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      Everyone thinks I’m a murderer and after a while, it’s easier to just give in. 

      That’s what I learned in prison.

      But what about now that I’m free? 

      I have outrun my past. I have a new life, a future.

      But what about my old identity?

      Isabelle thinks it’s worth fighting for. Isabelle thinks that I can get my sentence erased. But I know better. 

      Corruption runs deep. That’s why I got convicted in the first place. 

      I want to clear my name, but at what cost? 

      What more will I have to give up in order to get to the truth?
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            Tyler

          

        

      

    

    
      With the marina and hotel in my name, I don't take long mingling with the Elliott family. The patriarch is happy with the deal because I paid the asking price.

      The other members of the family are not exactly pleased. Having spent half an hour in the room with them, I highly doubt that their displeasure has anything to do with their legacy. It's really the money that they’re after.

      With Mr. Elliott transferring the marina to my name, all of the money from the sale goes to him rather than to his offspring. And he’s not very old and still quite healthy and spry.

      It's drizzling outside, the familiar type of weather in this part of the world. The Pacific Northwest is covered by a blanket of clouds for nine months out of the year. It rarely gets very cold here, but it almost always requires a jacket.

      I walk down to the marina and survey my domain. There are boats of every size starting with small twenty-four-footers to over a hundred foot ones. Most of them are motorized, but there are more than a few sailboats as well.

      The marina is situated on the magnificent Elliott Bay with picturesque views of the Seattle skyline and the jagged Puget Sound. The marina is not named after the bay but rather after Mr. Elliott who moved here in the 1950s, worked on both, and saved up to open his own place. It acquired the name a long time ago when Seattle was first populated.

      I look over the length of it and wave hello to the security guard. I walk past him to the restaurant as well as the repair facility, the fuel dock, the convenience store, and the event center.

      Who would've thought that an escaped convict, who the whole world is looking for, could set up shop here in the rainy part of the United States and run such an extravagant spread?

      As soon as the thought occurs to me, my chest tightens.

      I haven't considered my old life for quite some time. I was haunted by the past for a long time and then I decided to put all of it out of my head.

      There is no point in dwelling on it. There is no point in going around about the what-ifs and what could have been done differently.

      That's why I came here. When Isabelle and I separated, I started driving and kept driving until I saw a sign for the Canadian border. Then I figured that I either had to turn right and head back east or look around and try to make my life here.

      I had never been to Seattle before, but I liked the feel of it. It’s the complete opposite of California with its bright blue skies and rolling golden hills. The trees are evergreen and never lose their leaves. The clouds hang low, wrapping you up almost like a cocoon of wetness. 

      The grayness of its world was fine by me. I felt like whatever spark I had within me was extinguished when I found out that Isabelle took what was supposed to be our money and disappeared with it.

      Isabelle and I shared a lot during our brief time together and I thought that she would be a part of my future. Once I realized that she had betrayed me, everything changed. I wasn't going to make anymore mistakes. I have had enough people in my life turn on me and this was enough.

      I came to Seattle with the clothes on my back and an idea. I had built up a multimillion dollar hedge fund before and that meant that I could do it again. I started trading back in California but I only got really serious when I got here. Whenever I made a little bit of a profit, I invested all of it back into the business. Eventually, my profit started to snowball.

      My life became completely regimented and planned out. I rose at four a.m. and I went on a five mile run. Then I was ready for the market to open in New York at six a.m.

      I traded and I researched and I traded again.

      Ten months later, I had $12 million. It wasn't just my hard work that got me there, it was also a little bit of luck. I scoured the forums and  found out about a company called Green Fern. They were working on an innovative medical device and they were just about to make that announcement public. That was all speculation and I had no way of knowing how accurate any of the information was, but I trusted the source and I thought I would go ahead and act on it. I put in $2 million, a big portion of what I had, and figured that if I lost it, then I would be the biggest idiot the world.

      The truth was that I had a lot to lose. I had an apartment and had a car. The money was not really anything that I needed to live on anymore; it was just all a numbers game. It would've been really awful if I lost it, but I would have survived.

      After losing Isabelle, I realized that I could survive almost anything.

      Well, I did not have to survive that decision. It paid off handsomely and I more than tripled my investment. I made a few more moves and quickly I had made $19 million, enough to buy the marina.

      I saw the marina advertised in the back of a sailing magazine. Sailing is something that I have always toyed around with. When I was little, I had one of those little laser sailboats they used to teach little kids to sail.

      When I got older, I subscribed to a sailing magazine and watched YouTube videos about people who forsook everything and lived on a sailboat to travel around the world.

      It was always a dream, one of the things in the back of my mind that I wanted to do but for some reason I never did.

      The marina called me. I inquired about the price and the financial statement. The sales agent was hesitant of me at first, since I wasn’t really someone who was famous in the Seattle social circle.

      When I showed him my financial statements, he got a lot more friendly very quickly. I didn’t know if there were other people competing to buy this place but given the operating costs and the profit/loss statement, as well as the tax returns, I knew that this was a good price for it.

      I met with Mr. Elliott at a restaurant. We finished three bottles of wine and shook hands. 

      During our long lunch, I got the sense that he was not happy with his grown sons and what they chose to do with their lives. The marina was his baby. He’d loved boating all of his life and he made me promise that we would go sailing up near the San Juan Islands.

      I admire his dedication to his business. Business shouldn’t be all about money. That's a perk, of course, but there's so much more to life than making money. I can say this because I've made a lot of it.

      I think that's why I was attracted to buying the marina and the hotel. I was getting tired of day trading. I was getting bored with stocks, annual reports, and quarterly statements. I want to be somewhere where I can put my hands on a business, where I can actually dive in and get involved.

      Over the last year, I regimented and scheduled every last minute of my life to try to maximize my returns and I have been very successful.

      Now I want to take a break. It's not that I don't think that the Elliott Marina and Hotel won't be work. I know that they will be. It's just a different kind of work and is exactly what I'm looking for in my life.

      I walk over to the sailboat section and head to the Beneteau Oceanis at the far end. It's broad, glistening white, and absolutely magnificent.

      She's fifty feet long and I have yet to take her out on the water. Mr. Elliott presented her to me as a thank you for not wasting his time with too much negotiation.

      I climb aboard and stand at the helm. I watch the foam-tipped waves curl and break one upon the other.

      I have everything I want. I escaped from prison and started a new life as a multimillionaire with ownership of one of the oldest marinas in Seattle.

      I am happy, to a degree, but my thoughts keep going back to the person who should be here sharing this new life with me.

      “Isabelle Nesbit, where are you?” I ask into the wind.

      Leaning over the side, I listen for an answer, but nothing comes.

    

  







            Isabelle

          

          

      

    

    






A year earlier…

        

      

    

    
      I continued going to work, but now I dread it even more than I did before. Trisha gave me two weeks’ notice so that I could keep my appointments and have some time to find another job.

      She didn't mention anything about severance pay and I had nothing like that in my contract. I was an at-will employee and that meant that she could fire me anytime.

      I really thought that maybe I was in the clear after taking that time off, but apparently not.

      The day after she fired me, I got to the office and I had to physically force myself to get out of the car. I wanted more than anything to just go home and get under the covers, but I needed the money.

      I have my mortgage, my student loans, and now $10,000 on my credit cards, with an insanely high interest rate, that I used to pay off my mom's debt. I can't say no to any income because this time next week I won't have any money coming in.

      The thing is that it's not like there’re so many places where a speech therapist can work. I'm in kind of a niche specialization. Of course, there are lots of children on the autism spectrum and those struggling with other various speech delays, but the fact that so few people can actually afford to pay for our service upfront and the fact that not many insurance companies will cover this therapy makes it a particular challenge.

      Tiptoeing past her office, I let out a sigh of relief when I see that her door is closed. I have half an hour before my first client and when I get back to my office, I need to open my laptop to search for work.

      Yesterday, I was too depressed to look for anything. Now I realize that I should've just kept my laptop closed.

      The closest thing that I can find is a part-time position for the speech therapy assistant that doesn't require a degree and pays just nine dollars an hour. It's for a daycare center that has a couple of students struggling with speech. I keep looking for anything within driving distance, but the closest full-time position that I find is almost two hours away.

      What are we going to do? I say silently to myself. How am I going to find another job?

      My session with Taylor goes well. He's an easy-going kid who is going to speak pretty soon. When he first came in, right at the age of two, I thought that maybe he could be on the autism spectrum, but after working with him for a few months, I am certain that is nothing to worry about.

      His main problem seems to be in the oral motor delay where the muscles in his mouth and lips are weak and need to get stronger. His mom is very involved and we have been doing a number of exercises like blowing bubbles as well as licking popsicles, anything to get his tongue, lips, and mouth engaged.

      After our session, I have an hour off and I turn my attention back to my search. I try different keywords and different titles, but unfortunately, I come up short. Most of the positions are too far away or aren't really full time.

      I go back and write down the information about the one that pays nine dollars an hour. This is incredibly low and won't get me far in paying for my monthly expenses, but it’s something.

      The rest of the day goes by pretty quickly because I have four appointments back-to-back. I enjoy working with my clients and I'm going to miss them. I'm tempted to tell the moms that I'm leaving, but it would be wrong to try to lure the clients away from Trisha's practice. She was the one who found them in the first place.

      The rest of the days of the week go by pretty much the same way. I avoid Trisha as much as I can, seeing her only sporadically in the break room.

      We don't talk much, but everything remains somewhat cordial and I hope that it proceeds this way until these two weeks are finally over.

      “Isabelle, come into my office please,” Trisha says, popping her head into the office on Friday afternoon.

      I don't have another client for an hour and a half and I don't have any good excuse to get out of this situation. With no other options, I take a deep breath and follow her to her office.

      “I wanted to ask you about how things are going with that guy that you met online,” she says.

      Her face is blank and impossible to read. She could just be curious or she could be suspicious of something.

      I have no way of knowing.

      “I am actually not with him anymore,” I say. “We broke up.”

      “Really?”

      I nod and hang my head.

      “Well, I'm sorry to hear that,” Trisha says, tapping her pen on the table.

      I get the feeling that there's something else that she wants to talk about that she doesn't know how to bring up.

      What if it has something to do with my job?

      What if she actually wants me to stay?

      “Trisha, I was wondering if maybe you would reconsider this whole situation. I really enjoy working here and I'm going to work really hard at finding my own clients and growing the practice. I feel like we have all become family here, don't you think?”

      This is my not so sly way of asking for my job back.

      “So, you think that we are family?” Trisha asks.

      I nod.

      “You think that family members should be honest with each other, right?”

      “Of course,” I say, my voice getting quiet.

      I don't know where she's going with this, but it's starting to feel like a trap.

      Trisha plays with her pen and then puts it down on the table. It makes a loud clinking sound that catches me off guard.

      “Why don't you tell me the truth about where you were on your trip?” Trisha asks.

      “What are you talking about?”

      My blood runs cold. I can't feel the tips of my fingers or my toes. I stand before her holding my breath and hoping that this moment will pass and go away if I just stand still enough.

      Unfortunately, it doesn't.

      While I remain unmoving, my mind goes the speed of light.

      What does she know? Does she know about Tyler?

      No, of course not, how could she? My thoughts vary, but they keep going around the same circle. I'm terrified of the fact that she knows the truth about where I was and with whom.

      “You said that you met this guy on Facebook, right?” Trisha asks, sitting back in her chair.

      I move my lips to say yes, but I'm not sure if anything comes out.

      “No, that's not true,” Trisha says, shaking her head.

      I swallow hard and stare at her like a deer in headlights.

      “My computer stopped working earlier today and yours was the only one that was available.”

      “You used my laptop?” I ask, incensed.

      “The office one,” Trisha clarifies. “The one that I bought you.”

      “Okay…” I say silently, pursing my lips.

      “I had to print out some stuff and then decided to go on Facebook and you were logged in. Your messenger popped up as soon as I opened it and I saw that you did not have any conversations with a mystery man. Not at all.”

      “You went through my stuff? You read my messages?” I ask.

      I feel angry and out-of-control just like I did when I caught my mom reading my diary when I was twelve years old. “That’s my private account! You had no right to go through my messages.”

      “Maybe not, but I did and you know what I found out?”

      I shake my head while tapping my foot on the floor, trying to make all of the anger that's simmering within me dial down. 

      “I found out that you were lying about that guy.”

      I shake my head.

      “You told me that you met on Facebook.”

      “I did,” I insist.

      “I didn't mean to log into your account but once I clicked on it the messages just popped up and there were none from him. The thing is, Isabelle, that I don't even care that you lied about that. You have a right to a private life and to date whomever you want. The one thing that I'm upset about is the fact that you lied to me about what you were doing that week. You took all of this time off and then you lied to me about why.”

      “I'm tired of this,” I say, looking straight in her eyes. “I don't owe you an explanation. I took time off because I needed it and that's it. I had the days saved up. You had no right to invade my privacy. You had no right to scour through my computer looking for who I was or wasn’t with or where I was and wasn't.”

      The words hit her as if they were an actual blow to her body, forcing her to sit back in her seat.

      “I have one more client to see this afternoon and then we are done.”
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            Isabelle

          

        

      

    

    
      I have never quit a job before.

      At first, walking out of Trisha's office, I feel a huge weight of relief lift off my shoulders.

      By the time I get home, I realize that all I did was cut off one week of income that I couldn't afford to.

      I tell Mom what happened, change into my sweats, and decide to allow myself some time to mope at least through the weekend. Mom makes us dinner and tries to get me to look at the bright side of things.

      “You have a really good degree,” she says. “You are going to be able to find a job in no time.”

      I shrug.

      “You know that I'm right. It's not like you are me, just walking around with your high school diploma.”

      “I guess,” I say definitively. “The thing is that I also have costs associated with that degree. All the student loans and this mortgage. At least when you couldn't pay the rent, you just got an eviction notice and we moved somewhere else. We didn’t lose your whole down payment and all the other payments that you’d made over the last few years.”

      “You are not going to lose the house. We’re going to try to figure this out. I'm going to try to find a job, too, and contribute. You still have the car to sell.”

      I think keeping the car that I bought with Tyler in the storage parking lot which doesn't cost much because we got a good monthly deal is safe, but it still costs something.

      Wait, what date is it again?

      “I have another week until I have to make another payment,” I say, looking at the calendar on my phone.

      “You’ll probably call them and tell them that you're not extending your lease for another month.”

      “I guess, but what if I can't sell it in a week?”

      I've never sold a car before and that's the last thing that I want to think about right now.

      What do I even do? Where do I even start?

      I guess Craigslist.

      eBay?

      Can you even sell used cars on eBay?

      It's the last of my watching television and playing on my phone. I plan to do the same thing the next day.

      The problem is that I can't. I have to feel like I'm being somewhat productive and that means doing some research into selling the stupid car. I go to Craigslist and find the used car section.

      There are actually a number of listings and I read through a few to see what I need to post. After opening the account, I go outside to take some pictures and write up a short advertisement.

      I spend the rest of the day looking for work and waiting for emails from possible buyers.
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        * * *

      

      It takes me almost two weeks to finally sell it.

      I get lucky and someone pays $3,000 for it. It's a lot more than I paid for it and I actually made a profit. It's enough to just keep me going for another month.

      Over the next few months, I keep searching for work without much luck. I sent out applications even to positions that I only barely qualify for, embellishing my resume, but still, I hear nothing.

      Mom starts going to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings and gets a job at The Cheesecake Factory. She has always been a good waitress and enjoys that kind of work.

      She likes the energy and the momentum of working in a restaurant, something that I never did. With her paycheck, she helps me pay some of the bills, but we are barely making it. I decide to give myself until the end of the month and then start applying for work that doesn't necessarily require a degree.

      In the meantime, I start seeing Libby's daughter on a regular basis. Sometimes she brings her over to my house, but most of the time I go over to hers.

      I don't mind making the drive and I appreciate the fresh biscuits Libby bakes just for me. Besides, it gives me a chance to break up the day and do something productive. It also pulls me off my laptop and my ongoing search for any information leading to Tyler.

      I'm so starved for any clues about where he could be that I actually set up Google alerts for his name as well as Mac's. I don't know Maggie's last name, but I would probably set one up for her as well if I did.

      The police have very little information. I doubt that they gave up trying to find them, but there is no talk of an ongoing public search anymore. Whatever they're doing, they're doing privately and keeping a tight lid on it.

      After my one-hour appointment with Kylie, Libby comes back from the back bedroom and tells Kylie that she can go play with her toys.

      I start to gather my things when Libby says, “You want to stay for some tea?”

      It's four in the afternoon and is the perfect time for something warm to drink so I can't say no. It's not like I have anywhere else to go anyway. Besides, I really enjoy spending time with her.

      “So, how is everything? How's the job search?” Libby asks.

      I shrug and take a long sip of my tea.

      “That good?”

      I laugh and she laughs along with me.

      “Mom found a job pretty quickly. Maybe I should just give up on finding something good and just find something.”

      “You could find something and then keep looking for something good?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I say. “I'm not too optimistic about that. I don't really know how to do anything else. I mean, I’ve seen people waitress, but I don't know if I can do it. They’re on their feet eight hours a day. Plus, being friendly and nice to customers? I don’t know.”

      “Okay, your mom doesn't even do that,” Libby says.

      “Mom doesn't do lots of things, but she somehow gets away with it. She's got that kind of charisma, which I don't have.”

      “That much is true,” Libby says.

      “Can I ask you something?” I ask, taking a bite of the moist and fluffy biscuit.

      “Anything.”

      “What happened between you and her? You guys were so close for a while and then, when I was thirteen, something happened and you stopped hanging out together.”

      “Your mother never told you?”

      I shake my head.

      “I'd rather not say.”

      “No, please. I know how my mom can be. You can tell me.”

      Libby takes a deep breath and looks away from me.

      “Are you sure you want to hear this?”

      “Yes.”

      “I came home early from work one day when I had a migraine,” she says slowly. “And I found my boyfriend in bed with your mom.”

      My mouth drops open.

      “They were having… sex?” I ask, lowering my voice to barely a  whisper at the end.

      “Yes, but apparently that wasn’t the first time that anything ever happened. She really hurt me. We were best friends and I didn't think that she would do anything like that to me.”

      “I'm really sorry,” I say, shaking my head.

      “It's okay. I mean, it's not okay, but I've come to terms with that. I didn't know it at the time but he had cheated on me with a number of women so I'm glad to be free of him. Your mom was doing a lot of drugs back then. She was really out of control.”

      I nod, not knowing how to respond, but muster, “I'm sorry that she was such a bad friend.”

      “I know that her drug abuse is not an excuse, but it's an explanation. She was a completely different person when she was using and drinking and I'm glad that she's doing better now.”

      “Do you think that it will work this time?” I ask. “I feel like she has been on this roller coaster of addiction my whole life. She gets clean, she goes to meetings, she gets better, and then she falls off the wagon again.”

      “All we can do is wait and see, and support her,” she says, reaching over and squeezing my hand. “What about you? What's been going on in your personal life?”

      I bite my lower lip.

      I don't know where to start or how to even explain what’s been going on, but a part of me wants to tell someone the truth. If anyone were to know, then there's no better person than Libby.

      “I was seeing someone for a while. We met under somewhat unusual circumstances.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I bite my lower lip again.

      I look up into her eyes. I should keep this to myself, but it's not like I know where he is anymore, or the name that he's using.

      No, he is. He has to be, I say to myself.

      I don't know that for sure of course. The only thing that I do know is that he hasn’t been arrested or killed by the police. There's no record of that anywhere. If anyone would know, I would. I have been checking.

      “If I tell you this, do you promise that you won't tell anyone?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “I mean, you can't tell a soul. If anyone finds out, including my mom, your husband, or your kids, they’ll probably send me to jail.”

      Libby leans back against the couch and thinks about it for a moment.

      “Okay, I promise. I won't say a word. Ever.”

      I nod.

      I want to tell her because this whole thing doesn't feel real without anyone knowing about it, but at the same time I realize the risk that I'm taking.

      “I had a friend when I was growing up. We were really close. I actually was really in love with him and he had no idea. Then he moved away and we hadn’t been in touch since. Until a few months ago.”

      “Okay,” Libby says, leaning closer to me.

      “He came back into my life all of a sudden. He just showed up at my house.”

      “Did something happen? Did he do something to you?”

      This isn’t going well, I say to myself.

      I'm talking in circles and I'm being too vague. It would've been better if I could have just called him my online boyfriend. I don't want to do that. I want someone to know the truth about what I've been through.

      “Okay,” I say, letting out a deep breath. “I'm going to tell you something right now and I will never be able to take it back.”

      She nods and gives me time.

      “His name is Tyler McDermott and he was one of the convicts that escaped from prison not too far from here.”

      “What?!” Her eyes become two large saucers.

      “You heard about it?”

      “Of course. It was basically the only thing that was on the news at all for a while. Everyone is looking for them. They never found them, did they?”

      I shake my head.

      “You can't be harboring a criminal, Isabelle. You know that, right?” Libby says in a half whisper.

      “I'm not harboring anyone. I have no idea where they are. Tyler was my childhood friend and he was the one that showed up on my doorstep when he escaped.”

      She shakes her head and says, “He killed his wife and her boyfriend. I saw the whole thing about it on Dateline.”

      “It's not true,” I say, shaking my head. “He didn't commit those murders. The prosecution railroaded him.”

      She shakes her head, not wanting to believe me.

      “I have proof. I talked to the woman who was his alibi. She was with him the night that it happened, but she couldn't testify. He protected her identity and then told the cops about it, but it was too late.”

      “Okay, I'm getting confused,” Libby says, shaking her head and throwing her hands up. “I need to hear everything from the beginning. What happened?”

      Not knowing where else to start, I begin with him showing up at my house. I don't gloss over any of the uncomfortable details about him tying me up and me not knowing who he was at first.

      Then I tell her about buying the car and going on the road trip. I tell her everything. Every last detail just as I remember it.

      I don't keep anything back because there's no point.

      Libby listens carefully, absorbing every last word. After I stop talking, I look at her.

      “That's the whole story,” I say. “You can't share it with anyone.”

      “I know, I won't. You can trust me.” She nods her head but moves her entire body as she sways and thinks about everything that I have just said.

      “What happens now?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “You need to find him.”

      “It’s impossible.”

      “He has to know the truth that you didn't betray him and you didn’t steal his money.”

      A gulp forms in the back of my throat. I clench my jaw and move it from side to side. I take another breath and a wave of emotion seems to pass without me shedding a tear.

      “That's impossible,” I say. “I have no idea where he is or what his name is. The cops haven't found him and that means that he got away. He started a new life somewhere doing who knows what. He's smart and capable. I hope that he's happy.”

      When I say that word happy, another wave of emotion rushes through me and this time I can't hold on. I shrug down and my shoulders start to shake as tears flow down my cheeks.

      Libby drapes her arm over my back and holds me for a while.

      She tells me that it’s going to be okay and I force myself to believe her.

      “I really miss him,” I say, wiping my tears with the back of my hand. “I miss him so much and I hate that he thinks that I did this terrible thing to him. I did do a terrible thing, but I came back and I didn't abandon him. Now I just don't think that he will ever know that.”

      “It's going to be all right,” Libby says over and over again as I continue to cry into my knees.

      She rubs my back gently, along with my head, and after a little while I feel better.

      “Is she okay?” Carolyn asks.

      I had completely forgotten that the kids were home. I raise my head and start to wipe away my tears.

      “I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to make a scene. I'm fine,” I tell Carolyn who just looks at me with her sad puppy eyes and even she doesn't believe me.

      “Isabelle just got a little sad,” Libby tells her daughter. “She will be all right.”

      I take a few deep breaths and calm down.

      “I'm really sorry about that,” I say with newfound confidence. “I don't know what came over me.”

      “It's okay, honey. You can talk to me anytime.”

      “I shouldn’t have told you that, and I really hope that you can keep everything in confidence.”

      “Of course, I will. Have you tried looking for him?”

      “All I do is look for him,” I admit, taking another bite of biscuit. It's soft, fluffy, sweet, and everything that I need in this moment.

      “I keep trying to find him. I keep thinking that he'll just show up somewhere online, but of course he doesn't. That's a good thing. There isn’t an article about him or pictures. The authorities would have already found him if so. I don't know how else to find him.”

      “What about his partner… Mac?”

      “What about him?”

      “Nothing about him either?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “He took the money and he disappeared along with Maggie and Tessa. I don't know what happened to any of them.”

      “You don't think they know anything about Tyler?”

      “I doubt it. They robbed him and they shot him. If he were to see them again, then they probably wouldn’t be too happy.”

      We sit together for a while, without saying a word, just watching the girls play with their play kitchen.

      Carolyn brings over some watermelon and peanut butter sandwiches, all plastic of course, but very delicious.

      When her husband wakes up, I say a brief hello and finally bid everyone farewell.
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      I take a tour of my new sailboat, a fifty foot Beneteau Oceanis. The wind picks up along with the rain and I head below deck to the cabin. The large portholes in the hull are light, emphasizing the elegant interior made of brushed oak.

      There are three cabins (bedrooms) and two heads (bathrooms). The master has a fully walk-around bed, which isn't common on boats. There is also a desk and a small couch.

      The sailboat is luxurious starting with the fixtures and up to the sails. It's this year's model and worth around a million dollars.

      A loud knock on the side of the boat startles me. I look out the window and see that there are three men outside. I recognize all three.

      The fact that they’re here is not good news.

      “How's everything going, guys?” I ask, climbing out onto the deck.

      “Enjoying the view?” Webster Elliott, the oldest son, asks.

      “Of course. It's beautiful out here.” I can't quite read them.

      They look like they are all scowling at me, but there's a casualness to Webster's demeanor that also makes me uneasy. I know that they are all very unhappy about the sale of the marina and they were not shy in sharing those feelings with their father.

      “This boat belongs to us,” Neil, the youngest brother, says. His cheeks get red immediately and the crewcut is not doing his big head any favors.

      “Your father thought that I should have it.”

      “Our father is an idiot.”

      “Neil, don't talk about the old man like that,” Alfred scolds him. “He's not an idiot. He’s just losing control of his faculties.”

      “Is that what your attorney is going to try to argue?” I ask. “Your father is losing his mind and that you should become the executors of his estate?”

      I had heard them talk about this in hushed tones in the hallway after I signed the contract, but I didn’t realize that they were being serious.

      If I had any indication that Mr. Elliott wasn’t of sound mind and body, I would have never tried to buy the marina from him.

      “It's none of your business,” Webster snaps. “Just don't get too comfortable. When we get our marina back, and this boat, if there's even an inch of damage on it, you're going to pay for it through the nose.”

      I see his anger and I use it to my advantage.

      “I believe that I already paid through the nose for your marina and hotel, agreeing to your father's or perhaps your inflated price. I know what that place is worth and it’s not worth anywhere near the nineteen million that I paid. I know this, you know this, and your father knows this. That's why he threw in the boat, as a thank you.”

      Neil launches himself at me. I don't have the steps out to climb aboard, so he launches himself over the dock and grabs on. I get myself ready for a fistfight, but his brothers pull him off.

      “Not now,” Webster says. “There will be a time and place for all of this, but not now.”

      He meets my eyes and glares at me. I clench my jaw and watch them walk away.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, I sit on the deck of my sailboat and watch the sunset. The rain lets up just briefly to allow the sun to peek through the clouds. The sky is painted in pink and yellow with a few splotches of crimson and mango.

      I look over my marina and wonder how I'm going to manage it all. It's not the work that scares me. I'm looking forward to that.

      After all of that time in prison and another year of monastic existence, doing nothing but sitting at the computer and buying and selling stocks, it's going to be nice to actually work with my hands. It's going to be nice to work with people.

      When I first met Mr. Elliott, he told me that he was selling the marina against his family's wishes. I was cautious about it.

      It's not a good idea to get in between family members. Then he told me what his sons wanted to do to it. They had plans to sell it all off for parts.

      When Mr. Elliott came to Seattle, it was just a little town centered around the port.  Over the years, especially after all of the tech companies moved in, the cost of land exploded. That's one of the reasons this place cost me as much as it did.

      There are two restaurants and the sons want to sell each of them individually. They want to sell the hotel to an investor from Saudi Arabia and the marina to another investor from Russia.

      Mr. Elliott doesn't want that to happen. That's why he wrote the contract as he did and that's why I agreed to it. I don't want to sell it either.

      I don't care about the money. I see it as a means to live the life that I want and the life that I want now is to run this place and to do something that I can be proud of with my days.

      When a new wave of clouds cluster overhead, it starts to drizzle again and I seek shelter inside. I order some food and open a bottle of wine.

      A little bit later, there's another knock on the door. Only this time it doesn't startle me. I know exactly who it is. I'm expecting her.

      “You’re soaking wet,” I say, ushering her inside.

      Rachel’s work scrubs are clinging to her toned body. I grab one of the kitchen towels and hand it to her. She collects her black mane of hair with both hands, squeezing it out onto the floor. Then she uses the towel to dry off.

      “Did you bike all the way over here?”

      “It's barely two miles,” Rachel says with a casual shrug.

      I can't help but shake my head and laugh.

      “Hey, this place looks really nice,” Rachel says as she looks around. She's not exactly someone who is impressed easily.

      I'm about to show her to one of the rooms, but she goes right ahead on her own.

      A few minutes later, she comes back out dressed in a dry pair of jeans and a T-shirt and tosses her waterproof bag on the chair.

      “Wow. You clean up nice.”

      She gives me a casual shrug and then leans over and gives me a peck on the cheek.

      Grabbing one of the glasses of wine from the counter, she takes a few long gulps before coming up for air.

      “Hard day?”

      “Surgery after surgery,” she says. “It's exhausting.”

      Rachel is a neurosurgeon who works insane hours and spends her free time running marathons and training for long distance biking races.

      She is an overachiever in every sense of the word and we have been hanging out together for a few weeks. We met at a bar, her local hangout after work.

      “You’ll have your hands full with this place,” Rachel says, pointing to the marina. “It's an institution and some of the old-timers from around here aren’t going to be too happy about a newcomer.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say, shaking my head and telling her about my earlier encounter with the Elliott boys.

      “You know that they won’t let this go, right? It's their legacy. I wouldn’t be surprised if they got their father into the psych ward to prove that he is not of sound mind to make his financial decisions.”

      “Do you think that they'll be able to do that?”

      “With the right lawyers, of course. The problem is that they have the money to pay the right lawyers.”

      Our food arrives and I take it out of the containers and put it on real plates.

      “Wow, this is fancy,” Rachel says.

      I smile and say, “Well, it's a special evening. It's our first time eating on this boat. I want to celebrate.”

      We sit down, clink glasses, and she toasts me on my purchase.

      “I'm really happy that you got this place and that you came to Seattle. I hope that this means that you will actually be staying around for a while?” Rachel asks, taking a bite of her food.

      “Yes, definitely.”

      “Good,” she says shyly.

      “Why?”

      She shrugs and props up her chin with one hand.

      “I kinda like you. Do you like me?”

      I smile and say, “I like you a lot.”

      I lean over and kiss her.

      She's not the first woman that I have seen since Isabelle. I have gone on a few dates here and there, but no one was particularly interesting.

      Rachel is different. She is independent and confident. She doesn't really need me. I like that.

      She has a very busy schedule, but then again so do I. I like the time that we spend together, but mainly I like the fact that she stops me from thinking about Isabelle, even if it's just a few hours a day.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, we pour ourselves another round and nuzzle up on the couch. I ask her about work, but she doesn't really want to talk about it.

      I turn on Netflix and we watch something, but neither of us are paying attention. Sitting here under the blanket with her next to me, I suddenly feel guilty.

      I should be embracing this moment.

      I should be thinking only of her and not of the woman who broke my heart, but I can't make myself stop.

      The truth is that Isabelle is all I think about all the time.

      Where is she? What is she doing?

      I think about the time that she apologized and told me that she didn't mean to take the money. I was on the other end, listening.

      I called just to hear her voice. That's the only reason I ever called.

      I didn't want an explanation. I just wanted to be next to her again in whatever form, even if we were thousands of miles apart.

      She apologized though. She said that she was sorry.

      She said it was a misunderstanding and that she came right back. I wanted to know more, but I couldn't ask.

      Somebody could be listening. It could be a trap. I took a risk even calling, but I couldn't not call.

      Rachel leans over and kisses me.

      She catches me by surprise but only because my mind is somewhere else. Her mouth feels nice on mine. Her body is strong like an athlete's, in control, and yet it still has a few nice curves.

      Growing up, Rachel was always one of the most popular girls in school. She never got bullied and she never got made fun of.

      Her parents are both doctors and they have been happily married for years. She has two brothers, both of whom are computer engineers working in startups. Rachel's the kind of girl who always gets what she wants and it’s nice to be with someone like that for a change.

      Isabelle was shy, uncertain, and not particularly confident. She had no idea how beautiful she was and as a result she went through life feeling like she didn't deserve happiness.

      I thought that we would have that together, but I was wrong.

      Perhaps it was her uncertainty and lack of competence that led to her betraying me.

      Rachel takes off her top and I run my fingers up and down her skin. She climbs on top of me and kisses me harder on the mouth. I feel myself getting hard. I want her, but the desire is quite different than what I’d felt before.

      Stop comparing. It's not fair, I say silently to myself.

      It's not just that, it's also wrong. Rachel is here.

      She's fun, full of life, incredibly intelligent, and actually wants to be with you. Isabelle betrayed me and stole all my money.

      I was lucky to not get caught and sent back to prison for the rest of my life.

      I kiss Rachel back and toss her on her back. I force myself to stop being passive and get more involved, hoping that this will force me to put Isabelle out of my mind.

      For a while it works. We make out on the couch in a state of partial undress. I put my hand between her legs and slide her panties over to one side.

      I kiss her and kiss her again as she tilts her head back and occasionally buries her hands in my hair. The first time she does it, I immediately think back to Isabelle, but then I force myself to stop.

      “Do you want to go back to the bedroom?” I ask, keeping my mouth on hers.

      “Uh-huh,” she mumbles and kisses me again.

      When we get up, I grab her hand to lead her to the back, but her phone goes off. Her face falls and my mood immediately deflates like a balloon losing air.

      I know who that is even before she answers. It's the hospital and there is some sort of emergency.

      She answers on the second ring and by the third I know that I probably won't see her again tonight.

      “I'm really sorry,” she says, hanging up. “There's another emergency.”

      “Of course. I understand,” I say, taking a sip of my wine.

      “Rain check?”

      “When is the next time you're free?”

      “I have a couple of double shifts in a row,” she says, looking at her schedule on her phone and biting her lower lip.

      “Just text me when you're free,” I say. “I’m going to be quite busy with the marina as well.”

      She gets dressed quickly, grabs her backpack, and kisses me on the cheek.

      “We need to get away sometime,” she says. “For a weekend.”

      “I’d like that,” I say and watch her disappear above deck.
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      It has been months since I lost my job and I still haven't found a decent replacement. I started to apply for good jobs on Fiverr.com and doing things like writing resumes and editing cover letters.

      I took any jobs that I could get, eventually making around $1,500 a month. I raise my rates and am now crawling up to $2,000. There's no health insurance or any other benefits that come with that, but it's enough to pay the mortgage and that's pretty good for now.

      I keep applying for whatever speech therapy jobs pop up, but the more months that pass, the less positive I become about getting one of those positions.

      In fact, about a month ago, I made my own website and started posting my own videos on YouTube, showing parents some basics of getting their children to talk.

      Libby gave me permission to include Kylie in the videos and I use those videos as promotional materials for my business. Trisha recruited her own clients and that's how she started her practice. Perhaps I can do the same thing.

      I spend my days trying to be as busy as possible, filling every moment with work or the prospect of work.

      While Mom goes to AA meetings practically every night, I get online and start scouring the Internet for any trace of Tyler, Mac, or anything that has to do with their escape.

      I don't find anything, but I keep looking.

      I check the Google alerts and I scour true crime forums where there's a lot of speculation about what happened to them. It's a big mystery. No one knows what happened.

      I listen to other podcasts and watch various YouTube videos about their whereabouts, but none of them mention anything about me and their trail ends pretty much in Pennsylvania.

      Some speculate that they went to Canada and others to Mexico. From there, who knows where. A few people imagine Tyler living on the beach in the Cayman Islands sailing around on a big sailboat, a man with no country.

      I like the sound of that.

      I like imagining him being somewhere warm and sunny with a beautiful bronze tan. I imagine him at the helm standing proudly and thinking about how far he's come to get here. I wonder if he ever thinks about me.

      It’s nights like this when the rain doesn't let up, I spend too many hours thinking about Tyler, and downing too many glasses of wine all by myself, I feel particularly sorry for myself.

      I know that I will probably never see him again, but I can't move on. I need him to know the truth and I keep sending these thoughts and messages into the atmosphere hoping that one of them will get through to him.

      The problem is that I don't even really believe in that kind of stuff.
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      Mom is seeing someone now. They met in AA and have been dating for almost a month. I haven't met him yet, but I can tell that it's exciting by how she is acting.

      She has always been someone who liked to comb her hair and apply makeup in front of the vanity, but now the preparations for her weekly AA meetings are taking a whole new approach.

      It probably takes her an hour and a half to get ready. It's a good thing that she has been working in the mornings and afternoons and her boss has switched her from evenings.

      She's making less money, but I’m making some now and together we’re getting by all right. Besides, I think she enjoys having a normal personal life that actually takes place at night.

      His name is Benjamin Taliancich and he is a two-time divorced accountant with his own practice right next to the American Legion. According to Mom, he is not like anyone that she’s dated before, but that's exactly what she likes about him. He's quiet, polite, and likes to stay in at night to work on his stamp collection.

      “I had no idea anyone had stamp collections anymore,” I say.

      “I've seen it. It's really nice. He has a coin collection, too.”

      “What a nerd.”

      I make fun, but secretly I’m pleased. Mom was always a party girl and most men she dated were the ones who were popular in high school and then couldn’t hold down a job as adults.

      This whole time I have been holding my breath about her going down the wrong path again and I thought that whoever she would start dating again would play a big part in that, but Benjamin seems different.

      I tell her to invite him over for dinner and that I'll cook.

      She gasps, shakes her head, and jokingly says, “Hell no. I'll invite him over, but there's no way you’re doing any of the cooking.”

      Benjamin arrives a few days later and he is even nicer than I thought he would be.

      He has a college degree, which is unusual for most of the men that my mom has dated, but he isn't arrogant about it. He owns a house in Aspinwall, one town over, which is walking distance from his business. We get to know each other a little bit and over dessert, they even hold hands.

      He also expresses that he wants to learn how to ski this weekend.

      “I've never been, but I've always wanted to go so I decided that this winter I'm finally going to do it. I'm going to take one of those classes and I hope that I'm not the only one there over the age of five.”

      “You probably will be,” I say jokingly, but I'm secretly impressed with his openness to try new things.

      “Nope, you won't,” Mom says. “I'll be right there with you.”

      My mouth nearly drops open.

      The few times that I had mentioned skiing growing up, Mom referred to it as a sport for elitist shitheads. She knew that at my high school there were rich kids who spent their winters skiing at Seven Springs, a nearby ski resort, and some of them even went up to Vermont and Colorado.

      She rarely had anything positive to say about them, especially after she found out that I was friends with Tyler. I used to take offense to it, but now I know that it was just the self-defense mechanism.

      It was her way of coping with all of the things that she couldn't offer me. She acted like there was something wrong with them and with what they did for recreation. Then she wouldn’t have to feel so bad that she couldn't give it to me.

      “I didn't realize that you wanted to learn to ski,” I say, sitting back on the couch, nursing my fresh cup of cocoa that Benjamin had made for us. I watch a small marshmallow bounce up and down at the water line and then slowly melt into the cup.

      “I didn't, but listening to him talk about it, it sounds really fun. Besides I'm at this point in my life when I'm trying to do new things.”

      “I like that,” I say.

      We talk some more and after that I am ready to be alone so I head to my room. I want to give them some space and I can tell that they appreciate it.

      As I get into bed, I marvel at how different things are. There was a time when I could never imagine my mom doing anything like this and it makes me happy to see her embracing life.

      For years, she seemed to exist in a day-to-day existence, thinking only about getting her next fix, whether that be alcohol, drugs, or gambling. She went through periods of addiction with each and I'm not sure she ever really got clean until recently.

      I know that she has an addictive personality and so do I. There is an obsessiveness to us and that's how we exist in the world.

      For years, I have been obsessed with food. I binged, I starved myself, and I hated myself. Then I went through the cycle over and over again.

      When I met Tyler, something shifted, but now that he's gone, I find myself turning to my old habits. Whenever I get bored, I reach for something to put in my mouth. I'm not bored often and I try to keep busy, but I still reach for the snacks, for the chocolate, and for all of those things that make me hate my body.

      I try to keep this part of me to myself. On the outside, people can see that I'm overweight, but I try to be positive and loving of my body.

      It doesn't always work. My weight fluctuates with my moods and whenever I try to start any sort of exercise regime, I can never stick to it.

      The odd thing is that I don't really like to eat food. I don't really have a developed palette and I'm not interested in too many exotic foods.

      I just want to eat a lot.

      If I have a hard day at work, I come home and eat a pizza. If I feel anxious at work, I drown myself in carbohydrates. The sugar rush makes everything okay for a moment, but it's never enough and it never lasts.

      After a lot of hard work, I eventually weaned myself off of sweet, carbonated drinks and juice, but it barely made a difference in the scale.

      Now that I haven't worked in months, not in any official capacity, my obsession with food has become even less manageable.

      I wake up in the morning and it’s the first thing that I can think about. I try to limit my calories and then I try to count the fat and carbohydrate content of my meals, but I usually give up around noon and then stuff my face because I feel so bad about myself.

      The only time when I had this under control was when I was traveling with Tyler. It seems insane to think about because that was a highly stressful time, but it's almost as if being worried about the cops took my attention away from my obsessions. Now, being back home, I’ve gone back to my old ways.

      After leaving Mom with Benjamin, I go to my room, drink a glass of water, and try to stop thinking about food.

      I open my laptop and search for Tyler instead. I don't know why I keep doing this. It's not like he's going to start a Facebook page, open an Instagram account, or notify the world about where he is.

      Still, I keep looking.

      What if he does?

      What if I just happen to stumble upon him somewhere on the Internet, find out his new name, and then get in touch with him?

      What if that were actually possible?
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      A month later, Mom moves in with Benjamin. She gives me a few weeks’ notice but says that she’ll help me pay the rent for long as I need it.

      I want her to stay, not because I don't want her to move in with her boyfriend, but because I’m actually going to miss her.

      I also don't want to be alone with my thoughts in this big house, but I don't tell her any of this. I want to be happy for her.

      I'm an adult and she's an adult. I want her to fall in love and find someone who will love her forever.

      Mom talks about the dangers of being in a relationship while in recovery and I realize how seriously she's taking everything about her new life.

      At first, I wasn't sure about her dating someone who is also an addict, but he tells me that he hasn't had a drink or a pill in almost 3 years.

      Five years ago, he tweaked his back which required surgery and they gave him a prescription for OxyContin. It didn't take him long to start abusing it.

      “I knew that it was addictive, but I had all of this pain and it was the only thing that helped. Quickly I realized that I couldn't even get through the day without it.”

      Benjamin talks about his recovery and addiction a lot. He's really open about it and he's even sponsored a few addicts.

      He's had one relapse, but he went to treatment and he's very diligent about following all the rules.

      Just like Mom, he was really worried about dating someone in recovery, but now they seem to be supporting one another and having a really positive influence in each other's lives.

      The week after Mom moved out, I go to visit her and bring her a housewarming gift in the form of a barrel cactus. It doesn't really belong in Pennsylvania, but she has always been a fan of succulents and cacti from the Southwest.

      I want to give her something that she will love.

      I've never been to Benjamin's house prior to this, but I see Mom’s influence everywhere. He shows me the new curtains that she sewed herself from the fabric she bought at Jo-Ann Fabrics along with the throw pillows that she got on sale from Marshall's.

      When she shows me around his three bedroom house, I start to see her as the woman of the house. She belongs here.

      This is her home now.

      I think back to that drug den I found her in near downtown, the one with no roof and about ten other tweaking addicts. She didn't look human.

      I got her to come with me by offering her money and a place to stay, but as soon as she realized that I was trying to take her to the detox center, she opened the door and jumped out of the car.

      We've talked about that a few times. She’s apologized profusely and I accepted her apologies. I still do.

      Nevertheless, the images and the memories are ingrained in my mind forever. This is my mother and the trauma that she caused me growing up is hard to measure.

      I know that I inherited her obsessiveness and her addictive nature, but I wonder how much of that has to do with her genes instead of her actions.

      We learn to be by watching others.

      I have tried to create my identity in opposition to hers, but in doing so I’ve created walls to protect myself from all of the things that I didn't want to happen.

      I don't want to depend on any substance and I’ve tried my best to stay away from drugs and alcohol. I never smoked weed and I've only taken painkillers on a handful of occasions, like after wisdom tooth surgery.

      I knew that I needed to stay away from those things if I didn't want to follow her path, but what I didn't know was that my addictive personality would manifest in other ways.

      There's my obsession with food. There's my inability to regulate my emotions and my attempt to regulate them with food. Then of course there's me trying to find Tyler even though it's likely impossible at this point.

      I don't know if it's right to say that I'm obsessed with him, but I am consumed with what happened. I can't get over the fact that he thinks I betrayed him.

      I know that he's right, but I also need a chance to explain. Every time I think about it, I am immediately taken back to that afternoon and I know that there is nothing that I can do to change that.
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        * * *

      

      It has been over a year since I saw him and it feels like it was only yesterday. I don't have any pictures of him except for the mugshots that don’t resemble him at all.

      This is one of the many regrets that I have about our time together. I was so certain that no matter what happened, we would be together. I never expected this to happen. I never expected to be back here, living my life again as if he never existed.

      The only person who knows the truth about him is Libby. I told her because I trust her, a lot more than my mom. Mom has been sober longer than she's ever been before and she and Benjamin are talking about marriage, but still I hesitate to tell her everything about what happened.

      Mom continues to work at The Cheesecake Factory and has even been promoted to head waitress. Benjamin has a lot of time off saved up and they're planning a month long trip around Europe.

      I'm happy for them, but I'm also secretly jealous as my own life continues in a somewhat downward trajectory.

      The only positive thing going on in my life is that I'm actually starting to grow something resembling a practice. I now have five clients who I visit three times a week each.

      They live in different parts of the city and I spend a lot of time in my car, but at least it keeps me busy. I can also charge more because I go to their houses.

      I decide that I should have at least seven steady clients before I can even think about renting a space, but I don't even know if that would be possible. Right now, I drive to their homes, rain or shine.

      What happens when their moms have to drive to me? They are all very scattered around the city and I don’t even know where to open my practice so that it would be convenient for all of them.

      Besides, this way I don't have a lease and I don't owe anyone any rent. Maybe this is okay for now. It keeps me moving and keeps me from sitting around at home obsessing about food and Tyler.

      On one particular rainy evening, after I make a major breakthrough with a three-year-old who has never said a word, I'm feeling proud and high on life.

      I stop by The Cheesecake Factory to chat with Mom, but they tell me that she's off today. I buy a chocolate cake and decide to surprise her at home.

      There's a parking spot right across the street from their house. I stomp my feet on the patio and brush off some of the rain from my jacket. It's not exactly a rain jacket, so I'm damp on the inside, and I can’t wait to warm up by Benjamin’s roaring fireplace.
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      I ring the doorbell and wait for them to answer, but no one does. I ring it again and then open the screen door to knock.

      Still nothing.

      I know they’re home because the lights are on, but the curtains are drawn. On a whim, I try the knob and much to my surprise it opens.

      “Hey, I'm sorry to barge in but–”

      I freeze and all the blood drains away from my face. Mom lies back on the couch with her arms and legs spread open with her eyes closed.

      Benjamin is right next to her in a similar half comatose state. There's a glass pipe, foil, needles, and all of the other evidence of drug use on the coffee table in front of them.

      They just took some hits and they can’t acknowledge my existence. I want to yell at them, shake them, and scream why over and over again, but instead I stand in the doorway and stare at the people that I used to know.

      A few minutes later, the shock wears off and I manage to close the door and take off my soaking wet coat.

      I don't know what to do.

      I want to leave them alone and go home and cry, but I don't want to leave them.

      They're both still breathing, alive.

      I read numerous books about addiction and I know how dangerous it is for the people that go on a bender after a long period of sobriety. That's when overdoses happen.

      That's when you lose people.

      Tears well up in my eyes as I glare at them, sprawled out on the couch, each in their own world.

      I want to punch them and scream at them, but there's no point. They can't hear me anyway.

      So, I just sit here, watch, and hope that wherever they are right now they will come back.

      

      A little bit later, Mom finally sees me. She looks ashamed but not scared.

      She wants me to leave so that she can be alone with her drugs, but I refuse to do that.

      “Why did you do this? You were so happy,” I ask, fighting back sobs.

      “You don't understand,” Mom mumbles.

      Her words are slurred and she's barely stringing them together.

      “Where is everything?” she asks when she finally looks down at the coffee table.

      “I threw it away,” I say nonchalantly. “I don't want you to do it anymore.”

      “That was thousands of dollars! You had no right!”

      She couldn’t seem to focus at all a few moments ago but now she’s alert and present.

      “No, you had no right. You had your whole life in front of you. You were happy. You were so good for so long.”

      “Why do you think we celebrated?”

      I get up to walk away, but she runs up to me and grabs me. I clumsily pull on my jacket and I drop it.

      “Where did you put everything?” she asks, focusing incredibly hard to get that question out correctly.

      “I told you,” I say, picking up my jacket. “It's all gone. You need to get clean and you need to go back to rehab.”

      “This was a one-time thing, Isabelle, please. We are never going to do this again. Just tell me where it is.”

      I shake my head.

      She throws her hand up and slaps me across the face.

      I grab onto my burning cheek and can no longer stop the hot tears from streaming from my eyes. I'm not crying from the pain, but from the disappointment that once again everything is wrong.

      I hadn't realized how happy I was for her until tonight. She was finally living the life that I always thought that she could. She had a good job, a good man, and plans for the future.

      She actually had things that she wanted and goals that she was trying to reach. Now, looking at her in her disheveled state and her desperation to get her drugs back, I cry not just for her but for me, too.

      “I'm really sorry, Isabelle. Please. You just have to tell me.” Her words are slow and laborious.

      “I flushed the drugs down the toilet and I threw out everything else,” I say, looking straight into her eyes.

      She rushes over to the garbage can in the kitchen and searches it but finds nothing.

      She runs out back to check the garbage cans even though she's wearing nothing but a T-shirt and shorts.

      Again, she finds nothing.

      When she comes back to the living room, she throws her arm in the air and tries to punch me. This time, I catch her and stop her.

      “You’re never going to find it. You deserve better. You both do. Please don't do this.”

      “You don't understand, you're ruining everything!”

      “Please, come with me. I’ll call your sponsor and we can talk about this. You can get back on track.”

      My voice cracks over and over again as I try to hold back the torrent of tears running down my face.

      She shakes her head and refuses. She mumbles about how I don't understand and that this was just a one-time thing.

      Then she yells at me for taking her stuff. I look at her and I know that this isn’t my mom. No, that’s just an excuse.

      This is her. This is her body and her talking.

      I love her, but what else can I do? I want her to get better and I want her to get back on track, but she needs to want that, too.

      I can't make her want something she doesn't. Today, right now, she's nowhere near wanting the same thing for her that I do.

      When Benjamin starts to come out of his stupor, I head toward the door. My only hope now is that they don't have enough money to buy anything else tonight, but I know that's unlikely. They both have good jobs and they have all that money that they've been saving for their trip to Europe.

      As I walk to my car, I no longer hide from the rain. I let it hit me directly on my face and I hope that it's strong enough to wake me up from this nightmare.

      All it does is make me wet.

      When I get inside and start the engine, I think back to a few days ago and how excited my mom sounded when she bought those tickets to Paris. Neither of them have ever been there and this was going to be something that they shared and that they’d never had with anyone else.

      I got her a guidebook and she highlighted the hell out of it, tagging all of the places that she definitely didn't want to miss. That was my mom, too.

      That was my real mom, not the one that has been hijacked by this addiction. I try to pull out of the parking spot, but a wave of tears makes it impossible to see.

      I put the car back in park and just cry and cry, beating my head against the steering wheel.

      This helplessness is hard to explain. You know everything that you want her to do and you know that she's capable of this entirely different life, one that will make her so happy and so alive, yet there's actually nothing you can do to make her live.

      There's nothing you can do to make her stop being so self-destructive and you just pray that she doesn't overdose or kill herself until she reaches that point when she realizes that her life can be so much more than what it is now.

      Instead of driving home, I head straight to Libby's house. I don't call her and I don't warn her, but I hope that she doesn't kick me out.

      I park my car in a no parking zone right in front of her house and knock. When she opens the door, I fling myself into her arms and she holds me until I stop sobbing enough to tell her what's going on.

      “I'm so sorry, Isabelle,” she says, pulling me closer. We sit on the couch together and she holds me, letting me cry into her shoulder.

      Somewhere in the distance, I hear the kids asking something, probably about me.

      I shouldn’t be here and I shouldn’t be scaring them by showing up and bawling, but I can't make myself move.

      It takes me a long time to calm down, but eventually I do.

      Eventually, I pull away from her and take off my jacket.

      Eventually, I take a sip of the tea that she makes for me.

      Eventually, I tell her all of the details of what happened earlier tonight.

      “I'm so sorry for barging in like this,” I say, wiping the last of my tears. “I was just so happy tonight and I went over there to surprise her with some cake and instead…”

      “I'm really sorry,” Libby says, shaking her head. “She was clean for so long. I really thought that this time it would work out.”

      “I know. I don't understand. She was so happy. They both were. When they first got together, I really thought that it was a bad idea. Then he seemed to be responsible and such a good influence on her. They had their addictions but they supported one another through it. They both went to meetings and everything else. How did this happen?”
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      I stay at Libby's house for a long time that evening. She holds me for a while but then she needs to feed her kids and husband dinner.

      She lets me stay on her couch. I see people walking all around me, avoiding me and looking at me from the corner of their eyes, but I guess she must've talked to them because none of them say a word.

      I know that I have to move and go back home, but it's almost as if all of my energy has been drained out of me.

      I can't move. I can barely pull the blanket up and close my eyes.

      I wake up at six the following morning when Kylie starts to cry. I take a few deep breaths and force myself to my feet.

      The light is cool and bleak, streaming into the window through the low hanging clouds. I walk into the girls’ bedroom and pick up Kylie.

      After a few moments she stops crying but I continue to pat her head. Libby mouths thank you and I mouth it back.

      I help her feed the kids and play with them a little bit to give her time to get ready. I even make breakfast when her husband comes downstairs.

      I haven't talked to him much throughout all of this, but he doesn't seem to mind. I'm sure that Libby filled him in and he gives me a sympathetic look.

      When he leaves for work, I start to put away the linens that I used. I head over to the washing machine, but Libby takes them from me.

      “Don't worry about it,” she says. “I'll do the laundry later.”

      “Thank you so much for letting me crash here. I don't know what came over me.”

      “You didn't want to be alone.”

      “Still, I shouldn’t have burdened you. You have enough to think about.”

      “You didn't. We are friends and I really appreciate you coming to me. I'm sorry that I can’t be more helpful.”

      I nod, not knowing what else to say.

      “Listen, can I ask you a favor?” Libby asks, shifting her weight from one foot to another and looking down at the floor.

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “Would you mind coming over tonight and babysitting? We haven't had a date night in a long time.”

      “Of course! Kylie and I can work on some words, too.”

      “You could just relax and watch TV. Really anything that you want.”

      I nod and give her one last hug before heading back out to my car. I spend the day working to keep myself occupied.

      I don't know what Mom’s doing, but I'm angry with her. Disappointed.

      I have so many emotions that I can't even let myself think about it because I get overcome with frustration.

      That evening, I happily go back to Libby's to give myself something to do. Kylie and Carolyn are excited to see me and Libby looks radiant in a flowered dress that I've never seen her wear before. She's even wearing blush and curls in her hair.

      “You look beautiful,” I say, putting my hands up to my cheeks to admire her.

      “I clean up well, huh?”

      “You always look good, but you look really stunning tonight.”

      “Quit lying,” Libby says, her cheeks turning red.

      She was never the type to accept compliments easily. When her husband comes out, I can see it in his eyes that he thinks that she's the most beautiful woman in the world.

      As soon as they leave, Kylie points at the television, asking me to turn on Dora the Explorer.

      “On?” I ask, putting one hand over the other to show her the sign.

      She nods but I repeat myself and then show her how to do the gesture on her own.

      “On?” I ask again and this time she does the sign so I flip it on.

      Carolyn shows me her collection of stuffed bears and some of her other favorite toys. All while watching the show, Kylie lines up her cars and trucks and makes a loud growling sound while playing with them, pointing to me to say the word.

      Her communication is improving by leaps and bounds and I no longer suspect that she is on the autism spectrum. In fact, her problem seems to be entirely due to an oral motor delay.

      After playing with the girls for a while, I leave them alone to play by themselves and plop down on the couch for some me time.

      I've known them long enough to know that the peace and tranquility that they are exhibiting in this moment are not going to last long so I want to savor the few moments that I do have.

      Next to the end table, I see a huge stack of magazines. Libby has always loved reading something glossy and she subscribes to a whole variety of them.

      I skim through some of the celebrity ones and then turn my attention to location based ones. There's one called Mountain House Living with a big sprawling cabin on the cover. I can't bring myself to look through this one because it reminds me too much of Big Bear, California.

      Of course the house was nothing like this one, but the view of the lake and the thick pine trees brings me back immediately to the last place where I was with Tyler.

      Instead, I turn my attention to Coast Magazine. There's a beautiful house right on the Pacific with enormous boulders framing it on both sides. I've never been to the Pacific Northwest, but I've always wanted to go. The trees there are perpetually evergreen and never stand barren and naked like they do here for months at a time.

      I go through the pages from the back, an old habit of mine, but for some reason I find it easier to turn the pages this way. Somewhere in the middle, right after the big advertisement for an expensive new sailboat, I stumble upon an article about a marina sale in Seattle.

      Apparently, it was an institution that has been around since the 50s and the father refused to give it to his family and instead sold it to an outside party.

      The writer is eloquent and concise, taking some leeway with language in order to create a better story. Normally, reading something like this is nothing that I'm really interested in and yet I can't pull myself away. It is intriguing and a mystery, yet there isn't really a resolution.

      When the article ends, I want to know more, but I don't think that there will be a follow-up. In the end, Oliver Beckett is someone who takes over the marina, leaving the three Elliott brothers to fend for themselves.

      Of course, I doubt that there's any risk they will actually get any real jobs as the family has other real estate and wealth buildup over the decades, but they are definitely not taking the sale lightly. In fact, they're working with their attorneys to try to get their father declared incompetent, which would probably invalidate the sale.

      When I finish the story, instead of simply moving on to something else, I sit with my legs in the lotus position on the couch with the magazine flat in my lap and think about what I have just read.

      It's fascinating how the story told a particular way that just draws you into it. I flip back to the beginning to look at the writer's name: Emma Scott. Her prose is terse yet full of imagination and she is an amazing storyteller. There are a few pictures interspersed with the text and I bring the magazine closer to examine the family more intimately.

      There's a picture of the family during happier times: three brothers standing with their proper parents and the youngest one is graduating. Then there is a photo of the three of them with the oldest one’s wife and they’re sitting around the dining room table somewhere overlooking the bright blue waters.

      “There must be a picture of Oliver Beckett as well,” I say to myself, turning the pages.

      There is one, but it's kind of odd. It's barely a silhouette of him, looking out onto the marina, which is now his domain. His hair is cut short and he looks like he's tall, though with so little to go on, it's hard to tell.

      “Come play with us,” Carolyn says, pulling on my hand.

      Kylie jumps over and makes the sign for more, by bringing both of her hands together into a bow tie.

      Usually, she uses the sign correctly whenever she wants some more of something like her favorite dried mangoes, but occasionally she uses it just to get me to play with her.

      I put the magazine away and the three of us play with Peppa Pig's playhouse. We put Peppa and George on the bed and then I take Daddy Pig and pop him on the couch in front of the television. When I grab Mama Pig and drop her down the stairs, the girls laugh and fall down on the floor.

      Of course, their attention span doesn’t last long and after a little bit, they move on to cutting Play-Doh and trying to fit it into small crevices.

      I sit back down on the couch and grab my phone. I scroll through social media and check my email through the headlines then quickly get bored.

      I'm tempted to read a novel, but I know that it won’t be that enjoyable because of the constant disruptions. I reach over for the magazine again but then something occurs to me.

      I open Google and search the name Oliver Beckett. It's probably common enough to have a number of social media entries, but I wonder if there's another picture of him somewhere.

      The first thing that shows up is the article and picture of his silhouette. When I click over to images, I see another picture, which makes my blood run cold.
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      I stare at his face and my body goes rigid. I can't move a muscle. It's like someone has put me in a trance.

      After a few moments of inactivity, my screen goes blank and I continue to stare at it, trying to process what I have just seen.

      Oliver Beckett is Tyler McDermott?

      Is that even possible?

      I put my phone back on with the picture again. He's walking away and you can see his profile.

      His hair is much different along with his body, but there's something about him that is so familiar.

      Of course, I could be wrong.

      There are lots of people who look like other people and this can't possibly be him, right?

      He’s supposed to lay low. He's not supposed to be written up in an article. Then again, maybe he didn't have a choice. 

      Maybe that's why there was no picture of him in that article that Emma Scott wrote.

      If this is him, then he probably said the silhouette was the best that he could do.

      This other one?  I click on it to try to figure out where it had appeared, but there's very little information about it. It's just some blog talking about maritime activities in the Pacific Northwest. It briefly mentions that the marina is under new management and attaches this picture of him, which looks like it has been taken without his knowledge.

      Kylie runs over to me, making the sign for more and I reluctantly put down my phone and head over to the pantry to give her another snack.

      Everything seems like a blur.

      My mind keeps rushing from one possibility to another and I keep trying to convince myself that this is just a coincidence.

      Oliver Beckett is just some rich investor who looks a little bit like Tyler. It is not Tyler.

      How can that be? Tyler is gone.

      Tyler's not here anymore.

      Tyler is no longer Tyler.

      I don't know his new name, but if that's the case, why can’t it be… Oliver Beckett?

      Of course, anything is possible. People disappear and are never found again. Others show up after years of being gone after everyone thought that they were dead.

      Is this actually possible?

      Tyler was going to start a new life with a new identity, but that life was going to be private.

      It doesn't work if his picture shows up in a magazine or he's embroiled in some big lawsuit over the sale of a marina and a hotel.

      All of these thoughts and many others spin around my head, making me nauseous. When I have a free moment, I go back to my phone and search Oliver Beckett and try to read everything about him that I can.

      The problem is that he hardly exists. Besides these two articles, there's nothing else about him and he has no social media presence at all. It's not unusual, of course.

      Unlikely, but not unusual, but I guess it is suspicious.

      “I need to put this out of my mind,” I say to myself, making the television louder.

      Dora yells, “Swiper, no swiping,” she sings a song that I join in with the girls on, and dancing.

      I move my hips back and forth and show Kylie how to do the same with hers. I'm not much of a dancer and in the mirror at the far end of the living room I can tell that my moves sort of resemble a two year old’s. I don't mind, however. It's fun to dance and we both laugh as we do it.

      When the song comes to an end, instead of plopping back down on the couch, I go over to the toy box and pull out the Legos.

      After a few moments, the girls join in and together we start to build something very big and very tall. It's nice to busy my hands with something tangible, but unfortunately it doesn't quiet my mind.

      I keep thinking about Tyler and the possibility that he might be Oliver. Of course, it's nice to imagine that he's now a very wealthy man living the life of his dreams.

      When we talked about starting over, he never mentioned where he would go or what he would do, but I sort of imagined us in California.

      I thought he liked it there, too, and I'm surprised that he left. Then again, maybe it was too painful to stay or maybe he never left at all and that this Oliver Beckett is someone else entirely.

      Just as we are running out of Legos and the girls start to yawn, Libby comes home.

      “Where is…?” I start to ask as Libby shakes her head.

      “There was some sort of leak at Giant Eagle,” she says, pronouncing Eagle like ‘Iggle’ the way that people usually pronounce it around here.

      “Wow. I had no idea that grocery store managers could be on call.”

      “Yeah, it's like he's a doctor without any of the perks,” she says with a laugh.

      “Well, how did it go other than that?”

      “Actually, really well. It's really nice to connect and talk about something other than work, the kids, and our bills.”

      I help her get the kids to bed and, surprisingly, it doesn't take long.

      When we get back to the living room, I’m tempted to tell her about Tyler, but I bite my tongue.

      I don't know what’s real and what's not and I don't want to blow it out of proportion. Besides, I have a feeling that she already thinks I'm a little nuts after what happened with my mom.

      “I see that you got into the magazines,” Libby says.

      “Yes, I hope you don't mind,” I say, leaning over and starting to collect them into a pile.

      “No, not at all. Darren thinks that it's a waste of money and he's probably right, but I really like them. I know that I could subscribe to them and return them online which would probably cost me a fraction of what they do now, but we both have to have our vices, right?”

      She picks up Coast and stares wistfully at the sprawling home on the cover.

      “Can you imagine living in something like this? All that glass? All that nature just engulfing you from all sides?”

      I shake my head.

      “I know that you have a really big house in comparison to this one and I can only dream about living in something as big and comfortable as yours.”

      I give her a slight nod and say, “If I told you about how hard it has been to pay the mortgage recently, you probably would not be that envious.”

      I mean this as a joke, but it comes out rather crude and privileged. I immediately wish that I could take it back.

      “Sometimes we can't even pay the mortgage on this one,” she says with a laugh and I can tell that she has had a couple of drinks on her date.

      She's looser now, more easy-going, and I can tell that it’s not something that she does often.

      “Agh, I feel so… Loopy. I don't even know what I'm saying.”

      “You’re fine,” I say, waving my hand.

      She looks at the cover of the magazine and presses it tightly to her chest.

      “It’d be nice to think about stuff like this, don’t you think? Like what it would be like to live there? It's not really even about the money, but just to have this corner of the world that is entirely yours. I bet that they can see whales and dolphins from their deck. They would have seagulls dropping by and maybe you can even go fishing right in the waves.”

      “That sounds nice,” I say, nodding my head, but thinking only of Tyler.

      After I say goodbye and Libby tries to pay me, I put her money back in her pocket and tell her to get some sleep.

      “I feel bad,” Libby says. “You are doing all of this free speech therapy and now you're babysitting for free as well. It makes me feel like I'm a user.”

      “You’re anything but a user,” I say, pulling her close to me and looking straight into her eyes. “You were there for me when I was a kid and you were there for me when I came here crying over my mom's relapse. That means a lot. This is just my way of saying thank you.”
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      When I get home, I stay up half the night thinking about Tyler. I keep trying to find anything I can about Oliver online, but I don't find anything substantial or even relevant.

      I barely sleep a few hours and then get back to work editing resumes and helping people write cover letters. It's ironic that I make my living doing this when I can't find a job myself.

      I have another person interested in doing speech therapy with me and I do a brief phone session with the mother.

      We make plans for an in-person session for later this week. In the afternoon, I spend a lot of time in the car between appointments and my thoughts pinball back and forth between Tyler and my mom.

      I still haven't talked to her since I walked in on them getting high. I don't know what happened that night. I don't know if she has completely dissented into the pits of her addiction or if it was just a one-time misstep.

      The reason that I haven't reached out is that I'm too scared to find out.
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            Isabelle

          

        

      

    

    
      I would be lying if I didn't say that seeing my mom again scared the hell out of me. Things have been so good for so long and then suddenly I'm back to being a kid afraid of going home and finding out my mom has become a stranger overnight.

      When she drinks, she becomes angry. When she does drugs, she becomes erratic. When she gambles, she becomes desperate.

      There are highs and lows to each addiction and now that she's on that path again, I don't know what I'm going to find when I see her again, but I can't leave this alone. I have to at least try to get her back into therapy.

      When I first found her, I was so angry and devastated that I spent the night at Libby's house and then another night trying to put it all out of my mind. I can't do that anymore. I love her and I need her to be the person that I know that she can be.

      I drive over to Benjamin's place, her new residence. I remember how only a few months ago I was so happy that she was moving in with him. He seemed so stable and confident and so unlike all of her other boyfriends.

      I walk up the stairs and knock on the door, but no one is home. The curtains are drawn, which isn't a good sign. When they first moved in together, she talked about how dark the living room was and how she planned to paint everything sparkling ivory white. The curtains were there, but they were rarely closed.

      Now they are and it's not even that late. Addicts like to keep the curtains closed and keep the world out. That way it can always be nighttime and they can always do what they have set out to do.

      I walk around the house, knocking on the windows, and peeking through, but it seems like no one is actually home.

      I drive over to the local Presbyterian Church where I know they have been going to their AA meetings. This was where they met and the six o'clock meeting is just about to start. There is old coffee and stale donuts on the craft table to one side and people who look like they are tired of living are gathering around to get their fill.

      I look for my mom, but I don't see her.

      I look for Benjamin. He's not here either.

      I ask a few people about their whereabouts, but no one knows anything. I don't tell them why I am asking because everyone here already knows. They have slipped up.

      They have gone on a bender. They're probably hiding out somewhere where no one can find them.

      When I get back to the car, I try to think of what else to do. I don't have access to Mom’s credit cards so I don't know how I can track her spending or even what part of the city she's buying things in. Of course, she wouldn’t put her drug purchases on her credit card, but she might go to the grocery store for some incidentals.

      I consider going to the police, but only briefly. There's no point.

      If this goes on for a while, they will probably find her anyway and I'm not going to help them put her in jail. Not yet anyway.

      She's not that close to death or on a downward spiral and I hope that I can get her out of it before that happens.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I start the engine and drive over to The Cheesecake Factory. Mom has been working here for almost a year and I know a few of her coworkers.

      I see Mom’s car in the parking lot and I let out a sigh of relief. At least she still has her job. When I get inside, I ask the hostess if she's working now and she finds her in the back.

      “What are you doing here?” Mom asks.

      Her voice is stern and disapproving.

      “I wanted to see you. I wanted to see how you are.”

      “I'm perfectly fine. This is my place of work. You have nothing to worry about.”

      She's talking to me like a stranger, a very rude and unwanted stranger. I know that she's trying to get rid of me and I don't want to overstep my bounds or make a scene. I don't want to jeopardize her work.

      A few employees walk past us and look at us out of the corners of their eyes. I take a deep breath.

      She looks tired and exhausted. Her skin is sallow and she has lost weight.

      She's always been thin and fit, but she doesn't look healthy. Far from it.

      “Isabelle, I'm fine.”

      “What about what happened with Benjamin?” I whisper, not wanting anyone to hear what we’re talking about.

      “Nothing happened with Benjamin. We were just having fun one night.”

      “Are you okay now? Are you still… Using?” I say the last word under my breath.

      I know that they get surprise drug checks and the last thing that I want to do is to tip off her employer.

      “What are you even talking about?” she says, holding her arms across her chest. “How dare you accuse me of something like that!”

      I can't tell if she’s just trying to cover her ass or if she's actually serious and in denial. I take another deep breath and exhale very slowly.

      When I open my mouth to say something else, she grabs my arm and pushes me out the front door. I follow her around the building to the alley where she sticks her finger in my face.

      “What the hell are you doing here? Why are you following me? Do you want me to get fired?”

      The rage in her eyes is difficult to describe, but I know that this isn't really her talking. There's something off with her biochemically and that's a result of the drugs.

      “What are you taking? What are you two using?”

      “It's none of your business,” she says, slurring her words.

      I didn't see this before in the dim light of the restaurant, but her eyes are not focusing on mine. They’re looking somewhere past me. Her skin has an almost blue-green tinge to it and her lips are thin, pursed, and not plump like they usually are. It looks like she has aged about ten years in the last few days and that's probably a result of those sleepless nights.

      “Are you using meth?” I ask, again lowering my voice, not wanting anyone to hear.

      “It's none of your business.”

      “Is that why you're not getting any sleep? Is that why you're so wired?”

      “Shut the fuck up!”

      She gets up close to me and I can smell the stink of her cigarette breath. She raises her hand and I brace myself for impact. This would not be the first time that she’s hit me.

      It's something that used to happen quite often when I was a kid, anytime I said something that she disagreed with. I'm used to this with Mom.

      I realize now that the whole time that she was clean and happy I was just waiting for this devil to come back.

      She doesn't strike me.

      Instead she wraps her arms around herself and whispers, “I'm fine. You need to go away if you don't want me to get fired.”

      I give her space. I know that she's under the influence. I know that she's just trying to hold onto the world as much as she can and I also know that it's probably a long time before she will say yes to any sort of detox or rehab.

      After Mom walks away, I lean against the building and slide all the way down to the ground and bury my head in my hands.

      Tears start to run down my cheeks. I should go home and get back to work. I should make more videos to find new clients. I should stop thinking about my mom's poor decisions and how much worse it's all probably going to get before it gets better.

      Unfortunately, I can’t do any of these things.

      The only thing that I can think about is Oliver Beckett.
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            Tyler

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning after all of the papers are signed and the marina and hotel are officially in my name, I get to work.

      I walk around the perimeter of the hotel with a clipboard making notes about all of the things that need to be fixed and all of the things that need to be cleaned.

      There's a broken streetlight. There’re some scuff marks on the outside of the building.

      Even the garbage cans are dingy and dirty and look like they haven't been cleaned in ages. There's trash in the parking lot. Not a lot, but it's noticeable and it leaves a bad impression.

      I pick up what I can and make notes on everything else that needs to be fixed and updated. Mr. Elliott was getting too old to run this place and his sons clearly had no interest in the day-to-day operations.

      However, I have other plans.

      I have never operated a marina or hotel, but I know that things need to be clean and operational. The outside is just as important as the inside. It sets the tone and the first impression. I want all of my guests to feel like they're staying in a five-star location.

      When I get to the lobby, it takes me a minute to take it all in. It is definitely out of date, seeping in 1980s Poconos design, but I knew that already when I inspected it.

      What catches me by surprise is how dingy the walls are and how unkempt the floors are. They have been swept, but they have not gone through a deep cleaning in a long time, if ever.

      I touch the floor-to-ceiling curtains and dust comes off. I look through the windows and see a million handprints from children who are probably fully grown by now.

      The front desk clerk is friendly and outgoing. I ask her to call down the housekeepers. Two women with sweat on their brows come downstairs and shake my hand.

      After I introduce myself and memorize their names, I ask them a few questions about the day-to-day operations.

      “If you were going to point out some of the major problems that this place has, what would they be?”

      They exchange looks, size me up, and wonder if they should tell me the truth.

      “I'm the new owner and I intend on making this place the best that it can be. Please don't hesitate to tell me anything that you see as a problem. I want to address all of your concerns.”

      After all that time in prison and on the run, I thought that I would have a hard time being professional again.

      Prison tends to take that out of you. It tends to bring out the worst in you, but after only a little bit here, I suddenly feel in my element.

      “We don't have enough supplies,” the younger housekeeper says.

      “Like what?”

      “Most of the vacuum cleaners are broken. They wanted us to use the same rag to clean the toilet and the sink. That’s not right. We also don't have enough gloves.”

      I shake my head and say, “You have clearly worked in other hotels.”

      “Yes, I did. I worked for Hilton and Marriott. They were nothing like it has been here.”

      “I appreciate you telling me the truth and I'm going to fix these problems as soon as possible.”

      We talk a little bit more about their concerns and by the time our conversation is over, I can tell that Sarah, the younger one, has a future as housekeeping manager.

      She seems dedicated and interested in her job, unlike her coworker who barely looks at me and seems annoyed by the fact that we are having this meeting.

      After talking to the housekeepers, I make my way to the general manager's office. We’d met briefly earlier, before everything was signed on the dotted line, but we have never talked as frankly and openly as I do today.

      Sarah had mentioned that the general manager is never around and tends to stay in his office just watching the cameras all day long. It's not appropriate and I'm not going to put up with it.

      The general manager needs to work on the property and do everything that I have done today: make note of everything that needs to be fixed, put away, updated, and make calls to solve these problems.

      I knock on the door and when he doesn't respond, I turn the knob.

      “Excuse me, Tim?” I say, knocking again.

      It takes him a moment to turn around in his swivel chair and look at me. He's clearly not happy. Instead of getting up and shaking my hand, he barely acknowledges me.

      “May I sit down?” I ask out of courtesy and then take a seat across from him.

      There are two enormous computer screens behind him and video feeds from about eight video cameras.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you're the GM. Why are you in your office staring at security cameras? Are there a lot of security issues?”

      “No.”

      “Good. I was thinking that I should hire a security person to do this then.”

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” Tim says, sitting back in his chair. 

      He's a large, rotund man with a receding hairline. His face is flushed and a little red.

      He looks winded even though he has barely moved the whole time I have been here. There's an open pack of chips and a Diet Coke on the counter along with a large bowl of M&Ms.

      “I'm just wondering why you were here looking at cameras when we have a front desk person who can do the same thing so that you can do your job.”

      “I'm the general manager!” he says, surprised.

      “Exactly. That's why I wanted to talk to you about this.” I pull up my clipboard and show him all of my notes. “These are all the issues that I found walking around the building and in the lobby.”

      “What do you expect me to do about that?”

      He glares at me with contempt in his eyes. I'm about fifteen years younger than he is, but unlike Mr. Elliott I actually expect him to do his job.

      I know that this is a very rude awakening, but he’ll just have to deal with it.

      “Tim, I'm the new owner of the Elliott Marina and Hotel.”

      “Yes, I know that,” he says dismissively.

      “I know that Mr. Elliott had a different way of managing this place, but I paid a lot of money for it, probably more than it's even worth.”

      “Yeah, why did you do that? His sons should have taken it over.”

      Now, I get it, I say silently to myself. He is not on my side at all.

      “It was available and I'm interested in taking this place up to its full potential. It has a wonderful location, but it has been run into the ground over the last decade. Mr. Elliott was not doing a good job managing his team, but I intend to change all of that.”

      Tim looks like he is gritting his teeth.

      “I want you to be a part of the new Elliott Marina and Hotel, but if you are to continue here, I expect you to change your ways.”

      “I would like to… continue,” Tim says reluctantly.

      “Good,” I say, nodding my head. “I already printed out the list and expect you to get started on fixing some of these problems. I'm going to check up on you in a couple of hours and I want there to be a plan to get all of this done.”

      He nods and reluctantly agrees.

      I’m going to give him a chance. When I shake his hand to say goodbye, I get a whiff of alcohol from his breath.

      “One more thing, Tim,” I say right before walking out of the room. “There's no drinking when you're working.”

      “What are you talking about?” He starts to protest.

      I put my finger up and shake my head.

      “Not one drink. Make sure that you don't do it again.”

      Walking down the hallway, I pat myself on the back, metaphorically speaking.

      I've never been in charge of so many people and I wasn't sure how I was going to handle everything, but so far so good.

      Everyone knows that I will be holding a staff meeting promptly at nine a.m. and they show up on time.

      Everyone, except Tim.

      When I enter the room, I see all twenty-five employees huddled together in a circle. They part when I approach and I introduce myself.

      Without wasting too much time, I jump right in. “This place has been losing a lot of money for many years. The reviews for the marina and the restaurants are all terrible. That's the bad news. Here's the good news. There was a time when everything was going well and I intend to make this place prosperous again. But in order to do that we will be making a lot of changes. That’s where you come in. I want to hear from you. If you have an issue with anything, let me know. I’m going to be an open book with you and expect you to be the same with me. I think that together we can turn this place around and make it the best that it can be.”

      The employees explode in a round of applause and a few come over to thank me for coming here. As I make my way around the room, introducing myself and shaking everyone's hand, I see Tim out of the corner of my eye, sulking by the window.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask, walking right up to him after dismissing everyone else to go back to their jobs.

      “Yeah, I guess,” he mumbles. Now instead of alcohol he reeks of cigarette smoke and coffee.

      “I'm here to help you, Tim,” I say. “In return, I need your help. If we work hard, I know that we can make this place a wonderful part of Seattle again.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” he says with very little enthusiasm. “I'm going to go back and try to get started on that list.”

      He slumps down in his ill-fitting suit.

      As he heads upstairs, I already know that he's going to be one of my biggest obstacles in making this place successful.
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            Tyler

          

        

      

    

    
      After a long day at work, going through the entire property and making enormous to-do lists and then trying to organize and prioritize all of the things that need to be done, I meet up with Rachel at a bar near Seattle General.

      This is the local hangout for all of the doctors and nurses who work at the hospital. I expected it to be somewhat of a dive bar, but it's hardly that.

      It's sleek and modern with big windows. It's raining again, drizzling, but this weather is so common in the Pacific Northwest that no one even mentions it.

      When I get there, I see Rachel sitting at the bar holding court. She’s surrounded by people. There are people on either side and others standing in a semicircle around her, hanging on her every word.

      I like that about Rachel.

      It's not just that she's independent, it's also that she's outgoing. I'm independent, but not really that outgoing.

      I can force myself to be friendly and not act like a wallflower, but deep down, I like to keep my nights quiet and to myself. I'm not really that into partying and that's exactly why I'm with her.

      Isabelle was a lot like me. She was quiet and when we were together, I felt like we were in a cocoon.

      That didn’t turn out well.

      I look over to Rachel and kiss her on the mouth. When our lips touch, my thoughts about Isabelle appear, but only briefly. This is my problem. She haunts me. If it weren't for this job and this relationship, she would be the only thing that I would think about.

      Prior to meeting Rachel, I lived in a black hole. I had my apartment and I had my work, but that was it. I didn't know anyone and I didn't want to know anyone. I was obsessed with just staying home and making money. After a while, I realized that that life was not sustainable.

      “You look great,” Rachel says, nuzzling up next to me.

      Her hair falls onto my shoulder and I feel its softness with my fingertips. I give her a light squeeze and order a whiskey on the rocks.

      I've met her friends before. They are nice and fun, just like she is. They all seem to abide by the same philosophy: work hard, play harder.

      After years of school, they are used to very little sleep and long shifts at the hospital don't stop them from enjoying themselves for a few brief hours when they get off work.

      When we first met, I was still day trading and my hours were flexible. Hers aren't. She has to get to the hospital at the same time every day, depending on the shifts and sometimes she works doubles.

      If I were her, I’d probably be in bed sleeping it off, but she seems to be energized by the pace.

      “So, how's everything going at the marina?” Rachel asks in a slightly elevated voice. “He bought a marina. Did you guys know that?” she tells her friends.

      “No, really? Which one?”

      “Elliott Marina and Hotel,” I say after taking a sip.

      “Seriously?” Michael says. He’s a tall guy with rough features, blue eyes and a boyish grin.

      I nod.

      “You made all that money with trading? You have to show me how to do it. The salary I get here isn't exactly making me a millionaire.”

      Michael is Rachel's ex-boyfriend. They had dated on and off for a while and then decided to remain friends.

      He's a pediatrician who runs marathons, has skied semi-professionally, and is always looking for a new project to fill his hours.

      He's friendly and nice, but it's not lost on me the way that he looks at Rachel. They dated in college and then again in medical school. Now they’re working at the same hospital.

      She promises that there's nothing going on between them and that she would never consider dating him again. Michael is a womanizer and has cheated on her on more than a few occasions. Still, I have my guard up.

      “There's not really a trick to day trading,” I say, getting another round for all of her friends. “It's more like a lot of research and analysis of companies. You track what they do, who's in charge, and their prospects for the future. Then you make bets and you hope that they pay off.”

      “So, you're saying it’s like gambling?” Michael asks.

      “It's a little like gambling. The only thing is that if you do actually lose a lot of money one day, you don't have to realize that loss and you can just hope that it picks up tomorrow, next week, next month.”

      “Why are you asking him all of this?” Rachel asks Michael. Her tone of voice is friendly but skeptical.

      “Well, Oliver has made a lot of money doing this. Enough to buy a fucking marina.”

      “With a hotel and two restaurants,” Rachel points out, sticking her index finger in the air.

      Everyone laughs except for Michael.

      “I was looking for a new hobby and this might be just the right thing.”

      “Well, you do have all that time off,” Rachel says, tilting her head back and laughing.

      “The hospital must not be working you hard enough,” someone else says.

      It's an ongoing joke that is not particularly funny about how understaffed the hospital is. They need more doctors and nurses so the few people that work there get stuck with all the shifts. Since there's not enough personnel, people tend to leave and look for work elsewhere, leaving even more work for the ones that are left behind.

      Rachel and I have not been together very long, but we’ve already had a few conversations about the amount of work that she does and how unsustainable it is in the long run. She enjoys it now and she likes the experience, but she doesn't know how she would handle it in the future.

      She's of course talking about our future.

      Marriage.

      Children.

      She's hinting at something, but I haven't acknowledged her hints just yet. I'm not ready.

      I haven’t told her yet, but I doubt that I’ll ever be.

      She doesn't know that I have already been married and I have already tried to have children with someone. She knows nothing about my old life because that was not Oliver's old life.

      Oliver is an orphan without much family or many friends. Oliver graduated from the University of California, Santa Cruz, instead of the University of Pennsylvania.

      Oliver has never been to the East Coast.

      Oliver likes numbers, facts, and stocks only because Tyler used to. There are parts of me that are parts of Tyler, but mostly Oliver is a blank slate.

      I made him up the way you do when you write a book. In fact, I have a notebook where I keep all the details.

      I know some general aspects about Oliver's life that I made up when I started this identity, but other things come up in conversation especially when you're being intimate with someone.

      I told her details about Oliver's high school experience and how bullied he was. That's not something that happened to me in school, but rather something that happened to me when I was an adult.

      I told her about how Oliver was accused of bringing a gun to school even though someone else did and planted it in his locker.

      I told her about how Oliver was convicted before a panel, got suspended, and how everyone believed that he did this terrible thing when he really didn't.

      This was my way of telling her about what happened to me as Tyler without really telling her the truth.

      The notebook I keep has these details along with a few others. I won't forget the story about the gun, but there are others that I might forget. That's my way of keeping track.

      When I memorize these stories and they become part of who I am now, I'm going to destroy that notebook. It's evidence of all of my lies and I can't hold on to it for long.

      The truth has a way of floating to the surface and when it comes to my past, I will do anything to keep it a secret.

      I get another drink and talk to some of Rachel's friends about work. I don't know anything else about them, so I ask them about work and they are happy to share the details.

      When the conversation reaches somewhat of a lull, I look for Rachel and see her at the end of the bar with Michael. He has his arm around her as if he's trying to convince her of something and she keeps shaking her head and laughing.

      I watch as he points to the stage and I realize that he's inviting her to do karaoke with him. She has mentioned that this is something that they used to do together in med school and I know that she needs a little bit more liquid courage in her to go up on that stage.

      Finally, she caves.

      He winks at me as he grabs her hand and pulls her up there, handing her the microphone.

      She laughs and drinks the shot that she's holding in her other hand. I wave to her and she waves back, shaking her head and looking clearly embarrassed.

      The thing that strikes me is that she doesn't really look like she doesn't want to be there. Rachel likes being the center of attention, but she's also self-aware enough to know that sometimes someone who wants to be the center of attention all the time is a little bit annoying.

      That's why she needs someone like Michael to push her out there and to encourage her.

      When the music starts, I immediately recognize the song. It's “Shallow”, originally sung by Bradley Cooper and Lady Gaga in A Star is Born.

      Michael sings first and his voice is deep and strong, actually a little reminiscent of Bradley Cooper's. He's not your usual karaoke singer. He's confident, not just because he's a little tipsy but because he's actually a good singer.

      I look at Rachel up there, squirming a little bit in place. Lady Gaga is a tough act to follow, but no one at the bar expects to hear anyone even remotely in tune.

      When it's her turn, she brings the microphone to her mouth and as soon as she hits the first note, I'm immediately blown away. Her voice is deep and powerful. There's a strength there that's difficult to describe and it sends shivers up my spine.

      As they sing, they look at each other like two people in love. On the outside, it looks like it's just for the show. They are playing two people in love, replicating the duet from one of the most romantic movies in the last decade.

      Right below the surface, I see something different.

      I see two people who have hurt each other a lot and probably regret that.

      Most of all, I see two people who miss each other.

      This is difficult to admit because no boyfriend wants to see the man that his girlfriend wants to be with, but that's what I see up there on that stage.

      I see that because that could be me and Isabelle up there, minus the karaoke. If Isabelle were here and we looked into each other's eyes, we’d forget about the rest of the people in the room for a few minutes.

      That's what we would look like. Despite the hurt and the pain that we caused each other, that's how we would look at each other.

      “Please don't worry about that,” Liza, a nurse practitioner and one of her closest friends says, whispering into my ear. “There’s nothing going on between them.”

      “I'm not,” I say with a shrug.

      She looks at me and I can tell that she can tell that I'm lying.

      “Seriously, that's just an act. At least on her part.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Michael is an asshole. They are friendly now, but she's just trying to be nice because we all work together. Do you know what he did to her?”

      “She mentioned that he cheated on her.”

      “He cheated on her a lot. They were always making up and breaking up. He cheated on her when they were apart and he cheated on her when they were together. Sometimes she kicked him out, but a lot of the times she took him back. They are terrible together.”

      I nod.

      “You don't believe me?” Liza asks.

      I shrug, not sure how to respond.

      “I'm not supposed to tell you this, but Rachel was pregnant. They were together and she got pregnant. She suspected that he was cheating on her, so she followed him somewhere and caught him in the act. She was so distraught that she ended up having a miscarriage that night.”

      “Wow,” I say, shaking my head. “That's really fucked up.”

      “I know that they look happy up there right now, but it's just show. She has not forgiven him for any of that stuff. She's just trying to move on.”

      “I understand,” I say, finally believing her.

      “I've never seen Rachel so happy,” Liza continues to drive her point home. “She's so relaxed with you. She's not worried about anything. You’re like a rock and she knows that.”

      “I would never cheat on her,” I say categorically.

      “She knows that and she really appreciates that.”

      When the song ends, Michael gives her a warm hug and tries to kiss her on the mouth, but she pulls away.

      Instead she bounces into my arms and wraps me up in an embrace.

      “I had no idea that you could sing so well,” I say, kissing the top of her head.

      “Yeah. I took a lot of lessons when I was a kid.”

      “Have you ever wanted to pursue it?”

      “What? Singing?” She looks at me like it's the most preposterous thing in the world.

      I shrug and say, “People are singers, you know.”

      “I know, but it's not serious.”

      “I don't know, you look like you were… Glowing up there.”

      “I'm sorry that I did that song with him,” she says quietly, casting her eyes away from me.

      She looks like she's guilty when I know that she did nothing wrong.

      I put my finger underneath her chin, forcing her to look at me, and say, “You were wonderful and I'd love to hear you sing again.”

      “You’re not mad?” she asks, looking like a traumatized puppy.

      “No. What would I be mad about?”

      “I had no idea that he was going to choose that song until we got up there. We just used to karaoke a lot back in the day, but we would always do some fun song, not that one. I had no idea that he was going to choose that song.”

      “I don't know why you're so worried,” I say as casually as possible. “I trust you. You were amazing. I got goose bumps.”

      This seems to put her at ease and she gets a big wide smile across her face. Leaning against my shoulder, she looks up into my eyes and looks completely at peace.

      She has never told me the details of what happened with Michael, but now that Liza has, I realize just how hurt she must've been.

      I'm surprised that she's even able to be in the same room with him. Relationships are hard and difficult to judge. For example, on the surface, Rachel and I seem to be like the perfect couple. We get along well, we laugh, we have fun. I love being with her.

      The truth is that sometimes when I'm not in control of my wandering thoughts, they still return to Isabelle.

      She betrayed me.

      She lied to me.

      She ran away and took all of my money.

      Still, I think about her.

      Still, I wonder where she is and how she's doing.

      Still, I miss her.

      Still, I love her.
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            Isabelle

          

        

      

    

    
      It's been a week since I met up with my mom at her work and it has been a week since we have talked. I tried to reach out to her, but she hasn't returned any of my calls.

      I know that she's avoiding me and I know that I'm avoiding her addiction and her anger.

      That's why I'm not going to her house.

      I see Libby almost every other day when I have my meetings with Kylie. Her language skills are improving by leaps and bounds, but she still has a long way to go. She's now able to press her lips together and to blow bubbles, something that she couldn’t do two months ago at all. We are now working on making the “p” and “b” sounds, but we’re not getting anywhere fast.

      After our session one evening, Libby asks me to stay for dinner as Darren is working late.

      She asks me if I'm dating anyone and when I tell her no, she asks me about Tyler.

      “I know that you miss him, but you really should consider moving on.”

      “No, it's nothing to do with that,” I lie. “It's just that I'm really busy and I haven't had the time.”

      She nods understandingly but is clearly not convinced. She asks me more about Tyler and about what kind of man he is.

      When I tell her about some of the silly and fun things that we did together and how much he made me laugh, I'm tempted to tell her about Oliver.

      I have looked at that silhouette of him in the magazine article and the side picture that I found online a million times, but I am no more convinced one way or another that it is actually him.

      Of course, I want it to be him. Wealthy, established, and living the high life on the other coast?

      That's the kind of life that I want to imagine that he has. Living among people, walking in public, not hiding from anyone.

      How could that actually be him?

      How could no one know?

      Every time I see Libby, I want to tell her the truth about Tyler. I want to tell her about my suspicions, but something holds me back.

      She already knows too much and though I know that I can trust her, I wonder if there is a limit to that trust. Today is no different.

      I bite my tongue and try to keep quiet. I change the conversation from Tyler to something else, but she notices and challenges me on it.

      “I want you to be able to get over him,” Libby says. “I know that you love him, but you don't know where he is now. In all likelihood, you will never see him again.”

      “Yeah, I know that you're right,” I say, nodding, but secretly think to myself about the possibility of him being Oliver. “I just don't know what to do. I can’t stop thinking about him.”

      “What if I set you up on a date?”

      “No. I'm not in a good frame of mind to date.”

      “I know that you think that, but it has been over a year. You haven't seen him, you haven't heard from him. For all you know he might be… dead.” Her words are harsh, but the truth is often difficult to stomach. “I know that you don't want to think about that, but what if he's not with us anymore? What if you're just waiting around for God knows what?”

      I shrug again, unable to tell her everything that I'm thinking and terrified of the prospect at the same time.

      “I think you should go on a date. Go on lots of dates. Make some new friends. It's not that I don't like having you here, but I'm married and I'm years older than you are. You should be hanging out with people your own age. You should be hanging out with people without kids.”

      “I know,” I say. nodding. “I know all of that.”

      “You have been through a lot of shit with your mom and I'm really sorry about that, but honestly, it's probably not going to change for a while. She's an addict and she's going to have these ebbs and flows in her life. You need to think about your own life. Maybe you can meet a nice guy, buy a house together, get married, have some kids. Do you want that?”

      It's assumed that everyone wants that, I want to tell her, but I'm not really sure if I fit into that category.

      In fact, as much as I like children, I've never given it much thought about the possibility of me having one. I've never really wanted to have a child the way that most women do.

      I've also never really wanted to be married as an abstract concept. I want to be with someone and not just with anybody.

      I want to be with Tyler. He was the first person that I have met in a long time that made my heart skip a beat and it wasn't just because all the cops in the tri-state area were looking for him.

      “Isabelle, did you hear me?” Libby asks and I realize that I haven't said anything for a while.

      “I know that what you are saying is right,” I say quietly, “but I loved Tyler and I love him still. It's hard for me to imagine dating anyone else or even wanting to have dinner with anyone else.”

      “I know that, honey, but sometimes the easiest way to get over someone is to get under someone. Another guy would take your mind off Tyler. He'll make you forget all the bad things that happened with him.”

      “He didn't do that,” I say, shaking my head. “He didn't do any of what they accused him of.”

      “I know. I know that you believe that, but what if he did? What if everything that he said was a lie?”

      “Is that what you think?” I ask, getting incensed.

      I lean away from her and furrow my brows, unable to believe what she's actually saying.

      “I don't know what happened, Isabelle, but I just want you to think about it in some way that will allow you to move on.”

      “You want me to just pretend that he is a double murderer so that it would be easier for me to find another boyfriend? Regardless of what happened between us, he did not kill his wife or her boyfriend. He served time for crimes he didn't commit and that's the reason why he escaped. I don't know where he is now and I know that I should move on, but I can't.”

      She nods her head and I can tell that I have not really convinced her.

      I grab a piece of paper from her coffee table and one of Kylie's crayons.

      I write down the name of the podcast and the website of the attorney who proclaims Tyler's innocence.

      “This guy has no stake in anything. He doesn't know him in real life, but he watched the trial and he's convinced that Tyler is innocent. There's something else that I didn't tell you. I know he is innocent because I met the woman who was his alibi for that night. She's involved in a lot of illegal activities and that's why he covered for her. That's why she never came forward, but she told me the truth. I saw it in her eyes and I believe her.”

      I have already told Libby parts of the story, but I hope that this drives it home. I need her to believe this about Tyler because it's what I know to be true.

      I need her to believe it because I need her to be on my side.

      “I will listen to this podcast and watch the videos,” Libby says, “But only if you promise to go on a date. I need you to give someone else a chance. Even if it's a bad idea. Even if it's not a match. I want you to get out of this slump.”

      I think about that and give her a nod.

      “Fine,” I say and we shake on it.
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      On the drive back home, I feel sad. I have grown so close to Libby over this past year and I really thought that she would be there for me no matter what.

      I guess she still is, but the fact that she said that about Tyler makes me feel uneasy. I know that she's just worried about me. I know that she's just concerned.

      I don't have many friends. She's my only one and I need her to believe what I believe.

      Pulling up to my house, I dream of filling up the tub and getting into a hot bath full of bubbles. I have a special tray that fits right over the top and a very expensive candle that I should have probably passed on, but I couldn't stop myself from buying it. I have already picked out my reading material and I can practically see myself descending under the water.

      When I walk across the threshold, I immediately feel like something is off.

      I flip on the light and see that the television is missing off the wall. The brackets are still there but it has been removed.

      My hands turn to ice.

      Who could've done this?

      Why?

      I walk around the house to assess the rest of the damage. Surprisingly, nothing else is missing. It doesn't even look like it has been disturbed.

      I hold my phone in my hand, with the numbers for 911 already dialed. It doesn't feel like there's anyone in the house anymore, but I still want to be prepared so I take my time and stomp loudly to try to get them to leave.

      First, I make my way around the rooms quickly just to make sure that there's no one actually here.

      Then I look for damage. Both guest rooms are untouched. The garage is too cluttered to tell whether anyone has taken anything, but I don't see anything missing.

      Luckily, I had my computer and iPad with me. I don't have any other electronics in the house.

      I look at myself in the big stand-up mirror in the master bedroom and put the phone down on the desk.

      Did they really just come here and take the television? Why?

      My television isn't even that new. I bought it for $500 two years ago, but how much could it be worth now?

      When I walk past the tub in my bedroom, I still hear it calling to me, but now I'm too unnerved to get naked and get into it.

      I'm feeling too vulnerable. Unsure as to what to do next, I walk into my closet and change out of my work clothes into something a little more comfortable.

      I don't find my favorite elephant shirt in the drawer where I usually keep it so I check my underwear drawer that had a little bit of room on the side for miscellaneous things. Grabbing the shirt, I feel around underneath and realize that the money that I keep here is gone.

      My heart skips a beat and then another and another. The tips of my fingers and toes turn to ice. I know immediately who took the envelope of cash.

      This is an emergency stash that I got into the habit of keeping since college. The last time I checked, I had $700.

      It’s significant, but it's not a life savings. I feel around the rest of the drawer and then check the one below just to make sure that it's actually gone.

      It is.

      They took it.

      Mom knew exactly where I kept it because she was the one who had instructed me to keep an envelope just like this when I was in high school.

      That was her way of saving money before she had a bank account and she always said that you never know when you're going to need a couple of hundred dollars in cash.

      I lean against the wall and slide all the way down, unable to believe what she has done.

      I don't know if Benjamin is in on it, but I wouldn't put anything past him at this point. She still has a key and she knew what kind of tool she would need to take the TV off the wall undamaged.

      She also knew exactly where the money was. That explains why nothing else in the house is disturbed like it would be if it had been a stranger.

      I feel betrayed.

      Lied to.

      Taken advantage of.

      All of these emotions and many more swirl around in my mind and make it difficult to breathe. It's hard to explain what it's like to go through this.

      My mom is supposed to be my rock.

      She's supposed to be there for me no matter what.

      She was never really like that to me, there were periods of sobriety, of course, but because I could never depend on exactly when she would be sober and present, she was never someone I could rely on.

      I know that this is her addiction doing this to me. I know that it's a progressive disease. Yet I can't help how hurt I feel.

      Then it gets worse.

      Glancing at the top of my dresser, I realize that she took so much more than just the money.

      My dog’s ashes are gone.

      I jump up to my feet and look around for the small wooden box with a lock on the front and her name engraved on the top. I lost my dog three years ago and I've had her ashes here ever since.

      I never scattered them because Charlie was never someone who liked being apart from me. She had her favorite places that she liked to walk, but her place was always with me. That's why I figured that if I ever sold this house, I’d take her with me.

      I didn’t take her with Tyler. I left her behind because I had to come back. I still owned the house and I knew that one day I would come back.

      Mom always knew how much Charlie meant to me and I have no idea why she would've taken her.

      With tears of anger streaming down my face, I run over to my car and get in to drive to Mom’s house.
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        * * *

      

      I get to their house in record time, driving way too fast and even running a stop sign. I don't bother knocking.

      I try the doorknob, see that it’s open, and barge in.

      As soon as Mom sees me, she starts to laugh. I know immediately that she's really high, but I have no idea on what.

      Garbage is everywhere and it looks like they haven’t cleaned in weeks.

      “Where's Charlie?” I ask.

      “Dead,” Mom says, laughing.

      “Where are her ashes?”

      “I have no idea what you're talking about,” she says, slurring her words.

      Benjamin comes out from the kitchen.

      “You have no right to be here,” he says as sternly as possible even though his legs are folding under themselves.

      “I'm going to leave, but I'm here to get Charlie.”

      “Who is Charlie?” he asks.

      “Her dog, you idiot!” Mom yells.

      “We don't have a dog.”

      “You took her ashes from my dresser,” I say as calmly as possible, looking around the room for the box.

      “Why did you take them? Where did you put them?” I ask Mom, who seems the more lucid of the two.

      The $700 that they took doesn't even pop into my mind at this point. All I want is her back.

      “Where is it? Where's the box?” I walk around the room, looking under all of the empty pizza boxes and the rotten Chinese food containers.

      Mom just laughs, but I ignore her. I head into the kitchen, walking past Benjamin who sits down at the dining room table. I search the countertops and the cupboards. I check both bedrooms in the back along with the bathroom, but I find nothing.

      “Where did you put the box?!” I scream.

      Then I decide to check the garbage can. It's filled to the brim with all sorts of nasty things and there are even bags of garbage all around it.

      There are a few empty pizza containers piled on as well as some other cardboard, probably from when they were still trying to behave like normal human beings.

      Underneath all of that, I see the wooden box with the word ‘Charlie’ on top.

      A wave of relief washes over me, but it's only temporary. The lock in the front is broken. I slowly open the latch and see that the inside is empty.

      “What did you do with the ashes?” I run up to Mom, pointing the box in her face.

      She laughs again. She looks higher now, more distant, as if she is on another plane of existence.

      I ask her again and again. I even shake her shoulders.

      “Flushed… Them… Down… Toilet,” she says and laughs again.

      I raise my hand to punch her, but then I stop myself. She closes her eyes and leans against the couch, losing herself in another world.

      I want to hurt her. I want to kick her and hit her, but not now. Not while she's like this. I need her to understand what she has done, but I won't be able to get to her now.

      With hot tears streaming down my face, I tuck the box under my jacket and run out to the car.

      There, I allow my tears to flow freely. I bury my head in my hands and lean against the steering wheel for support.

      I cradle the box and hate myself for letting my mom back into my life.

      I hate myself for believing that change was possible and I hate myself for keeping Charlie's ashes out in the open like that.

      I know that she's no longer with me, but I miss her every day. She was my best friend and I still feel her presence everywhere I go.

      Mom did this to hurt me.

      She took my money for her drug habit, but she took the ashes to hurt me.

      She did it to get back at me, but for what?

      I hate her the way I haven't in a really long time. My hate is no longer mixed with love. I will never love her again.

      She is dead to me now and though on one hand, that's easier to deal with, on the other hand it will take a long time to get used to being an orphan.

      When I get back home, I consider making a police report, but I'm too exhausted and tired to talk to the cops to make statements.

      I lie down on the couch and close my eyes, trying to keep my head from spinning. I try to meditate, try to count sheep, but nothing works.

      Anger rises to the surface and morphs into an avalanche of tears.

      I keep telling myself to calm down, but I can't. Words aren't enough. I have to do something.

      After wrestling with myself and trying to get myself to sleep for what feels like hours, I look at the clock and realize that it has only been forty-five minutes.

      No, I can't go on like this.

      I grab my phone and check for flights to Seattle. There's one leaving in four hours. The airport is about an hour away and that gives me just enough time to get there.

      I click the buy button before I fully realize what I'm doing.

      A moment later, I have a flight to Seattle.

      Without a minute to lose, I go to the closet and pack myself a carry-on.

      I grab the cross-body bag that I use for work that still has all of my electronics and I put Charlie's box in there to keep it with me.

      I change out of my pajamas and into a pair of leggings and a sweater to keep warm on the long flight. I toss everything into the front seat and start the engine.

      After parking the car in the long-term lot, I make my way inside and through the security checkpoints.

      Two hours later, I board the plane with my fresh cup of Starbucks coffee in hand.
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      I had an incredibly busy day at work, but it is not much different from all of the previous ones ever since I bought this place.

      On the outside, it looks like I paid a good deal of money for a successful operation. I thought that at first.

      Now I realize that it will take another couple million dollars of investments to get this place to where it should be. That's the kind of money that I don't have.

      That's the kind of money that I want the marina and the hotel to start producing with better management.

      This place needs a lot of things and most of those are not just the improvements to the interior design.

      The hotel is crumbling. The rooms are out of date and in need of a lot of sprucing up. Beyond all of these external factors, there are the changes to the day-to-day operations.

      Most of the employees are hard-working and dedicated. The problem is that they haven't had a real boss in a long time.

      People tend to get lazy if no one is watching them, especially if they know that no one is watching them.

      Reviews online are abysmal.

      People are complaining about the quality of the rooms and the housekeeping. Tim, who is supposedly the general manager, has done very little to fix any of these problems. He has been getting his salary for the last few years whether he does his job or not. That is not the kind of policy that I'm going to abide by.

      I don't know exactly how this all happened. From what I've heard, Mr. Elliott used to be a lot more involved and so was his wife. He had a few health issues about a decade ago and ever since then, this place has sort of fallen by the wayside. It continues to operate and have goodwill in the community, largely as a result of its history and the fact that almost everyone in Seattle knows who Mr. Elliott is.

      The hotel is extensive. It's almost 300 rooms and there are about fifteen fewer housekeepers than there should be. Of course, a number of these rooms have been closed down as a result of extensive damage to the roof. Others are just not filled due to the bad reviews and poor marketing.

      The first day here, I walked around the place and made a large to-do list of all the projects that needed to be started as soon as possible. I took on the assigning of tasks for the various projects to different people, but Tim did receive a big list.

      I haven't spoken to him much about it since then, but the few times that I have passed him in the halls he has assured me that he was on top of it.

      Today, after developing a checklist for checking recently cleaned hotel rooms and then going through it and overseeing the work of the housekeepers, I stopped by Tim's office to ask him about the progress that he has made.

      The housekeeping checklist is technically his domain as well, but I want to be the one to set the parameters so that we are all on the same page.

      “What do you think about it?” I hand him the printout that I used to check on the rooms so far. “I have found a number of issues in the housekeeping staff. One of them was not vacuuming daily while people were staying overnight. Another one was not making sure to dust the fan and the top of the headboard.”

      “Wow, really?” he says, acting surprised, but I can detect boredom in his voice.

      “It's going to take a little bit longer to do this every day, but it's going to greatly improve the quality of the room that clients are getting.”

      “Yeah, I understand,” Tim says. “Don't you think that this is the housekeeper's job to know how to do the housekeeping?”

      “I'm not sure what you're getting at,” I say, trying to remain as open-minded as possible.

      “Well, I was thinking that the housekeeping manager can go through this.” He looks down at the list and reads the lines.

      “This is a really big help,” he says, shaking his head. “There's no way that they will ever be able to get through all of the rooms in time for check-in, if you want to do all of that.”

      “Like I said, we’re going to get a lot faster as we utilize our time better and everything will be done. The problem is that the housekeepers are each cleaning the rooms in a different way. Some are more particular than others. The rooms end up getting a different quality of service. Some are much cleaner than others and that has little to do with the quality of the housekeeping but rather the quality of the management.”

      I'm going around in circles, but I'm trying to get my point across without telling him that he is bad at his job.

      It's hard to tell just by looking at him whether I'm actually getting through.

      “Still,” Tim says, looking at the checklist. “I just don't see doing this for every single room that we give out. It would just take too much time.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      “Well, the housekeeper has to clean everything. Then different personnel have to go to the room and go through this whole checklist to make sure that she didn't miss anything. Then theoretically the housekeeper has to clean again.”

      “Yes. What exactly is going to take a long time?”

      “You just don't understand how things work,” Tim says. “The people who work here aren't the most hard-working. They cut corners.”

      “Hence the checklist,” I say, standing my ground.

      He starts to say something else, but I interrupt him.

      “I already talked to the head of housekeeping and she thinks that the list is a great idea. Housekeepers are going to carry this with them and refer to it when they need to, just to make sure that they don't forget anything.”

      Tim continues to protest. He starts telling me about how I don't know anything about running a business and how much experience he has working here.

      “You have experience working for a failing marina and hotel. You have worked here for years and it's difficult for me to tell what it is exactly that you do here or what you have accomplished here. This place is falling apart. Mr. Elliott was having health problems and you were supposed to step up and take care of this place for him. You did not.”

      My frankness and directness catch him off guard.

      I was being polite before. I was trying to be accommodating, but I can tell that he's not somebody who is responsive to that.

      “I expect you to go to the rooms that have been cleaned and checked by the head housekeeper and go through the checklist as well. The rooms need to be spotless. Our guests will be provided with clean rooms.”

      “You need me to do this today?” he asks, raising his eyebrows and sitting back in his chair.

      “Right now,” I say. “And tomorrow. And the day after that.”

      “For how long?” he asks, almost with a gasp.

      “You will keep doing it until I say differently,” I say casually.

      I don't have an endpoint, but I want to make him accountable for something. I'm going to check his work after he checks the housekeepers work.

      I need to get this place profitable and the way that I will start doing that is to provide my guests with clean rooms. The remodeling and the updating will take a while, but the least we can do right now is to give them a nice clean place to sleep.

      The conversation is over and yet I don't leave. I stand in the doorway and I wait.

      “Can I help you with something else?” Tim finally asks.

      “I was just wondering what part of now you didn't understand?” I ask. “Guests are checking in at three p.m. You only have forty-five minutes to make sure that all of those rooms are ready to go. Is there something else that's more pressing that you need to do at this moment?”

      He shakes his head and rises to his feet.

      Grabbing his jacket, he walks out of his office and mutters something under his breath. I can't quite make it out, but I can tell that it's something derogatory addressed at me.

      After having that unpleasant exchange with Tim, I decide to take a break for half an hour and escape to my happy place: my sailboat, which I have named Isabelle.

      I walk down the dock under a slight drizzle and see my sailboat bobbing on top of the water in the distance. The old name has been replaced by a brand-new painted decal.

      The dark blue is in stark contrast to the white body of the boat and I can't help but stare at her name.

      Rachel hasn't seen it yet and I have yet to think of a good explanation as to why the boat is called Isabelle, but between me and the ocean, we both know the truth.

      Isabelle is my one true love. It doesn't matter what she has done or how much she has betrayed me. Perhaps, I'm a sucker for thinking that.

      Maybe I'm an idiot. I'm probably all of those things.

      Still, I can’t help how I feel and how happy it makes me feel to see her name up there on the place I call home.
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      I decide to give up my apartment. It was just a month-to-month lease and I donated most of the furniture that I bought to the same thrift store where I got it from.

      I didn't have much. A few makeshift bookcases. A futon in the living room. I was living like a college student. Living off pizza and Ramen noodles and using an empty crate for a nightstand.

      It's not that I couldn’t afford more. When I first got here, I was saving my money, but after a little while, I had more than enough.

      Still, it was nice living like that. Low pressure.

      I decided to give up the apartment and move onto Isabelle full-time. Like all boats, she came pre-furnished. Since it's also quite new, the sailboat’s interior is elegant and quite beautiful.

      The colors inside are shades of white: ivory, snow, old lace, seashell, and linen. There are different textures that complement the colors and they relax me and put me at ease.

      I've never paid much attention to interior design, just going along with whatever was available. Now as a hotelier, I'm the one who has to make the final decisions and approve all of the plans.

      Lying on the bed and watching the rain pound against the skylight above, I realize that I want to redesign the rooms in such a way that they actually make guests feel as comfortable and relaxed as I do right now.

      The furniture in most of the hotel is tired and weary with thick rounded edges and overstuffed couches. The color tone focuses too much on shades of red (maroon and deep brown) rather than something more akin to a marine feeling like blue-and-white. I don't have a specific way to go about this, but I have received quotes from a few interior designers along with proposals that I will be going through tonight.

      A few moments later, I try to put all of the work aside and just relax. I wonder if this has been a mistake. Anyone else in my position would just take the money and do nothing. Maybe go to some Caribbean island, drink too much, and go out with too many women.

      I was tempted to do that, too, and I might in the future, but the problem is that I'm not ready for that.

      I'm not ready to retire.

      I have never been much of a drinker, but my family has a long history of alcoholism. I know that if I were to allow myself to wallow in my pain and everything that I have been through, then I would never come back from the islands.

      No, I'm still young and I want to work. Instead of alcohol, I want to bury myself in something productive.

      Perhaps it's also a fool's errand.

      I'm not dealing with any of my feelings and I'm not trying to feel better about everything that has happened. I'm just trying to ignore it.

      This is not what people who drink too much are doing, right?

      My own hypocrisy is not lost on me. I'm aware of my shortcomings, but the problem is that I can't really do much to change them.

      My phone goes off and I am, partially, relieved. There's some sort of emergency that I have to attend to and that's going to take my mind off Isabelle, if only for a little bit.

      I look down at the screen and see that it's my attorney, Jacob Sommerdahl, who handled my purchase of this place.

      “Jacob, what's up?” I ask, picking up the phone.

      Jacob isn't a normal attorney. For one thing, he has an office in a converted cabin that's completely surrounded by enormous pines. If he's not going to court, he typically dresses in a flannel shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots, like a small town attorney.

      A lot of people underestimate him based on how he looks and how he carries himself, but you should never underestimate Jacob Sommerdahl.

      He is a seasoned veteran who has been practicing law for years. His casual way of speaking and relating to people makes the jury love him. He's impossible to trip up in an argument. I should know, I have tried and failed on more than one occasion.

      After a brief back and forth about his family and the weather, Jacob says, “I'm coming to see you.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask and hear a loud knock on the side of the boat.

      “Surprise. It's me. Open up.”

      Jacob climbs aboard and I offer him something to drink and eat. He declines the water but asks for whiskey.

      As I make his drink and pour myself a tonic, Jacob tells me that he wasn’t too far away, taking care of another case, and wanted to stop by for a visit.

      With anyone else, I'd be surprised or annoyed, but not with him.

      Jacob is a Seattle institution. Twenty years ago, Microsoft was sued by the Department of Justice in a coalition of twenty state Attorney Generals for violating federal antitrust laws.

      At that time, Microsoft was the most dominant software company and Bill Gates was the world's richest man and the suit accused Microsoft of illegally protecting its operating system by seeking a monopoly for its own browser, Internet Explorer.

      Jacob was one of the attorneys who worked to defend Microsoft. They put up a great fight, but luckily the government ended up winning and now there is no browser monopoly and the world has many applications, browsers, and companies to choose from.

      When I asked him about this over drinks one evening, he said that he was not sore about losing it at all.

      It was the right thing that happened. He's an attorney after all and all that he wants is a fair fight.

      “Thanks for the drink and the wonderful conversation as always,” Jacob says, putting the glass on the coffee table.

      His expression changes and I know that he has come here, not just for pleasure.

      “We have a problem.” He runs his fingers through his thick salt and pepper hair and rubs the back of his neck.

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      I have never seen him so concerned. Whenever we spoke before, he was always positive, outgoing, and optimistic.

      Now he seems… Uncertain.

      His uncertainty scares the hell out of me.

      “The Elliott sons managed to get their father declared incompetent.”

      “Already? How?”

      “They had an emergency hearing. They can push that sort of thing through since it's a matter of losing a fortune. They got some judge to say that he can't make his own financial decisions and they are now going after the marina and hotel.”

      I shake my head in disbelief.

      “I paid the money and this place was actually worth less than what I paid.”

      “I know, but it is the family business. They’re arguing that their father promised to hand it down to them. Then you got in the way and got him confused. They are arguing that their father is not in a clear state of mind and that he is suffering from dementia.”

      “He doesn't have dementia! He was perfectly lucid and clear. He did not want them to take this place over. He thought that they were going to drive it into bankruptcy.”

      “Listen, I know all of this already. I was there. I saw how competent Mr. Elliott was and how certain he was that his sons should not inherit this place. This is just a wrinkle that we are going to have to deal with.”

      I take a few deep breaths to calm my breathing.

      “I know you wanted to start a whole renovation project,” Jacob says. “I'd advise against that.”

      “What are you talking about? This is my hotel!”

      “I know. You paid for it and it's yours right now, but everything is up in the air. I don't want you making any changes or investing any money into that property if someone's going to get away with it. It's just not worth it.”

      “What about everything that I’ve done already?”

      “Like what? You didn't sign any contracts to start a major renovation job already, did you?”

      “No,” I say. “I made all of these changes to the systems of how everything is done here and I just started reaching out to contractors.”

      “No,” Jacob says, shaking his head. “Oliver, you cannot do this. Don't sign anything and don't obligate yourself to any projects.”

      “So, I can’t do anything to improve the place?”

      “Yes, you can, but make sure that it's all superficial. You can work with the staff. You can try to make sure that everything is running more smoothly. Just don't invest money into this place.”

      I get up and walk around, pacing. There isn't much room, it is a boat after all, but Jacob sits down to give me space.

      I'm not sure what to do. I had all of these plans and aspirations.

      Now I feel like it's coming to a sudden stop. The problem is that it takes money to implement most changes, not just checklists and staff meetings.

      “The washer and dryer are on their last legs. The linens are old. They’re still using these terrible bedspreads that make the place look dated and dirty. There are lots of rooms and I can't just make changes to one.”

      “You can't make changes to any,” Jacob says. “I'm serious about this. This is a big deal.”

      I shake my head again, trying to process everything that he is saying.

      “You think I wanted to come here? I thought that this deal was done. Everyone signed and everyone was happy.”

      “Well, apparently not everyone,” I point out.

      “We knew that the sons in the family weren't happy, but that's not unusual. Still, this was Mr. Elliott's hotel and he doesn't have to give it to them just because they are his sons. Many people sell their businesses because they don't actually make that huge of an amount of money until you sell it.”

      “You don't have to tell me any of this,” I say, pouring myself another drink.

      “I know, but it's something that I have to tell myself.”

      “This was supposed to be over. How can they do this?”

      “I didn't think that was possible,” Jacob says. “On occasion, when the signatory is old enough and there's some evidence that he may be impaired–”

      “There is no evidence,” I cut him off. “You saw him. I saw him. Mr. Elliott is in full control over all of his decisions and all of his thoughts. He's sharp and he was doing this to start a new life. He wanted this place to be with someone who cared about it. His sons want to sell it off for parts.”

      Jacob shrugs his shoulders.

      “You didn't know that?” I ask.

      “What do you mean sell it off for parts?”

      “One of the restaurants is doing a lot better than the other. They knew that they could cut a good price for it and then sell the other one to someone else. This whole thing would be a lot more valuable if it were sold off one by one, but this wasn't the first time that Mr. Elliott had heard offers like that. He told me that he never entertained them. He told me that the one thing that he wanted to do was to keep everything together even if it didn't make sense.”

      “Don’t you see?” Jacob says, shaking his head. “That's the whole fucking problem.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It would be one thing if you wanted to keep running this place as it was and ran it into the ground, which he was apparently doing, but he was making the decision to sell it. As you have said, it doesn't make sense to sell it as one big thing as it would fetch a much higher price if you were to sell it off one by one.”

      “So what? We're entitled to make stupid decisions. People do it all the time. People with no restaurant experience see a restaurant and buy it. People with no bar experience buy a bar just because they watched Cheers too many times. This is America. People make all sorts of terrible decisions and they’re allowed to do that because it's their money, their credit, and their time on the line.”

      “Yes. I will of course argue that in court, but things are a little bit different for Mr. Elliott. His sons are saying that this decision to sell this place to you was against his better judgment. They’re arguing that if he was in complete control of his mind, then he would never make a decision like that because it was against his monetary interests. They're going to argue and show evidence from his wife that show him to be a ruthless businessman.”

      “Isn't he allowed to change his mind? Isn't he allowed to think differently?”

      “Of course he is, but since they are taking this to court, it will be the judge's decision as to whether he suddenly had this change of heart and became someone completely different than he was for years up to this point. Maybe he just isn't all there anymore.”

      Jacob and I talk about this a lot more, but the conversation goes in circles. I argue our case and he argues theirs.

      Of course, he's going to make all of the arguments that I’m making and probably others in his briefs and to the judge, but I can tell that this is going to be an uphill battle.

      When it's time for him to go, I walk him toward the door and ask, “Tell me honestly, do you think we’re going to win?”

      “I'm going to do my best. I'm going to argue and fight like hell, but honestly? From what I've seen in their suit? Mr. Elliott seemed to really take a liking to you. You probably remind him of himself when he was younger.”

      “Okay,” I say, elongating the word and trying to figure out where he's going with this.

      “That's a problem. Mr. Elliott was not known to be someone who was very nostalgic, warm, or even nice. To sell you this place, he was being nice. The land itself is worth millions. Even though this place is falling apart, has all these terrible reviews, and is a business inching toward bankruptcy, it's worth double, if not triple, what you paid for it if all of the parts were sold on the free market.

      “That's not good for us. We need a compelling reason for why he did it and we don't have one. They do. They are arguing that he couldn’t make this decision in his right mind and though it's going to be an uphill battle for both of us to get what we want, I want to prepare you for the possibility of losing this place and that's why I don't want you to invest another penny into it.”

      After Jacob leaves, I pour myself another drink and sit down on the couch.

      I look at the way the clear liquid wraps around the cubes of ice and I lose myself in my despair.
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      I had no idea that this place was so valuable. I first came here to look at the boats and have dinner.

      I just happened to meet Mr. Elliott in the bar. At that time, I had no idea that he was the owner and thought that he was just some old man who looked like he was down on his luck, drowning his sorrows at the bottom of his glass of Jack Daniel’s.

      We talked a lot that night about everything and nothing at the same time. He invited me to come back the following evening and I did.

      Then we ended up meeting up a few times a week for months after. I liked being with him. I started thinking of him as a lot more than just a friend.

      I had a father in my life, but that was more of a curse than a blessing and I started thinking of him as something of a fatherly figure. We had the same sense of humor and the same obsession with work.

      He told me that I had to find something else that makes sense in my life besides work, but he encouraged me to make a fortune anyway. He told me that was the struggle of his life, to do what he loves and then find fulfillment in all of those other ethereal things that make life worth living.

      He told me that when he first got married, he loved his wife very much, but after years together, he felt like they were strangers.

      Unlike most of the men in his generation, he never cheated on her. He was proud of that, especially since they were not very close. After having a few too many drinks one Sunday evening, he told me that even though he was never sexually involved with any woman, there was a woman that he loved.

      He hadn’t seen her in years. He met her once on a business trip to Paris. They exchanged letters for years, but they never saw each other again.

      Over the years, their relationship evolved into something less romantic and more based on friendship, deep respect, and love for one another. She got married, had children, and they still kept writing those letters. They could talk on the phone and even video chat, but they never did.

      I encouraged him to reach out to her and to tell her how he really felt about her, but he said that he would never do that while his wife was alive. That's when I told him about Isabelle.

      I had mentioned that I was no longer married and that I’d met Isabelle on a trip, but we had a falling out. I told him that I still missed her and I thought about her every day and that now I felt immense pain for thinking about her while I was with Rachel.

      I don't know why I opened up to him so much except that he listened– really listened.

      When no one else did.

      I told Mr. Elliott a lot about Isabelle. I didn't tell him anything that would bring me trouble with the authorities.

      A secret is a heavy burden to keep, especially one that belongs to you. I'm glad I didn't tell.

      It's not safe and it would've been the stupidest thing in the world. Talking to him made me feel peace within myself. He made me feel like he was someone I could trust.

      It has been years since I thought about my father and how much he hurt my mother. Hurt would be an understatement.

      He would take his fists and pummel her and throw her into the walls. He broke her leg, her wrist, and her nose. For years, I was afraid of him and for years I hated him.

      Then there would be moments when he would act like a father. He took me fishing and he threw a football around with me. One time he even told me that he was proud of me after a baseball game.

      I was a kid and I lived for those moments when I grew up, but I realized that just because he had a few moments when he was a father and treated me the way that I should have been treated, that doesn't mean that it changed anything about him and what he was capable of doing to me, my mother, and my brothers.

      I haven't talked to my brothers in years. Our separation has little to do with my conviction. We were estranged even before that. No, we are more like strangers.

      Our father had been on them pretty severely as well, but instead of protecting one another, they turned on me. They were older and they noticed that if he focused his attention on me, then he didn't spend so much of his energy on them.

      It had a lot to do with their survival instinct, but that didn't make my anger at them go away. They were in college and I was in high school. It was the last time that I talked to them.

      After they moved out to go to school, they rarely came back. My father kept trying to get them to visit, but they refused and as a result he turned his anger on me.

      There were a few times when I got the upper hand and I fought back and hurt him more than he had hurt me, but he was a big guy and had years of experience at being a bully.

      He was still my father and I felt a strange kind of kinship in not turning my fists in his direction.

      When my brothers came back for my high school graduation, I refused to talk to them. They were dead to me. They didn't stick up for me when I needed them most and they abandoned me. I didn’t need them in my life.

      They never reached out again. I got wealthy and everyone in our immediate family knew it. I thought that they would congratulate me or at least ask me for money.

      They did neither. That was okay by me.

      I thought about writing them when I got convicted, but then realized that there was no point. Whatever we had was gone long ago. I heard what they were doing from Mom, but they weren't really speaking to her either. Mom stayed with Dad and there was no room for us there anymore.

      In prison, you get scared and you try to reach for strands of connection. I thought about writing Mom, my brothers, and even my dad. Yet every time I sat down to write the letter, no words would come out.

      My relationships with all of them were frayed for different reasons.

      I was angry at my mom for staying with him for all of those years and for ruining my childhood. When I got older, I was angry at her for staying with him after we all moved out.

      She would've gotten money in the divorce, some alimony. Hell, I would have paid her to leave him, but she didn't. She continued to make excuses.

      She talked about his childhood and how much worse his own father used to be. I tried to understand, but he never told me about it. He never apologized for a single thing that he did and you can't forget someone like that.

      Of course, they all know that I escaped. None of them know where I am though. Before, I thought that maybe something would change even though I couldn’t bring myself to enact that change.

      Then after I ran away, I knew that this was my chance to start a whole new life. This was my chance to completely forget about the family of my birth and to make something new just for me.

      I'm trying to do that now. I’m trying to do that with Rachel. I like her and she likes me.

      We both have our whole lives ahead of us. Who knows what the future will bring.

      Who knows, maybe we'll even be happy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Rachel comes home later that night, I tell her about my meeting with Jacob. She has been up since four this morning, doing multiple surgeries, and although she listens, I can tell that she's not really here.

      “So, what's going to happen now?” she asks.

      “There's going to be a hearing in front of the judge in about two weeks. Jacob told me not to worry, but he also told me not to invest anymore in the marina. I can't even buy extra linens.”

      “Well, that makes sense, I guess,” she says. “I guess it's a good thing that this is happening now and not a year or two down the road, right?”

      I shrug, nod, and say, “Nothing about this seems right, but I guess it could be worse.”

      She yawns and stretches her arms above her head. She can barely keep her eyes open.

      “You need sleep,” I say, giving her a kiss on the top of her head.

      “I'm going to jump in the shower and then I'm going straight to bed,” she says with a side nod.

      For a second, I hope that's an invitation for me to join her, but I quickly realize it’s not.

      She pulls off her blouse before heading into the main stateroom in the back. I flip on the television and lie back in the recliner. The blue light of the television washes over me as I dim the rest of the lights in the cabin using my phone.

      A few minutes later, just as I find something interesting to watch, Rachel's phone starts to go off. It's a loud annoying ring tone that both rings and vibrates.

      I hop out of the chair and look for it for a little bit, finally finding it between the cushions in the dinette.

      I'm about to turn it off when I glance down at the screen and see the text messages coming in.

      The name of the person is listed as Michael the Asshole, her ex-boyfriend.

      I trust Rachel and I have never looked at her phone before, but the text messages show up on the screen and they don't sound like something an ex-boyfriend should send.

      That was so hot at lunch. I could barely concentrate with my clients afterward.

      I got you a present that I want you to wear, he texts and attaches a picture of red lingerie.

      I know that I should put her phone away, but I know the passcode and I need to know more.

      Clicking on his name, I scroll through the messages. They send each other naked pictures of themselves along with videos and talk dirty. From the text messages, I can tell that they have been intimate at least five times and they usually do it on their lunch break. Beyond that, there's something else.

      They also say, I love you.

      When I hear the water turn off, I put the phone down on the table and sit down in the recliner.

      What do I do now?
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      I get on the plane, find my seat, and try to get situated. I write a few messages to my clients’ moms to re-arrange my meetings, pushing them to the end of the week.

      When I have to put away my phone, I pull out a magazine and a tablet but end up burying my face in my phone. I open a book, then close it.

      Nothing holds my attention. When the flight attendant comes around and offers me something to drink, I first get a glass of iced tea and then ask to see the drink menu.

      I'm not much of a drinker and only one or two drinks give me a big buzz. My mind is racing though and I'm not sure what else to do.

      I'm not sure how many hours this flight is exactly, five or six. It's hours of time to think about Tyler and everything that has happened.

      It’s hours of time to think about whether it's actually him that I'm flying to see.

      I have never been to Seattle or the Pacific Northwest. All I know about it is that it's rainy, green, and filled with lots of water and even more tech companies.

      I looked it up online and it also looks gorgeous.

      When I get to the airport, I book a three day stay at a Super 8 hotel near the marina. My money situation is still somewhat difficult and paying $200 a night at the Marriott is out of the question.

      Getting an airline ticket so close to the flight is not advisable. It probably costs double what it should have, but I couldn't wait.

      When the flight attendant comes around with my iced tea and pours me a glass of red wine, she also hands me the earphones so that I can watch the inflight entertainment.

      I have AirPods, but they require a Bluetooth connection, meaning that they will only work on my phone or tablet.

      I open the little bag of earphones, plug in the wire, and put them in my ears. Clicking on the back of the seat in front of me, I look at my options. There’s actually a lot more than I thought there would be. There are almost a hundred different movies as well as numerous television shows across ten or so channels.

      I can't decide.

      I compile a list of options over and over again, settling on nothing.

      Suddenly, the movie that looked appealing when I first turned it on, now seems to bore me.

      The person next to me moves in his seat and I can tell that my indecisiveness and my reaching past him seems to be getting on his nerves.

      I look around a little bit more, finally settling on a familiar episode of The Office, one that I have seen a number of times before.

      Sitting back in my chair, I wrap the cord and earphones around my finger and play with that just like I used to in middle school. Wearing these earphones brings me right back to study hall in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, with the general feeling of anxiety and uncertainty cementing the nostalgia.

      I take a sip of the wine and remember how much fun I had with Tyler back then. It took a little bit for me to realize that I was actually in love with him, but I knew for a long time that I loved him.

      He was my best friend. He's the one who knew everything about me. At that age, it is easy to be embarrassed about the music and the movies that you like, but he never made fun of my dying love of Taylor Swift or my obsession with Titanic and Now and Then.

      Those movies were a little bit before my time, but I was always kind of an old soul and they spoke to me like few others did. After watching Now and Then, I imagined how wonderful it would be to have girlfriends like that, the ones that really understood you on that deep level.

      I never had that, but I had Tyler.

      There were always girls that I was friendly with, but Tyler and I were so close and our bond was impossible to penetrate. I used to go over to his big house in Fox Chapel to play video games and watch the forbidden Jerry Springer show which aired in the afternoons. My mom didn't even know that I watched it, but his mom hated it and told us that it was a terrible thing to watch.

      That's why we used to wait until she left for her Pilates classes, put it on, and watch the recorded version on his DVR. Every month, things were blissful and wonderful for two weeks. Then things changed when Tyler's father came home from his business trips. It was almost as if a dark blanket had covered the house and everyone in it started to walk on pins and needles.

      Mr. McDermott was not your typical friendly and cuddly father that many kids had in our upper-middle-class suburban bubble. My father wasn’t like that either. He was long gone and luckily, my mom's various boyfriends took little interest in me.

      Mr. McDermott, however, made all the money and ran the house with an iron fist. He wasn’t there a lot, but he still expected everyone to follow his rules.

      Occasionally, he would be in a good mood and sometimes I'd see Tyler and his mom smile in his presence, but most of the time, they were shrouded in fear.

      He had a tendency to fly into a rage from the smallest implication. One time, I was there and he threw a bowl full of potatoes at the wall when he discovered that they weren't seasoned properly.

      Of course, I didn't blame Tyler's brothers for wanting to escape from that house, but he did. He thought that they should have stuck around. He thought that they shouldn’t have ganged up on him. He was angry at them for not protecting his mom.

      I also know that he was angry at himself for not doing more. What could he do? He was just a kid. His dad broke his mom's arm in front of him. If he jumped in to try to stop him, he would've broken his as well.

      When I first met Tyler and he invited me to his house for the first time, I thought that his life was bliss.

      As we got closer and as he shared more about what he was going through, I realized that mine wasn't so bad. My mom did drugs, gambled, drank, and ran around with different men on occasion, but at least I wasn't afraid of her.

      I wasn’t afraid of her punching me, hitting me, or breaking me. What she did was break herself.

      As my thoughts drift to my mom, anger starts to rise within me. I can't believe that she did that to Charlie's ashes. I can't believe that she betrayed my trust so much.

      Of course, that's not really true.

      Of course, I believe that she did those things and a lot more. She gets like that. She's capable of anything and by anything, I mean unimaginable cruelty. She was angry at me for throwing away her drugs and she got back at me by throwing away my dog.

      I finish my glass of wine and don't ask for another one. The wine just makes me feel sloppy and out-of-control, without taking away any of the pain that’s consuming me.

      It's hard for me to think about my mom and all that she has done. Perhaps I could've helped her more. Perhaps I should have put her in different treatments or found her other doctors.

      The truth is that she has been like this for years. This is a manic episode where she drinks, does drugs, and gambles as much as she can. These episodes go in waves, but when you're in the middle of one, you can't imagine it being any other way.

      I went to an Al-Anon meeting once. It’s for friends and family members of alcoholics. I should have kept going, but it was too much to hear about other people's stories, which were so similar to my own.

      The one thing that the woman running it kept stressing was that we all have to believe the fact that we can't make the people in our lives change if they don't want to. We don't have that control and the hardest thing about being a family member of someone with an addiction is to relinquish that control.

      I did not listen to her then, but I probably would have saved myself a lot of grief if I had. I'm going to listen to her now, however. No matter what happens in Seattle, I'm going to go back home and I'm going to cut my mom out of my life.

      I did that for a while before and during that time she got deeper into her addictions and ended up owing a huge debt, which I ended up paying. After that, she was sober again and on the right track.

      That was the worst thing that I had ever done. I thought that she had hit bottom and that things were going up. Well, I was wrong. I'm not going to let that happen again. I'm not going to bail her out anymore, no matter what happens.

      If she gets clean again and she stays clean and she wants to rekindle our relationship, I'm not going to let that happen either. Not for a long time.

      Before, I was always that person who was there for her to pull her back up out of the gutter. This time, it seemed to work. She got a job that she liked. She met a man who I thought was a good match for her and he would protect her from all of her addictions. I thought that he was stable and I thought that maybe this time it would be okay. What I've learned is that this time was no different. She is being held hostage by her demons and until she gets through to herself, there's nothing that I can do. The one thing that I can do is stop her from hurting me.

      One episode ends and another one starts, but no matter how loud the volume is in my earphones, my thoughts are louder and more persistent. A tear wells up in my eyes and I wipe it off quickly as it rolls down my cheek.

      I close my eyes and try to focus on the show. I make the sound even louder and put a night mask over my eyes to block out the rest of the plane. It takes a little bit, but eventually my thoughts are drowned out by the inappropriateness of The Office’s Michael Scott and his loud exchange with Jim Halpert. The more that I focus, the more my body starts to relax.

      My arms become heavy and difficult to lift. I slowly feel myself drifting off to sleep.
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      I wake up sometime later from a loud bump that rouses me from my deep sleep. It takes me a little bit to focus my mind to pull the earphones out of my ears and lift the mask.

      We are still flying, but my ears pop and I know that we are starting to descend. I look out the window and see the skyline of Seattle in the distance. There are thousands of bright lights and spots of darkness which are probably bodies of water.

      The flight attendant makes an announcement that they will be making one last trip around the cabin to collect all of the garbage and I realize that there is an unopened meal on the tray table in front of me.

      Checking the time on my phone, I realize that I have more than enough time to finish the meal and open the top. There’s something resembling meat in one compartment and a bun along with some butter and jam in another.

      Craving something sweet, I load the cold slice of bread with the strawberry jam and shovel it into my mouth. It tastes good despite the fact that I know that it's not, but I'm so hungry that it hardly matters.

      As soon as I'm done, I reach for a few bites of the salad, picking out the cucumbers and the tomatoes while leaving the lettuce. Then I force open the small bag of pretzels and eat two or three at a time, keenly aware of my loud chewing.

      The person next to me gives me some annoyed side-eye but given the fact that he is taking up both of the armrests and has been this whole flight, I ignore him.

      Eventually, we land without incident and get off the plane. I only have my carry-on so I don't bother going to baggage claim and instead head straight to the taxi station.

      As soon as I get outside, I breathe in the thick, humid, water-saturated air and wrap my coat tighter around me. It's not so much cold as rather damp.

      I reach for the umbrella that I packed for this precise occasion, but when I open it, I realize that it's not raining enough to warrant it. Still, as I stand at the curb waiting for my cab, I seem to get wetter and wetter.

      A few moments later, a yellow car pulls up and I climb into the back seat with my carry-on.

      I'm tempted to ask the driver to take me to the Elliott Marina and Hotel right away, but when I open my mouth, I give him the address for the Super 8 instead.

      The marina is about a mile away and I don't want to walk all the way to the hotel with my carry-on in the dark.

      “Have you ever been to Seattle before?” the driver asks.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Well, you're in for a treat. It's going to be a beautiful weekend. Only a little bit of rain. Are you here on business or pleasure?”

      “Business,” I say quickly and then wonder if that is true.

      In reality, I'm here for a little bit of both. I want to find out the truth about Tyler and if there's any possibility that he might be Oliver.

      The reason why I need the answer so urgently is that this is the only lead I have. I know that chances are small, in fact they are microscopic.

      If you managed to escape from prison and start a new life, why on earth would you do something so prominent in public like buying a hotel?

      There are probably a hundred employees and the chances of one of them recognizing you given the nature of the manhunt is astronomical.

      Still, in the picture and from the side, he looks like Tyler. This is my only lead, my only clue. If it's not him, fine. I have a few days in Seattle, a place I have never been, but always wanted to visit.

      If it is him?

      Then I might have a chance to turn back time and tell him everything that I couldn't before.

      It doesn't take long to get to the hotel at this time of night and the check-in process is painless.

      Opening the door to my room, I'm overwhelmed by the smell of cleaning products. I wish that I could open the window, but unfortunately, they are all locked.

      The room is a cool sixty-three degrees and I immediately raise the temperature ten degrees, to something a lot more comfortable.

      In addition to a big king-size bed, there is also a small desk, a lamp, and a sitting chair to the right of the bed, right next to the floor-to-ceiling window.

      The place is comfortable and clean. Soon, I hear the bed calling to me. This was a very long flight and though I'm tempted to head straight to the marina and look around, I know that I need to get some sleep.

      After taking a quick shower to wash off the grime of the airplane, I climb under the covers and wish that I had splurged on the extra $200 to stay at the Elliott Hotel.

      Of course, it wasn't a good idea.

      For one thing, that was way too much money for a room and it would make this trip three times as expensive. I also didn't want to be there in case Oliver wasn't Tyler at all. There is a strong likelihood of that and I don’t want to be out all of that money, a lot more than I already am.

      The bed is so comfortable and I'm so tired that I sleep well into the morning. There's a three hour time change as well and I don't wake up until noon Pacific Coast time.

      I take another quick shower, washing my hair this time, and put on some makeup. After I get ready, I realize that my hair isn't much drier than it was when I first got out of the shower and I force myself to use the blow dryer.

      It's cold outside and it’s not advisable to walk around with wet hair, but I kick myself for washing it at all in the morning. Usually, I take my showers and wash my hair at night, letting it air dry until the morning.

      It looks like a bird’s nest when I wake up, but that's what my hair straightener is for. The sound of blow dryers makes my skin crawl. So close to my ears and my head, they sound like jet engines taking off. I manage only to do it for a few minutes and then tie it up into a loose bun, hoping the air will do the rest of the work for me.

      Putting on a pair of tight fitting jeans, a casual blouse, and one of my favorite jackets, I grab my cross-body bag and look at myself in the mirror.

      With the boots and the scarf around my neck, I look like a regular Pacific Northwesterner and that's exactly what I'm going for. Instead of calling a car to take me to the marina, I put the directions into my phone and take a walk.
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            Tyler

          

        

      

    

    
      When I first see her phone, I'm tempted to walk away. Maybe I should just take off, leave, and never talk to her again, but this is my boat and she's showering in my shower.

      I need answers.

      I don't want to have a fight, but that's probably inevitable. I look at the time. I've had a long day and so has she, but the messages keep eating at me.

      I thought I could trust her. I thought that she was a decent person who wouldn’t cheat.

      The truth is that I don't know the first thing about her.

      “What is all of this?” I ask when she comes out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around herself.

      I hold her phone out for her to see and watch the blood drain from her face. Her shoulders slide down and she almost cowers in place. I'm not threatening her. I'm just standing in the doorway and have asked her a simple question.

      “How long have you been seeing your ex-boyfriend?” I ask. “How long have you been sleeping with him?”

      “It was a mistake,” she says, licking her lips.

      She tugs at her towel nervously but doesn't make a move to get the bathrobe laying at the foot of the bed.

      “It was a mistake because I caught you or was it a mistake because it happened?”

      “I'm really sorry,” she says, looking down at the floor. “The first time that it happened we’d had too much to drink and then… I don't know. We were just together for so long…”

      “He cheated on you, Rachel. He lied to you. You have already gotten together and broken up a bunch of times.”

      “I know,” she says with a shrug. “What can I say? There’re some people that you can't stop thinking about, no matter how bad they are for you, no matter what they do.”

      Her words hit me as if they are a punch to my gut. I don't think truer words have ever been spoken.

      The truth is that I'm angry at her, but I'm not really mad.

      We had a good time and I thought that we were a good match, but are we really?

      Maybe on the outside.

      Maybe on the surface.

      If we were a good match, would I still be thinking about Isabelle all the time?

      I open my mouth to say something else, but nothing comes out. I should be angry with her and I should throw stuff, but I just feel despondent.

      I don't really care. It's almost as if I now have an excuse to break up with her and I'm relieved about that.

      “I hope that you can forgive me,” Rachel says. “I can't be with Michael. We are terrible together and I should have never let this happen.”

      Rachel looks up at me with tears in her eyes. She puts her arms around me and wraps herself tightly.

      The fact that I'm not responding may suggest to her that I'm actually considering this proposition.

      She probably thinks that I will forgive her. Although, the only thing that I am thinking right now is that this is my way out.

      “I thought that we had something special,” I say. “I thought that I could trust you. I told you that I had a difficult time with my ex-girlfriend and that she betrayed me just like Michael betrayed you.”

      I told her that Isabelle had betrayed me, insinuating that she cheated because I couldn't tell her about the money.

      She assumed that we were going through the same thing and that was okay by me.

      “We connected in our pain, but beyond that, we didn't have much. At least, that's what it seems like right now.”

      “You don't understand,” Rachel says with a tear running down her cheek. “I should have never done that with Michael. I don't want to be with him. I know that I hurt you, but maybe there is some way that we can talk about this.”

      “What's there to talk about?” I ask.

      “I want to make amends. It was just so stupid. Our relationship was so young and I think that if we work hard, we can get over this.”

      I shake my head and ask, “What is there to work on? If we're not happy now, in the beginning of our relationship, how are we going to get through the rest? Why even bother?”

      “Relationships are work,” Rachel says, parroting that line that people like to use to justify being in terrible relationships.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “They're not work. Not with the right person. You want to know why?”

      She nods.

      “With the right person, you wake up every day trying to make life better for them. You don't say cruel things to them. You love them and they love you. You don't do mean things to them. People like to throw the word love around, but I'm not one of those people. I thought that we had something. I thought that we were compatible. We worked. Were we in love?”

      “I thought that we were in love.”

      “If you thought that, then why did you sleep with Michael?”

      “It was just a moment of weakness,” she says. “He has this way over me. I can't seem to break free of him.”

      “I don't know what you're going through, but the one thing that I do know is that you are in love with someone and that person is not me.”

      Rachel walks up to me and tries to hug me again, but I push her away.

      “I don't want to talk about this anymore,” I say coldly. “Please take your stuff and leave.”

      She begins to cry. I go to the main cabin and wait for her to get dressed.

      When she emerges, she tries to come over and give me another hug, but I push her away again.

      “I'd rather not,” I say and turn away.

      When Rachel leaves, I feel a sense of relief washing over me. It's not that I didn't enjoy being with her.

      She would make for a fun friend. It was all just a lie though. I know that now. The feelings that I had for her didn't come anywhere close to the feelings that I have for Isabelle.

      I wonder if this is how it's going to be for the rest of my life.

      Will I always compare every woman I meet to the one who hurt me and broke my heart?

      How will anyone stack up?

      I go to bed, but I can't sleep. Occasionally, I go through periods of insomnia that make me feel like a zombie.

      Tonight is one of those nights. I don't like taking pills and I'm afraid of getting addicted to sleeping aids, so I just toss and turn and get more tired as the night wears on.

      I flip on the television, watch something nonsensical, listen to music, and even put on a podcast.

      Nothing helps. I keep thinking about Rachel and that moment when everything that I thought that we had suddenly dissipated. That's the thing about lies. They make you feel like the earth underneath your feet is uneven. We were together and I thought that we were happy.

      We could have been happier. I was trying to learn more about her and maybe even think about making a life with her, but then a text message came that changed everything.

      I never experienced that with my wife, Sarah. She had been cheating on me for a long time before I ever found out about it. This feeling of shock and disgust is somewhat similar to how I felt then. Things had been off with my wife for a long time, but neither of us really admitted it.

      We were ships passing in the night. 

      I didn't know it then but I never loved her.

      I know that is unfair of me to compare everyone to Isabelle. I wonder if Rachel felt that and that's why she did what she did. I'm not saying that she's not the one to blame for all of this.

      Of course she did it because she's the one who cheated on me. I still wonder if on some intuitive level, she knew how I felt or maybe she just felt the same way for Michael.

      After a long restless night, I force myself out of bed and go to work. I get there before almost everyone else.

      I hop on the computer and look through my to-do list. Given what's happening with the case, most of these are undoable. I can’t contact the contractors or the designer.

      I can't make any plans for any remodeling and that means I can't physically improve on the building or any of the rooms. I can put in better processes to make sure the rooms are cleaner, but that's about it.

      Investing in this place is futile until I know what's going to happen in the future. That seems to be the case for my personal life as well. I was on one track with everything and now suddenly everything is up in the air.

      My phone keeps going off. It vibrates and vibrates until I ignore all of the calls.

      It's Rachel. All of the calls, the text messages, and the pictures are all from Rachel. She even sends me a video of her talking into the camera and telling me how sorry she is.

      I read everything and listen to everything, but I don't reply. As the morning goes on, she doesn't let up. I can tell when she is working in surgery because the messages stop, but as soon as she is out, she calls me again and again.

      Around eleven o'clock, I decide to take a walk around the property to see what needs to be done and what everyone is doing.

      I decide to pop into Tim's office. He's not there, so I keep walking down the hallway, checking all of the offices. When I reach the last door, I turn the knob and much to my surprise, I see him hunched over the safe, tucking stacks of cash into the front pocket of his jacket.

      This is the cash that belongs to the Elliott Marina and it's meant to be picked up by an armored vehicle in half an hour.

      “What are you doing?”

      He turns around, his face is as pale as a ghost.

      “Are you stealing money from me?”

      “I am… No… Of course not.”  He starts to stumble over his words.

      “Put it all back,” I say quietly but sternly.

      He looks frightened, but quickly that fear turns into anger.

      “Put it back,” I say louder.

      He does as he's told and asks, “Are you going to call the police?”

      I haven't given it much thought as to what I will do, I think to myself.

      “Why did you do that? Why are you stealing from me?”

      “I'm sorry,” he says, hanging down his shoulders. “I'm just really behind on the mortgage and I have a feeling that you're going to fire me.”

      “You are definitely getting fired now,” I say without a moment of hesitation.

      “Please,” he begs. “I can't find another job. I have so many bills to pay.”

      “You could have just asked me for a loan. You didn't have to steal from me.”

      “I know, but I thought that you’d say no so I didn't want to ask.”

      “I guess we'll never know,” I say. “Let's go back to your office.”

      “Why?”

      “You need to get your stuff and get the hell out of here.”

      “No!” Tim yells.

      Suddenly, his arms come flying out and start flailing around.

      Hell no.

      He tries to argue with me and then begs for his job back. He wants me to not call the police.

      I don't want to admit this out loud, but I'm not a big fan of calling the police. I'm still a wanted criminal and the last thing that I need is for the authorities to become involved.

      I decide to call the security guard instead. Roger arrives a few minutes later and escorts Tim back to his office. He watches to make sure that he doesn't take anything that doesn’t belong to him and he doesn't engage in Tim's rant. I wait in the hallway until Roger walks him up the stairs.

      “You're going to regret this!” Tim yells from the top flight. “I'm not going to let you forget what you did to me!”

      “What an ungrateful asshole,” I say to myself, shaking my head.

      He hasn't done any real work in a long time and he was used to that. Mr. Elliott let him do nothing and paid him a good salary.

      When I took over, he wasn't happy and he was the one person that I had to convince to get in line. It's almost as if he didn't want this place to be successful.

      Tim continues to yell obscenities in protest all the way out to the property line but Roger doesn't need anyone else’s help to escort him out.

      After making sure that the money is back in the safe, I take the other staircase to the other exit.

      I need to get some fresh air to clear my head. Within the last twenty-four hours, I found out that my girlfriend was cheating on me and that my general manager was stealing money.

      It's also entirely possible that this sale will get reversed and I won't even own this marina and hotel anymore.

      What will I do then?

      I make my way out to the marina and watch the seagulls land softly on the water. They are graceful and majestic in their movements. I'm jealous of their freedom to just not be here right now.

      The gloomy weather and the constant rain is getting to me. It's almost as if a thick blanket of darkness is covering up my world.

      I imagine my life without this marina and I wonder if that's actually a blessing in disguise. Maybe I'm not cut out for this.

      Maybe it would be better to just go to some warm beach somewhere, live in a small shack, spending my days drinking Mai Tais and flirting with the local girls.

      It would be easier, that's for sure.

      Rain starts to fall a little heavier and more sideways. People in Seattle rarely use umbrellas, but I see a few women in the distance pulling theirs out when their waterproof jackets prove not enough.

      I don't have an umbrella. I just pop my collar and continue to walk along the dock. I watch as the drops of water crash against the boats and wave hello to the few members who are just pulling in after a morning at sea.

      It's not even noon, but I feel like calling it a day. I haven't had much sleep, none at all actually, and dealing with Tim has completely put me over the edge.

      The sailboats are at the far end of the dock and I keep walking until I get there. There's a bench up front that is usually empty, but today it's occupied.

      Somebody is sitting there watching the rain.

      As I approach, I realize that it's a woman and I decide to give her space. Not everyone would be sitting out in the rain just watching the boats pop up and down in the water unless they were going through something.

      I try to walk past her without looking at her, not wanting to see the tears, but something pushes me to turn back.

      When our eyes meet, it takes me a moment because I don't want to believe what I'm seeing.

      She swallows hard and looks at me.

      I try to say something, but my throat gets dry.

      “What are you doing here?” I finally manage to utter.

      “It's you,” she says, shaking her head.

      She brings her hands to her face as if she can't believe that I'm alive.

      “You're here,” I say. “How?”

      For a second, I wonder if the cops are going to descend.

      I wait, staring into her hazel eyes and nothing happens.

      Time ceases to exist.

      The rain keeps falling, but I can't feel it anymore.

      Slowly, she rises to her feet. She is wearing a thin puffy coat, one of those that can be squished down into a small bag. It works well in cold weather, but it's not waterproof and she is drenched. Her hair is plastered to her head as if she has just stepped out of the shower.

      Her makeup is long gone, she has never looked more beautiful.

      “I came to see you,” she says quietly.

      Her words are tentative, almost as if she's asking permission.

      I want to take her in my arms, hold her, smell her hair, and tell her that I love her, but I can't make myself move.

      “I'm not going to tell anyone you’re here,” she says. “I just want to talk to you. I want to explain what happened. I didn't steal from you. I should've told you the truth. My mother was in trouble and I just took the money…”

      Her words are frantic now. She's rushing over the sentences, nervously trying to make all the pieces come together.

      She thinks that I care about her lies. I don't.

      The only thing I care about is that for the first time in a long time I can breathe easy again.

      It's almost as if I have been holding my breath this whole time and as soon as she came back into my life, I can inhale and exhale again.

      “You’re soaking wet,” I say, taking a step closer to her.

      She takes another one toward me and grabs onto her shoulder even tighter.

      She's trying to warm herself up, but that's impossible when you're basically swimming in water.

      I have a hat on, but she doesn't. Rain keeps hitting against her face, making it hard to see.

      We need to go somewhere inside, but where? The hotel is out of the question. It's too far and not private enough.

      “My boat is right over there,” I say, pointing behind me. “You can dry off and we can talk.”

      She hesitates.

      Please don't say no, I say to myself and wait.

      “Please,” I say, extending my hand.

      “Okay.” She nods and places her hand in mine.
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      It is overcast and dark all morning. I walk over to the Elliott Hotel and sit in the lobby, hoping that Tyler will just walk by.

      I pretend to be a guest and even open my laptop to look busy.

      After a while, I start to feel like the woman at the front desk is getting suspicious of me. I tell her that I am waiting for someone, but it has been too long.

      She asks me a few times if there is a room that I want her to call, but I tell her that I don’t know the number.

      The third time, she reaches out to me, I get the message. This isn’t Starbucks. I am not welcome to simply hang out indefinitely.

      I pack away my stuff and while she is distracted, I make my way down one of the hallways.

      It leads me to another and another until I get lost and have to rely on the emergency fire exit map to get back out.

      This plan of casually running into Tyler seemed a lot better in my head back home than it is turning out to be in real life.

      I pop into a coffee shop near the marina and watch the rain start to fall in sheets. What are the chances that I will actually see him today? What are the chances that Oliver is actually Tyler at all?

      Hours later, when the rain returns back to a drizzle, I take a stroll along the marina and find a bench near the sailboat section. I open the sandwich I got at the coffee shop and scroll through my phone.

      Eventually, I finish my food. I get bored with everything on my phone and I get cold. More time passes and I get colder. The rain picks up. It’s time to go.

      Yet still, I stay. Something keeps me here. I don’t know what it is exactly except that I can’t make myself move.

      I need to wait, but for what?

      Then suddenly I see him. He comes out of nowhere. He just sort of walks up to me and suddenly it is Tyler.

      I want to run into his arms, but I'm afraid that if I make a move or even blink, he will disappear forever.

      He invites me onto his boat and when I force myself to my feet, I hold my breath. I keep my eyes locked on his, hoping that somehow this will ensure that we aren't separated.

      I take a few steps forward and then let him take my hand. When our fingers touch, a spark of electricity rushes through my body. I can see that he feels something, too, and he gives me a tight squeeze.

      The rain intensifies as we make our way down the dock. He jumps onto the deck of the boat and then helps me up as well.

      I don't realize how wet I am until I'm surrounded by the dryness of the cabin. The teak floor practically sparkles and the furniture is all colors of ivory and white.

      “Is this yours?” I ask.

      He nods and says, “It was sort of part of the deal.”

      “Wow, it's so beautiful. It’s so big as well, almost like a spacious apartment.”

      He nods, looks around, and says, “It's only a couple of months old. This one is quite special. That's why I made the move over here.”

      “You live here?” I don't know why this catches me by surprise.

      Suddenly, I start to feel a little bit uneasy. It’s one thing to just be on a boat that he owns but is something completely different to be in his home. I'm not scared or anything like that. Just… uncertain.

      “Oh my God, where are my manners?” Tyler says and disappears around the corner. He comes out with two thick bath towels as well as a bathrobe. “There's a bathroom right over there if you want to change out of your wet clothes.”

      I nod, trying to decide what to do.

      I don't really want to change out of my clothes, but at the same time I'm dripping wet and I feel myself getting colder and colder by the minute.

      “I'm going to go change myself,” he says, pointing to the opposite end of the boat.

      When he closes the door, I turn around and take a few steps toward the other cabin. The sailboat has an ivory interior and the entire color scheme of the place is layers of white. In the cabin, I find bright blue throw pillows with a nautical theme that give the place a little bit more life.

      I look at myself in the mirror and wipe away the runny mascara. When I got ready this morning, I styled my hair and did my makeup. I thought that I would get to keep my armor on when I met him. Unfortunately, that was not the case. My hair is limp and plastered to my head. My foundation is long gone and my eyeliner is smeared.

      I didn't bring my makeup here with me so I don't have anything to touch it up with. Oh, well.

      This isn’t ideal, but this is all I have. I take off my jacket and peel off my sweater. The skinny jeans prove to be quite difficult. They were tight when I first put them on, now they are practically glued on. I have to physically peel them back in order to free myself of them.

      I put on the thick bathrobe with the Elliott Marina and Hotel logo on the front and look at myself in the mirror one last time. I wrap the towel around my hair to try to soak up some of the water and then run my fingers through it to try to give it some more volume.

      When I come back into the main cabin, I see Tyler standing in the kitchen making us a couple of drinks.

      “Do you have any tea?” I ask. “I could really use some something warm.”

      “Of course,” he says. “Please have a seat.”

      He points to the couch.

      A few minutes later, the kettle comes to a boil and he drops a teabag into my cup. He sits on the other side of the couch, turning his body toward me and nursing a glass of bourbon.

      I take a sip of the tea and look at him closely. It's astonishing how different he looks. His hair is darker and cut in a different way. Some might not think that it would matter that much, but somehow it makes him look like a different person.

      He's also bigger now. He looks like he has put on some weight, maybe even as much as twenty pounds, all muscle.

      Before, he was always strong and lean, wiry in fact, but now his muscles are bulging through his V-neck. He looks like a stranger now, even though it has only been a year.

      “It's nice to see you,” Tyler says.

      “It's nice to see you, too,” I agree.

      “Why… How are you here?”

      “I saw an article about you and this marina in a magazine. There was a picture, just a profile, most of it was from the back actually, but it looked like you. I thought that maybe it could be you.”

      “So just like that, you decide to come out here?”

      “I was having some personal problems,” I say. “I've been thinking about coming to see if Oliver Beckett was actually the guy that I used to know and when my life sort of blew up in my face, I decided to just go for it.”

      He nods and looks down at the floor.

      “I'm actually really surprised,” I say.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I'm just surprised that you bought something so public. They are still looking for you and Mac.”

      “The last place that they would expect to find me is here,” he says.

      “Don't get me wrong, you look very different. You would be difficult to recognize.”

      “This is a public place, yes. It was a mistake to do that article, but I hope that we can keep this between us.”

      His tone of voice catches me by surprise. There's a seriousness in there. It's difficult to describe.

      He's asking me for a favor, but it's almost as if it's also a threat.

      “I would never tell anyone,” I say. “You have my word.”

      “Let's hope that's the case,” he says.

      I know what he is getting at. It's the elephant in the room. He hasn't brought it up and I haven't either, but I don't know how much longer we can avoid talking about it.

      “I'm sorry about that,” I say, realizing that I'm being as vague as possible and that that's not enough.

      He doesn't respond, but just stares at me with his icy gaze.

      “I didn't take the money on purpose. I mean, of course I did, but I was going to return it. They took my mother and they were holding her for ransom. I needed to bring the money for the exchange.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about it? Why did you just leave me there? Why did you just take off and make me think that you went to the cops?”

      “I wasn't sure that you were going to let me have the money. They were right there. I owed them this debt or rather my mom did. They were going to hurt her. I was afraid to ask you because I thought that you would say no.”

      “It was my money,” he says. “It was the only money I had in the world. You really fucked me over.”

      “It seemed to have worked out all right,” I say.

      “No thanks to you.”

      “I'm really sorry,” I say, sliding over on the couch and reaching for his hand. “I was an asshole. I should not have betrayed you like that. I should not have betrayed you at all. You deserve someone better. Someone who will always be there.”

      “I know that,” he says, but our eyes meet and I can tell that there's still something that exists between us.

      “I know that this is not an excuse, but I was going to lose my mom. The money was there. I thought that I could get her and keep the money at the same time. It was so stupid. I was so stupid.”

      “What happened?” he asks. “Did you at least save your mom?”

      “Yes, I did. I paid off her debt and we were free of it. She came home with me back to Pittsburgh. Everything was good for a long time.”

      “Was?” he asks. I was hoping that he wouldn't catch that, but he misses very little.

      “That was one of the things that prompted me to come here. She was doing really well for a while. She got a job and she helped me pay my mortgage. She started dating someone who I thought was the first nice guy that she had ever been with in her whole life. Then I found them getting high together. Not just weed, meth. Pills. The person that I grew to love was gone again. She stole my dog’s ashes. She did things to hurt me. I'm done with her.”

      Tyler nods and adjusts his glasses. They make him look more distinguished and are a big part of his new look.

      He doesn't have to wear them inside when it's just the two of us, but I have the feeling that it allows him to keep a separation between us.

      Something that he probably still needs.

      “I'm not telling you all of this so that you will feel sorry for me,” I say.

      “Well, good,” he says coldly. “I don't.”

      “I'm just trying to explain where I was coming from.”

      “What exactly did you accomplish by doing all of that, Isabelle? Your mom was an addict and she has done nothing to show you that she isn’t anymore. You saved her life just like you did a hundred times before and what exactly did that get you? What did you lose as a result of it?”

      “I know that I was wrong,” I say sternly, “but you have no right to lecture me.”

      “Yes, I do,” he says. “You ruined everything.”

      “I already apologized for that, but I will say that I'm sorry again and again for however long you want me to.”

      “I don't want you to say you're sorry. I want it to have never happened, but you can't turn back time.”

      “Look,” I say, getting agitated. “I know that it was a mistake. A terrible mistake.”

      “Not altogether unpredictable. The one thing that your mom has shown herself to be is a liar and an addict. Yet you still forgive her. You're still there.”

      “What the hell do you want me to do?” I ask, rising to my feet. “I know all that stuff about her and even more, but she is still my mother. She's the only fucking family that I have.”

      “Does that mean that you're going to support her again in the future?”

      “No, I'm done with her,” I say quietly.

      He shakes his head, not wanting to believe me.

      Suddenly, I get angry.

      I don't know what the hell I'm doing here. I came here to talk to Tyler, but he's not here. He is a stranger and I realize that this was a terrible mistake.

      The only problem is that my wet clothes are hanging in the bathroom and I have nothing but this bathrobe. My hotel is a long walk away which is made even longer by the fact that I would have to wear nothing but this to get there.

      Still, I can't stay.

      “Where are you going?” Tyler asks, walking up behind me.

      “I can't stay here.” I push past him and grab the wet clothes from the bathroom.

      “I'm sorry I said that,” he says, blocking my exit.

      “No, you're not. You're right, but it doesn't matter.”

      “Please stay,” he says quietly.

      “Why? What would be the point?”

      “We need to talk,” he says, still blocking the doorway with his body.

      His hair falls slightly in his face and he takes off his glasses. Suddenly, I see the man that I fell in love with.

      Suddenly, I see the boy who was once my best friend.

      “It's all too much. I can't stay.”

      I try to push past him.

      He looks even more gorgeous and beautiful than I remember. The broodiness and the darkness that I see in his eyes makes me want him even more.

      “There's no point to this,” I say, looking directly into his eyes. “It was a mistake to come here.”

      “No, it wasn't,” he says, taking a step closer to me.

      “You don't believe me,” I say quietly. “You'll never believe me.”

      “That's where you're wrong,” he says, touching my chin and then running his fingers down my neck. “I do believe you. I know that you made a mistake. I'm just mad at you.”

      Our eyes lock for a moment and when I look away, I look at his lips. He runs his tongue over his lower lip and my body begins to quiver.

      Suddenly, I lose all feeling in my fingertips. My toes quickly follow.

      “I have to go,” I say quietly but deliberately.

      I take a step past him, but he puts his arm out and wraps it around my waist. He pulls me closer to him, forcing our eyes to meet again.

      My breathing speeds up to match my heartbeat and my mouth opens slightly. He looks down and then up at me, as if asking my permission.

      I tilt my chin up slightly and our mouths collide.

      His hands move up and down my back and I bury my hand in his hair. My body yearns for his. I feel the hardness of his cock through his pants and I wrap my arms around his thick muscled body.

      With one quick motion my robe falls open. I'm completely nude and he licks his lips before pushing me onto the bed.

      He spreads my legs open and dives right in, kissing me deep inside. At first, I'm caught off guard, but it has been so long since he has touched me that I just let go and ride the wave.

      He pulls away for a few moments, reaching up with one hand and finding my breast. His other hand makes its way inside of me and spreads me open and goes deep, just the way that he knows that I like it.

      It has been so long since we have been together that I don't last long. Before I can even warn him, a warm sensation rushes through me and consumes me, creating a series of small quakes.

      When my legs go numb and my whole body begins to shake, he pushes himself inside of me and everything in the world suddenly makes sense.

      This is the way we were meant to be. This is the way that we make sense. He thrusts deeper and deeper inside of me, spreading me wider and wider.

      We move in sync, as if we are listening to the same beat. Our mouths find each other's, but our lips soon lose control. Our kisses are messy and out of line, sometimes landing on the cheek, sometimes on the chin. It doesn't matter.

      As he impales me, I consume him. A little bit later, he flips me over onto my stomach and the thrusts get faster and faster. I reach down and start to touch myself.

      He kisses my neck and goes deeper and deeper. Suddenly the familiar sensation of pleasure begins to pool somewhere in my core. I prop my butt up higher and I spread my legs out wider.

      Tyler slides in and out of me faster and faster. Just as he begins to moan, I let go and an overwhelming feeling of release rushes through my body.

      “I love you,” he whispers into my ear and collapses on top of me.

      “I love you, too,” I mumble into the pillow.
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      After we make love and with the rain still thundering outside, I lie in Tyler's arms and drift off to sleep. I haven't slept well in months. This afternoon, the hours just slip away.

      I feel comfortable and completely at peace. Safe. I haven’t felt this way in a long time. I don’t have any dreams, nothing I remember anyway.

      A deep lull settles over me. It consumes me. It’s like a warm heavy blanket wraps around me and I know that as long as I’m here, I will be okay. It's evening when I finally wake up and watch him sleep for a few moments next to me.

      He still looks different from before, but he’s more familiar now. His glasses are lying on the table next to him. His eyes are the same ones that I fell in love with. His Roman nose gives him a distinguished profile, accentuated by his strong jawline.

      He moves a little, rousing slightly. I hold my breath, not wanting to wake him. His eyes open slowly and a big wide smile immediately spreads over his lips when he sees me.

      “I can't believe that we slept so late,” he says, looking at the time on his phone but making no effort to get up.

      “Do you have somewhere to go?”

      “Theoretically. Work is always there, but now everything is a little bit up in the air.”

      I reach over and feel his face to make sure that he is real. When I get to his lips, he kisses my fingertips.

      “I can't believe it's you,” I say, shaking my head. “I can't believe that I was right.”

      “I'm glad that you found me,” he says. “Even if it proves that perhaps buying this thing is a terrible idea.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was getting bored just making money and I wanted to own something where I could work and be really involved. I wanted to do something where I could make an impact. I've always liked boats. Then this place came up and I thought, why not?”

      “Now?”

      “Well, you found me,” he says, giving me a wink.

      “I can show you the picture. I didn't have much to go on. It was just a whim that brought me here. Once I was here, it was pure luck that you found me.”

      “Perhaps,” he says, nodding his head. “The sale is not exactly carved in stone though.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The man that I bought this marina from, Mr. Elliott, he wanted to keep all of it together. The marina, hotel, and the restaurants. His three sons had other plans. They are right. The individual parts are worth more than the whole, but when I bought it from him, I made him a promise that I would keep it together.”

      “If you bought it from him, what's the problem? Isn’t the deal done?”

      “I thought so, but they filed a lawsuit. They managed to declare their father incompetent, saying that he isn't in full control of his mind anymore and therefore can't be trusted to make business decisions. Now there is going to be a hearing where a judge is going to decide if the sale of this place will get reversed.”

      Tyler lies on his back and stares up at the ceiling. He puts his arms under his head and looks somewhere in the distance, past the light above our heads.

      “I'm really sorry,” I say. “I wish there was something I could do.”

      “I thought the agreement was ironclad, but now it seems like that's not the case.”

      “What do you think is going to happen?”

      “Not sure. I have a good attorney and I think he'll do his best, but we will just have to see.”

      “You know, I'm actually kind of surprised that you own this place. It’s not exactly something that an escaped convict who wants to protect his identity should be doing. I thought that you would be lying low somewhere… painting.”

      “I guess it's kind of an unorthodox thing to do, but I figured that hiding in plain sight might actually be the most effective way to stay hidden. You would expect to find an escaped convict in some dusty town living under an assumed identity, but you would not expect him to be living on a  million dollar yacht and running a multimillion-dollar hotel complex. Besides, who told you that I haven't been painting?” Tyler turns toward me with a half-crooked smile.

      “You have?”

      He nods and gets up. Walking over to the large wardrobe right across from us, he opens the double doors. Instead of clothes, there are canvases.

      He pulls out one after another and my mouth drops open.

      They are all of me.

      Some are done in a realistic style and I look like I've been drawn from photographs.

      Others are more abstract. Others are impressionistic and one is even done in the pointillist style.

      “They are all…me,” I say slowly.

      “Yes, they are,” he says, nodding.

      I don't know what to say. I just look at each one carefully with my mouth slightly open from shock.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you. You hurt me and I thought that you betrayed me. Perhaps you did. I always knew that something must've happened. Still, I couldn't stop thinking about you. You are the only thing that I wanted to draw. It's almost like I wanted to bring you back into my life.”

      “Perhaps you did,” I say, reaching over and taking his hand in mine. “These are all so beautiful.”

      There's something else that I have to tell him. There are still amends that I have to make.

      “I know that I explained some things earlier, but I'm not sure if I was entirely clear. I came back. After I got my mom, I came back to you and I saw you were gone. I didn't know what to do then. You weren't supposed to know that I left. I'm not making excuses and I wasn't going to lie to you about not having the money. I was just going to tell you after.”

      Tyler's jaw clenches.

      “I know that I did a terrible thing and no amount of explanation can take it back. The only thing that I can do is own up to it.”

      “You lied to me,” Tyler says.

      “Yes, I did,” I admit.

      “Do you know what it was like for me to see that you stole all of my money and just disappeared? Do you know what it was like for me to go on the run and try to evade the cops because I was certain that you were working for them?”

      “I wasn't.”

      “I know that now, but even when I saw you on that bench, I wasn't so sure.”

      “You invited me on your boat though,” I say.

      “I know. I'm an idiot. I'm probably doomed to get caught.”

      I'm not sure what to say. Everything has become so complicated all of a sudden. All I wanted to do was to come here and to see if Oliver Beckett was indeed my Tyler. I didn’t give the rest of it any thought whatsoever.

      I pull the sheet tighter around my body and sit back down on the bed. I pick at my nails and crack my knuckles.

      “I'm not sure where we go from here,” I say. “I'm not sure what else I can say.”

      “I just want you to know what a terrible position you put me in. At first, I was horrified that something happened to you. Then I realized that you betrayed me. Then I realized you stole my money and you left me with nothing. I knew that the cops were after me. The cops and the FBI. I hid everywhere I went and I held my breath for days. I was certain they were on my trail and then they weren't.”

      “That's a good thing,” I say.

      “Of course it is, but I don't think you understand what I went through. I was going to propose to you. I wanted to marry you. Everything was so perfect and I wanted to spend my life with you. Then you were gone. Just like that.” I see his eyes tear up and I hate that I have caused him so much pain.

      “I didn't tell you because I was coming back. I thought that you wouldn’t let me have the money and they were right there. They trailed us and I wanted to save my mom,” I say with a shrug. “It's not a good excuse, in fact it's a terrible one. I should have trusted you, but I was afraid that you would say no and I would lose the opportunity to save her.”

      “Do you regret that?” he asks.

      I think about it for a second and then shake my head.

      “I can't say that I do. I saved her life. I know that she's in another spiral downward again, but she would probably be dead if I hadn’t done that. I'm sorry that I didn't tell you. I'm sorry that I couldn’t trust you. You have to know that I had every intention of coming back and I did. My mom and I both did. That's when I saw that you weren’t there and that you’d seen that I took the money. I looked for you, but I couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      He nods, looking crestfallen.

      We are talking in circles and neither of us are saying anything new. I understand how he felt and I can see the pain in his eyes. I just hope that he can put himself in my shoes.

      “I'm really sorry,” I repeat myself one last time.

      He gives me a slight nod.

      I reach out and take his hand, expecting him to pull away from me, but he doesn't. Instead, he squeezes it and intertwines his fingers with mine.

      “I don't know where we can go from here–” I start to say when his lips collide with my mouth.

      His tongue makes its way inside and his hands bury themselves in my hair. He pulls the sheet down, pressing his naked body to mine.

      I inhale deeply, shaking just a little bit and losing myself in the beginning of the slow buildup of pleasure that starts at my core.

      He reaches down and softly touches my breast, squeezing my nipple tightly between his fingers. Pulling his mouth away from my lips, he kisses my neck and makes his way down to my breasts, taking turns between each one, making sure that neither is neglected.

      I place my hands behind my back to prop myself up as he nuzzles up to me.

      He pulls the sheet completely off of me, exposing me completely. I try to close my legs, but he pushes them aside and smiles. His fingers make their way inside of me. I'm already wet and ready for him.

      “You taste like heaven,” he mumbles, licking me everywhere and deep inside.

      I try to reach down to pull him on top of me, but he pushes me back instead. Flat on my back, he pushes my legs up over his head and makes his way into every part of me.

      When I feel myself getting close, he pulls away, shaking his finger from side to side.

      “Not yet,” he says, toying with me.

      I watch as my breasts move up and down with each breath. As my heart starts to beat out of my chest, he pulls me up to my feet and looks me up and down.

      “Next time, I'm going to paint you like this.”

      Cold sweat runs down my back.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Full of lust for me. Full of sexuality. Turned on. This is what I want to capture.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head, just as a big smile spreads over my face.

      “Yes.”  He nods and smiles as well.

      Our lips meet again and just as his tongue brushes against my lower lip, he whispers, “Get on top of me.”

      “I thought that you would never ask.”

      He lies back on the bed. Just as I start to climb on top, he stops me.

      “Facing away from me,” he requests and I get even more turned on.

      “I want to watch you make love to me.”

      There's a large mirror right across from the bed on the closet door. I sit down on top of him, watching myself as he pierces through me.

      He feels deeper and thicker this way and I can barely let myself slide all the way down.

      I lean back and prop myself up on his hard abs.

      At first, I move slowly up and down but then as he gets deeper and deeper, I start to speed up.

      The woman in the mirror is powerful and in control of her pleasure. She's taking what she needs and I like seeing this part of myself. 

      After a little while, my legs start to get tired and I can't move as much. Tyler feels my body go limp and starts to take over most of the thrusting himself.

      I let myself go and lie down on top of him. He grabs onto my breasts and starts to massage them, squeezing my nipples tightly between his fingers.

      Leaving one hand on my breast, he runs the other one down my side and down my thigh. When he finds my clitoris and starts playing with it, my heart beats out of my chest.

      “I'm getting close,” I whimper.

      “I know,” Tyler whispers and speeds up his thrusts.

      A few moments later, a small spark goes off and spreads from the inside of my core all the way out to my extremities. Waves start to rush through me and I let go completely and enjoy the avalanche of pleasure.

      “Who the hell is this?” a female voice asks somewhere in the distance. It takes me a moment to realize that she is in the room with us.

      I look ahead, but in my eyes, I'm still seeing stars. It takes me a second to focus and then push myself off of Tyler to grab the sheet.

      “What the fuck is going on, Oliver?!” she screams at the top of her lungs.

      My head starts to buzz. I feel like I'm riding a pendulum. A moment ago, I just had the most intense orgasms of my life and now someone is yelling at me and accosting me with curse words.

      “What are you doing here, Rachel?” Tyler asks, keeping his voice quiet, probably to calm her down.

      “Is this some sort of joke?” Rachel asks. “You found out about me and Michael so you sleep with some bitch to get revenge?”

      “We are over,” Tyler says. “I made that perfectly clear. I can sleep with whomever I want.”

      “Fuck you!” she yells, pointing her finger in his face.

      I want the floor to split open and swallow me whole. I want to run out of here, but it's a small room. The bed takes up most of the space and Rachel is blocking the only exit.

      “What the hell do you see in her anyway?” Rachel asks. “Are you into fat girls now?”

      Her words cut me like a knife and I feel hot tears build up at the back of my eyes.

      Don't cry. Don't cry, I say to myself silently.

      I can't stop them. Instead I turn away, grab the bathrobe on the floor, and wrap the sheet tighter around me.

      As I make my way past her, she reaches over and kicks me in my back. I fall to the floor, wincing in pain. Her foot lands right on my kidneys and the pain is excruciating.

      “What are you doing?!” Tyler roars and pulls her off of me. 

      “You had no right to do this,” Rachel says, sobbing through tears. “You're such an asshole.”

      “I did nothing wrong and you know it. Just because you barged in here to beg for my forgiveness, that's not my problem. You are the one who slept with your ex-boyfriend. I was the one who broke up with you.”

      “Oliver, please. I wasn’t in my right mind,” she starts to beg. “I already told you. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I never want to see you again, Rachel,” he says in his monotone, detached voice.

      Realizing that he's not going to change his mind, Rachel's expression falls. She no longer looks desperate or sad but rather angry and full of venom.

      “You're going to regret this, Oliver. I'm going to make you pay for this.”

      “Get out,” Tyler says quietly.

      “You don't know what you're doing,” she says, her voice getting louder and her face getting more flushed. “The Elliott brothers are going to hear all about how you tricked their sick old father into selling you the business.”

      The blood rushes out of his face and Tyler turns as white as a sheet.

      “You know that's not true,” he says.

      “I don't care. You had no right to do this. You’re a fucking liar! You are going to pay for everything. I’m going to ruin you! I’m going to destroy you!”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading THE PERFECT LIFE!

      I hope you are enjoying Tyler and Isabelle’s story. Can’t wait to find out what happens next? Their story concludes in the next book.

      1-click THE PERFECT GETAWAY now!
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      Broken hearts do not fully heal. Even if they are mended, fissures remain and over time pressure can split open old wounds. 

      There was a time when Isabelle and I were solid. There was a time when it was just the two of us against the world. I ignored the cracks beneath the surface.

      Now, everything is different. 

      They are after us and they are not going to give up no matter what. They have more resources, more man-power, more strength. 

      What do we have? 

      We used to have each other, but now? I’m no longer certain we have even that. 

      What happens when the new life we tried to build shatters once and for all?

      1-click THE PERFECT GETAWAY now!
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      Want to know more about Nicholas Crawford? He has his own COMPLETE series that readers call “dangerous and impossible to put down.”

      Read TELL ME TO STOP now!
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      I owe him a debt. The kind money can’t repay.

      He wants something else: me, for one year.

      But I don’t even know who he is…

      365 days and nights doing everything he wants…except that.

      “I’m not going to sleep with you,” I say categorically.

      He laughs.

      “I’m going to make you a promise,” his eyes challenge mine. “Before our time is up, you’ll beg me for it.”

      Read TELL ME TO STOP now!
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      Sign up for my newsletter to find out when I have new books!

      You can also join my Facebook group, Charlotte Byrd’s Reader Club, for exclusive giveaways and sneak peaks of future books.

      I appreciate you sharing my books and telling your friends about them. Reviews help readers find my books! Please leave a review on your favorite site.
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        Sign up for my newsletter: https://www.subscribepage.com/byrdVIPList
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