon he’d hear the one undeniable factor that will vindicate her.

      “I’m fine,” Erin says.

      “You don’t look fine. Do you want some water? What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. Guess I’m just tired.”

      “You and me both. The sooner we get this finished, the better it will be for both of us. Are you sure I can’t get you anything?”

      Erin takes a deep breath and stretches, pushing her shoulder blades closer together and tilting her head to one side. It feels like her vertebrae are glued together. The click sounds like a door unlocking, and her head turns toward the door. It’s then that she realizes it really is the door. Roberts’ junior detective is leaning in with only his head showing. He waves at Roberts with his chin, summoning him. A silent conversation ensues between the two officers, just their eyes meeting and saying what needs to be said.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Roberts says, excusing himself with a sigh.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Erin tells him with a false smile, but by then it’s too late. Roberts has already closed the door and here she is again, locked in this tiny room that wreaks havoc on her claustrophobia. The paint-faded walls seem to lean toward each other, closing in around her like she’s already in a cell. The musty smell of sweat lingers in the room, and the lack of a window has made the air dry and intense. She longs to finish her story, but then she remembers that as soon as she’s done, she’ll have to go back to her real cell, where this feeling will only grow worse—much worse.

      Squeezing the air out of her lungs, Erin slumps back and blows hard. It’s getting warm in here, which surprises her when she considers her short sleeves. It’s probably her innards clogging up, she realizes. How long has it been since she last moved? An hour, perhaps longer? Whatever, it’s too long, so she stands and stretches, moving from wall to wall. She touches each one as she approaches, as if to push them back to their original places—as if to stop them from collapsing on her like they were threatening to do.

      She glances at the floor and begins to put one foot in front of the other, seeing how many steps it takes to reach from one side of the room to the other. It’s all she can do to pass away the time and attempt to stop her mind festering on the negativity that seems to engulf her every waking minute. She does so subtly, well aware that she is being watched. The mirror on the far wall looms like a giant reflective eye. The eye of a giant, of a god processing its judgment of her.

      Have mercy, she thinks, as she stares toward the gray ceiling, praying for some divine intervention.

      She barely finishes the thought before the door swings open. It’s Roberts, but he’s making no effort to move. There’s no indication that he’s going to sit. Instead, he lingers in the doorway like the god’s eye lingers, watching her without emotion. It’s like a warm-hearted man had left the room, been drained of all empathy and reasoning, and then returned to her as a lifeless vessel who could only experience anger or regret.

      “It’s not looking good for you,” he says, pointing at her with the hand that grasps a brown file. It’s a new folder, one she hasn’t seen before, but just as menacing as the others. She feels like her whole life hinges on just a few pieces of paper that sit within each file. She wonders how someone’s life can be determined just based on these few things. This means that something else has come to his attention, and rather than ask, all she can do is stare, hold her breath, and wait for him to elaborate. All the while, her heart is in her throat and sweat breaks out on her temples, a cool droplet traveling past her ear and dripping to the floor.

      Roberts says nothing more.

      “What… What is it?” Erin finally prompts. Her voice strains just to push out those few words.

      But his response makes her wish she hadn’t. Of all the things Roberts can say, he chooses words that hit her like a speeding truck. She wishes it was a speeding truck; at least then she won’t have to live with the pain.

      “Jack’s recovery has been good. The doctors are pleased with his progress,” he explains, his voice unchanging. “He’s able to think more clearly and has given our officers his testimony. The problem is, he’s going against a lot of what you told me, and furthermore, some new evidence has come to light.” Roberts pauses and sighs, as if he’s a disappointed parent. “You can go back to your cell for now, Miss Meyer. We’ll conclude this investigation in the morning while I look into this new evidence.”
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      The cell is becoming familiar territory, but it’s no less unsettling. Erin finds herself pacing again, her slumped shoulders and bent-over form wreaking havoc on her already tight muscles. Even though she’s doing her hardest to remain mobile, it feels like her body is shutting down. Every part of her feels tight. She can’t remember ever feeling this bad. Everything on the outside of her body is tensed and aching. Everything on the inside is rotten.

      There’s nothing left inside her now, she realizes. The fight that she had in her, the hope, is slowly starting to fade. Until now, she’s been coasting by on the hope that Jack would wake from his coma, tell his side of the story, and have her released. But since then? Since he told Detective Roberts that he disagrees with her entire statement? What new evidence has come to light? She went through a dozen different reasons, but none of them made much sense. Why would Jack have said something to destroy her chances of proving her innocence? That tiny sliver of hope she clung to had crumbled into hopeless debris—debris that only serves to weaken her to the point of collapse. There’s no telling how much longer she can hold herself.

      She feels like she’s been alone for so long that she’s gotten used to it by now. Even though it’s not a feeling that sits comfortably with her, she feels she’s fighting this battle all alone. A dark cloud of dread engulfs her mind. This is what it feels like to be in prison. As much as she has tried to push the thought to the back of her mind, everything she has tried to vindicate herself has failed. If the detective is right and new evidence has come to light, has it sealed her fate, and is she now looking at time behind bars?

      Even her surroundings have changed. Has it always smelled so bad in here? she asks herself, her nose twitching at the sour scent of what she can only guess is urine. It’s faint, but it’s there, and Erin can do nothing but screw up her face.

      “I don’t belong here,” she mumbles. This isn’t my life. Her eyes mist over, and she scrunches her eyelids tight, a solitary tear escaping. She’s tried to mask her fear through interviews, but the fear of losing her freedom and being convicted of a crime that she hasn’t committed terrifies her. Everything that she held so precious is slowly slipping through her fingers, and she feels powerless to do anything about it.

      She’s right, too; the relationship she has with Jack is now in question, and all she can think about is Kris. Is she with him now, sitting beside him in the hospital bed and nursing him to health? Telling him that the worst is all over, and that they can put it behind them and start to rebuild their lives again? Did Kris plan this all along? She must have. It’s a conspiracy against her, and Erin has to persuade herself that she’s wrong. That she’s overreacting. Besides, if Kris’ attack wasn’t real, then at least she deserves an Oscar for her performance.

      The entire incident plays itself over and over in Erin’s head, like a song that just won’t shut up. She hears Kris raising her voice, and Erin grinds her teeth. She sees the ashtray rise high into the air, and she holds her breath. Kris slashes downward in one swift motion, striking Jack’s skull with a sound—oh, the awful crushing sound it makes. Erin’s vision blurs, and her stomach knots. She wraps an arm around it and hurries to the toilet in her cell, barely getting there before her body coughs up thin and acidy fluid. There’s nothing in there but water and coffee.

      By the time she finishes vomiting, Erin has convinced herself that there’s a way out of this. There’s some kind of misunderstanding between Jack and herself—she’s sure there is—and tomorrow she can get to the bottom of it, with or without the help of Detective Roberts.

      Although with his help will be far easier.

      Unlikely, but easier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Erin can’t deny the sense of finality that comes over her when she sits across from Detective Roberts. Each occasion that they have sat across the table has been along the same lines. He asks her questions, she answers. He is often direct, spacing out the questions to give her enough time to think and answer them, but the impatience tinges his tone. But this time around, something is different. She can’t explain it, but the way he suddenly appears to be a stranger tells her that she no longer stands a chance. There’s no more room to convince him.

      At least, not without finishing her story.

      At the table, there is silence. There is tension in the air, and as he goes through the formalities again, his words fall like dirty pebbles onto the table. Erin looks at his face and how the tightness of his jaws and shoulders makes him look awkward, uncomfortable. Her own belly becomes tight, and her usual smile that she showed in her everyday life is afraid to decorate her face.

      “Miss Meyer,” he begins, looking her dead in the eye. “It’s my obligation to inform you that the results from the ashtray came back. The analysis identified fingerprints. Your prints. It’s not a partial print, or even one full isolated print. There are many of your prints all over it. That would suggest that you had a firm grip on the ashtray. Would you care to explain that?”

      Erin adjusts herself, barely settled into the seat before the question lights a spark under her. She’s on the spot, having to fumble around in her brain for what is only the truth. In her mind, the question isn’t what kind of excuse she can find, but how to offer some insight into how it happened. It’s a perfectly innocent question when you get right down to it, and thankfully she has an answer. “Yes, sir. Kris and I wrestled for it.”

      “On the night in question?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why aren’t Kris’ fingerprints on it?”

      Good question, she thinks, but she has no answer. Kris had definitely touched it. There is no way in which Kris’ prints would have been wiped off and hers remain. They had both touched and fought over the ashtray.

      Erin remembers her raising it into the air like a cobra ready to strike. She closes her eyes and replays the memory once again. Finally, she opens them. “I honestly have no idea.”

      Roberts sighs and leans back to examine the multitude of evidence in front of him. There are files and bagged items, each one presumably to be used against her. He reaches for a file, flicking it open like he’s browsing a book in the store, searching for something that will ignite his interest, and then clears his throat. “Let me level with you, Miss Meyer…”

      Erin’s knee begins to bob up and down like a pneumatic drill. If she moves her limbs, the anxiety is gone, or at least she can ignore it for a while. 

      “So far, we have one man pointing the finger at you, two statements claiming they witnessed the incident, a diary found with what may or may not be your handwriting, two people struck around the head, and then your fingerprints on the weapon. To be frank with you, Miss Meyer, any other detective would condemn you right now. There’s more than enough evidence to link you to the crime and to charge you. But there’s something about you. Some kind of certainty.”

      She wrings her sweaty hands together, dreading each word that falls from his lips. She knows that the next few words that leave her lips will either condemn her or reprieve her.

      “That’s why I’m giving you the chance to convince me. You see, I’m not like most detectives. Yes, I look at all the evidence, and I interview and re-interview all my suspects, but I also give them more than enough chance to explain their situation and prove their innocence. That’s why you have my undivided attention. And if I were you, I would seriously think about anything that you tell me, especially if it will help your situation.”

      “Convince you,” she repeats in a mumble. Her throat is itchy, dry, as though she’s storing sand back there. It makes her want to cough and gag, but she’s too numb to do anything but panic. “I can convince you, Detective.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes… Yes, I think so, Detective.”

      Roberts picks up on the hesitation in her voice. He raises a questioning brow in response.

      “I do. I really do.”

      Roberts checks over each shoulder like he’s trying not to knock into someone, and then he pulls his chair in closer. The legs screech as they drag against the hard concrete floor, and suddenly his elbows are on the table. He cups his mouth and stares at her. He’s searching for her, giving her one last chance to give him what he needs, and the care is so sincere and trusting that the rest of the world falls into nothingness. “I’m listening.”

      Erin thinks back to yesterday, trying to find the exact point she’d left off. The last thing she wants to do is repeat herself, and as time isn’t on her side, she needs to think fast. It comes easily—too easily—as all she can see is Kris standing in Jack’s hallway as if she had been there before. Wouldn’t that explain a lot of things? she asks herself. She snaps out of it in time to catch Roberts’ concerned gaze. His eyebrow twitches with concern.

      “Miss Meyer?”

      A simple nod from Erin. “Yes, about that night…”
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      I didn’t know what to expect when I sat down with Jack and Kris, but I sure as hell didn’t think they would sit down beside each other on the couch, leaving me isolated on my own little island that was the armchair. There were three of us in the room, but I sure felt very alone. The fear that traveled through my veins never made it to the muscles in my face. I was watching them without turning my head. My heart was hammering, but I gave off an air of keeping this whole thing casual, with no hint of hesitation.

      For a brief moment, I tortured myself as I watched their hands, expecting them to touch as if they were Mommy and Daddy trying to explain something to their misbehaving child. They exchanged a brief and knowing glance as if to say, “Which one of us should go first?”

      It was the most humiliating moment of my life.

      There was a long stretch of silence while Kris slipped her purse off her shoulder and unbuttoned her jacket. They were in no hurry; in fact, even though I was impatient, it appeared as if they were trying to control what was about to happen. Jack spent the whole time letting his eyes wander the room, while I kept my stare locked on him. I was looking for any signs to what he was thinking or, indeed, feeling. I had no idea what was coming, but I knew for sure it wasn’t going to be good. The room felt cold, as if the atmosphere had been sucked out, taking all hints of warmth, love, and happiness with it.

      “Let me start by saying I’m sorry.”

      Those were the words that came from Kris, and like I said, I didn’t expect it. She said it in a tone as if passing on her condolences to the family of someone who’d died. I was caught off guard, sitting in front of this person who’d been nothing but malicious and hostile. Now she was here in Jack’s home, making me feel as if I were the intruder. It was infuriating. Every time she opened her mouth, I got angrier.

      “The way things have worked out…” Kris shook her head slowly from side to side for maximum effect. “I’ve no doubt it looks as though I’ve been trying to hurt you, but trust me when I say that I’m not your enemy. If anything, I’m your friend. You just don’t see it that way yet. But you will. With time, I know you will. It’s in all of our best interests that you do come to terms with this and understand.”

      My heart started working overtime. Her words rocked my mind, leaving it moving in foreign ways, ways I have become unaccustomed to these many years. I looked between her and Jack, who still hadn’t made eye contact with me yet. This was beginning to get too uncomfortable to handle, but I had to maintain my cool. After all, this was the extension of an olive branch, albeit an obscure way to do it. “Apology accepted,” I said, giving a smile that was meant to be sincere.

      It didn’t come off that way.

      Kris continued.

      “If we gave you the impression we were going behind your back, I’m sorry for that, too. The truth is, we’ve been skirting around this for months now, just trying to find a way to explain it to you. But there never seemed to be a good time to tell you.” Then it happened: she took his hand. Jack finally turned his head, but it was to look at her rather than me. “We’re in love, and that must be hard to accept, but it’s true. And it’s time you accepted that.”

      I want to explain how I felt at that moment, Detective, but it’s just not possible. You’re probably imagining anger or rage, especially given what you think you know about that night. But really it was more like the wind had been knocked out of me. I sat there in disbelief, unsure I’d heard right. I felt empty, ready to just slump to the floor like an empty sack of skin. Words escaped me while my mind tried to catch up with what I was hearing. If you’re looking for a single word to describe my feelings right then, I would probably go with “confused.”

      But that wasn’t going to last long.

      “You do understand what’s happening, don’t you?” Kris asked, leaning her head in slightly and speaking in that too-soft tone that made me feel like a child again. Each word was slow and measured. “You do realize that you and Jack were never—”

      “Stop right there. This is crazy,” I interrupted. “I’d like to hear from Jack.”

      I stared and I stared until he finally gave me the time of day. I watched his mouth, waiting for anything that might help clarify what I was hearing. But his lips opened and closed in silence like a goldfish. It was a few moments before he finally said his piece. We were never… what? I wanted to hear it, but not from her. Jack was the only person I was interested in right then.

      “We were never an item, never a couple, don’t you see that?” he said, still not looking at me, and as he left me confused, he rose from his seat, sighed, and breezed right past me, heading for the back doors that led onto his patio. All I heard him mumble was “I need some air.”

      That left Kris and me together. And an awkward silence.

      Not my idea of a pleasant conversation.

      I panicked as he started to leave me. My brain hurled images at me, showing me what it was like when Kris and Jack were alone together., There was love and laughter, soft kisses. Skin on skin, passion and friendship. It made my stomach crease up like I was ready to puke, but before I could tell myself to control it, I was on my feet. My body was taking over this party, and my mouth worked on its own. Everything felt like it was happening in slow motion, when in reality, it was seconds. “Stay the fuck away from us,” I spat at Kris, turning on my heel and storming after Jack with fire in my heart and anger flowing through my veins.

      Then, it all happened so fast.

      The footsteps pounded up behind me so rapidly I didn’t even consider turning to defend myself. I could see Jack open the door to the patio, but my vision was obscured when I felt a sharp, forceful tug at my hair. My head snapped back, and my heart rate accelerated. I had to bite my lip to keep from crying out. It was Kris—I knew it was—as all the hostility I’d ever felt from her was finally out in the open. Wincing in pain, I started to grab at the walls to steady myself and pull away. But the harder I tried, the more I felt myself being dragged farther back into the house. The act of Ms. Nice Girl had been dropped, and now the veil was broken.

      Now, I was meeting the real Kris DeCarles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you suggesting Kris initiated the assault?” Roberts says, as his eyes narrow, his mouth agape.

      “You’re damn right,” Erin replies, banging the side of her fist on the table as she cocks her head to one side, collecting herself to reset her expression. She doesn’t like interruptions, especially when she took so long to get this far. “I’ve been trying to tell you that from the beginning, but you just haven’t been listening. You’ve got the wrong person sitting in the cells. It’s not me that you need to be talking to, it’s her. And now you’ve let her go. Clever.”

      Roberts coughs into a closed fist and then sits upright, slipping a wad of large photographs out. He slides them across the table, letting the sound cut through the air. “Study them well, Miss Meyer. I’d like to hear an explanation.”

      She doesn’t have to be told twice—curiosity gets the better of her, and she reaches across the table before she can even consider it. She flicks over each one in turn, her eyes darting from left to right she takes in everything on each picture. The photographs show profile shots of a pale arm, a chest below a cupped breast and, on the final sheet, a close-up of Kris’ cheek. All contains bruises, swellings, or abrasions. Erin isn’t surprised in the slightest. In fact, she remembers how they got there and doesn’t have a single regret. “What did she tell you?”

      “What she believes to be the truth.”

      “Which is?”

      “Never mind that. Just tell me what happened.”

      “Well…” Erin frowns and drops the photographs as if she’s done with them. “As I was saying, Kris grabbed me by the hair and—”

      “You fought. Yeah, I get that. It still doesn’t explain the extent of her injuries.”

      Erin half smiled. “It goes a little deeper than that.”

      “Right. And the scrapings?”

      “Scrapings?”

      Roberts checks his watch as if he’s tired of this charade and constant merry-go-round of questions. Only it’s not a charade—not really. Erin knows the truth, and she’s simply trying to tell it, but the more she’s interrupted, the harder it becomes. “Traces of Kris’ skin were collected from under your fingernails when you got here. Do you mean to tell me she did that to herself?”

      It strikes Erin that she can do nothing to explain that. Other than the obvious, that is. The altercation she and Kris had was more than just a little vicious, but what about her own bruises? They had fought and wrestled. Hair pulling was just the start of it. What about her own scars? Erin had been treated upon her entry to the police station, but not a single comment had been made about the damage done to her. “This feels very one-sided,” she says. “Like I’m screwed either way. I’m giving you my version, my account of what led up to Jack being assaulted. I have told you that Kris assaulted me. But yet, you’re throwing this back at me.”

      “That’s simply not correct.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Regardless of what you think, Miss Meyer, I still want to hear your story. If I wasn’t keen to get a full account from your perspective, do you think I’d be wasting my time sitting here listening to one story after another, one attempt after another to extricate yourself from the situation?”

      The volume of evidence weighs against her, but it isn’t going to keep her from telling her own story. Hell, she’d come this far, and now that she has a chance to finish her story, there’s nothing she wants more. “Sit back, Detective. Let me explain myself.”

      She can only hope he understands.
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      Some primal instinct awoke in me that night. The argument grew from nowhere into a tornado. It was fight or flight, and given everything I’d gone through, I wasn’t about to turn tail. Even if I wanted to, my hair was clutched in her firm grip. She pulled it out in handfuls as she dragged me back. My scalp felt like it was on fire, the pain so intense that it left me light-headed. I toppled to the floor, and then her hands became claws as she scratched at me, gouging me with sharp nails that felt like hot knives against my cheeks.

      As I lay there on the floor and defended myself, I couldn’t help but think of Jack. Couldn’t he hear us? Surely if he had, he’d have been back within an instant to save me. From my position, I was at a disadvantage, because I couldn’t see if the back door was open or not. I wrestled Kris’ firm hand away from my mouth and uttered a scream, which came out as more of a guttural roar. The heel of her palm slammed back down and silenced me. A sudden gush of pain jolted through my body, and my tongue was soaked in the taste of blood.

      I fought and I fought, my muscles growing tired while her strength outmatched mine. My arms lost tension, and my legs began to weaken. I needed to get away from her before it was too late. All I could do was let my body do what it needed to. My knees came to my chest. Power grew in my stomach. I gritted my teeth and kicked with all my might, my heels hitting Kris’ chest and sending her reeling backward.

      This is my chance, I thought.

      I scrambled to my hands and knees in desperation, swaying from side to side like a drunk as I looked toward the back doors. But Kris was standing before I could make it. She was rushing outside, and although I couldn’t think why, I somehow just knew she was going to hurt Jack. Sometimes, Detective, these feelings just come to you. Your brain tells you things without letting you stop to question it. I guess it’s the self-preservation thing kicking in again. I just had this feeling that the danger hadn’t gone.

      And I was right, so I didn’t stop.

      It took everything I had to get on my feet and out that door. When I finally made it onto the patio, Jack was sitting on the garden seat with a cigarette between his fingers. My eyes flew to Kris, who was standing right behind him, reaching for a glass object, which I immediately realized was Jack’s ashtray. I was going to go for it as she swung it above her head, but knew I might not get there in time. Jack was going to get hurt, and I had to stop it.

      Fear gripping my spine, I lunged forward and yelled at the top of my lungs like a woman high on drugs. I thought if I could shock her with my cry, it could buy me a second or two. Kris’ head spun around—Jack’s did, too, and now he was aware of our fight—but she wasn’t fast enough. I tackled her, putting all my strength into my shoulders and hitting her stomach with all the force of a speeding train. It knocked her back by two steps, but that was all. It was the best I could do.

      Then she lost it.

      Before I could get a grip on the ashtray, she swung it around like a wrecking ball. It struck Jack just as he started to stand. It all happened so fast that I barely caught a glimpse of his reaction. It was a frozen expression of shock. He didn’t have time to react either. I lunged at Kris, and we ended up with handfuls of each other’s clothes as we tried to wrestle each other to the ground. I don’t know who threw the first punch, but suddenly my fist was slamming into her face. She stumbled back and I took my chance.

      I reached for Kris’ hand then, trying to tear the object from her. My fingers slid across the smooth surface with a squeak, and that was when I realized Jack’s blood was on my hands. A new feeling burned inside me: it was red-hot rage. Adrenaline raced through my body, sending jolts of pain through my lower back. It was dangerous and powerful, perhaps evil, but it lent me the strength I needed to stop Kris before she could cause any more damage.

      “You fucking bitch!” she yelled.

      I didn’t exchange words with her. Every second counted, so I wasn’t about to waste any by hurling insults at her. Instead, I seized control of my newfound strength and pried the ashtray from her hand, just now realizing it was partially broken. A jagged edge cut my hand and more blood seeped out over my knuckles, but I wasn’t going to worry about it. I had to act fast, and so, as soon as I got a good grip on the ashtray, I swung it around in one swift motion, stopping Kris’ scream before it could leave her mouth.

      There it was: done.

      Jack lay at one of my feet. Kris lay at the other, rolling over onto her side, clutching the side of her face. I stood frozen to the spot, collecting my breath while the sounds of sirens rang through the air. A cavalcade of thoughts raced through my mind as I stared at Kris. Should I stay, or run? How could I explain all of this? Is Jack dead? Then I felt a stillness as I dropped to my knees and buried my face in my hands, exhaustion and pain taking over. Good, I thought. This can all be taken care of by the police. Only it didn’t work out like that, did it? Instead of serving justice, you served me an arrest warrant, and here I am, trying to explain why Kris attacked Jack, and how you have all got it so wrong.

      Well, the bottom line is that I don’t know for sure, but if my story has told you anything, it’s that Kris is inconsistent, jealous, angry, and violent. Sure, I’ve had my moments too—most people do—but mine were taken out of context. Hopefully, Detective, you’ll see things from my side of the fence now. It was an act of self-defense and the saving of another life. If nothing else, you have an explanation as to how my fingerprints found their way onto the ashtray. That also covers why your witnesses saw me standing over Jack’s body.

      Does that answer your questions?
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      Silence lingers in the room, and the air is thick with anticipation. Detective Roberts watches her as if someone has hit the ‘pause’ button, his eyes barely blinking. His mouth doesn’t move. Even as three heavy knocks pound on the door, he stares into her eyes like he can see right into her soul. Erin shivers and looks away, unable to bear the judgment. Tensing against the shaking of her limbs is useless, but she does it instinctively, trying to suppress for a few moments the urge that is building in her to fight and run.

      The knocks come again, louder this time.

      “Just a minute!” Roberts shouts and rises from his chair, thumping the tabletop as he does. He scratches the dark stubble on his cheek as he moves around the table before resting a hand on her shoulder and tapping it a few times. “I tried… I really tried to give you a chance, Miss Meyer, but it just doesn’t add up.”

      Erin shies away from his hand and drops her shoulder in defense. She has misjudged the rapid onset of the shaking; her limbs are no longer taking directions from her mind. There’s no grip, but it feels like a shadow swallowing her. “What do you mean, it doesn’t add up? I’ve spent a lot of time making you understand what happened. I’ve given you as much detail as possible. Go back and talk to Jack. Take me with you if you can. I’m sure as soon as he sees my face, it will make sense to him and you’ll realize what a big fuckup this is. Can you think about this?”

      “I have.”

      “And?”

      “You have to realize there are multiple witnesses against you, and the DNA can’t be denied. When we pull all that together and pair it up with the traces of comparable traits in your handwriting, we have to suspect something and make a decision. And frankly, your story just doesn’t add up. There are contradictions in your statement, and at times, I think you’re being delusional.”

      “Delusional? No! This can’t be happening. You can’t say this is all my fault. Kris’ clever, really clever. She’s twisted all of you around her little finger. I’ve seen this before on TV, people who are so clever and manipulative, and are able to convince the cops and the judges of their innocence and get away with their crimes. I’m telling you, she’s one of them.”

      Roberts continues. “If Kris had been, shall we say, such a loose cannon, then she would have come to our attention already and been flagged as a concern while we interviewed her. But as it is, her statement and thoughts we believe were heartfelt and genuine. She’s not the danger. You are.”

      Erin’s mouth turns to cotton. She cranes her neck to glare up at him, her heart beating like a drum. She never expected his words to hurt her so much. It feels like a thousand knives just pierced through her heart. Her mind is grappling to comprehend the implication of his words. She curls her hands into fists and hides them beneath the table. She can feel the hot tears already welling up in her eyes. She looks at him and can tell he means every word he said. She wants to ask the question, but something tells her she won’t like the answer. So she stays quiet, waiting… for what? Vindication? Her release?

      There’s another knock on the door, and she knows it’s not going to happen.

      “Yes,” Roberts yells, resignation in his voice.

      The door pops open and a fresh face peers into the room. His eyes scan the surroundings until he’s looking at Roberts. His hairline is receded, his forehead shiny, and the glasses make his eyes look tiny, but there’s confidence in his stare. He nods at Roberts. He doesn’t blink.

      “It is?” Roberts asks, as though he doesn’t want to believe it.

      “Yes,” the man says.

      Roberts sighs. “Then bring them in.”

      Erin’s mouth hangs open as three men file into the room and surround her. All three are well-built and dressed the same. Navy slacks and white polo shirts. There’s a small logo on the left breast, but she can’t make it out from where she’s sitting. Her personal space is invaded, her arms groped by men she doesn’t know—men who have no right to touch her. The older version of herself takes over, making her pull away and shove and do anything she can to not be grabbed by these men. Over their shoulders, she darts a look at Roberts, who has moved to the corner of the room with his back to the wall. He folds his arms and stares at Erin like her head is transparent and he’s fascinated by an object two inches behind her skull.

      It is something in his eyes that turns her stomach every bit as badly as meeting a stranger in the dark.

      “Detective?” she whimpers.

      “Erin Meyer, we know things about you that you kept from the record. If you deliberately withheld that information, you’ll be in a lot of trouble.”

      “No, wait. I—”

      More hands grab her as she attempts to jump up from her seat.

      “If you weren’t aware that you were keeping it from us, the court will probably be kinder to you. Regardless, you’ll undergo a full psychiatric evaluation under the best care possible until we know what to do with you.”

      Upon hearing those words, her eyes are as immobile as the rest of her face, as if news like that is impossible to absorb any faster. She’s frozen for maybe two or three seconds before the corners of her mouth began to twitch.

      “Care?” Erin jerks away, but her body feels weightless as she’s lifted into the air by the three men. Another man enters the room, and the shiny guy she saw a few moments ago is studying his clipboard. “Wait, where are you taking me? What the hell is going on?”

      “It’s in your best interest to have this evaluation. Your grip on reality is questionable, Erin Meyer.”

      Roberts walks behind the crowd as Erin is carried into the hallway. She kicks and screams, refusing to go but having no choice. Roberts offers a sympathetic smile, but it’s cold as ice. This man is a mystery to her now. As much a mystery as the place she’s going: “the best care possible until they know what to do with her”.

      “Please,” Erin yells to Roberts’ receding face. “I didn’t do anything!”

      But Roberts turns his back on her and heads into a different room, as if this is just another day for him—as if her life as she knows it is coming to an end, but for him it’s just another victim on just another day. All she can see is the back of his head as she’s carried through the door, the jingle of strap buckles clanging behind her. Somehow, she knows, like she knows her own name or the face of her own mother: she just knows.

      This is the end for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s only been a few hours since Erin entered the Hilltop Psychiatric Ward, but she’s already feeling some familiarity with the place. It smells clean and fresh. There’s a hint of pine in the air, which brings the smallest of smiles to her face. The corridors she was escorted through felt to her like old friends. Whitewashed and cold. The people she passed felt like family. But they were a family without a face—she knows them, but she also doesn’t. They smiled at her as she passed, so she must know them from somewhere, or why smile at a random stranger? It seems to her like watching a movie and trying to figure out if she’s seen it before. Perhaps it’s just the suggestion. The fact that people tell her she belongs here, digging into the depths of her consciousness and planting a seed.

      In time she will know if that seed will grow.

      The room is sunnier than movies make it look, too. As this is the communal area, Erin had suspected it would be dark and gloomy, with bars on the windows and guards standing by each exit. As she looks around the place from her seat on the surprisingly comfortable couch, she takes in the bright-white beauty of the expansive room. Sunlight floods in through the windows, a TV plays at a low volume on the far end of the room, and there are only three other people in sight. It comes as a shock that all three of them appear to be happy. All smiling at the same thing that she’s looking at, a cheap analog clock ticking loudly on a nearby wall. None of them make eye contact with each other, choosing instead to sit far apart, enjoying their own personal space.

      A fourth person enters the room. Erin hears her before she sees her, and she recognizes her immediately. But from where? While the woman closes the distance between them, Erin strains to remember how she knows her, but she soon gives up. At the end of the day, it isn’t very important. What is important is that she’ll soon be released, and this will all turn out to be one big mistake. After all, she isn’t who they say she is.

      “Good morning, Erin,” the woman says, taking a seat across from her in one of the bright orange chairs that looks more like a space toy than furniture. She settles herself back in the chair and crosses her legs, pressing out the creases in her gray slacks. Her lips are creased into a thin line, but there’s a glimmer of a polite smile. “It’s good to see you back here safe and sound, even under such… regrettable circumstances.”

      All Erin can do is smile. Is she supposed to play along? Is this some elaborate prank played by Jack? She sits and waits without speaking. Sometime soon, Jack will burst in the door and reveal this to be one of his silly jokes. Sure, he’d gone too far this time, but the relief will override her anger at putting her through this. It will be nice to finally go free.

      “You don’t feel like talking today? That’s fine. I’m not here to pressure you. We just need to make sure you’re okay and get you settled back in.” The woman smiles and checks a clipboard in her hand, ticking something off in one smooth motion as the pen scratches the pad. “For now, all I need to do is provide you with an update to your current case.”

      Erin shifts uncomfortably in her seat, avoiding eye contact.

      “The police have found your shrine. As much as I hate the terminology, it is what it is. They found all the stuff you kept as a memento from Jack Brooker’s house. His clothes, the photographs, and even the lock of hair. They also found used takeaway coffee cups and napkins that you appear to have hoarded, and several refuse sacks full of household garbage. You paid cash for the storage locker, is that correct?”

      Each heartbeat is a thunderclap that rattles in her ears. Erin’s body begins to shake like a leaf in the wind. She opens her mouth to deny it, but there’s something else in there—something else inside her telling her it would be wrong to protest. What is it, she wonders? Is there some truth to this? Erin doesn’t have a locker, but she has a vague recollection of looking for one. She doesn’t remember why, and that’s what scares her the most.

      “You gave a false name, too. Kris DeCarles. Is that right?”

      Erin snaps her head around, finally giving the woman the time of day. She’s prettier up close: her long, blonde hair hangs in ringlets, flanking her perfect jawline and those dazzling blue eyes. She looks young—too young to condemn someone of Erin’s age. “I didn’t…” She pauses, unable to finish her sentence. Her stomach hurts, like somebody has stamped on it.

      “It’s okay,” the woman assures her. “I suppose you wouldn’t remember quite yet. The police did find your medication in the locker, too. A month’s supply of…” She checks the paper in her hand. “Risperidone. Why weren’t you taking the pills?”

      A memory flashes behind Erin’s eyes. The pills. Yes, she remembers them now. Of course, she’d possessed them, but did she take them? She cranes her neck to study the room again. There is definitely some familiarity here. Those drawings hanging on the walls: they’re hers. She knows the brushstrokes like each one is a memory of its own. Then her gaze falls to the far corner, where a ping-pong table— “I beat you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Erin nods and turns back around. “I beat you at ping-pong once, didn’t I?”

      The woman smiles. “Yes, you did. And I’m glad you’re back.”

      A laugh fills her gut and escapes through her dry mouth. Of course, comes a voice from the back of her mind. You were here before.

      She recalls a vague memory of the basic questions they asked to test her mental functioning. Her childhood, her last vacation, her sleep, is anything worrying her? Easy, easy. She could answer them in her sleep. Her mental functioning wasn’t impaired. You liked it here. You were in here and they were out there and you were safe. You could read and paint and relax all day, and nobody would challenge you. Everyone loved you in here, Erin. Everyone except for him.

      “Are you all right?” the woman asks, leaning in.

      But Erin can’t respond. At least not without feeling like she’s interrupting herself. That voice continues to speak in her brain, but it overlaps so much that she can’t make out a single word. She’s begging to talk, the burning need to ask for help rising up inside her while the pressure from the other voice stifles it. She fights it, holding her head as if to keep away the pain while the voice strangles her own, restraining, pushing, and— “Medication. Please!”

      The woman stands and snaps a request at a nearby orderly. Erin lowers her head again and listens to the frantic rushing of footsteps. The voices are still screaming, jabbing sharp pains directly into her skull like shards of glass. But it’s okay, she tells herself. She knows the meds are coming. Risperidone: that’s what they called it, and it had kept the pain away before she’d stopped taking them. The numbing the pills cause is so much better than the pain of denial, and right now she’ll do anything to drown out that voice in her head.

      Anything to murder that other side of her and silence it for good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Erin often finds herself back in Chicago, living the life she always wanted. She watches her kids grow up so fast, while she and Jack stand back and look on with pride. Her new job at a local art gallery is soaring, and they have plenty of friends. In the summer months, they enjoy BBQs in the backyard and lazy warm evenings with a bottle of wine. And once the kids are asleep, they bathe in the passion of two people in love. Skin on skin is everything to her, and Jack is all she needs to satisfy her. Even Kris is still in the picture, but she’s become a friend who stays loyal despite the extent of her envy. It’s the life she deserves, and things are finally going the way she’d longed for.

      That was what she pictured.

      What’s really happening is nowhere near as satisfying. Erin sits in a wicker chair with a blanket draped over her lap and a copy of The Great Gatsby resting on one knee. Her meals are set like clockwork at seven a.m., one p.m., and seven thirty p.m. She joins the others in a large room where they sit and eat together, even if they don’t acknowledge each other or make eye contact. Her chats with the doctor, as she likes to refer to them, happen in the morning at ten a.m. when she’s fresh and more alert. The medications make her sleepy, lethargic, and less responsive in the afternoon.

      She gazes out the window, watching beads of rain roll down the glass. It obscures her image of the drowned green that surrounds the psychiatric ward, but she doesn’t mind. In fact, she likes the rain. The sound of it tapping the window drowns out the buzzing noise in her head. There’s something familiar in it that keeps her warm. It sure helps blur out the rest of the world so she can become absorbed by good literature. What more could she ask for?

      Erin smiles and picks up the book to continue, but before she can spread the pages—before she can leave this world and rejoin the one of wealthy splendor and awe—movement catches in the corner of her eye. She turns immediately to see it in the distance, rolling up the hill like a small, black spider running toward her. It grows and grows as it covers the distance, until it’s no longer a spider at all. Spiders don’t have four wheels and a decorative hood ornament, she thinks, leaning over her knees to study the shape.

      There aren’t many cars that come this way, so when one does, it piques her curiosity.

      The car stops on the far side of the driveway. Erin has seen it before. Her heart flutters as it fills with hope and she jumps to her feet, pressing her face against the window and hoping to see better. She watches with eyes fixed wide like a child seeing snow on Christmas Day, a smile turning up the corners of her mouth as the driver’s-side door opens and a man steps out. It’s him: it’s Jack, and he’s coming to get her. Erin can barely believe her luck. Weak legs tremble beneath her, and her heart threatens to rip through her chest.

      Until the passenger door opens.

      Erin watches, gritting her teeth, her fingers pressing into the glass until the tips are white. She looks down at Kris, as Kris stares back. The silent stare between them sends a thousand unspoken words. Rain is soaking them through, but it doesn’t seem to bother them. Jack’s face is a picture of sadness and disappointment, whereas Kris has something else in her eye. This time it’s not jealousy. It’s just plain old-fashioned hatred in the form of a thousand-yard stare.

      “What a bitch,” Erin mutters, dragging the seat up behind her and lowering into it. From here, she can watch them without the risk of fainting. From here, she can consider what the doctors had told her. Not to mention what Jack, Kris, and Detective Roberts had explained.

      “You’re not his girlfriend, Miss Meyer. You never were. It was nothing more than an intimidating obsession. Jack and Kris have been a couple since the party that night. Every time you were in a room with him, you only frightened him. You claimed to be Kris and forced your way into his home. You followed him and did anything to indulge yourself in your unhealthy obsession. Taking his used coffee cups and his garbage bags for your shrine only confirmed the deep-rooted infatuation that you held. You even wrote a diary as if you really were her. They tried to tell you—they really tried—but you attacked them both. They only ever wanted to be left alone. There’s no denying it anymore: you need help.”

      According to the graphologist, it really had been her handwriting in the book after all. Split personality lending her the “gift” of being ambidextrous had covered her tracks, but Erin had never intended to deceive anyone. Apparently, it was lucky they found out about her escape from this place, otherwise they might not have discovered the truth. Although it seems they got lucky. They all did, except for her.

      A tear escapes Erin’s eye and crawls down her cheek. She has to be strong now. No crying in this place of happiness—that only attracts more attention, more talking sessions, and more drugs.

      Watching Jack and Kris climb back into the car feels like someone has grabbed her heart and squeezed. She can barely breathe. But even as she watches the car move off and disappear out of sight, cruising down the road at a safe speed, she knows in her heart of hearts that this was all one big, elaborate prank from Jack. He’d surpassed himself on this occasion.

      He was always such a trickster, and soon he would turn back and yell, “Gotcha!” Erin slumps back in her chair, exhales, and lets a big grin spread her cheeks as she stares down at the stack of bridal magazines beside her. Pages have been torn out and lay scattered on the floor around her of her favorite dresses, splendid three-tier cakes, and wedding locations set on beautiful beaches, surrounded by turquoise seas and swaying palm trees.

      Because she knows one thing for sure: Jack will come back for her.

      Won’t he?
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      A final entry is made, the pressure of a black pen digging into the paper like it’s trying to poke through.

      
        
        November 1, 2018

        We visited Erin today, but I couldn’t make it to the door. It was just too funny. Knowing that she was in there being kept under lock and key was insanely exciting to me. I’d won, and I didn’t need to stick my neck out by rubbing that in her face. Although a part of me wanted to go in there and tell her about our future plans, my pregnancy and our growing family, and our move to the Florida Keys. Instead, I opted to just fake a cry and get back in the car. Everything was fine.

        Except for Jack.

        Something was off about him. I just couldn’t tell what. I tried to probe it out of him, but he wasn’t his usual chatty self. When we made it halfway down the road, he pulled the car to a sharp stop and reached for the glove compartment. At first, I thought he was pulling out a romantic surprise for me, like he so often did, so I didn’t say anything. But then I noticed the polished black metal of a pistol.

        “Jack?” I said, fear grabbing my throat and freezing my body into paralysis.

        “Shut up,” he said. “I never loved you.”

        That was when he turned the pistol toward me, aiming it directly at my face. I shut my eyes and squeezed really hard, shock and terror rattling through me like electricity. A thousand questions tore through my skull, burying themselves in my head and repeating over and over while I awaited the explosion of a gunshot. I was going to die. I knew it, and there was nothing in this world I could have—

        

      

      “Erin? It’s time for your medication.”

      Caught unaware, Erin leaps out of her skin. She shuts the diary and tucks it under the bedsheets before the doctor can see it. She smiles as genuinely as she can, hopefully appearing to be a perfectly mild-mannered woman. Besides, she likes this doctor. It’s easy to treat her well, considering the things she does for her.

      “Great. Let’s have it.”

      The doctor grins and hands over a small cup with two tablets inside. Erin tosses them into her mouth and then takes an equally small cup of water, washing them down. She opens her mouth to show that she’s swallowed them and then asks to be left alone. The doctor doesn’t argue. She never does, and that’s another reason to like her.

      It’s getting late, and there are only two things left to do before she can get a good night’s sleep. One is to finish off the diary entry and revel in the excitement of being Kris—of finally letting that bullet split her skull like a china vase. But first, there’s something else.

      Erin had perfected the technique of stuffing the pills between her gum and upper lip. It came in useful every night. Considering each time she swallowed, a little part of herself died, how can she continue to take them? It’s essentially murder, and that’s precisely what she tells herself when she pushes the pills out with her tongue and spits them into her cupped hand. She studies them for a moment, considering taking them. That would be too easy, though. This is far more fun. This way, she can carry on exploring her life with Jack. It’s okay that it’s just a fantasy for the time being. It only matters that they can be back together at last.

      Until death do them part.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Before her life changed forever, there was nothing Lori loved more than living in the small, quiet town of Castleford, Connecticut. With a population of less than seven hundred, there was little room for drama and plenty of space and tranquility to enjoy the view of the lush and leafy forests that surrounded the town. There was no better place.

      Castleford, referred to as the town that always slept, was hemmed in by dense woods that were home to ancient beech, cedar, and birch trees. These trees stood as silent bastions, observing folk going about their everyday lives. She never tired of admiring the landscape as it changed through the seasons. From a color palette of greens in the spring and summer, to the rich oranges, yellows, bronzes, and reds that heralded the cool touch of fall in the air.

      Yes, this was their home now, the place she and her husband had chosen to relocate, and that’s why she could afford a smile when she stood in line at the grocery store, clutching some last-minute picnic essentials. Her heart fluttered as she thought about this special picnic and the news that she was desperate to tell Sam. She imagined the look on his face as she told him. Just the thought made her laugh. Their dreams were coming true.

      It was the first Friday of the month, which meant an early leave from her job as an independent blogger. Her blog, All Things Life, focused on Castleford and the many things that visitors to the area could try. It meant that she’d explored the local trails through the state forest, discovered the delights of the local wildlife, and promoted the local farms and bakery. One part of her blog that she looked forward to was her monthly quirky comparison of a New England town to its UK namesake. Sheffield, Hartford, Winchester, and Norfolk had featured in recent months.

      Sam—her husband, who wrote for the Castleford Times—could also pick and choose his hours. It wasn’t like his ninety-seven readers were itching for the latest gossip in town. The older townsfolk took care of that. However, Sam still managed to pick up the occasional newsworthy piece, like the dispute over the guinea hens that crossed a road to get to the other side and forage for food. This wouldn’t seem like front-page news, but a ruckus arose over the responsibility for the noise and damage they caused. His piece about the town taking part possession of a new twelve-seater transport van had been well received. Castleford now co-owned the vehicle with a neighboring town to help seniors attend programs at the senior center, go on shopping trips, and see a doctor. Hardly earth-shattering world news, but it was news nevertheless and Sam loved it.

      Snapping from her trance, Lori shifted her weight to the other foot and assessed the line ahead of her. There were only three people in front, but with Sam waiting impatiently in the car outside, she had to make this quick. This meant steering clear of Betty Walker, the kindest and sweetest old lady you’d ever met, but the one person in town who knew everything and everyone. Worse yet, she was stood only a few paces in front.

      Lori shied away, glancing toward the window to hide her face from view. If she could only make it to the counter, she could pay for her snacks and get out of there. Now, as one person took their change and left the store, she was closer than ever. The line shortened and she shuffled forward, praying Betty wouldn’t see her. The old, dusty hardwood floor creaked beneath her feet like arthritic joints. The surface was pitted, each mark the start of a story that would never be told. It had been the silent witness to so much life in this nineteenth-century New England town, the good and bad. Lori winced as she shuffled from one foot to another, desperate to avoid drawing attention to herself.

      “Is that you, Lori?”

      Lori’s muscles stiffened at the shrill voice, and she turned to see a short, hunched figure with gray ringlets and kind eyes. Misleading eyes. She had her arms folded, grocery products resting in the grooves between them. “Hey, Betty. Why didn’t you grab a basket?”

      “I didn’t expect to buy so much. Help me out, won’t you, dear?”

      Lori sighed and placed her own shopping on a nearby shelf, wincing as her back tightened.

      “Let me get that for you,” she said, rushing to take the cans and bottles from Betty’s arms. “If you needed help, you only had to say. There are plenty of people here who won’t hesitate to carry stuff for you.”

      Betty waved a hand, dismissing the idea. “I’m still up and able. Unlike Norma Durham. Did you hear? She hasn’t left her house in days, and her doctor says she’s under the weather. Waterworks apparently. And as for Barbs Newell, well, I don’t want to say anything, but sciatica is making her wobble all over the place. She’s like Jell-O on a plate.”

      Lori nodded, glancing to the front of the line where the next customer grabbed his brown paper bags and left. With the wait shortening by the second and Betty surrendering personal details by her side, Lori couldn’t wait to escape.

      “And at her age?” Betty continued. “You would think she—”

      “No offense, but I don’t want to hear it.”

      Betty’s mouth hung open, her eyes turning a blank, dark hue. It was the face of a confused, insulted woman who’d heard something shocking—frozen, turning only at the sound of the horn blaring from Sam’s Mercedes.

      “Sorry,” Lori said, her heartbeat doubling with eagerness to leave. “I just don’t think it’s nice to spread so much gossip about other people. That’s not to say we can’t be friends; I just think Norma’s business should remain Norma’s business. And Barb’s for that matter.”

      “I see.”

      The horn blared again. Lori pictured Sam leaning on it, with all one hundred sixty pounds of his athletic body. There was nothing that guy loved more than a sandwich, and while Lori held all the ingredients, he would only grow less patient.

      “Next,” the shopkeeper called.

      Betty nodded, studying the groceries in Lori’s hands like she wanted them back.

      Feeling a pang of guilt for depriving the poor woman of the only thing she loved, Lori took them to the counter. “Here, let me get these. How about we catch up next week, and you can tell me all about Norma… and Barbs?”

      Betty’s eyes lit up in a flash as she beamed. “Oh, that would be lovely. There’s so much to tell. Not just about Norma but that Oliver Barnes, too. Did you know he’s found himself a new girlfriend? Who would have thought it would be so soon?”

      Lori bit her tongue while paying no mind to further tales of the townsfolk and reached to pack Betty’s bags. By the time they were done and Lori paid for her own groceries, thirty minutes had passed and she returned to the car only to see Sam rushing out.

      “Took your time,” he said, the fall breeze blowing his perfectly trimmed dark-brown hair. “I thought I was going to die of old age.”

      Lori sighed. “Betty Walker.”

      “Ah.” Sam nodded his head, took her bags, and stowed them in the trunk.

      There was a lot Lori appreciated about her husband, but above all was his ability to see things from her point of view. Any other man—at least by her experience—would’ve continued to sulk about her taking so long. But not Sam. Sam knew Betty Walker was known as Betty Talker, and probably felt sorry for Lori if nothing else.

      “Get in,” he said, planting a soft kiss on her cheek before opening her door.

      Lori smiled. Life was good. A gorgeous, caring, and loving husband. A new life in the country and the hope of soon starting a family. She’d seen how he was with his niece, lowering his own mental age in order to have fun with a six-year-old, and that was the moment Lori knew how much she loved him. It was like he was telling her—in his own subtle way—he was ready for a child of his own.

      “Today, sweetheart,” Sam teased, waving toward the car door he held open.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Lori lowered herself into the passenger seat and adjusted herself while Sam made his way around the Mercedes. Moments later, they were cruising down the vacant street, which was the only nonresidential street in town. Save for the closed-down sawmill at the bottom of the valley and a couple of warehouses on the edge of town, this was the only place a resident of Castleford could buy anything. Lori watched the redbrick buildings pass by the window as hot air whispered from the vents. The town was taking on a beautiful blend of oranges and yellows as October approached, fallen leaves gliding to the wet ground under every tree. It was her favorite time of year, and Lori pressed the button to roll down her window, letting the crisp fall air caress her cheeks.

      “Do you really want to sit outside?” Sam asked.

      “That’s the idea of a picnic,” Lori said.

      “And God knows I love a sandwich. But in this weather? On the wet grass?”

      “That’s what the blanket’s for.”

      “Right.” Sam nodded, smiling, with his gaze fixed on the road.

      “You sound like you don’t want to go.”

      “Me? Hey, I love you and will do anything to make you happy. If that means sitting in a field while it rains and eating a soggy sandwich, so be it. The second I put that ring on your finger, I promised to provide. If that means we dine al fresco, we’ll dine al fresco.”

      Lori felt the grin creep onto her face as she turned back toward the window. There was no denying she’d found herself a keeper, and as the breeze passed through her hair and blew stray wisps over her ears, she realized she could never be happier.

      Moments later, as the last of the street’s buildings passed by, they stopped at one of the only traffic lights in town. They waited in silence, not another person or car in sight, and basked in the luxury of living the quiet life they’d always dreamed of.

      “Do you ever miss New York?” Sam asked, as if he’d read her mind.

      “Not really. I miss the fact there isn’t more than one coffee shop, but it doesn’t compare to life out here. The hiking routes and the wildlife. Even the people are inherently good. How about you?”

      “Not at all. I have everything I need right—”

      The startling roar of a car engine interrupted Sam’s reply. Lori checked her side mirror to see only a dark shadow and black metal. Her heart dropped into her stomach as the vehicle came into view, stopping beside their Mercedes. The windows were tinted black, the engine grumbling like a beast from the underworld. Lori had seen these in the video games Sam used to play—a Dodge RAM 1500, if she remembered right. Amid the growl of the machine and the blasts spitting from the exhaust, Lori only had one pure thought: these huge vehicles were far more intimidating in real life.

      “Roll your window up, babe,” Sam said, leaning down to see the driver.

      Lori didn’t hesitate. The glass rose from the door and muffled the sound of the Dodge.

      “Wonder what brings this jackass into town.”

      “Just passing through, I hope.” Lori controlled her breathing, sucking in large breaths of air and blowing them out in steady puffs. The sheer size of the car beside them reminded her of something deadly, though she couldn’t quite place it. She glanced toward the traffic light, praying for it to finally turn green. Before she knew it, her gaze was drawn back to the blacked-out windows, and as she turned, the driver-side window rolled down.

      The driver was not the butch, lumberjack-looking cowboy she’d expected, but a gaunt, unshaven, weasel-like man with a shit-eating grin, stained teeth, and dark circles around his eyes. Those same eyes stared at her like they knew her deepest, darkest secrets—like they knew something even she didn’t. Lori felt her grip tighten on the armrest, the other hand on her knee as she stared back, gawking at the man.

      “What’s his problem?” she asked, looking away.

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s staring at us.”

      Sam leaned in again, looking up at the driver. His face grew scarlet as he pointed at the road and yelled, “Get out of here!”

      The engine revved, roaring like a bear, but Lori didn’t look. She couldn’t.

      Purring like a tiger, the car rolled out and took a left. The shadow inched off them as their mysterious stranger left the scene, returning the town to its usual balance of peace and tranquility. Lori glanced up to see the lights were green and pointed it out to Sam.

      Sam sat back in his seat, adjusted his mirror, and pushed his foot onto the pedal.

      “What was all that about?” Lori asked, her pulse returning to its steady rate.

      “I’ve got no idea,” he said, picking up speed in the Mercedes as they passed a sign that read “YOU ARE LEAVING CASTLEFORD. PLEASE COME BACK SOON!”

      Lori kept checking her mirror, expecting to see the same vehicle return and hoping to spot it before it got close. There was something unsettling about the Dodge, but more so about the disturbing middle-aged man driving it. “That guy gave me the creeps.”

      “Me too,” Sam said, his eyes still on the road ahead. “Me too.”
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      They were on the outskirts of town, with Castleford behind them and nothing but a long, empty road ahead. Forests surrounded them on either side, shielding the tarmac from the sun and bathing the road in shadows that danced around them. Lori thought it was eerie, in a peaceful kind of way. The landscape felt untouched by human hands. Centuries old, a green dense blanket covered the land as far as the eye could see.

      On many occasions, she hadn’t worn shoes in the forest. She knew there were bugs and sharp sticks, but something inside her needed the feel of the earth between her toes. She loved to touch the rough bark and break leaves in her hands to smell them. Ignoring time, she’d walk for ages and stop to look up at the leaves, which were glowing as the light passed through them.

      She sighed in comfort and questioned why they’d never thought about leaving the Big Apple earlier. The grime, pollution, traffic, and people racing around at speed like robots on autopilot. Lori and Sam had been the same. New York life had been frenetic, a wild roller coaster with no start and definitely no end. Their lives had been a mixture of moments stolen for a quick coffee and bagel, rapid-fire texts, and a once-a-week date night. How life had changed, she mused, as her eyes tracked the landscape as it sailed by.

      “At least we came out here good and early,” Sam said.

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Lori told him, but really she’d been thinking about the Dodge RAM and how deadly it looked with the sun bouncing off its shiny steel. Of their own volition, her eyes kept flicking to the mirror, as if they were expecting the truck to come back.

      “You can relax,” Sam said. “Vehicles like that swing through here from time to time. It’s just a smoother ride through to the next town, so folks tend to make use of that shortcut.”

      “It’s not the car I’m worried about. It’s the driver that freaked me out.”

      Sam nodded.

      “I’m not being crazy, am I? He was staring at us?”

      “You’re going crazy, yeah, but he was staring.” Sam looked her way for only a second, his deep blue eyes smiling just as much as his mouth. He was a looker all right, if you liked pretty boys. Lori sure did.

      “Thought so.” Lori forced a smile and returned her gaze to the side mirror. Her smile dropped at what she saw. “Sam.”

      “Yeah?”

      Lori said no more, twisting in her seat to glance over the headrest at the approaching vehicle. It was bulky, black, and shiny, speeding toward them from a half mile behind. The engine screamed within earshot. The exhaust fired like a shotgun blast. It grew larger from the distance as it sped toward them, catching up to them in an instant.

      “Punch it,” she said.

      “With the love of my life in the car? No chance.” He squeezed her thigh to reassure her.

      “But it’s coming our way.” Lori felt a thread of sweat draw across her forehead. Her cold, hard stare fixed on the car until it was easy to read the fear-inducing five-letter word glistening on the front in metallic capitals: DODGE.

      “Maybe you’re overreacting.” Sam checked his mirror. “But he is driving like a jerk. He’s probably wasting gas driving around, being a pain in the ass.”

      “Right?” Lori turned around and double-checked her seat belt was fastened. The Dodge was anything but subtle as it invaded the proximity of their rear bumper. She clutched the armrest with one hand and reached for the dashboard with the other, her heart in her throat. “Do you think we should do something?”

      “Like what?” Sam yelled, while rolling down his window and reaching an arm out. “Go around us, jackass!”

      The driver must have caught sight of Sam’s hand signal, as he swerved around the Mercedes at frightening speed. It hurtled past and overtook them, leaving Lori and Sam in the shadow of the black steel beast as it grunted with raw power.

      “Asshole,” Lori muttered, her heart racing.

      But the Dodge just lingered there, maintaining its speed right ahead of them. It slowed down again, forcing Sam into doing the only thing he could do: swerve around it. Lori’s shoulder was flung into the door, and she cried out in pain, watching with rigid fear as the Dodge swung their way, its rear bumper kissing their front panel with a deafening clang.

      “Look out!”

      It was all Lori could scream before they lost control. The Mercedes bucked like a bronco, its back end spinning violently as the car flipped over several times. Time seemed to slow down while Lori watched the world tumble through the smashing windshield. Her elbows bumped and banged inside the car. The seat belt tightened across her chest. Her ankles smashed against the inside of the foot well, and she screamed. Her bones, muscles, joints, and organs felt like they were being crumbled and smashed into a tiny box. Her lungs contracted with such force that she was afraid they would fold into themselves. Her arms and legs flailed, searching for somewhere to hold and stop her body being thrust forward.

      The world must have kept flickering its figurative light switch because her vision kept flashing from bitter darkness to blinding white light. The only sound that filled her ears was the crushing of glass mixed with the distinct crackle of bones. Her neck whipped from one side to the other as the car rolled to a final stop, and glass rained onto the dashboard in a thousand tiny fragments.

      For a brief moment, Lori’s eyes flickered. Suspended upside down by her seat belt, her body felt numb. Her head spun like a vortex and pounded like a bass drum. The car had flipped so many times that Lori had become disorientated before she even sustained the concussion that had her drifting in and out of consciousness. She was fleetingly aware of the bloody taste in her mouth, but she couldn't figure out what it was. 

      Willing her eyes to focus, silence scared Lori more than the pain. Shouldn’t Sam be moaning or calling out? She tried to move, but she was pinned by the collapsed roof and the dashboard. Her neck was too fragile to move.

      “Sam?” she fought to say, but it came out in a croak, drowned out by the hissing of the engine and the smoke trailing from it. “Sam, are you…”

      Try as she might, she couldn’t crane her neck. All she could see from the corner of her eye was the bloodied hand of the man she loved, hanging without movement. Above him, the Mickey Mouse key ring she’d bought him swung from the ignition, rocking back and forth like everything was okay. Like they hadn’t just been in a car wreck at the fault of a careless shit-kicker who just happened to pass through town. Her fearful, hopeful brain worked while she stared with tired eyes at the key ring, frozen and terrified as it swung back and forth, back and forth, like a hypnotic pendulum, telling her everything would be just fine.

      It was all she could think of as her eyes closed and the world became quiet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It was like she was in a dream that she couldn’t escape from. The sounds of doors slamming and people chatting were a little louder than usual. Her world was spinning, and she just wanted to sit down. It felt like she was in a pool of daggers, each razor-sharp blade tearing at her flesh with every writhe and squirm. There was something soft below her, but somehow it was hard at the same time. It was flat against her back, pressing against her sore spine and sending a rivulet of pain through her entire body. Her face was no better—agony spread across her cheek like a wildfire. Lori tried to sit up, desperate to relieve some of the torment from her back, but she found herself unable to move at all.

      The pain had an unpleasant warmth to it, eating at her insides. Nausea gripped her, just enough to make her grasp the bedsheet for support and breathe slow. She’d often prized her ability to ignore pain and just rock on regardless, but that just wasn’t possible right now. It owned her, dominated her every thought, and controlled her every action.

      There was nothing she could do but accept the world of pain she was living in and let a thousand questions circle her mind.

      In a failed attempt to figure out what happened, Lori pried open an eye, only to find it was stiff and restricted in its movement. The fluid act of opening an eyelid now struck a harsh pain that seared across her entire face. At least the left one opened, if only a little, revealing a dull gray room with a light at the far end. Was she dead? Were these the gates of heaven? Considering the sorry state of her body, she doubted it.

      There was a voice then, gentle and angelic, but the words were a muddle. Something about relaxing? Hard to do when every sound felt like fireworks on the Fourth of July. Lori focused on the source of the sound and finally saw movement in front of her. As a reflex, she tried to sit up but suffered only more pain as a consequence.

      “Please” was all she could say, as images of Sam flickered through her mind. Her memories took her back to that good place in the past, where they ate ice cream and watched movies, where they had fights and resolved them by making love. “Sam.”

      The voice nurtured her again.

      Lori saw a figure drift across the room and seized up. When the figure glided past, she relaxed again, thinking only of Sam and how she could reach him. She wasn’t in the car anymore; that much was clear.

      So then, where was she?

      A creaking sound sang out from her left, and then the scurry of footsteps hurried to her side. Lori craned her stiff neck and pressed a cheek against the cool pillow. That was nice, she thought, letting the cotton caress her battered skin. She could stay here for a while.

      “Just breathe.” This voice was different. A man’s voice, calm and soothing in its nature but not by effect. There was nothing this voice could to do make her feel better, unless it could somehow take the pain away. “Everything’s all right.”

      Lori focused on the sound, trying to make it clearer. The more she tried, the less it sounded like it was underwater as the muffled echo passed like a sweeping cloud. She squinted her eyes and saw two figures: one farther back and the other by her side in a white coat. It came at her in a rush—the sudden realization of where she was. Her eyes darted in random directions around the room. An old TV set hung from the ceiling. A window giving her a view of the world was just beneath the screen. In the corner she noticed two gray chairs, frayed with wear and tear. Yes, it was a typical hospital room, sparse and functional. 

      “What happened?” she asked, her blood racing through her broken body.

      “You were in a very serious car accident.” He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      Lori winced at the feeling against her skin, pressure placed where the seat belt had been yanked taut against her chest. The sensation fused with the words, and the awful memory of being upside down brought a tear to her eye. Her heart rate accelerated as her mind replayed the crash on a short loop. Her heart twisted and sunk with nerves as she lay there. The white light enveloped her coldly as she shook. Her breaths came in sharp pants as she tried to gain control, but nothing was working. It hurt. “Am I okay?”

      The moments between the question and the answer felt like a lifetime. Her deepest fear of long-term paralysis opened up as a possibility in her mind, and the machine beside her beeped in tune with her quickening heartbeat.

      “It’s hard to say at this point. I mean, you’re lucky enough to be alive, but without breaking anything? It’s nothing short of a miracle. Now, I know it might not feel like it right now, but I think you’re going to have a speedy recovery. We’ll enroll you in a physiotherapy program and have you on your feet in no time. So to speak.”

      Lori rolled her head back and stared at the ceiling. She would be okay and that was great, but what about the hopeless feeling in the depths of her heart? What about the horrid emptiness in the pit of her stomach. She was too scared to ask, but she had to.

      “My husband,” she said, summoning every bit of energy to speak.

      The doctor turned in his seat and whispered something to the nearby figure—probably a nurse—and she disappeared from the room in an instant. Lori sat tight, waiting for Sam to be wheeled in with little more than a broken arm. But as the quiet, uncomfortable seconds dragged by, it seemed less and less likely.

      “My husband,” she said again, pressing for the answer she didn’t want to hear.

      The doctor sighed. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Turner. Your husband didn’t make it.”

      The feeling that came over her next wasn’t what she’d expected. In all the movies she’d seen and the books she’d read, characters laid back their heads and howled at the ceiling, screaming at the news of their loss. But Lori felt none of that—no temptation to scream or shout or point the finger. All she could see was Sam’s perfect smile as he held open the car door, and then the Mickey Mouse key ring swinging by the steering wheel. There was no in-between and no explanation. Nobody was to blame, and there was nowhere to point the finger. At least, not as far as she could remember.

      Lori lay still, staring at the shadows cast on the ceiling by the leaves outside the nearby window. Two of them fell from their branch and drifted out of sight on the breeze. She watched them, numb with the sting of depression brought on by the news.

      The news.

      She’d been so excited to tell him, and now she couldn’t. The car flipping over—that was what she remembered, and then Sam’s unmoving hand. He’d wanted to be a father for so long, and when she finally got the chance to see his expression change at the news of her pregnancy, that gift had been ripped from her.

      Lori’s hand went to her stomach. In an instant, her heart rate doubled. Her brain had shut down. She was clammy, and a cold sweat broke out on her brow. Her eyes were as wide as if someone was coming to deliver the fatal blow. Yet what she saw, no one else could see. Trapped in her own psychosis, a living nightmare for one, tailor-made by her own brain to play on her deepest fears. She fought back the urge to cry, knowing damn well what was about to happen, and all she could do was accept it.

      “My baby?”

      The doctor cleared his throat but said nothing.

      “What happened to my baby?” Lori pressed.

      “Mrs. Turner, I’m so, so sorry, but the baby didn’t survive. The accident, it wasn’t—”

      Lori croaked, the flood of tears finally breaking the dam.

      She raised a hand to her eyes, wiping away the teardrops only to feel more appear. Everything she ever wanted—all she ever had—was gone. Now, as she lay in the hospital bed in God-knew-what town, all she could think about was the day she’d taken the test. It’d been encouraged by Sam’s mother, who was like a mother of her own. The sheer joy of having a grandchild had pressed her to take care of Lori, and who was Lori to argue? It wasn’t like her own parents were around.

      “If you need anything,” the doctor said, “I’m Dr. Stanton.”

      Lori remained speechless. What could she possibly say? The idea of thanking him occurred to her. He had, after all, saved her life. But thanking him would be like showing her gratitude for letting her husband and child die. With that in mind, she bit her tongue and turned away, her shoulder shooting a wave of pain through her body. The nausea swirled unrestrained in her empty stomach. Her head filled with half-formed regrets at not saying something sooner. Lori’s heart felt as if her blood had become tar as it struggled to keep a steady beat. 

      “It’s going to be okay,” Dr. Stanton persisted. “We’re going to take good care of you. We have a physiotherapy course to strengthen your body, and we’ll arrange for a counselor to see you. Anything we can do to get you back to feeling some sense of normality.”

      “Back to normal?” Lori ground her teeth, a brief image of shiny black steel flickering in her mind. “How the hell am I supposed to go back to normal after this? My husband is gone, Doc. My baby is gone, so how dare you sit there and make empty promises?”

      “They’re not empty promises, Mrs. Turner. We—”

      “They’re not? So, what, are you going to give my life back?”

      Dr. Stanton sat still, stunned, and silent.

      “That’s what I thought. Close the door behind you.” Lori exhaled in a steady gust as she stared out of the window. There was a pang of guilt stealing over her as she spat the words at him. In her heart of hearts, she knew it wasn’t his fault. It all came down to a dumb accident. Besides, this guy was only trying to help.

      Dr. Stanton stood up. “There’s a button by your bed if you need anything.”

      “I want to be left alone.”

      But the nurse came anyway, closing the door behind the doctor. She moved around the bed with a rattling tray of medicines, adjusting a machine by Lori’s head and then tucking the bedsheet back under the mattress.

      Lori barely looked at her, focusing her attention on the world outside the window and wondering how she was supposed to get back out there and act like a normal person. The town would talk about what had happened, and Castleford was just too small to avoid everyone. If she ever got out of here, she’d have to spend the rest of her life curled up in a ball, locked behind a door where nobody could enter. Did such a room exist? She hoped so.

      The nurse pressed a button and inclined the bed. Lori’s back felt like it was on fire as she rose to an upright position and noticed for the first time the IV drip by her bed.

      “How long was I out?” Lori asked, finally looking up at the nurse. She was older than expected, with dark skin and a sympathetic smile that wasn’t at all condescending. In other circumstances, Lori might’ve liked her.

      “Five days,” the nurse said.

      “And nobody’s come for me?”

      The nurse lowered her head. “No, ma’am. Is there someone I could call?”

      Lori’s heart sank further, making an empty shell of her beaten body. Lori shook her head mutely. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t bear the thought of speaking to Sam’s mom. There was too much to take in, and she wasn’t ready. She needed some time. She struggled to believe she’d already been here for so long. Was this some freakish nightmare? She breathed. It wasn’t real. How could it be?

      The darkness swirled around her battered form like inky, bleak reminders of her isolation. The silence echoing in her ears was the constant white noise that never shut up. Her head swam in the raging fire that consumed it, the only smoldering embers of a time where there had been other presences with her, around her, in her. But now, the void had been slowly filled with a cold, howling, bitter storm of fear that refused to let up. She was completely and utterly alone in her mind, body, soul, and most of all, entirely alone in the world. Fighting back more tears, she turned her head back to the window, watching the leaves fall to the ground again. “No. Not someone I want to talk to right now, anyway.”
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for finding the time to read through this book. We hope you found it worth your time, as we did ours.

      Jay Nadal (my co-author) and I found this one extremely tough to write. We’ve both written a ton of books before as individuals, and we’ve even worked on a couple of titles between us in the past, but never have we put together anything so utterly confusing.

      You, the reader, might have viewed things differently from us, as we were working backstage with all the secrets and twists in the front of our minds. For instance, we figured out in the plotting stage that Erin would turn out to be bonkers, so we had to take great care with each chapter to make sure that not only do you see her as the innocent in all this but also that there is enough ambiguity for the twist to work. It’s for this reason that I strongly believe a second read would offer more. I mean, our sheer genius has to be appreciated somehow… right?

      Another challenge (for me, anyway) came with making Erin likeable. It’s a tough thing to achieve when she’s so clearly the victim. If we lean too far in one direction and make her tough as balls, it wouldn’t be realistic. However, if we steered toward her self-pity, I think everyone would want to see her getting hit by a fast-moving truck. What do you think?

      We can’t say we didn’t enjoy our time on this book though. It provided its own challenges, and despite it being one of our shorter works, we found it to be tight and full of mystery. Be honest, did you see that twist coming? I hope not, otherwise we’re in the wrong line of work.

      With the above said, we’d love to keep doing this, so we would really appreciate it if you could leave a review on Amazon. You can do so by clicking here and giving a few words. If not, that’s fine too. We just hope you’ll continue to be our readers, as we have so much more to give.

      
        
        Until then,

        Adam Nicholls
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        Adam Nicholls has been creating stories since before he could legally drink. Inspired by the works of Stephen King, Karin Slaughter and Gillian Flynn, Adam starts writing each new book by asking himself how best to shock his readers.

      

      

      
        
        In his non-writing life, Adam is a bibliophile and avid collector of anything made from paper (utility bills included). He loves hot showers, good wine and the sound of rain hitting the window. Whenever possible, he likes to get out and see the world, visiting one European city at a time in search of inspiration for his next great novel.

      

      

      

      
        
        Get in touch:

        www.adamnichollsauthor.com

        contact@adamnichollsauthor.com
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      I’ve always had a strong passion for whodunnits, crime series, and books. The more I immersed myself in it, the stronger the fascination grew.

      I live on my own by the forest but have the pleasure of my two lovely daughters coming to stay with me a few days each week. In my spare time you’ll find me in the gym, reading books from authors in my genre, or enjoying walks in the forest… It’s amazing what you think of when you give yourself some space.

      Oh, and I’m an avid people-watcher. I just love to watch the interaction between people, their mannerisms, their way of expressing their thoughts… Weird, I know, but I could spend hours engrossed in it.

      I adore Brighton, having spent a lot of my life here, the diversity of people, the relaxed and vibrant atmosphere never dulls my enthusiasm for this beautiful and special city.

      I hope you enjoy the stories that I craft for you.
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