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      I’m a liar. 

      I’ve been lying for so long that it’s all I can do anymore. 

      My name isn’t what she thinks either. 

      I got a new identity and a new life because my old one was going to get me killed. 

      That’s why I don’t do interviews. That’s why I don’t show my face on social media. 

      But when Emma’s article comes out everything changes. 

      They’re coming for me. 

      It's all a matter of time. 

      If I want to save myself, I have to disappear again.

      But what can I do if they go after her?
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      He trusted me again and yet I know that I don't deserve that trust. I ran after him when I thought that I was going to lose him again. I've been after him to ask him why he had lied about D. B. Carter and then he told me the truth. He pulled out his phone and showed me the draft of all of these books. Then we kissed.

      That kiss made me believe again. Not just in him, but in us. Even if it's just the possibility of us.

      I know that I don't deserve his trust. I know that we have both been not particularly honest with each other. I shouldn’t have sent Shelby my notes.

      I shouldn’t have even written any of them down. That's the first step to getting exposed. I just wanted to remember. I'm a journalist at heart and I wanted to keep track of every detail. Somehow, it feels like if you put your thoughts on paper, then they’re more real.

      Writers have felt like this for centuries. That's why we write. We put pen to paper or keys to the keyboard and we record our innermost thoughts for posterity.

      Is it really that though?

      Is it really to be remembered or is it just to remember right now?

      I have often sat down to write without knowing exactly what I was going to say. Somehow the process of organizing my thoughts into phrases, then sentences, then paragraphs, and then pages of text makes everything make sense.

      When I was first presented with this mystery about the true identity of D. B. Carter, I had no idea where I was going to start. I had no idea that I wanted to include myself in the story, but why not? I was the one investigating it. It was my eyes that everything was getting filtered through.

      Little did I know that D. B. Carter would end up being someone who I couldn’t stop thinking about.

      Little did I know that D. B. Carter would end up being someone who would be there for me in my darkest hour.

      I used to think that he was a distraction. I still think that he is just a rebound that might help me get over Alex. We are all tempted to do that, aren't we? Get out of a serious, long-term relationship that might have been a little too toxic and jump right into something else? Why? Why did I do that? Why does anyone?

      To make myself feel better.

      Then I realized that something else was happening. I saw myself becoming someone else. I like the person that I was between them. She was finally outgoing and fearless, maybe not entirely fearless, but a lot less fearful than she was with Alex.

      Things with Liam were not planned out. In fact, most of the time I felt like the ground was shifting under my feet, but in a good way. It was exciting. Enticing.

      He was somebody who took my mind off the pain that I felt with Alex and yet he was somebody who reminded me that Alex and I were never good together. He was always a liar and a cheat. I didn't know the truth about everything that he was doing and my world came crashing down that day, but looking back, I start seeing all the cracks.

      Things with Liam are also complicated. He has secrets. I have uncovered some, but the more that I uncover, the more I know that there are others. He told me a lot about his life and the vast majority of it is true. Except of course for the little details like his name, where he was born, and what his family is like.

      I'm kidding of course. Only partly.

      Mostly because I'm just writing this to try to make sense of my life right now and how vastly complicated it got so quickly.

      My thoughts wander back to our kiss or rather the montage of the kisses that we have shared. We have had so many start and stops that it’s difficult to think of one particular moment instead of a slew of images.

      There he is brushing his fingers along my jaw. There he is with his hair falling into his eyes. There he is pressing his body hard against mine. There he is opening my mouth with his.

      It's almost as if he has a magnetic pull on me. I've never felt this way with anyone before. I wanted to be with Alex and, of course, I have had boyfriends before him. None were particularly toxic, but none were particularly interesting either. Then he came into my life and suddenly every interaction that we have had since sends shivers down my spine. It's almost as if there are sparks that go off whenever we share the same air.
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      When I get back to the office, I walk along the perimeter, trying to avoid Corrin and Shelby who are talking by the water cooler. I slip by and they don't notice me. I hide in my cubicle, nursing a cup of hot tea in my thermos. I have a lot of work to do and I still have to talk to her about not publishing the article. Frankly, I don't know how to do this.

      To waste some time, I check my email and that's when I see it.

      They have printed it. It's basically the notes that I have given her, with a little bit added, but mostly printed as is. I stare at the screen and then reload the website over and over again, hoping that this isn't true. Maybe this is just some sort of mistake. A trial run.

      No, no, no. I shake my head and swing my arm around, knocking the thermos onto the floor. The top pops open and hot liquid spills out everywhere. I pull some tissues from the box on the table and throw them on top of the carpet, letting it soak in, but my tension returns to the screen.

      With my heartbeat elevated, I scan the article, reading and not reading at the same time. The highlights are clear. She has included everything that I sent her, even the fact that I have spoken with him.

      Journalism ethics have come under attack in recent years since the explosion of online content with little regard to the truth. This is a magazine article that is not just true but is also salacious. The fact that the writer had a sexual relationship with the subject is probably something that just added to the general interest of the story.

      For someone who is trying to get herself taken seriously, I know that this is a nail in the coffin of my career.

      Suddenly, my thoughts return to Liam. Has he seen this yet?

      I look at the time, but I can't remember what time it was when we separated. I haven't heard from him, but that doesn't mean anything. I want to call him, but I'm afraid. If he doesn't know, then I can't hide this from him. If he does, what does this mean for us?

      My head starts to spin. I don't know what to do. I don't know where to go. I need to make this go away, but how?

      With blood rushing between my temples, I rise to my feet and force myself to put one foot in front of the other until I get to Corrin's office.

      “Why?” I ask.

      She looks up from her screen. I clear my throat and ask her why again, but this time my voice is lower and it's more of a demand.

      She opens her mouth to say something, but Shelby comes in from behind.

      “Emma, I'm sorry,” Shelby says, throwing her manicured fingers up in the air in a sign of surrender, but it's clearly not a surrender.

      If this is anything, then it's a declaration of war. “What you wrote, your notes, they were so detailed and so wonderful. I just had to share it with Corrin.”

      “They are notes. They weren't the story. They weren’t an article.”

      “That's where you're wrong,” Corrin says, keeping her tone neutral and detached. “There was a lot of life in that piece that you call your notes. It had your reactions, your shock, and your interactions with the subject.”

      “The subject? You mean D. B. Carter? You mean Liam? How can you call him that?” I demand to know.

      “Emma, I know that you have had a personal relationship with him and that's exactly why I wanted to print what happened and what you have found. Our readers are interested in that. No one wants dry nonfiction anymore, especially not in floundering magazines. The story, this trilogy of stories is going to put your name on the map. Have you seen the number of retweets that it has? Everyone is impatiently waiting for the final conclusion. The reveal.”

      “There is no reveal,” I say, shaking my head. “The story is that you had no right to print this. He didn't agree to it and neither did I.”

      “Of course, I know that this has placed you in a difficult position, but I hope that you continue on with that. He should read it again. We only did minor edits on it. It’s straight from the heart. It doesn't have any of the fluff that you often find in creative nonfiction like this.”

      “Yes, because it's not the story. Those are just my notes.”

      “I'm not sure what you want me to say or do,” Corrin says after a long pause.

      Our eyes meet. Hers are cold and distant, steely.

      Anger still bubbles within me. I open my mouth to say something, but then I stop.

      What I really want from her is an apology. I want her to retract the story, but I know that is not going to happen. I also know that the story is already out there so there's no point in retracting it.

      “Is there anything inaccurate in what you wrote?” Corrin asks.

      “That's not the point,” I say, shaking my head and crossing my arms. “You had no right to publish what wasn't done yet.”

      “What I did is within my rights,” Corrin says, holding her hands across her desk.

      It's entirely made of glass and has only a few folders neatly stacked on one side. There's a large computer screen in front of her and a keyboard, but my eyes scan over the tabletop and wonder how it is that there are hardly any fingerprints on it.

      “I'm not going to apologize for doing my job. I gave you a deadline and you came in well below it. I decided to just go with it.”

      “I never turned it in,” I say, shaking my head.

      I feel like we're going in circles and yet nothing I'm saying is getting through. “I sent this to Shelby in confidence. I wasn't going to write a story about it.”

      “That's exactly the problem,” Corrin says, tilting her head.

      Her hair is always perfectly styled as if she goes to the Dry Bar every day. Her makeup is flawless, along with her skin, and her nails are just long enough to be intimidating but short enough to do a lot of work on the computer.

      “What's the problem?” I ask.

      “You're not going to come here and tell me that you don’t have a story.”

      “You have no idea what I was going to do. You can't punish me for something that I might have done.”

      “Am I punishing you? Why don't you go online and see what's happening. Everyone is celebrating you!”

      Realizing that this is a losing battle, I turn toward Shelby and say, “I thought that we were friends.”

      “We are,” she pleads, reaching over and touching my arm.

      I whisk it away from her and she looks hurt. “I just wanted to share with her because I was so excited by what I read. I just couldn't believe everything you found out. I was really excited for you and I wanted to help.”

      I glare at her and she looks back at me with the expression of a puppy who has recently been kicked. She looks genuinely sorry and yet the more apologetic she is, the angrier I become.

      Are they both nuts? Have they lost their minds? Why are they making me feel like I'm crazy? Why won't they apologize?

      Of course I know why.

      I make fists and I stand here glaring at them, keeping my thoughts to myself. If I scream at them and walk out, it doesn't change anything.

      Corrin won't unpublish the story. There's no point to that anyway. It's already out. It has been reprinted and discussed by about fifty different news outlets and that's just as of half an hour ago.

      It's out there and the only thing that can happen now is that I lose my job.

      “You had no right to do this,” I say as calmly as possible, trying to keep my anger at bay.

      “No, in fact, I'm your boss and I had every right,” Corrin corrects me.

      I open my mouth to say something else, but she interrupts and points to the door with the pen in her hand.

      “Listen, Emma, I'd love to talk to you more about this, but I can't at this moment. I have a conference call that's about to start.”

      I walk out of her office and Shelby follows closely behind.

      “I'm really sorry,” she keeps whispering over and over again, as if she expects me to just forgive her on the spot. She follows me all the way to my cubicle even though hers is clear across the room.

      When I kneel down next to my spilled thermos and try to clean up the mess, she grabs a roll of paper towels from the kitchen and helps me soak up some of the liquid.

      “Say something, please,” she pleads.

      “What do you want me to say?” I ask, muttering.

      “I'm just really sorry about everything.”

      “I know you are!” I say sternly. “Okay? So, quit saying it.”

      “I don't know what else to say.”

      I inhale and exhale deeply.

      “I don't know what to say either. You really fucked me over and you don't even know it. What happened?” I ask with us both crouched down on the floor. “Why did you do that? I trusted you with it and you just… Betrayed me.”

      My voice is no longer angry or rushed. It's calm and even coy, a little too detached even.

      “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to do that. I don't know what happened. When I got the email and I read everything, I was just so proud of you. You have so much in there and I wanted to show it to Corrin. It's so stupid, but since she was so appreciative of your first article, I thought that she would be excited.”

      “What about what I said about not showing it to her?”

      “It was too late by then,” she says, biting her lip. She shakes her head and her eyes refuse to meet mine.

      “It got away from me. She made the decision so quickly. As soon as I sent her the story, instead of just talking to me and making suggestions for how to improve it or the right angle to go with, she just edited it herself and printed it an hour later.”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      “She didn't want to wait until the print edition,” she continues. “It's like she knew that you wouldn’t want it out there and she did it so that she didn't have to ask your permission.”

      “She knew that they were just notes,” I say quietly. “I had all the stuff about our relationship. All that personal stuff that no journalist wants out there.”

      “It matches the tone of the story though,” she says. “The first one was about you trying to find him and the second had all those details about your relationship with him. Sexual details.”

      “That's exactly why they were just for your eyes. In fact, I should've just kept them for my eyes or maybe not written them down at all.”

      “Don't say that. You have a real voice. You can't silence yourself.”

      “I never wanted to before, but I also didn't want all of this personal information out there. That was just for me. How am I supposed to ever get another job in journalism if all an editor has to do is look me up and see in black-and-white that I have had a sexual relationship with my subject? Do you know how inappropriate that is? I mean, it puts into question everything that I write.”

      “I know, but it also doesn't,” Shelby says quietly.

      She takes the empty office chair from a nearby table and rolls it over to me. I sit down across from her.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “I know that traditionally it’s really irresponsible. You shouldn’t inject yourself into the story and all that, but journalism is changing. Social media has changed a lot about how journalism is done and now people inject themselves into the stories all the time. The best stories about government whistleblowers and police brutality and even the wildfires are the ones that come from the people that are there experiencing it. Your story fits in with that and I’m sure that if you try to find another job at another magazine or newspaper, the editors there will understand.”

      Her pep talk makes me feel better, but I'm not exactly sure if I'm fully buying it. For one thing, she has a personal interest in bringing my spirits up; she still wants to be my friend and she still wants me to write the conclusion.

      “Are you still mad at me?” she asks after I don't say anything for a few moments.

      “Yes,” I say quietly.

      “What can I do?”

      Tensions aren’t high between us anymore. In fact, there's more of a lull.

      Shelby sits with me for a while. Then she reaches over and takes my hand.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I say quietly. “I don't know what's going to happen now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “With Liam. I'm sure that he's going to see the story and…”

      This is the crux of the matter. Yes, I'm angry that they printed a story without my permission. Yes, I'm angry that they revealed a sexual relationship that they had no right to share with the world. The main issue is that all of that stuff in those notes are things that should not be available to the public.

      Liam is hiding a secret and publishing this story brings that secret to light.
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      When I get home, I resist reaching out to Liam. It's the same reason I didn’t call him earlier. I'm afraid. I'm afraid of what he's going to say. I'm afraid of admitting and telling him what happened, but I also want to speak to him.

      A few hours later, after consuming a quart of dairy-free ice cream, I finally feel like I have enough strength to call him. The phone call rings and rings, but no one answers. The voice mail comes on and I feel sick.

      “Hey, it's me. Please call me back.”

      I'm vague on purpose. I can’t tell him something this big on a voice mail. I can't even see it in the text. I try, but I delete it every single time.

      I open a bottle of wine and have two glasses in quick succession and then fall asleep watching Netflix. At two in the morning I wake up and realize that I haven't heard from him. He hasn't written me back and he hasn't called. I text him again, asking him to call, but he doesn't.

      “So, he never wrote back?” Brooke asks me when we meet up for lunch.

      With Shelby betraying me, I wasn't sure who else to reach out to. My sister and I have had our differences and our problems, but she has always been there for me when I needed her.

      I tell her everything that happened and she listens, nodding her head over a plate of kale salad and salmon.

      “You should just see how it goes. Maybe he's busy. It hasn't been that long.”

      I nod, agreeing with her, but in the bottom of my heart, I know that something is wrong. I wonder if he already knows about the article. I wonder if he's mad at me. I wonder if I should have told him about it as soon as I found out.

      A million situations run through my mind as I nurse a glass of iced tea and wish that it were white wine instead. I'm still woozy from the wine I had last night and a little dehydrated and not exactly thinking clearly.

      “Listen, the reason I wanted to meet up is that something is going on with our folks.”

      Brooke plays with her hair as she speaks, avoiding eye contact. Dressed in overalls and a tight T-shirt with her midriff showing, Brooke is the epic of cool. She is curvy and proud of it. This isn’t the most flattering outfit that she could wear, as my mom would put it, but it makes her glow from the inside out making me jealous of her confidence.

      “You really shouldn’t slouch like that,” she says, leaning over the table and speaking under her breath.

      Unlike her, I'm dressed in a frumpy sweater and a nondescript T-shirt that is neither tight nor loose. My leggings are my uniform, something I wear all the time when I'm not dressed in my official work clothes. I don't like to dress up and I don't like to shop. I don't really know what's popular and what's not.

      Over the years, I’ve developed my own sense of style which is a combination of relaxed and casual and I have been dressing like that ever since. A T-shirt or tank top over leggings occasionally paired with a hoodie or cardigan. Flat shoes, flip-flops, or lightweight sneakers, not the ones with heavy soles.

      I'm also partial to sports bras that provide just enough support without making my breasts flat like a pancake. I wear a C cup, but I have never liked big breasts and I would love to go completely braless. With the right top, I occasionally do.

      I scoop up some Greek salad with crumbled up feta cheese and olives onto my fork and unenthusiastically put it in my mouth.

      My thoughts return to Liam and I bring him up again, but Brooke shuts me down.

      “Listen, I told you that something is up with our parents. I'm serious.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Mom has always been kind of a drama queen and I have grown accustomed to taking everything that she's going through with a grain of salt.

      “They’re acting very strange about money all of a sudden,” Brooke says.

      I shake my head, not sure what prompted it.

      “Well, my landlord called and said that my check from them for last month's rent never came through.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I was supposed to be on auto payment and Dad was making them every month.”

      “Maybe it's just some sort of accounting error.”

      “Maybe, but when I checked my credit card statements, three of them are maxed out.”

      “Isn’t that more of a you problem?” I ask.

      “No. I usually mix the amount every month, but they always pay them off. They were fine with it and now something is going on.”

      I shake my head at the possibility that my parents might be having financial difficulties and say, “No. It can't be true. I mean, they make too much money.”

      “I guess,” Brooke says, “but I'm just worried. What if something is going on and they’re just not sharing it with us?”

      That's when I decide to cave and tell her about my student loans. At first, I was going to keep it secret, but now I realize that there's no point. Both of my sisters take money from my parents. Mainly because they have a lot and our jobs don't pay very much. I have always been proud about living within my means and I have done so for a long time, but the loans getting readjusted have really put me in a bind.

      “There's just no way that I could cover the rent, the car payment and insurance, along with my groceries, and pay $1200 in student loans every month. I don't make very much.”

      “No, I totally get it. Frankly, I don't know how you were managing this whole time in the first place. I mean, your apartment is pretty shitty and so is your car.”

      “I know.” I shrug. “It was important for me to stand on my own two feet.”

      “You should have at least let them pay for your college tuition. Then you wouldn’t have the loan hanging over you.”

      I nod, feeling like a fool. There was a point that I was trying to make but somehow, in all this time that has passed, it got lost somewhere.

      “Anyway, when I asked Mom to help me with the loans, she said that she would. She said that she would be happy to. She didn't mention any financial problems. What about when you reached out to her?”

      Brooke shakes her head.

      “You have reached out to her, right?”

      She opens her mouth slightly and moves her jaw from side to side. She casts her eyes down at the table and then slowly brings them up to me. The guilty look on her face is difficult to miss.

      “You haven't talked to her?” I ask.

      “No, I wasn't sure how to bring it up. That's why I wanted to do it with you.”

      “Brooke, seriously?”

      “Listen, you know how I don't like to deal with certain things that make me uncomfortable.”

      “No, you're actually quite the opposite of that. You're always the one challenging Mom about her views on women's rights and her perceptions of what size women should and shouldn't be.”

      “I know, but that stuff is easy,” she says, waving her hand in my face.

      I smile and then laugh. Like all sisters we go through ups and downs, but she has always been confident on the outside. She’s so outgoing that she made it easy for me to forget that she’s still pretty young and inexperienced.

      Maybe it's more than that. Maybe, when it comes to certain things, we feel this way all of our lives.

      After we debate whether or not we should order dessert and instead settle on coffee and tea, I pull out my phone and we decide to call Mom together.

      “How are you girls?” she asks in her usual peppy voice.

      She immediately turns on the camera and we see her walking around Saks Fifth Avenue. Her hair is immaculate as are her nails and skin. I can only see the top of her blouse, but it probably cost as much as my rent.

      After a little bit of chitchat, I get right to the point.

      “I was just wondering if you're serious about paying my loans?” I ask. “I know that I brought it up earlier and I just wanted to double check.”

      “Yes, of course,” she says quickly and nonchalantly looks at a pair of $2,000 shoes on a beautiful display case in front of her.

      “Well, the reason I was asking is that Brooke just told me that the check for her apartment bounced.”

      “What are you talking about, honey?” Mom furrows her brow, tilting her head to one side.

      “You didn’t know about that?” Brooke asks.

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, I don't know what happened, but my landlord reached out to me and told me that the check didn't clear.”

      “Your father is making all these payments.”

      “Yes, I know and I just wanted to check with you to see if maybe there's something going on.”

      “Going on? You think that with one check not clearing we are suddenly having so many financial difficulties that we can't pay $3,000 for your rent?”

      “No, that's not what I'm saying,” Brooke backs up quickly. “There's also my credit cards. They are all maxed out, but the payments haven’t been made.”

      “Dad is taking care of those also, honey,” Mom says and suddenly her voice turns incredibly saccharine.

      I know my mom well enough to know that she's no stranger to putting on airs. She is not someone who wears her emotions on her sleeve and her default position is to be extra friendly and polite, especially when she is frustrated or annoyed.

      “Mom, we're not accusing you of anything, we are just trying to find out what's going on, if anything,” I try to clarify things and defuse the tension.

      This seems to work.

      The expression on her face relaxes a bit and she shows us a pair of pumps that she's considering. They are Jimmy Choos and as she pans the camera, I get a glimmer of the price tag on the box: $1,200.

      “Those are great,” Brooke pipes, but then asks to see the pair right next to those.

      It has always been some sort of competition between the two of them for who can have the best collection in terms of the most interesting finds. Obviously, Mom’s shoe closet is far more extensive, but Brooke’s is much more eccentric and unique.

      When Mom finally chooses the right pair and heads to the cash register, she says, “I will talk to your father about this tonight. As you know, he's working very hard on the new case and it's proving to be very expensive. He keeps getting delayed and the firm is covering all of the costs for the class action suit since they got turned down for financing the litigation.”

      Class action lawsuits are very expensive and law firms typically raise financing by working with other firms and splitting the costs as well as just taking out loans to fund all of the experts and lawyers necessary to get them to the trial.

      “Oh, wow, so they're paying for everything?” I ask.

      “Yes,” Mom says, shaking her head. “When the Meyer brothers pulled out, your father was less than pleased and then Citi Bank announced that they would not be able to help with the financing and that put everything in limbo.”

      We both nod our heads in sympathy.

      “Anyway, it's nothing to worry about. Your father will take care of it just like he takes care of everything else. Things might have just fallen behind a little bit, but they will catch up. There's no need to worry about something as silly as that.”
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      After having the conversation, Brooke’s worries seem to be appeased and she doesn't bring up finances again. Of course, it's bad news that the class action suit can't be financed, but the firm has more than enough money in its coffers after having a pretty successful decade of winning all sorts of cases and settlements.

      While my financial worries dissipate, my worries about Liam increase.

      Days pass without me hearing from him. Then it's a week. Then it’s another. 

      He doesn't respond to any of my messages or calls. I even write him an email, but he doesn't respond to it either.

      I'm not sure what to do. On the tenth day, I decide to confess. I write a very long text explaining what happened. I tell him that the story was compiled from my notes and that I had not given permission for it to be printed. I explain as much as I can and I read the text over a few times to make sure that it's perfect.

      Still, I hear nothing.

      A lot of time passes. So much so that I feel at a loss as to what to do. I look him up online and write him on his D. B. Carter profiles, but again I hear nothing.

      Another week later, I decide to reach out to his sister. We have talked before and I know that she wants to reconnect with him. She just had a baby and she misses her brother.

      I called Kristen on the phone and she immediately switched to video chat.

      “You haven't heard from him at all?” I ask.

      Kristen, a beautiful girl with intelligent deep eyes, shakes her head.

      I can't tell if she's lying. I don't know her well enough, so I decide to put it all out there.

      “As you know, we met because I had to interview him for an article, but then the second one came out and I had not authorized its publication.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Basically, I sent the notes over to a friend and she told my boss who arranged them into a story. They did that because they knew that I didn't want any of that printed.”

      “Can they do that?” Kristen gasps. “I mean, legally.”

      “I have no idea,” I say, “but the story is out there and I think that the reason why Liam is not getting back to me is because he thinks that I betrayed him.”

      I watch Kristen's eyes move from side to side as she reads and I know that she is searching for the articles.

      “You can read them later,” I finally say. “I have to find him. Are you sure you don't know where he is?”

      “No, absolutely not,” she says. She looks up from the screen and the expression on her face falls. “I will be able to find him now.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You mentioned where he lived. It's a really small town, less than five hundred people. It won’t take a criminal mastermind to find someone in a place like that.”

      I swallow hard as a wave of guilt washes over me. I wish that there were something I could do, but what? I have called his sister and now what?

      “If he does reach out to you, can you please tell him that I'm sorry? I know that it’s not all my fault, but it sort of is. I should have never written those notes. I should have never sent them to my friend. I shouldn’t have put him in that much danger.”

      Kristen was the one who told me about why Liam had left in the first place. She was the one who told me about her uncle being involved in organized crime, more like being the head mob boss and Liam running away and changing his identity had everything to do with the trial that he testified at.

      “You need to be careful,” Kristen says.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      She tilts her head to one side, supported by her hand. Somewhere in the distance I hear the sound of a motor running and I see the baby in the egg-shaped swing, rocking back and forth, blissfully asleep.

      “I shouldn’t talk about this, but you need to know. The people that Liam is running away from are serious and deadly. They don't play around.”

      “What would they want with me?”

      “You are his girlfriend. They can use you as a pawn to get to him.”

      “I don't know where he is though.”

      “Then they can use you as a lure.”

      I shake my head, not wanting to believe what she's saying.

      “It happened already. That's why he was so careful. Did he tell you about his girlfriend, Allison Shuman?”

      I shake my head.

      “They were in love. They were together for a year or so. Then he testified at the trial. She disappeared that night, after his testimony was complete. At first, they wanted a ransom. He paid them over a hundred grand in cash, but they didn’t return her alive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They returned her in pieces. Somebody had dropped the suitcase off in front of his door. When he opened it, he realized that it was her.”

      “Holy shit,” I whisper, covering my mouth with my hand.

      “Of course, they never found out who did it. The cameras were conveniently not working at that time and my uncle denied all responsibility.”

      “What about the police?”

      “They had their suspicions, but they have no proof. No fingerprints and no videotape evidence of anyone dropping it off. She just vanished one day and then after the ransom was paid, she was returned.”

      I shake my head and my mouth goes dry. I lick my lips and run my tongue over the dry flaky pieces, trying to give them some moisture, but it doesn't work.

      “My poor brother,” Kristen continues. “He has to live with the fact that he basically paid for his girlfriend to be killed and chopped up. He thought that paying that ransom would get her back, but it didn't. It got her back, but dead.”

      “I'm really sorry,” I say, swallowing hard and feeling a tickle at the back of my throat, the beginning of a cough.

      “I'm telling you all this because you have to be smart. Those articles connect you to him. Bad people want him dead and if they can't find him, they’ll look for you. Hell, they may look for you anyway.”

      “I don't know where Liam is. He won’t call me back. He won’t get back to me. I don't even know if he's getting any of my messages. Maybe he has already changed phones.”

      “Maybe,” Kristen says. “That would have been the smart thing to do.”

      I'm not sure what to say. I shake my head and try to formulate a plan, but all I see before me is a suitcase with my chopped up body in it.

      “You need to take care of yourself, Emma. Liam is probably long gone. The reason why he’s not calling you back is that he doesn't want to have a connection with you anymore. There are articles out there and he's just a sitting duck. I hope that he already has a new name and a new life somewhere else. He's a smart guy. He has always had a good head on his shoulders.”

      “I have to apologize to him,” I plead. “I have to explain. This was a mistake.”

      “Emma,” Kristen says, leaning closer to the screen. “This isn't about your story anymore. He's mad at you about it, but it's in the past. He's not getting in touch with you because he's angry, he's not getting in touch with you because he wants you both to live.”

      My heart sinks into my stomach.

      “So, what do I do now?” I whisper.

      “You have to forget all about him. You have to move on with your life. Get a security camera and maybe even a gun. You don't walk alone at night and maybe you even move to a place where it would be harder for someone to get you.”

      After hanging up, I sit in my chair and stare at the screen, unsure of what to do. Out of habit I make notes about the conversation on my laptop.

      When I write down what she said about Allison Shuman, chills run down my spine. I type her name into Google and watch as the articles about the mysterious body of a woman chopped up and placed into a duffel bag showing up.

      Initially, she was not identified and was referred to only as a Jane Doe. Later on, a few journalists speculated about the connection between Allison and the man whose doorstep she showed up on but, of course, nothing is certain.

      There are only allegations. Others state that it would be ridiculous for him to murder her and then find her body on his own doorstep, but it nevertheless adds suspicion to his testimony against his uncle.

      One article I stumble on has an excerpt from the trial transcript in which Liam is denying killing her. I only see the words in black and white, but I can practically feel his rage.

      How dare they accuse him of killing a woman he loved when they are the ones that did it?

      How dare you take the life of an innocent just to hurt him?
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      The next day after work, I get home late. I decide to go to the gym next to my office and take advantage of their first month free membership. I know that I need to lose some weight and I have been neglecting myself long enough. Besides, working out is a good way of taking my mind off things and that's exactly what I need right now.

      I run on the treadmill and then head over to the weights section. I have always been intimidated by this area, largely because there are a lot of men here who lift heavy things while grunting.

      Luckily, this evening the place is deserted. I pick up two twenty pound weights and do bicep curls. After three good sets, I take a little break and then pick them up again. I was in for a surprise.

      I can barely move them up.

      “Okay, that's too much,” I say in a huff. I switch to something more manageable and I do four quality sets.

      I don't know that many barbell exercises so I look on my phone and do about five others, some targeting my glutes, others my abs and shoulders.

      I have been somewhat inspired by all of those business models on Instagram to try weightlifting, something I have never done before. I'm not a big runner, but I will run on occasion. Just like I will do yoga and Pilates on occasion, but nothing ever really sticks.

      I know that I'm not in the best shape and I don't naturally love exercise. This feels good. Suddenly, I feel strong, powerful, and more confident.

      I decide to give this a try. Maybe even come here four days a week. It certainly can't hurt. If nothing else, at least it'll give me an hour I can avoid thinking about Liam and everything that I have lost.

      I grab my bag from the locker and look at my sweaty face in the mirror. My makeup is practically nonexistent and my hair is limp and pulled up into a high ponytail. My face is beet red and flushed with blood, giving it the round, filled look of someone a lot younger.

      The locker rooms are quite nice. The lighting is pleasing and not at all harsh, perfect for a selfie. The doors of the lockers themselves are covered in bamboo, creating a spa-like atmosphere. When I got the tour last week, the manager even showed me that they have a sauna next to the showers. I'll have to try it sometime, just not now.

      I force my jacket over my sweaty arms, hating how it sticks to my bare skin.

      I was lucky with parking, having found a spot just one street over, but this is downtown LA. Once the offices close for the day, so do the shops and the city basically empties out.

      Despite the condos and the lofts that have been built up around here, this part of the city is still pretty dead on the evenings and on weekends. All the clubs, the big party spots, and the bars are in West LA, starting with Hollywood and spreading all the way to Santa Monica and Venice by the ocean.

      There are a few bars around here catering to the office crowd, but the nearest one is about a quarter of a mile away.

      I hold my purse tightly and walked down the empty street. I pass the Coffee Bean, which sometimes has a line out on the street in the mornings, along with a boutique, both with the lights turned low and security cameras on.

      In the distance, somebody walks toward me. My breathing slows down and I realize that I shouldn’t have gone to the gym this late. This is exactly what Kristen told me not to do and here I am risking it all just to get a workout in.

      Luckily, the person in the distance turns at the corner and disappears out of sight.

      When I turn left at the light, I see my car and let out a small sigh of relief. I'm almost there.

      “Stop freaking out. Stop making yourself crazy,” I say to myself. “You have made this walk a million times before. Just because that happened to Allison, doesn't mean that it's going to happen to me. Liam and I aren't even together anymore. He's not testifying against anyone. There's no reason for them to hurt me.”

      These words become my mantra and I say them over and over to myself but still, I don't believe them. Of course, I have something to worry about.

      I have everything to worry about. His previous girlfriend was killed in the most brutal way, just to send him a message. Who's to say that they won’t do the same thing to me?

      Just out of spite. Just to get back at him for running away and making them search.

      I feel like such a moron. A fool.

      Why did I pursue that story?

      Why did I publish it?

      Why did I ever make notes about it?

      It's always exciting when a journalist puts her life in danger in a movie or in a book, but when it comes to real life, it's not like that. This is reality. There are actual stakes.

      I don't intend to end up in a suitcase on anyone's doorstep. I don't intend to be anyone's message.

      Right before I get to my car, a man of about fifty years old, dressed in a leather jacket, with his head covered up by a hoodie pops out of nowhere. He appears right behind me and my blood runs cold in fear. 

      I grab my keys and stick them between my fingers to try to use them as a weapon. My heart skips a beat and then another. I turn to face him a little bit, placing my back against the wall, so that I can be ready for any attack. He speeds up his gait. He glances over at me, but then averts his eyes. With his hands deep in the pockets of his jacket, he looks like a man on a mission. I brace myself and hold my keys tightly in between my knuckles, ready to strike. I pull my hand out of my pocket and let it sway near my thigh.

      When he gets right in front of me, his jacket rides up and I see the gun. It's just the handle, but it's clearly tucked into the back of his waistband.

      I stop moving and just lean against the glass of the Jamba Juice storefront. He picks up his feet and continues to walk ahead of me.

      He's not after me. He's just a stranger with something else on his mind, but my hands continue to tremble.

      I rush over to my car and don't let the keys out of my fist until I'm safe inside with the doors locked. I want to stay here forever, motionless and semi-safe, but I know that I can’t. I force myself to start the engine and to drive home.

      I can't find parking anywhere for blocks. I live in a much more walkable neighborhood and there are lots of people walking around, heading to dinner and then to late night drinks with friends.

      Their presence both relaxes me and puts me on edge. I don't exhale until I put my keys in the door and double lock it from the inside.
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      After a long and restless night, I decide to go to my parents’ house for the weekend. I need to get away from here and from the thoughts that are plaguing my mind. I text Mom on the way there and she tells me that she'll be back later that afternoon.

      When I drive through the gate and up the winding driveway, I’m surrounded by old live oaks sprawling their branches out in all directions.

      Glancing out the window, I look at the rolling hills below me that collide with the ocean. The hills are golden brown, mainly undisturbed and wild. The view is magnificent. Breathtaking.

      After a while, you get used to it and start taking it for granted, but I haven't been here in a while and it catches me by surprise.

      The sky above is bright blue, in contrast with the slightly deeper shade of the ocean below. I can't see the shoreline and there are no waves. The Pacific Ocean looks placid, living up to its name.

      I park out front in the circular driveway surrounding a tall fountain that my parents bought from their last trip to Italy. My mom said I’ll understand the importance of bringing back souvenirs from places that you fall in love with to enjoy when I’m older.

      She doesn't talk like that often, but when she does, I see another side of her. Something not so severe, coarse, and detached. I see a person that I could actually have a close relationship with.

      I use my key to get in. No one is home. My mom said that both she and Dad would be back later this afternoon, but I was expecting to at least have the housekeeper.

      It feels almost surreal, walking on the marble tile and being in these thousands of square feet all by myself.

      I drop my bag on the first of two kitchen islands, both in a complementary waterfall design. The room is spotless, almost as if it were a showroom.

      My mom receives five bouquets of fresh-cut flowers every week to place around the house and a beautiful arrangement sits perched in the middle of the circular kitchen table. The arrangement has a few roses, but also a lot of leafy greens and pointy, spindle flowers that I do not know the name of. In fact, I'm not much of a plant person in general. I have a few at home that are holding on for dear life, but in the past, I have even managed to kill cactus.

      I make my way to the living room and look out at the vast Pacific Ocean through the sliding glass doors that span the entire wall. It's weird being here again after what happened the last time. If this were not my parents’ home, I would think twice about coming back because the pain from my engagement party is still pretty fresh.

      I remember standing right over there and pretending that everything was all right. I remember standing in that other corner when Alex and I talked in private and I tried to stop this whole thing from happening.

      I slide the door open and step outside, the cool breeze of the ocean plays with my hair. The air is full of salt and moisture and my hair begins to curl and frizz. I have pretty straight hair naturally, but of course not sleek like it is when it is flat ironed. Though it's naturally straight, it does tend to get waves when the humidity increases, especially right at the nape of my neck.

      I walk over to the spot where I first met with Liam and cross my arms across my chest. I reach up and grab a thick strand of hair that curls slightly. I run it up and down between my fingers, holding it with my thumb and index finger then curling it between my ring and middle finger. This is something of a habit of mine. It's something that I do whenever I feel lost, out-of-control, or uncertain.

      My fears of being hurt dissipate with being home again, but it’s not so much being in the comfort of my parents’ home, but rather in the security of their gated home, long driveway, cameras, and the security system.

      I walk around the back deck from one side to another like a caged tiger. I let my thoughts float freely from one subject to another, not focusing on any one thing.

      The wind picks up and I button my jacket and hold it tighter against my body, but I continue to pace.

      It's different being here than at home. I realize now that the safety that I felt in that apartment was just an illusion. Yes, I have bars on the windows, but it's not a particularly uncommon thing in any LA apartment, especially if it's not in a particularly nice area. The bars made me feel safe. There are a few buildings on the street that don't have them and, though they look much nicer, I know that it's also easier for someone to break in.

      I don't want to give the impression that break-ins, robberies, and theft are a common thing. Maybe they are for some people, but not for anyone I know. In general, crime is way down and I've enjoyed living in the city as a single woman. I never had to take any more precautions than simply being careful about walking home late at night.

      Of course, that all changed after I talked to Kristen. Liam never told me about his girlfriend or what happened to her. Of course, I know why.

      We don't know each other very well yet, despite the attraction and the emotional connection that we have built for each other. He has secrets that he has to keep and Allison was one of those secrets, but maybe it wasn't a secret at all. Maybe he just never got around to telling me about her. There's so much about his life that I do not know and now, with my article being published, I'm afraid that I'll never get to know.

      Though I never felt particularly safe living where I was living, after Kristen warned me about what might happen, suddenly all bets were off. Everything changed in that split moment. I never considered that anyone would be after me because of my connection to Liam, but if they’re still looking for him, and if they know that he cares about me, they could use me as a lure just like they did with Allison.

      I read every single article that I could get my hands on about her case, multiple times, but they all left me no more convinced that that case will ever be officially solved.

      The killers know who did it.

      Kristen and Liam know who authorized it. The police? They may have their suspicions, but they're clueless.

      It will be much more difficult for anyone to find me here or at least to get to me here. This estate isn't exactly a fortress, because my parents aren't into anything illegal, but it does have a lot of features that protect the privacy of the residence. I feel a lot better being here than in my own apartment, let alone walking the streets of downtown LA.

      What happens on Monday? I have to get to work and with the traffic in LA being what it is, it's going to take hours.

      Another gust of wind rushes around me, chilling me to my bones. It's not particularly cold, rather moderate and even warm for this time of year if you come from the East Coast, but I'm wearing a T-shirt, a light jacket, and shoes without socks. It's not enough.

      I head back inside closer to deciding about everything that's going on in my life.

      I grab an apple out of the refrigerator and plop down on the couch, wrapping the big lavish black and white throw around me. Warmth spreads through me and I feel a little better.

      I pull my iPad out of my bag and instead of scrolling social media, I open an e-book. I haven't been able to focus on a novel for a long time, but something calls me to it and I open the latest book by D. B. Carter that I downloaded a few weeks ago.

      This one is a standalone, something unusual for him. He typically writes in series, but I like the fidelity of the story and the lack of investment on my part. The blurb caught my attention and though I don't usually read these kind of novels, the romance angle draws me in and I decide to give it a shot.

      Besides, I miss him.

      If I can't talk to him and I can't see him, then I can at least be with him in his mind and his words. These are the exact words that he said when he wrote them and now, I say them, too, as I read out loud.

      After a few pages, my voice gets raspy and I make myself some tea, get back on the couch, and continue to read. An hour passes and then another.

      The best way to describe his work is that it's fantasy for people who don't like fantasy. It's not that the fantastical elements are particularly limited, it's just that it's written in a very straightforward and contemporary style, almost minimalist in its way, making it very accessible for someone who isn't particularly into elaborate language and detailed new worlds.

      Another two hours later, just as the story is about to reach the climax, my mom walks up behind the couch, startling me.
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      “Oh my God!” I jump.

      She laughs and places her shopping bags on the counter. She's dressed in black slacks and a big puffy sweater, wearing four-inch stilettos.

      “How are you doing?” she asks, throwing away her Starbucks cup.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask. “I haven't seen anyone the whole time I’ve been here.”

      “Well, as I said, your father will be here later. He had to go to the office.”

      “Yes, I know. I meant the housekeepers and the other staff.”

      “We're taking a break from them,” Mom says with a shrug.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, your father first wanted to let go of the staff because he has decided that he wants to cook all the meals himself. I don't see that, but surprisingly it has been working out pretty well. He is taking a few classes and is now making Thai and Indian food a few times a week.”

      “Wow, I had no idea.”

      “Me either.”  Mom laughs, tossing her hair back. “You’d think that he wouldn’t have time for anything given his schedule in the case, but between you and me, I think he's looking for a way to relax.”

      “What about the housekeepers? They were here twice a week.”

      “They were. We've cut back a little bit to twice a month.”

      “Why?”

      “Listen, it was just getting tiresome having all these people in and out of the house. Your father and I wanted to have some time alone.”

      I nod, not exactly believing her, but I decide not to press it.

      She walks over to the refrigerator and asks me what I want to have for dinner. It's packed with leftovers. There's Thai and Indian food as well as poached salmon and a whole container of kale salad with cranberries and pine nuts.

      “These are all your father's creations,” Mom says with a whimsical smile at the corner of her lips.

      Just as we decide that we should just have a snack and have dinner with Dad when he comes home, Mom gets a text.

      “He's going to work late tonight, honey. So, it's just going to be the two of us.”

      It's not that unusual for my father to work on weekends, but my mom seems disappointed. It has been a long time since the three of us have had a private meal together and, as soon as he cancels, I sort of feel sorry about it, but we try to make it work.

      After a few deliberations, we eventually settle on Mom having Indian food and me having the walnut salad with a cup of my dad's own miso soup. I'm not too hungry and I'm still trying to be conscious of what I eat, but it's particularly hard when I have so much on my mind.

      As we eat dinner and fill the air with general chitchat, I debate with myself as to whether or not I should tell her about the article and Liam.

      On one hand, it has already been published and she's bound to find out about it one way or another.

      On the other hand… Frankly, I'm not sure what's holding me back. I can always tell her a portion of it, holding back most of the details, like someone might be out to get back at me, but I don't tell her anything.

      “You know, today's kind of a special day,” Mom says, pouring us a second glass of wine.

      “What do you mean?”

      “It's my mom's birthday.”

      “Oh, wow, that's right.”

      I had completely forgotten about that. I never met my grandmother because she died when my mom was ten years old.

      Her death has had a big impact on her life and whenever my sisters and I have tried to talk to her about her, she rarely tells us much.

      “Should we have a drink in her honor?” Mom asks. “She would've been ninety-five today.”

      “Big number.”

      “Well, you know she wasn't particularly young when she had me. She wasn't sure if she could have kids and she never really wanted them. I think she was a lot like you in that way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, from what I remember my father telling me, she was very much in her own head. She never really liked to go out much and she never really needed to interact with people. In fact, I think she got exhausted by it, but what she did like to do was read. So, when I came in today and I saw you on the couch curled up with your book, it just made me really happy because I thought that my mom would like to see that.”

      She wipes a tear from her eye. I can’t believe it. I have never heard her talk much about her mom, never heard her say much at all.

      “What else did she like to do?” I ask.

      “She liked to swim,” Mom says. “She loved it. There was a community pool and she just loved going there. She told me once that she never felt so clean as she did in the pool. That's probably why I was so set on getting that pool out there. I wanted it to be perfect. I know that she's not with us and it's not like she even knows that I have it, but when I swim in it and look out onto the ocean, past the hills, it makes me think of her.”

      Mom takes another sip of the wine and a tear runs down her cheek, but she catches it midstream.

      “Agh! Look at me. I'm being so silly.”

      “No, not at all. I wish you would tell me more about her. I don't know anything.”

      “I know, but it's hard for me to talk about her,” Mom says. “I lost her when I was very young and she was this towering force. I wanted to be just like her and then she was gone. Losing your parent when you're a kid is a terrible burden. I was right on the cusp of becoming a woman and I didn't really know how to be one without her.”

      I sit back in my chair and suddenly realize my mouth is wide open. I close it shut and lick my lips, trying to act like what I'm hearing is not astounding in the least.

      The thing is that my mom doesn't talk like that. Not now, not ever. She's polished and well-put together and she acts like she never has a problem, at least not ones that you ever see.

      When I was young, I thought she was superwoman. I saw other mothers cry and yell, and I admired my mom for not being weak like that.

      Then I realized that her being this way made her almost not really here. It's not that I wanted her to be emotional, it’s that I wanted her to tell me something true. I wanted her to show me the vulnerability and then suddenly, one day, she did.

      “Okay, don’t get all weepy and make me regret telling you any of this,” Mom says after a moment.

      “I promise I won’t,” I say, fighting back tears. “Tell me something else.”

      “She talked to me about having children. She said that there has to be something more to a woman’s life besides her children, but once you have children you can sometimes forget what that is.”

      I nod, thinking of my mom’s own life.

      She has devoted herself to us, stayed home, attended all games and recitals, and presided over the Parent Teacher Association.

      “I should have listened to her advice. She knew what she was talking about.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, sometimes I think about my life and wonder what else it could be.”

      “You have a beautiful family, Mom. We all love you very much.”

      “I know that,” she interjects.

      “If there is something you feel like you have to do, you need to go and do it,” I interrupt her right back. “We are here for you. We want you to live your best life, no matter how trite that saying is. You are young. You have the luxury of time and money. Why not?”

      I never talk to my mom in this manner. It almost feels like she's a friend. I have never talked to her about her hopes and dreams, mainly because she has never been so vulnerable with me before. In fact, this is probably the first time that I’ve ever felt close to her in that way that you do to an old friend.

      I'm not exactly sure what she's getting at and when I press her, she doesn't make it any clearer. She does say that she admires my work and how passionate I am about it and wants something like that for herself. I give her a warm hug.

      Dad gets home a little bit later just as we’re finishing an episode of a show on Netflix. They're both a little tipsy. After making a little bit of small talk, he heads straight to his office. It's getting late, but I know that he'll do another few hours of work before he's done.

      “Hey, am I interrupting something?” I ask, knocking on his door.

      “No, of course not. Come in, come in.”

      “How's everything going?” I ask.

      “Busy. Big case. Lots of expert witnesses. Not enough time to really prepare.”

      “You never think there's enough time to prepare,” I joke.

      “There never is.” He walks over to the bar at the far end of his office and pours himself a glass of bourbon.

      He offers to make me one, but I show him that I am still nursing my glass of wine.

      “So, when are you going to give up all of your foolishness and come join me in the firm?”

      The question takes me by surprise, though it shouldn't. It's something he always jokes about, but only half joking of course.

      “You know that I haven't gone to law school, right?”

      “I know I know,” he says, waving his hand. “You're just the smartest person I know and I hate the fact that you're wasting your time writing.”

      “Writing is important.”

      “I guess,” he says, “but law is writing put to use.”

      I nod. I've heard all of this before.

      “How's everything going?” he asks.

      I open my mouth to tell him about the article, but then I hesitate.

      He has never been someone who I could freely talk about my problems with because he tends to be the kind of person who offers solutions rather than just nodding along and listening.

      I really don’t need a solution. I need someone to be here to listen to me. I need to vent. Besides, his solutions tend to revolve around me giving up writing, which isn't really an option.

      “How long are you staying?” he asks.

      “For the weekend, if that's okay.”

      “Of course, stay as long as you want. I don't know how you live in that little apartment of yours.”

      “I like it,” I say.

      He shakes his head and says, “No, you don't.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I'm just being objective.”

      “How's that possible? You are completely denying the fact that I could actually like my apartment.”

      “I'm just being honest and you are not,” he says, taking a sip from his glass and then putting it down on the table.

      I like having these back-and-forth things with my father. Feels a little bit like a dance. He challenges me, calling me on my bullshit. I used to hate it when I was a kid, but now I know that it’s something he does only with people he considers equals.

      “So, you think I'm lying?”

      “I know you are.”

      “I know that it is small, but it's comfortable.”

      “It's small, dark, and surrounded by concrete with no view.”

      “Well, not everyone can afford a place like this,” I say.

      “That's a whole other conversation,” he says, sitting back in his chair. “That's not what we're talking about.”

      I tilt my head back and smile.

      Again, I consider telling him about Liam and everything that has been going on, but when he starts talking about his case, I decide to stay quiet.

      Instead, I think about all of the traffic and the horrendous commute that I'm going to have to face on Monday and the fact that it may be a good idea for me to get a gun.
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      Later that evening, alone in my room, I lie in the bed and try to formulate a plan. I need to find him. Things between us are so unresolved and even if we never speak to each other again, I need to have some closure. I need to know that this is a break. I need to know that we want different things. Do we though?

      I don't know what I want. The only thing I want is for him to forgive me. The only thing that I want is to have the chance to explain what happened.

      I grab my phone and realize that I actually don't have any pictures of us together. It's almost as if our relationship doesn’t really exist.

      Can I even call it a relationship?

      Of course, it's forever memorialized in an article that will live on the Internet forever, but there are no pictures of us and I sort of wish that there were.

      “Hey, what's going on?” A green text appears on my screen. It's from Alex.

      “What do you want?” I write back.

      “Just want to see how you are.”

      “Happy to be single,” I write back after a pause.

      “That's mean.”

      “You cheating on me was mean. This is just me being honest.”

      I don't know where Alex is going with this text, but I have my suspicions. He has reached out to me a few times and I know that he wants me to give him another chance, but I can't. Alex and I are over. I realize that he is a liar and that I should have never trusted him.

      Thinking about him it suddenly occurs to me that there's a strong possibility that Liam thinks about me the same way. What if he thinks of me as nothing but a mistake? I lied multiple times, but so did he.

      Then again, he was under no obligation to tell me the truth. He knew I was a journalist and he was hiding his true identity.

      I curl my hands up into fists. Suddenly, I'm so angry at myself for everything that has happened. I feel like all of my interactions with him have been built on sand and that I'll never be able to recover.

      How do I go on? How do I move on and live my life without him?

      “It should not be a problem to do that,” I say to myself.

      We don't really know each other very well and yet, it feels like the world might fall away if I don't see him again. It feels like he may be the only person who ever made sense for me.

      The following morning, I find Harvey Durand's information and give him a call. He is the private investigator who Corrin told me to get in touch with to help me uncover some stuff about Liam.

      Harvey immediately wants to video chat so that we can see each other face-to-face. I wasn't expecting that and feel a little underdressed and unprepared, answering the call without even a little bit of makeup.

      I glance at my expression in the little video in the far right-hand corner. I look pale. My eyebrows are impossibly thin. I usually fill them in a little bit with eyebrow gel, but this morning he sees me without it. My hair is tossed and sticking to one side of my head in a precarious manner.

      On the other hand, Harvey looks confident and well put together. He's in his forties and steeped in confidence. His dark hair is cut to frame his face and wide deep eyes.

      I catch him up on everything that has happened. There's no need to hide anything since both articles are out there and they contain almost all of the details of what happened.

      I consider that fact for a moment as I tell him the story. The articles contain facts, but they don't capture the essence of what it was like to be there. They don't capture my emotions, or his, or those sparks that bounced between us and made it impossible for us to pull away.

      If I had written any of that down, they would have probably not been published, which would mean that Liam would still be here. The irony of that is not lost on me.

      As I go through the story, I watch the way that Harvey nods, leaning closer to the screen. He's dressed in a leather jacket and the office around him looks sparse and nondescript. There's a window to one side, but the back wall has absolutely no decorations. Just files and papers and metal bookcases. He takes notes and listens carefully and then reads over them before asking me about Matt.

      I had buried the story about Matt Lipinski, making him something of a throwaway line, but he immediately jumps on it and challenges it.

      “I don't agree. That was just the name of someone on the forum. I doubt that it's real.”

      “Yes, me, too, but I'll check it out anyway.” He also asks for the web address and I send it over. “Let me go through everything that you have given me and I'll be in touch.”
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      I get up early the following Monday to endure the two hour commute to downtown LA. Without traffic, the drive can take thirty minutes, but given the fact that I have to be there at the same time that everyone else does, I have to give myself a lot of time.

      There is a collision on the 405, shutting down one of the lanes, but this is to be expected. There are always accidents and that's part of what makes the traffic so treacherous. I am armed with an audiobook and a collection of podcasts that I have been meaning to listen to for a while. Usually I do that at work, but today they keep me occupied on the drive.

      I leave my things at my parents’ house and I plan on coming back this evening, after enduring another difficult commute.

      I planned on talking to my parents about their financial situation this weekend, but I chickened out. It has always been somewhat of a difficult topic but when things improved with their financial situation and they bought that house in Calabasas, they started being a lot more open about it. Now, however, I know that something is off and that they don't want to talk about it.

      I decide that I'm going to do it sometime this week after my mom and I have a few more heart-to-heart conversations. It was so nice to connect with her on that level and again when we went out to lunch on Sunday. It seemed like, for the first time in a long time, she stopped putting on airs and really became the real person that I know she is.

      As soon as I get to the office, Corrin's assistant calls me and tells me that she wants to see me. I try to get out of it by saying that I have some work to do and I'd like to reschedule for later in the morning, but she doesn't take no for an answer.

      “You wanted to see me?” I ask, knocking on the door. Corrin looks up from her computer screen and tells me to close the door behind me.

      “We have a problem,” she says, folding her hands.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Bad news,” she says, raising one eyebrow, staring daggers at my eyes. “Have you seen the story in the papers?”

      “Which story?” I ask.

      “The one about you,” she says without blinking.

      I want to point out the fact that I never published the second story or rather that she published it without my consent, but I let it go.

      She brings the stories up on her computer and waves me over. That's when I see the headlines and I stare at the text.

      My mouth drops open. This can't be true.

      “They are wrong,” I say when I finally regain the ability to speak. “Everything that I wrote is true. Everything that I found out about him and everything that happened. I have my notes.”

      “You’re going to need them,” Corrin says, shaking her head.

      I know that she's doubting me. The Washington Post and the Boston Globe are serious newspapers. They have fact checkers, meaning that they have people going through every single fact to make sure that it is true and accurate. If someone is quoted as saying something, then those words are checked and double checked.

      “All I have is my notes.”

      “Did you make any recordings?” Corrin asks.

      “No.” I shake my head. “He didn't want to be recorded. He never wanted to be written about. That's why I didn't want that second article to go out.”

      “I have a feeling that you didn’t want it to go out because nothing about it is true.”

      I shake my head vigorously from side to side.

      “This is very serious, Emma. I don't think you're grasping what is really going on here.”

      I open my mouth to say something, but she puts her finger up in the air and I let her continue.

      “The real D. B. Carter has talked to these two separate journalists at these two separate very well established newspapers and told them that you made the whole thing up. They're exposing you as a liar and they're exposing this magazine as something that is nothing more than a gossip rag. That's the exact opposite of that rebranding that I wanted to do. Now, with all of this being out, they are never going to take us seriously.”

      “I don't know what to say. I have no idea where this is coming from.”

      “You lied to me about D. B. Carter,” she announces. “My question is how did you get Harvey to go along with it?”

      I look at the floor and then pick at my cuticles.

      “Emma?” she says, tilting her head.

      “I didn’t talk to Harvey,” I say quietly, my voice breaking.

      “What are you talking about? Did you double-check your story?”

      “I just reached out to him now, but I haven't before then.”

      “So, you just trusted this guy who said that he was this writer? I can't believe you would do that, Emma.”

      “He wasn’t lying,” I say. “This is wrong. This is untrue.”

      “It is true. The real D. B. Carter came out of hiding and gave interviews to these journalists and told them that you made the whole thing up. He showed them his manuscripts. He showed them his work. You either got played or you are the one playing games.”

      My head starts to buzz. A loud thumping sound of blood moving in between my temples makes it difficult to hear.

      “I'm not sure what to do. I don't know how to make any of this go away. I don't know where to go from here. All I know is that D. B. Carter did not lie to me and that everything in those articles is true.”

      “This is why you never wanted me to publish the second one? Because you knew you were lying and that you were going to get caught?”

      “Everything in the articles is true,” I say slowly. “I didn't want you to publish it because it was going to put his life in danger.”

      “No, I don't think so,” Corrin says, shaking her head and holding her pen up in between her fingers as if it were a cigarette.

      She uses it to gesture at me, punctuating her point. “It's time for you to leave. Get your things and get the hell out of here.”

      “Wait,” I start to say, but she spins her chair away from me.

      “I don't want to hear another word out of you,” she says dismissively. “Leave my office.”

      With her chair turned away from me, facing the window, I back up and slowly open the door. I shut it behind me, uncertain as to how to proceed.

      What do I do now?

      Do I collect everything off my desk and go home?

      How do I explain what happened?

      How do I get them to believe me?

      When I get back to my cubicle, I pull the articles up on my phone. They both state that I have made up the story and the sexual affair to make it spicier in hopes of getting a book deal.

      D. B. Carter is quoted as saying that we have never met and though he likes to keep his privacy, he is breaking that rule just this once to make this public statement and clear up the uncertainties.

      I ball my hands into fists and want to punch something and scream. Instead, I just silently scream inside my own mind, closing my eyes as tightly as possible. When I open them, I see a security guard from downstairs and he hands me a cardboard box.

      “What's this for?” I ask.

      “It's for you to collect your personal belongings. Miss Matthews has made me aware of the fact that you no longer work here and I will be escorting you out.”

      Made aware of the fact that you no longer work here. His words reverberate in my mind. He doesn't use the word fired, it's probably too inflammatory. It's better to go with the passive tone and passive language, but that doesn't make it any less real.

      He watches me carefully as I collect my things. When I reach past the computer to get something behind it, he tells me to leave it. He doesn't want me to touch it. Luckily, I usually work on my own laptop and all of my notes as well as everything for my story is stored there.

      I clear out the cupboard of things, mostly pens and papers that need to go directly to the trash. I grab the succulent I just got last week and place it on top of the box.

      Just like that, my life here is over.
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      I walk down the hallway holding my box in front of me, keenly aware of everyone either staring or averting their eyes to stop themselves from staring.

      With my shoulders sloped down, I have the weight of the world on me. When the security guard presses the button, something changes. I drop the box onto the floor and walk briskly to Corrin's office.

      “This isn't fair,” I say, swinging her door open with so much force that it slams into the wall.

      Corrin jumps up from her seat and the door swings back and collides with my open palm.

      “I'm not sure what I can do, Emma. You did just about the worst thing that a journalist can do.”

      “I did nothing of the sort,” I say sternly. “This is a lie and you know it. Someone is trying to ruin my reputation.”

      “They have quotes from the real D. B. Carter. They saw his identification. They talked to him in person. These are two major newspapers that do not publish fake stories. There's nothing that I can do,” Corrin says.

      “I didn't do this,” I plead. “You have to believe me.”

      Something changes in Corrin's demeanor. Her stern look relaxes for a moment and I almost think that she might take mercy on me.

      “I believe that you talked to someone who you think is D. B. Carter,” she says with a sigh. “The problem is that it's not him and you should have double checked your sources.”

      I shake my head, trying to keep the anger rising up within me at bay.

      “This is why I gave you that private investigator’s contact information. He's very good at his job. He would have found the right D. B. Carter and not some imposter.”

      “He showed me his notes,” I repeat myself. “I saw the books. I saw him work.”

      “Listen, I'm really sorry about all of this,” Corrin says. “I know that you are going through a lot in your personal life with your engagement being called off and everything that you went through with Alex, it's not that I'm not sympathetic. I am. I just have a lot of damage control to do right now. This does not make our magazine look good and I can't have you working here anymore as a result.”

      “I know that you think that he lied, but he didn't. I have my notes and I know what I saw. Those stories are bogus. Whoever talked to them is lying.”

      “All the facts have been corroborated,” Corrin says, her tone of voice quickly shifting to familiar disapproval.

      She's no longer trying to get me to understand. Now she just wants me to leave. Her decision has been made.

      Well, not so fast. We're going to be done talking about this when I am done talking about this and I have something else to say.

      The security guard behind me clears his throat and takes a step closer to me. She nods in his direction and I know I don't have much time left before he physically grabs me and escorts me out of here.

      I take a few steps closer and lean over her desk.

      I throw my finger in her face and say, “You should not have printed that article in the first place. You knew that those were my personal notes. You knew they were not intended for print. You knew there were things in that article that should not have seen the light of day and you did it anyway. Well, you know what, I'm glad that things turned out the way that they did. I'm glad that you have to retract a story that you should have never printed in the first place. Maybe it will teach you a lesson or two about going behind someone else's back and doing what you want.”

      I spin around on my heels and walk away from her with my head held high. The silence in the office is deafening and I almost hear Aretha Franklin's “R-E-S-P-E-C-T” playing in the background as the soundtrack to my firing.

      That's when they start to clap.

      Shelby is the first one to put her hands together, but everyone else quickly falls in behind. The clapping gets louder and louder as tears fill my eyes as I get onto the elevator.
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      I flee as soon as the article comes out. 

      It's an impulse decision, but I have been prepping for four years. My bag is already packed and I throw a few more personal items into it, grab my dog, and start driving.

      Before I am out of Joshua Tree, I have already made calls to a few people in town who will take care of my horses and animals for the foreseeable future.

      All of this has already been arranged. I wasn't sure when this day was going to come, but I knew that it likely would and that I would have to act fast.

      The positive thing about hiding out in a small town especially in the west where there isn’t a constant flow of people in and out is that no one suspects you to be anything that you don't say that you are. The problem with a small town is that people know who you are and that it would be pretty easy for a stranger to find you there.

      Even though I knew that this moment was coming and I have prepared for it, I still find myself in shock and very slowly recovering from that shock.

      I have packed up my life in a few suitcases and taken all that was important, but still it is difficult to leave a place that I called home for so long.

      I got used to living in the desert. I loved the wide-open spaces. I love being surrounded by nature, by the bright blue sky, and the three hundred and fifty days of sunshine. I don't know where I'm going and of course I can stay in the Southwest.

      That is not outside the realm of possibility. There's Utah and Nevada and even other parts of Southern California.

      I get on I-10 E. heading to Blythe, California, on the border with Arizona. I have no set plan or even a clue as to where I'm going. I have made a lot of preparations to make sure that I was able to take off as soon as I needed to, but I have thought little about the plans as to where I would go.

      I hoped that a few hours on the road would clear my head, but when I see the sign for Phoenix, I'm no more certain about my new life than I was earlier this morning.

      Okay, enough driving. I need to change tactics, I say to myself.

      I pull into a Starbucks and instead of going to the drive-thru, I get out and go inside. After ordering a latte, I take a seat and open my computer.

      Driving can make decisions easier to make but so can standing still. In this case, I think that sitting down and remaining stationary while actually working through a plan might be of use.

      I read her article again, this time with a sounder mind. I understand the words, but they don't make much sense.

      Why would she publish all of this?

      Why would she betray me like this?

      I knew that she wanted to make her career, but I didn't realize that she would go this far.

      What about what we had?

      Was that just a lie?

      Was that just a figment of my imagination?

      It feels a lot like it. Maybe everything that I thought we had was just a game, a way for her to get what she wanted. I really didn't think so, but now I have no idea.

      Still, sitting here, I realize that I have been in hiding too long. I started a new life and a new identity, but it's no way to live. Perhaps the best thing to do is to go find my uncle and talk to him man-to-man.

      Just the thought of that sends cold sweat down my back. My uncle is head of one of the most profitable and successful crime organizations in the Pacific Northwest. He is smart and cunning and I have betrayed him in every way that he could be betrayed except for possibly sleeping with his new wife.

      I have testified against him in court. I was raised in a family where talking to the authorities is considered to be a sin.

      Though I was never directly involved in the syndicate, not even as a low-level grunt. But everyone was sworn to secrecy even those of us who knew very little.

      In my family, it was worse to be a tattletale, a rat, than to be dead.

      So, my decision to testify against him was something that I didn’t take lightly. I did it because I had no choice. I did it as retribution for what he did to my father.

      That's a long story, of course, but I guess I have time. My old life and my old identity are gone and so are my new ones. Emma's article exposed me in ways that she will never know. There are hitmen working for my uncle who are now after me.

      He vowed to have me killed for what I did and I am certain that he intends on keeping that promise.

      Unless I do something.

      I was never part of the organization, but I was family and that means that I had to abide by the same rules that everyone else did. Of course, I didn't know much of what was going on, but I did know some things.

      I kept my mouth shut for a long time, but then he killed my father and everything changed. My father was the second in command. My father was his younger brother and he did everything that my uncle wanted. He was loyal to a fault.

      He wanted to take the organization in a new, legal direction and make the hotel and restaurant more profitable. Many families have done that over the years, even some as prominent as the Kennedys.

      My uncle started out selling marijuana and then methamphetamines. He established all the right connections with cartels in Mexico, but it wasn't just the drugs that he was involved with.

      The business had many subsidiary companies, each acting individually to the benefit of the larger shadowy organization. My mom was a nurse.  A Medicare scam came onto his radar one day after he overheard her complaining about how some companies overcharge the government. Once my uncle found out how much money could be made and had his eyes set on it, there was no way of getting him to change his mind. There was no going back.

      He pressured my mom and when she said no, he made her do it. He threatened to take her nursing license away by getting a doctor at one of his nursing homes to report her for stealing drugs.

      She had no way out. She had to comply.

      After that, my father and my mother tried to figure out a way to get out of it. They no longer wanted anything to do with the family and they decided to escape. They were going to move away, but it didn't happen soon enough.

      The problem is that there is no escaping my uncle. There is no getting out of the organization. They knew too much and they either had to continue working for him or they were expendable.

      My father died in a house fire. My mother escaped but later died in the hospital from smoke inhalation. The fire department found that it was arson, but there were no suspects. A Nest camera from a neighbor saw two men entering the house in the back and then leaving the front after the blaze started, but no one could see their faces and no one was going to talk to the authorities on our behalf.

      My uncle and everyone else in the family came to the funeral, pretending that they didn't know what had happened. They sent elaborate floral displays and even tried to eulogize my father, but I put a stop to that. There was no way that his killer was going to speak at his funeral.

      Two weeks later, after the insurance company refused to pay due to the fact that the house was set on fire deliberately, my uncle requested that I come see him and offered me a job. The mortgage, the credit card payments, and everything else was now on me to pay.

      I had no job and he had an offer that I could not refuse, but of course, I did. I wasn't going to work for him. He had killed my parents and I was going to figure out a way to make him pay.

      The problem is that I couldn’t. My uncle is one of the most powerful men in the Pacific Northwest and he always has protection on him. He is social and engaged and there were always guards and friends and women hanging around.

      After a while, my sister pleaded with me to stop thinking about it. She had already lost both of our parents and she was terrified of losing me.

      She wanted me to just make peace with it. I wasn't involved in the business and for now, my uncle let me be, but I could not make the payments and I was falling further and further behind.

      I worked a series of low-wage jobs with no prospects of growth. I had a bachelor’s degree and I kept sending my application anywhere I could without much luck.

      Later, I found out why. My uncle had his feelers out and blocked each and every one. Suddenly, I reached a breaking point. I couldn't keep going like this. I needed to vent. I needed to get my frustrations out. So, I started to do the one thing that ever made sense. It was the way that I always figured my life out.

      I started to write.

      I created an allegory for my life. It was all made up, but it wasn't as well. The main character was a poor young farmer who couldn't make ends meet. His family was just killed by the Lord and he wanted to avenge their deaths, but he also owed the Lord money. This was a metaphor for my life. The story of what I was going through.

      I invented dragons and epic civil war and I fought demons that were inside of me on paper for others to consume.

      When the story was finished, I wrote another one and another one. I added romance, something positive and life-affirming; a reason to live.

      Then I published my books. I used a different name and I learned about marketing and advertising. I made all the covers and I wrote the blurbs and I put my babies out there for others to enjoy.

      Much to my surprise, my readers loved my books. They could not get enough. They would write me asking me when the next one was coming out and count down the days until the next release.

      After a while, the mortgage was paid and I had extra money in my pocket. After a little bit longer, my sister no longer had to worry about her rent.

      In the meantime, something else was going on. I couldn't get to my uncle, but I could get him in another way. The state was building a case against him and his Medicare scam. It wasn’t the murders that he had committed, but those are harder to prove since there are other people doing them. In this case, however, some of those witnesses were willing to testify and the prosecutor asked me if I would. After long deliberation, I did.

      This was my way of telling him no. This was my way of telling him that he was wrong and that he was going to pay for one thing in his life. He had gotten away with too much and his ego had gotten too big, but I was going to put a stop to it.

      It worked, but only for a while. My uncle was definitely surprised when he saw my face in the courtroom. They did get a conviction and my sister and I were overjoyed, but then the conviction was overturned.

      The judge was threatened and the prosecutor's car was blown up. Suddenly, it wasn't so important anymore to make this man pay for what he’d done. This was just a white-collar case anyway, right?

      My uncle was free and I wasn't. I couldn’t stay home anymore and I had to get away. Because they couldn’t find me, they had to make do with someone else; my girl.

      I don't like talking about her because it's physically painful for me, but I think about her every day. I loved her and she loved me. She was an innocent who did not deserve anything that they did to her.

      My uncle was angry. I stood up to him when no one else had. I challenged his authority and he couldn’t have that.

      After her body showed up on my doorstep, my life was shattered into pieces. The foundation on which I had built everything started to shake and I knew that I was next.

      Kristen told me to run and that I should never contact her again. She told me that they couldn’t get information out of her that she didn't have.

      I asked her to come with me, but she refused. A part of me thinks that she knew that life on the run would be hard and she didn't think that my uncle would touch her. I wasn't so sure, but I could not make her go.

      I didn't have time to waste. I got a new identity and I promised to send her money. I didn't tell her who I was or where I was, but she knew I was okay when she got an envelope with a cashier's check every month.

      That's how it went for a year and then two and then more. I thought it was safe in the desert. I thought that life was going to be okay now. Of course, I still had certain things unresolved.

      Sitting here in the Starbucks by the interstate, I finally know exactly what I need to do. There's a debt that needs to be repaid and I'm the only one who can pay it.
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      I don't stay in Phoenix for long. After I make my decision, I get on the road again and start to drive north. I know that my uncle’s men are after me.

      The story that Emma published put me into great danger. They know where I live and who I am. I'm gone from that place, but that doesn't mean that they won't be able to find me. I haven't had enough time to establish a new identity and I have to use a slew of fake ones.

      They are not the government, but they know people in the right places and it wouldn’t be a problem for them to access my credit reports and to track my location based on my credit cards. I have some money in cash and that's what I'm going to use from now on until I can buy a new reliable and clean identity.

      In the meantime, I need something to throw them off my scent. I need them to believe that the story that they have read isn't true. I need to buy myself some time.

      I drive up the interstate for hours trying to think of a way that would somehow discredit the story. I can call her editor and tell her it's not true, but would that be enough? I don't know.

      Some newspapers and magazines would print a retraction, but how many of us read those? They are always in small print and hidden somewhere in the back. It’s like an apology but not really because most readers are not aware of it.

      When I get tired of driving, I pull into a small desert town and find a coffee shop. A tired waitress with weary eyes and stringy long hair pulled into a tight bun at the nape of her neck takes my order. She has the deep voice of someone who has smoked for forty years, but she is kind, welcoming, and I appreciate her thoughtfulness in refilling my cup before I have to ask.

      I have a new clean, unregistered phone which I use to do a brief Google search. I read a couple of stories in the Washington Post and the Boston Globe, the long investigative pieces that give the journalists a lot of recognition from their peers.

      At the bottom of each is their contact info. I click on one and my phone immediately opens an empty email box, populating the Washington Post journalist's email address at the top.

      If I do this, there is no going back.

      This is it.

      Of course, Emma had no right to publish that story.

      Of course, I didn't give her permission, but she did it anyway. She wrote things that she had no right to make public. This is my way of taking it all back, but this is a lie.

      If I do this, then I'm the one who's lying. Not her.

      I tap my fingers on the Formica table trying to decide what to do. The waitress comes out with a few runny eggs and a sad looking avocado, but I accept the plate with a smile and a big thank you.

      Surprisingly, the eggs don't taste that bad and the buttered toast makes it all go down nicely. After a few bites, however, I'm not any closer to figuring out my next move.

      I need my uncle and his henchmen off my back. I need him to consider whether or not the story that was published is true.

      I need him to have doubts and there's no better way of doing it than to give my side of it to two very well-respected journalists and newspapers that have a lot more reach and influence than Emma Scott and Coast Magazine.

      I know what the right thing to do for me is, the problem is that I still care about her.

      I feel like such a fool.

      How many times has she lied to me?

      How many times has she told me stories that were untrue?

      I just hate the fact that I believed all of them. I should have known better. I have seen and lived through enough to know better, but for some reason when it came to her, I couldn't.

      It was almost as if a different part of me took over. It was almost as if I was making all of my decisions with my heart rather than my head.

      Love is a tricky dance. Sometimes you have to go with your heart and sometimes you have to tell your heart to fuck off. I now realize that my heart has been wrong.

      I wanted to make things with Emma feel right and they did. Every time that we were together, I felt like the world made sense. Now I know that it was all a lie. A blatant fabrication.

      Maybe she had some feelings for me. She probably enjoyed spending time with me, but she did it all for the story.

      What I don't understand is why she put our sexual history in that article.

      Everyone knows that it is against journalistic ethics to sleep with your source. Everyone knows that the story no longer becomes about me but about both of us.

      Maybe that's the point. I read through her first article again and I realize that she has been part of the story the whole time. She had ingrained herself into her search for me and that's what her readers loved about it. It wasn't a purely objective journalistic piece.

      It was what they called creative nonfiction. Originally popularized by Truman Capote in his famous novel, In Cold Blood. After that,  journalists, especially for magazines, gained a lot more license and started to write themselves into the stories and people that they were covering. They became part of the story, and Emma Scott's piece on me is written in that exact fashion.

      My body grows rigid as this realization dawns on me. I had been strung along. She told me she loved me, but none of that was true.

      When the waitress comes around with the coffee pot and refills my cup for the fourth time, I dial a number and, much to my surprise, she answers on the first ring.

      “Courtney Gaughran. Washington Post,” a calm and collected voice on the other end says.

      I clear my throat and introduce myself as Timothy Keeland. 

      “I'm calling you to discuss the story that recently appeared in Coast Magazine about a writer named D. B. Carter.”

      “I'm not familiar with that,” Ms. Gaughran says.

      “Not many people are, but it does have a good sized circulation on the West Coast. Anyway, I wasn't sure who to call but I wanted to right a wrong.”

      “I'm listening.” She urges me to continue.

      “The thing is that,” I say, clearing my throat again, realizing that the next sentence will not be able to be taken back.

      I take a deep breath and continue.

      “The thing is that I am D. B. Carter. I am a fantasy writer and I typically stay away from the media, but when I read that article about somebody pretending to be me, I just couldn't let it go. I thought about reaching out to the editor, but I wasn't sure if they were going to do anything about it since clearly their fact checking methods, if they in fact have any, have not caught this discrepancy.”

      “Yes, I totally understand. You have every reason to be concerned, but you told me that your name was Timothy Keeland–”

      “Yes, Timothy is my real name,” I say. “I write under D. B. Carter, my pseudonym, but I have all of my work and other proof to show you who I really am.”

      “Okay,” she says, exhaling quickly.

      I hear frantic typing in the background and she pauses for a little bit, probably looking at and scanning the story that I'm referring to.

      “The reason I'm calling,” I say, trying to speed this thing along, “is that I'd like to give you a statement about who I really am so that it is clear to the world that the other story is false.”

      “Yes, I understand. Of course, you understand that I'm going to do my own investigation in addition to taking your statement.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, nodding. “I wouldn't have it any other way. That's the main reason I reached out to you. I read your wonderful investigative piece about the Secretary of State taking bribes from the Russian government. I know that you were nominated for the Pulitzer Prize for that story and that's what made me want to reach out to you.”

      We talk a little bit more and she asks me more about myself. Then we make plans to have a formal interview later tomorrow. It will have to be over video chat, but she seems as comfortable with that as I am.

      Again, I insist that there will not be any pictures taken of my face and she reluctantly agrees.

      After I hang up, I decide to get back on the road before calling the journalist from the Boston Globe.

      I have a horrible feeling set over me. I know that what I have done is a lie. I also know that it's going to have an impact on Emma's career. A big impact. Perhaps one that she will never be able to recover from.

      Timothy Keeland is my temporary ID, but not one that I'll be able to hold onto for a long time. For now it will do. I will give both journalists the same information and I will also show them proof of me uploading the books and all of the copies that I have of my works in progress on my computer.

      That should be enough to discredit the story, but is this overkill? Am I going too far?

      What will Emma do after she gets fired, which she inevitably will? Suddenly, I feel bad.

      I want to take it all back, but I tell myself to stay calm. I need my uncle to call off his men. I need my uncle to be caught by surprise. He needs to have doubts about who I am and the life that I'm leading. These two stories are going to create that.

      Perhaps this is harsh, but that's what happens when you put someone's life in danger.

      This is my only choice.

      This is my only opportunity to do what I need to do.

      The interstate is smooth and fast. I go around eighty mph, traveling with the rest of the traffic. The big eighteen wheelers stay to the right, but I occasionally get stuck behind one when it's trying to pass the others.

      It's easy to lose a sense of who you are out here on the road. There's a natural home to it, a momentum. The sky is so blue and bright that it doesn't have a single cloud in it. The earth is flat and nondescript, without even a few trees anywhere in the distance.

      This is what central California looks like. They call it Central Valley, but it's hardly that, not when you're driving through it. It's called that because it’s surrounded by the majestic peaks of the mountains in Yosemite and Sequoia National Parks.

      But out here, it's all farmland. Flat, domesticated, and touched by people. The beauty of it is almost all gone.

      Almost.

      A friend of mine I've only spoken to online is a writer of thrillers. He was a truck driver for many years and he spent almost all of that time listening to audiobooks.

      After a little while, he started making up his own stories. He has always been an enterprising kind of soul so he decided to publish them directly and his readers eat them up. He uses beautiful language even when describing the most horrific crimes and driving through here, surrounded almost entirely by enormous trucks, I put on one of my favorite books by him and let his words take me away from my problems.

      When I start to see signs for San Francisco, I know that I have reached Northern California, but I still have a long way to go to Oregon. People forget but there's a lot more California left after the Bay Area.

      This is where the treetops get tall and the clouds get low and where snow drifts. I have only driven through here a couple of times, but I have always wanted to spend more time in the wilds of Northern California.

      It's so different here from the south. The deserts are gone and everything is green. The ocean is different also. It's colder and even less hospitable than down south. The waves are big and the water borders on freezing.

      I pull into another small town and make another phone call. By this point I've already received a few text messages from Ms. Gaughran, who is insisting that I call her by her first name, Courtney. She's clearly excited by the story having now read the article from Coast and having realized that her angle of the story would be the fact that Emma had made it all up.

      Every time I get a text message from her, my chest tightens and I wonder if I’m making a mistake.

      Every time I have to convince myself that this is the right thing to do. This is the only way to throw my uncle off my scent. This is the only way to catch him by surprise.

      My next phone call is to the journalist working for the Boston Globe. It goes pretty much the same as it did with the Washington Post. He is taken by surprise but then becomes quite interested.

      We also make an agreement to do an interview over video chat the following day. By the time I finish talking to him, everything feels a little automated. I repeat the same story and say the same words. He has very similar reactions. Incredulous, then accepting, then excited.

      Perhaps, it would have been enough to just do one interview, but then it would be one story against another. This way I have the weight of two well-established and incredibly credible newspapers on my side. The journalist on the Boston Globe was the one who worked on the priest sex abuse scandal that rocked the Boston area a few years back. He and his team did a lot of investigations into a story that no one wanted to tell.

      I know that my story isn't true and, for a moment, I wonder if he would be able to figure it out, but I decide that I have enough proof. At least, I have proof that I am D. B. Carter. I'll show him my identification for my new name and I hope he doesn't ask for a checking account. I do, however, have a passport to go along with that as well.

      After we talk, he promises to be in touch and I know that he will. I continue to drive north. I decide to take the long way and take the road that goes all along the coast. It's winding and not as efficient, but I want to lose myself in nature for a little bit. Perhaps, it can wash off all of these lies.

      I pull into another little town and when I get to Coos Bay, I check into a small motel with the doors opening straight to the outside. It's rainy now, just like it has been for the last twenty-four hours. There's a thick cloud hovering over the town and it makes it feel like you're walking through it when you're outside.

      I walk down to the beach and stare at the enormous boulders sitting just off the shore. To say that they are huge would be an understatement. It’s almost as if the gods had forgotten them after a casual game of soccer.   I walk along the shoreline and am tempted to take off my shoes. The temperature of the water is probably in the fifties, if that, but I still want to feel it rush between my toes.

      I take off my shoes. The sand feels hard but somehow still welcoming. I try to bury my feet deep inside, but each grain is so waterlogged I barely make a dent. I get closer to the water line and that's when it sweeps over me and suddenly, I'm ankle-deep.

      I get a call from Courtney, but I let it go to voice mail. I'm not going to pollute this moment with a lie. I feel guilty for what I'm doing, but sometimes in life you have to do things to protect yourself. Emma lied and did that for her career, so I'm doing this to save my life.

      I'm officially in the Pacific Northwest now and my mind immediately goes back to my parents. They loved it here. They didn't care that it was rainy and overcast ninety percent of the year.

      They embraced it. They loved the nature and they loved to hike. They wanted to buy a cabin far away from people out in the woods where they could be alone and together to do the things that they loved. That was going to be their retirement.

      My father, who has always been somewhat of a city slicker, had this dream of building a little house by hand and my mother, who should have probably discouraged him, never did.

      She was always like that; supportive, loving, caring. Then just like that, their lives got snuffed out. They were killed for no good reason.

      They didn't betray anyone.

      They didn't backstab.

      All they did was say no.

      They weren't even going to go to the police and tell them what my uncle was doing, but he killed them anyway.

      A long time ago I was afraid of him just like everyone was. I still am, but I no longer care about that fear. He has hurt me too much. I thought that I could start a new life and the fear would go away, but as soon as Emma walked into it, the fear came back.

      I know what my uncle is capable of and what he did to my first love. I don’t want that to happen to Emma.

      Despite what she did to me and how much she has hurt me, I still don't want anything bad to happen to her.

      What’s different now is that I know that I can't run away anymore. There's something that I need to do.

      There's a debt that I need to settle and I'm going to do it no matter what.
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      After walking out of the building for the last time, my shoulders slump down and the box becomes too heavy to carry. There's a large trashcan out in the middle of the courtyard and I barely make it there in time to rest the box on top of it.

      Tears flow down my cheeks.

      This is so unfair.

      How did this happen?

      Why would someone do this to me?

      I'm angry at them. I'm angry at Corrin. Mostly I'm angry at myself. I should have never agreed to do those articles. I should have never written a single word.

      I thought that this was going to be my way of getting to the top and now no reputable organization will ever hire me again.

      Hell, I don't even know if I'll be able to get work at a gossip magazine.

      It takes me a while to find my car in the parking garage and actually get inside. I toss the box into the trunk and start the engine. I look in the rearview mirror, but I can't make myself pull out.

      The world is too dark and hopeless.

      I have never gotten fired before and I never thought that I would get fired for something that I didn't do.

      No matter how much I protested, no one came to my aid. I remember glancing over at Shelby, certain of the fact that she would help me, and that she would defend me, but she didn't.

      When I told Corrin off in front of the whole office, they all clapped. That made me feel good. At least I was able to walk out of that office with my head held high.

      I haven’t had many moments in life when I’ve been proud of my ability to stand up for how I feel.

      Most of the time I don't say the things that need to be said and I keep my mouth shut when I should not.

      Not in this case. In this case something changed and I actually fought for what I believe in. It was almost one of those movie moments. You know, the ones that never happen in real life.

      We have all seen them. We all cheer for someone fighting the good fight and telling someone off.

      But in real life? How many of us really do that?

      I replay the scene in my head and I wish that I had a recording of it.

      But then I get mad. I told her what I thought of her and how unjust all of this was, but it didn't change anything. She still thinks I fabricated the story. My name is still smeared and will likely never recover.

      I look in the rearview mirror again and grab onto the steering wheel. I try to make myself go, but again I hesitate. Finally, after a few long minutes, I bribe myself by saying that I’ll stop at Starbucks if I just keep driving. I know that it's enough for me to just pull out of this parking space and get on the road and then I'll keep going until I get home.

      Home.

      Where is that exactly?

      I left a packed bag at my parents’ house and I have other clothes and things at my own place. I had planned on going back home, to Calabasas, after work, but now I’m hesitant.

      I don't want to tell them about what happened. I don’t want anyone to know.

      I drive out of the parking structure and onto the road and pass a Starbucks. The line to the drive-thru window is too long and I don't want to get out of the car and go inside. Coffee will just have to wait.

      Luckily, I got fired in the middle of the day so there's not much traffic on the freeways and I get to my parents’ in less than an hour.

      When I pull up to their driveway and go through the gate, I stare out into the distance at the bright blue ocean and I wonder if maybe life is just better somewhere out there.

      We all think like this, don't we?

      If only we were somewhere else, maybe even if we were someone else, then life wouldn’t be so hard.

      As I drive up to my parents’ house, passing the live oaks on the one side and the rolling hills of gold on the other, I think back to all of the hundreds of decisions that I have made that led me to this point.

      I broke up with Alex.

      I still went to our engagement party.

      Liam showed up.

      I decided to do the story even though it looked like a lost cause.

      I followed the trail of crumbs that someone had left for me on the Internet and that led me to Liam.

      I still have no idea who Matt Lipinski is or why he knew his location, but maybe the private investigator will get me that answer. He should be getting in touch with me about his whereabouts. Of course, he would expect some sort of payment and I doubt the magazine would be providing that on my behalf anymore.

      I'm going to have to ask my mom for more money.

      I sigh deeply.

      For most people it wouldn’t be an issue, but for me, for someone who is proud to make her own way in the world, it's incredibly difficult.

      I liked the fact that I had a job and that I was paying for my own rent. I liked the fact that I could afford my own utilities, bills, and even student loans up until recently.

      My sisters have never had issues with borrowing money, but I'm not like that. I don't want to say that I'm prouder, it's just that I wanted to be more independent.

      I wanted to live within my means and frankly, I don't care about having nice things as much as they do.

      I don't bother knocking on the door but instead use the key that my mom had given me to come right inside. They don't hear me at first, but their shouting is impossible to ignore.

      My parents’ voices carry over the marble tile and bounce off the walls, echoing along the twenty-foot ceilings. They are all the way in the kitchen and the closer I get, the more thunderous the argument.

      “How could you let this happen?!” Mom screams. “What are we going to do now?”

      “I know as much as you know,” Dad says over and over again.

      At first his voice was deep and all-encompassing, but now it's quieter and more demure. It's not that she's wearing him down, it’s that he's losing his will to fight.

      I stand here in the doorway, listening. I am immediately transported to being a kid again and listening from my bedroom door to their quarrels.

      “You've lost all of our money,” Mom says. “Millions.”

      “Not all, but a lot. I'm going to file a lawsuit and do what I can to get it back.” I hate the calmness in his voice.

      It's never a good thing.

      He sounds resigned. Tired.

      “How did this happen? Why?” Mom demands.

      “It was an investment. You knew that. I knew that. You can lose on investments, nothing is guaranteed.”

      “No, no, no, no, no,” Mom says, shoving her finger in his face. “This was not that. He is trying to make us pay for what Emma did.”

      Shivers run down my spine. I press my back to the wall, knowing full well that she's onto something.

      “This has nothing to do with Emma,” Dad says. “Alex wouldn’t lose all of this money. His money is also on the line as well as his investors."

      “How do you know that for sure?”

      “I've been talking to a few other people and from what I've been hearing, this has been going on for months. Before Emma.”

      “What are you talking about? He wanted us to invest six months ago.”

      “Luckily, we didn't because we needed the money for the business.”

      “So, what does this mean?” Mom says.

      “I wish I’d talked to other investors earlier, but I only know a few. They’ve been trying to get their money out, but every time they asked, he made excuses and then paid them a month or six weeks later.”

      “So… What does that mean?”

      “It means that… I suspect that it means that he is paying old investors with new investors’ money.”

      “Like a Ponzi scheme?”

      “Exactly. Whatever he invested the money in, it's not growing and is not adding. He doesn't want everyone to pull out at once. So, you just pay people back hoping that they don't actually withdraw all of their money and keep it in there until things pick up. The problem with Ponzi schemes is that unless you suddenly become a good investor overnight and the market goes up, you can't pay people back. You just can't. You don't have the money.”

      “How much money did you lose?” I ask, walking from out of the shadows.

      My dad looks startled, but my mom barely blinks an eye. His face drops.

      “Ten million maybe,” Dad says, his nostrils flaring. “It's not everything, but it's a lot. We won’t be able to afford the mortgage on this place if it's actually gone, which I think it is.”

      They continue to bicker back and forth and I'm not sure what to do. I stand in the hallway and listen, feeling both overwhelmed and incredibly guilty.

      How could this happen?

      Is Alex doing this to get back at me?

      I clear my throat and suddenly my mom sees me. Her eyes narrow and then a placid expression forms on her face she rushes over to hold me in an embrace.

      “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to pry,” I mumble.

      “No, not at all. You need to know.”

      “I'm really sorry,” I say with a sigh. “I can't believe that he's doing this.”

      “It's not your fault.”

      “You're wrong. Alex wouldn’t be doing this if we were still together.”

      “I'm not really sure that this is up to him,” Dad says.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He put all of this in motion, but I don't know exactly when. I suspect he has been paying off investors with new investor money for a very long time. I've talked to a few others who I know invested and some got their money back, others didn't.”

      “Are the cops involved? Is somebody officially investigating this?” I ask.

      “If they're not, they will be soon,” Dad says. “I am contacting all the investors and getting as much information as I can from everyone. It's going to be a big class-action suit, but you know how those go.”

      He doesn't have to explain.

      Both Mom and I know that class-action lawsuits are a long haul. They take a very long time to put together, just as a result of the sheer number of people that are involved. They also take a very long time to go to the courts. Since this is a civil case, he doesn't have the priority of the criminal case and they tend to be pushed back to whenever a judge is available.

      “What are you going to do in the meantime?” I ask. “What does this mean?”

      “We're going to have to cut back on spending considerably. The mortgage on this place is substantial. I think I'm going to have to sell the cars or the vast majority of them. I don't think that I'm going to be able to help you pay your student loans.”

      I swallow hard and say briefly, “I understand.”

      “Please don’t tell your sisters. I'm going to do that,” Dad says.

      I look over at my mom.

      Her eyes are misted and teary. I'm not sure that she fully understands what is happening.

      “We can get our money back, right?” she asks.

      “All the extra money that I have is currently being put into the class-action suit that the firm is working on. You know that,” Dad notes sternly. “You know that I'm doing my best. I got turned down for that loan, but if we want to win, we have to spend money on experts that will prove our case. It's very expensive.”

      Dad doesn't have to say any of this, but Mom is inconsolable. She just doesn't understand how this could be happening.

      I feel bad. I'm not sure what I can do, but I need to do something.

      Alex has no right to do this to me or my family. He's going to pay for what he did and I'm going to make him pay if it's the last thing I do.

      Almost sensing that I have something on my mind, my dad turns to me and points his finger in my face.

      “You,” he says, shaking his head. “You better not do anything that you're going to regret.”

      “I would never do that,” I say.

      “You know what I mean.” He takes a step closer to me. “You better not do anything that I would not do,” he corrects himself.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I know that you are probably entertaining some notions of revenge or some other ill-advised plan, but I won't stand for it. You will not take the law into your own hands and you will not make him a victim in any way.”

      I shake my head from side to side, not wanting to agree with him.

      “You will not attack him and you will not threaten him. This is for the courts and they're going to take care of it.”

      My father is a firm believer in the rule of law. When I was younger, I admired that greatly, but as I got older, I wondered if perhaps he was sometimes being too foolhardy.

      Of course, he knows that there are plenty of people sitting behind bars that are innocent of the crimes they’re convicted of, but his belief is that one way or another, they're going to get out and the system is going to work.

      I'm not sure that I share his sentiment.

      I head upstairs to my room, leaving them alone. I have always done my best thinking alone in my room and today will be no different.

      Besides, I have a lot of things to figure out. I have to find Liam. I have to make things right with him.

      I have to confront Alex. I may not be able to threaten him or exact revenge on him, but that doesn't mean that I can't at least have a conversation.

      My dad, after all, didn't say anything about us having a conversation.
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      The following day, still traveling through Oregon, I pull off the road and stare at the tall, majestic pines. The air is crisp, drenched from a recent rainfall, and the needles are soaked, full of life.

      I reach out to one, hold it between my fingers, and stare at its beauty. I want more than anything to share this moment with Emma, but I know that I probably will never see her again. The thought of that sends shockwaves through my body and I lean onto the pine tree for support.

      Is this it?

      Is this the end of us?

      I don't know what it is that keeps pushing me back to her. It's almost as if she's my obsession.

      My addiction.

      I have to have her. Not to dominate, but to share a life with. It's almost as if my life without her doesn't exactly make sense. It's like she's a missing puzzle piece and until she is with me, everything feels off.

      My phone vibrates and it’s the journalist from the Boston Globe, Henry Lipton. He insists I call him Henry and I insist that he calls me Timothy. After a few minutes of chitchat, we quickly switch over to video chat and Courtney from the Washington Post joins in.

      Henry is in his early thirties with dark curly hair and astute eyes. He’s skeptical. They both are. They don't know each other and I introduce them.

      “I don't know why you are telling us the story at the same time,” Courtney says, tilting her head.

      Her hair is pinned up in a loose bun and a few strands frame her face in that attractive way that it can.

      “I would like you to work on the story together.”

      “We don't even know each other,” Henry says.

      “It doesn't matter,” I say with a shrug. “Not to me.”

      “It does to me. I can't write a story with someone whom I’ve never met.”

      “If you're not interested, that's fine,” I say categorically. “I can find somebody else.”

      “No, I am,” Courtney says quickly. “I'm just a little confused. This is very unorthodox.”

      “It's important to me that the story in Coast Magazine is proved to be untrue. It is. I'm not sure who that person is impersonating me, but it's not me. I'm the real writer and I like to keep to myself, but I also don't want there to be lies printed about my true identity.”

      They both nod simultaneously.

      “You don't have to write the story together. I wouldn't expect you to. I'm not giving either of you an exclusive either,” I add. “You're welcome to collaborate or not, but I was thinking that we could just cut down on the number of questions if you both interview me at the same time.”

      They try to argue, but on this point I'm not budging.

      I don't want to go through this twice. I want them both to know and to write what I want to tell them, but I'm not going to spend more time doing this than absolutely necessary.

      Eventually, they get to it. They ask me questions and I answer to the best of my ability.

      Most of it is made up. I show them my identification, both the passport and driver’s license. They want to see my writing and I show them that as well. I show them the half-written pieces as well as the full-length books that have been fully edited.

      “Of course, all of this could be doctored.” Courtney points out. “Just like you are saying this other person did to you.”

      “Of course,” I say. “It's up to you to find out the truth, right?”

      I answer more of the questions: generic ones about where I write and what I'm doing.

      I have memorized my story and I remain consistent.

      We talk for close to two hours, but after a while, we end up going in circles. They have what they need. They have people to double-check what I have told them and to get corroboration.

      I hope they pursue them and I'm sure that their fact-checkers will. This should be enough to get the stories written. If they later find out the truth, they’ll just have to retract them.

      By the time I hang up, I forget why I'm doing this in the first place. All I can think about is Emma and how much this is going to hurt her, but it's too late.

      The train is on the track, as the saying goes. There's nowhere else to go except straight through.

      I get back in the car and drive only an hour before pulling over again. It's almost as if I want to kill some time. I want to take longer and longer to get to Seattle.

      When I first started on this journey, part of me wanted to get there as soon as possible, but now that has changed. Now I want to take my time, even take longer if possible.

      I know what I need to do, but I'm not too excited about it. Now that I'm so close and now that the air in the earth and the trees is so different and so much like it used to be when I was growing up, it's all becoming reality.

      Now I wonder whether I can actually do what I set out to do.

      On television and movies, revenge is so easy.

      It's something that the main character commits to and then carries out. Of course, there are obstacles in his way, but those obstacles are rarely himself.

      It is expected that revenge is something that you will pursue, but what if you can’t?

      What if you have doubts?

      What if you're afraid?

      Suddenly, being so close to the city where it will take place, I start to have doubts. I'm not sure if I can go through with this. I'm not sure that I'm capable of doing something in cold blood.

      I know all the pain that my uncle has caused and I know that he deserves this, more than anyone else.

      I also know that I don't have the option to go to official means. It was a suspicious fire, the police said, but they haven't done much to find out who had set it.

      I know he did.

      I know that he is responsible for my parents’ death. I do not know, however, whether I am capable of making him pay for it.
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      I fall asleep in the early evening and get woken by my mom frantically running into my bedroom.

      “She's having the baby!” she yells. “Get up. We're going to the hospital!”

      My mom dashes in and out of my room. She moves so quickly that for a moment I wonder if I have actually dreamed all of this, but she reappears, reiterating her point and carrying a large bag full of supplies.

      I grab a few things, trying to figure out what to take. I grab my work bag with my laptop, iPad, and chargers and wonder if I’ll need to stay there overnight.

      I change into a comfortable pair of yoga pants, a loose fitting blouse, and put on the most comfortable pair of shoes that I have.

      Honestly, I might as well be in pajamas.

      “Are you going like that?” Mom asks when I get downstairs. Unlike me, she is dressed in a suit. High heels and all.

      “We're going to the hospital. I'm not sure how long we’re staying.”

      “Exactly, don’t you want to look good?”

      “No, not really,” I say, shaking my head.

      Exasperated, she flops down on the couch holding her hands over her $2,000 purse.

      I decide not to argue or take anything that she says personally. She has just lost a fortune and now she has to go to the hospital in the middle of the night for the birth of her first grandchild.

      A few minutes later my dad emerges from his office and tells us to take her car. He'll follow along in a separate one.

      “It's good to have an extra car in case I need to go home or to the office,” he explains.

      Of course, both of us understand, but Mom seems annoyed.

      “You're not leaving while your grandchild is being born,” she says sternly.

      “Listen, we all know that this can take hours. Who knows if it's even going to happen tonight. I'm going to be there for as long as I can, but things may change. I have to be realistic.”

      I've been hearing about my father's realism all of my life, but now I wonder if it's not so much him being realistic as it is him using work to escape whatever inconveniences that life throws at him.

      Of course, I keep my mouth shut.

      Mom doesn't say much on the way there and my mind is blank. I want to tell her what happened at work, but this seems like the wrong time. I want to ask her about the money and the fraud, but again the timing is off.

      When they check our IDs and give us temporary visitor badges, we head to the waiting room where we see Brooke, with her head buried in her hands. My heart drops to the pit of my stomach.

      “Brooke! Brooke!” I run up to her.

      She barely moves. I kneel down next to her and pull her hands away from her face. Her skin is splotchy and her eyes are swollen. Mascara is smeared all over the lower lids and around her cheekbones.

      “What happened? Lindsey? Did something happen to the baby?”

      I glance back once, waiting for moral support from my mom, but she just leans on a wall at the entrance to the waiting room.

      “Talk to me!” I yell.

      This seems to bring her out of her stupor.

      “Lindsey is fine,” she mumbles and looks out somewhere in the distance. “She just went into labor.”

      “Why are you crying?” I demand to know incredulously, practically jumping up away from her.

      “The money,” she says. Now it's her turn to look at me with a dumbfounded expression. “They lost all the money.”

      “What?” I ask, my mouth parched.

      I swallow, but it just makes it scratchier and I end up in a coughing fit.

      “Oh, shit. You don't know,” Brooke says, rising up to her feet, holding on to herself with her arms.

      I stare quietly.

      “You didn't tell her?” she addresses Mom who now has managed to slide into one of the chairs.

      “Of course I did,” she says quietly.

      “Shit,” I mumble, sitting down. “I thought that something happened to Lindsey.”

      “No, she's fine,” Brooke reiterates. “She's a month early, but it should be okay.”

      She walks over to Mom and hugs her. I see a little bit of relief on Mom’s face, but the general feeling of sadness doesn't go away.

      I want to walk over to them and shake them as hard as I can. I know that we have lost a lot of money, but it's not like we're out of options.

      It's not like we’re poor. Dad still has a profitable business. He'll be able to make more money in the future.

      They may have to move and downsize, but it won't be that big of a deal. At least it shouldn’t be. The fact that Lindsey is doing well is great news.

      I want them to focus on what's positive, but they can't. Instead they just hold onto each other and wallow in their grief.
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      Hours pass slowly at the hospital. We all visit Lindsey, but the room is small and there's not enough space to sit. We take turns to keep her occupied as her labor progresses, usually escaping and leaving her just with Craig and the nursing staff when the contractions get bad.

      A few hours later, when she falls asleep, Craig comes out to talk to us. He looks tired but happy. He's going to be a father soon and I'm sure that notion is not lost on him. As soon as his eyes lock with my dad's, something changes.

      They stare at each other and then quickly look away. As if they share something that they don't want to share with the rest of us.

      “Well, I've had enough of secrets.”

      “What's wrong?” I ask. My question is direct, straightforward, and aimed only at Craig. “Something with Lindsey?”

      “No,” he says quickly. “She's fine.”

      “You know about the money?” I ask.

      He nods.

      I wait for someone else to say something, but none of them do. We are the only ones in the waiting room and I feel the need to bring things out in the open.

      “I'm sorry for talking about this now, but we are all family and I feel like we should. My parents lost a lot of money and I'm going to try to make it right. I'm going to talk to him, but I don't know what I can do. I just want to say that I'm really sorry to all of you. I know that you have all been affected.”

      “It's not your fault,” Craig says.

      “How can you say this?” Brooke hisses. “You and Lindsey wouldn’t be in this situation if it weren’t for her.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask.

      “Alex,” Brooke says. “This is happening because you pissed him off.”

      “No, it's not,” I protest. “Dad said that he's been doing this for a while.”

      “Dad is just trying to be nice. You know that he wouldn’t have figured out some way to make us pay if you hadn't left him.”

      I expect to hear words like this from anyone in my family, but not her. In this moment, she sounds exactly like our mother.

      “It's not true,” I insist. “Even Craig says that.”

      “He's just polite,” my sister insists. “But everyone in this room knows that Alex would not have lost our investment, no one in this family’s, if you hadn’t broken up with him.”

      I take a step away from her.

      “What are you talking about?” I look at Craig. “You lost money, too?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Answer me.”

      “They lost $900,000. They are talking about declaring bankruptcy and moving.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “That's not true.”

      “Let's not talk about this,” Craig says.

      I walk up to him to try to understand or to get him to explain, but he just pulls his hand away from me and says that he has to check on Lindsey.

      “You see how he is,” Brooke says. “He doesn’t want to cause trouble.”

      “You’re not being fair, Brooke,” Mom says.

      “Oh, come on,” she says, throwing her hands in the air. “We all know what's going on here. Alex is doing this to try to get her back.”

      “How is this going to get me back exactly? Bankrupting my family?”

      “It's going to draw your attention at least. You have been ignoring his calls. He's been trying to call all of us and telling us that. He wants to talk to you.”

      “Well, I intend on continuing to ignore his calls.”

      “You need to get back together with him,” Brooke says after a quick pause.

      Everything in her demeanor changes and suddenly, she doesn't resemble my sister at all.

      “What?” I gasp.

      “You need to get back together with him so that he can pay us back.”

      “Should I marry him, too?” I ask sarcastically.

      “I don't know what you should do after, but you need to make this right.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper, shaking my head. I look down at my hands and tap my fingers nervously on the side of my legs.

      “Alex wants you back. If you get back together with him, then all of this goes away.”

      “He's going to pay back the money? With what? Other people's investments? Do you know what you are asking me to do?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

      She leans over and the sweetness of her perfume overwhelms me.

      “I'm asking you to stand up for your family,” Brooke says. “Will you do that?”
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      I can't believe what Brooke is saying. Does she actually think that this is all my fault? I glare at her and we have a bit of standoff.

      “I had nothing to do with this!” I yell. “You know that.”

      “Of course, but that doesn't change the fact that it happened and that you are the only one in a position to change it,” she snaps.

      “Change what? The money is gone.”

      “What if it's not? What if it's just a ruse to get you back?”

      “How? What are you even talking about?” I try to walk away from her, but she runs up to me.

      “You have to talk to Alex. He has the money somewhere. You have to get it back. You have to stand up for your family.”

      I know that everything she's saying is true, but I'm in too much shock to do anything but grunt. I feel like a fool. An idiot.

      It was bad enough that I got involved with Alex in the first place. It was bad enough that he cheated on me.

      It happened right under my nose and I had no idea what he was up to.

      I know that I'm a fool. An idiot. I know that someone else could have handled all this better, but I also know that she's wrong.

      “I'm going to talk to him, don't you worry about that, but whether or not that's going to get the money back, I have no idea.”

      “You have to try, Emma. This isn't just about you. This is millions of dollars of our family's money.”

      I try to leave the room, but again Brooke follows me. I lean against the cold white wall and she grabs my arm and pulls me toward her.

      “Our conversation is over,” I say sternly.

      “No, it's not. You have to talk to him.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what you really want me to do?” I say, crossing my arms.

      “What are you talking about?” This is the first time that she has been not on the offensive during the whole time we have been here.

      For a moment, I see a glimpse of the old Brooke.

      My sister.

      My friend.

      “You want me to get back together with him. You already said it.”

      She looks down at the floor.

      “What's the matter? You don't want me to repeat it?”

      “It's not that I want you to get back together with him. It's just that I want you to make him think that you will. There must be something you can do. He wants you back and he may be able to do something in return.”

      “What happens after? How long should I be with him?” I ask, playing devil’s advocate.

      She doesn't have an answer.

      Neither do I.

      The problem is that even if he does pay back the money, he would be paying with other people's money.

      If it's actually a Ponzi scheme and he is paying new investors with old investors’ money, then it's all a house of cards.

      If he were to give us back our money, it wouldn’t really be ours. 

      We don't talk much after that. Everyone stays quiet and waits. My mom buries her face in a stack of magazines and I do the same with my phone.

      My dad works on his laptop.

      I pop in to see Lindsey on occasion when she's not in too much pain. Labor progresses and she manages to sleep a little.

      People come in and out, time passes slowly.

      I decide not to tell anyone about my recent firing and check my email for any updates from Harvey Durand, the private investigator.

      Much to my surprise, there is one.

      A simple email that says, “Call me.”

      “Hey,” I say when he picks up. “You have news?”

      “I did some digging to find out who this Matt Lipinski is and at first, it seemed like a lost cause. Just the name that someone used on the forum. It's generic enough and not particularly specific,” Harvey says, his voice is gruff and coarse.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “But when I looked it up and I compared a few more posts by this Matt Lipinski fellow on a more thorough search, I came up with a few Tumblr blogs that used it as well. It's a long story, but it eventually led me down the rabbit hole and it came up to have a real connection to the man who calls himself D. B. Carter.”

      “Really? Who?”

      “Kristen Harmon,” he says. “Does that sound familiar?”

      My mouth drops open. “That’s his sister.”

      “Ding, ding, ding,” he says sarcastically.

      “So… She knew all along where he was? She told me that she didn’t,” I say slowly, still trying to get my head around this.

      “Well, I guess she lied,” he says nonchalantly.

      “I wonder why. None of this makes any sense,” I mutter.

      “I'll be in touch with any other information that I find and the bill,” Harvey says and hangs up abruptly before I can respond.

      Why would Kristen write that message? Why would she then tell me that she had no idea where Liam was?

      I try remembering the look on her face the last time that we videochatted. She looked genuinely surprised. Of course, I don't know her well and she could be a good liar.

      “He's here!” my mom announces and I rush over to the waiting room to wait in a semi-huddle with the rest of the family.

      A few moments later, Craig comes out beaming with a baby in his arms.

      He has been cleaned up and wrapped in a blanket. He isn't even screaming. I look at a little boy bundled up in a blanket with a little blue hat on top of his head and I can't believe that I'm now an aunt.

      I have a nephew.

      Wow.

      I'm both shocked by that realization and bored by it. It's so mundane, everyday. It happens to all of us to some degree and yet it feels very surreal now that it's actually happening to me.

      Is there a word for this feeling?

      My mom has tears in her eyes and so does Craig, but my father and I stand a little bit apart from everyone else, almost observing the scene rather than participating in it.

      We have always been the ones that have found certain happy and festive situations difficult to process. A part of me, a very big part of me, wants to jump in and pretend to be overwhelmed with love, just so I fit in with everyone else, but another part of me remains aloof.

      Somewhat aback, not so much unhappy, not at all, but more confused by what I'm supposed to be feeling or experiencing at this moment.

      Then just like that, Craig places the baby into my arms and the feeling of boredom and detachment disappears. I look at his beautiful little face and I tilt my head toward his.

      My hair falls slightly on him and I move it out of the way so that it doesn't tickle his nose. I watch the way that his hand wraps tightly around my index finger and I marvel at his strength.

      His eyes are sealed shut, little slits and his mouth is closed as well, quiet and peaceful for now. I adjust his hat, making sure that it's nice and snug around the crown and I press my finger lightly on the tip of his nose, just to feel the pressure.

      He barely moves, but I get a jolt of love coursing through me.

      I glance over at my father, who still looks lost and confused standing somewhere a little bit apart from everyone else. This is what I looked like a few moments ago and I feel for him. Instead of walking over and asking him what's wrong, I just take a few steps and hand him his grandson.

      Cradling him in his arms, my father's worries melt away. It's almost as if someone has taken a brush and just erased all the lines on his face and replaced them with an expression of serenity.

      People are talking somewhere in the distance and there's a general level of a busy hospital buzzing around, but it all seems to be happening somewhere far away.

      Right here, in this waiting room, there are no problems, no issues, and no worries.

      We are engulfed by love and contentment and I want to stay here forever even though I know that I can't.
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      When I get to Seattle, the rain is falling down sideways. It is unusual for this time of year because typically it's barely a drizzle. The clouds are hanging low, but instead of being merely suspended in the air, they are full of puff and visceral anger. They are mad at something or someone or maybe I'm just reading too much into their ominousness. 

      I first decide to show up at Kristen’s doorstep without warning. I know that it's rude and I have been taught better than that, but I have to make sure that it's safe.

      I have to catch her by surprise in case someone is watching. There's a good possibility that my uncle has his men looking for me everywhere. There's a good possibility that she is being tailed.

      That's why I decide to stay away from her home. I don't know if she's being watched, but they might also be recording her.

      It's safer this way.

      I wait for five hours, but eventually she leaves and heads down the street with a stroller. There's a small park at the corner with a playground and a play set. I follow her closely in the park, a little bit behind her. She's wearing headphones and a hoodie and is completely lost in her own world.

      This is good for me. It makes things easier.

      I watch her park the stroller next to the swing set and pull the baby out. She struggles a little bit in getting his feet into the swings and then the baby starts to wail. That's my nephew. I've never seen him before and it's hard to imagine my sister as a mother.

      Have we gotten so old?

      I know that plenty of people my age are having children and families, but my sister is younger than I am. She's my little sister and it's hard for me to imagine that now she has a child. Now she has someone in the world that she is responsible for who can’t take care of himself.

      I watch her lose the battle of getting him into the swing. She pulls him out and holds him for a while until he calms down. Then she gets him back into the stroller and sits down at the picnic table with her back to me.

      I wave to him as I walk up. He has a big wide smile on his face and is sucking on goldfish.

      “Hi, Kristen,” I say calmly.

      She whips her head around and looks at me like she can't believe her eyes. Her mouth drops open and a big smile washes over her face.

      “It’s you! It's really you!” She climbs out of the picnic table and runs into my arms. When we embrace, she starts to sob. “You're okay. You're actually okay.”

      “I'm good,” I say. “Everything is fine.”

      I hold her for as long as she wants to be held. To be honest, she is holding me as much as I'm holding her.

      I've missed her. It has been a long time since I have seen my sister.

      After she pulls away, she adjusts her jacket and tosses her hair from one side to another. I take a good look at her, trying to memorize her face just as it is in this moment.

      “I have someone to introduce to you.” She points to her baby.

      I kneel down so that our eyes are on the same level.

      “It's hard for me to believe that I have a nephew,” I tell her.

      I have so many questions to ask her, but my mind goes blank. I lose myself in the moment. There's something about being around a baby that calms you.

      There is no tomorrow or yesterday.

      There's only the present. There's only this moment of when he looks into my eyes and gives me that smile that I know is going to break hearts one day.

      Kristen and I sit together on the bench and talk about everything that we have missed.

      She asks me about my life and I tell her about D. B. Carter. The funny thing to say is that the identity has become my life pretty much. I haven't been particularly social and the only person that I have really connected with over all these years is Emma, but I don't mention her.

      Kristen tells me about her life. She got married and had a child. They met at a bar, but she asked me not to hold that against her. It’s a joke because we both know that I never would.

      She is excited about introducing me to her husband, but also worried about repercussions. We still haven't talked about our family. We still haven't talked about why I am here, suddenly reappearing in the last place that I should be after all these years.

      I wait for her to bring it up and she waits for me. I wonder if we are both afraid to talk about it because it would suddenly make everything a lot less pleasant. Sometimes you just want to hold onto that perfect moment for as long as you can.

      Kristen invites me back to her house, but I'm afraid to follow. I ask her to get a cup of coffee with me instead. Luckily, there's a Starbucks on the corner not too far away. It will be in public, somewhere where nothing can happen. At least, I don't think so.

      I help her with the stroller as we get in line and push past the crowds. She finds a spot in the corner as an older woman packs up her laptop and brings away her four cups of coffee. I tell her to hold our seats while I buy our coffee. In addition to the lattes, I order a slice of chocolate cake for us to share.

      Kristen shakes her head when she sees it, but grabs a fork and dives in.

      “You know exactly what my weakness is.”

      “Of course, I'm your brother.”

      “It has been long enough. I thought that you would have forgotten by now.”

      “No.” I shake my head. The moment gets very serious between us. “I would never forget something like that.”

      We take a few bites in silence and Tennyson stirs. She searches for something to entertain him from her purse.

      I lean back in my chair and smile.

      “What?” she asks with an accusatory tone to her voice.

      “Nothing,” I say with a shrug. “I've just never seen you like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Being a mother,” I say after long pause. “How is it?”

      “I don't know, it's good. No, that's not fair. It's hard. We don't get a lot of sleep. We take turns taking care of him, but it's still hard.”

      “Yes, I imagine so.”

      “I wish that Mom and Dad were here.”

      There it is. This is the first time that either of us have mentioned them; the people that have connected us for life. A big fat tear emerges at the bottom of her left eye, breaks free, and rolls down her cheek.

      “I'm really sorry,” I say, reaching over and grabbing her hand. I squeeze tightly and she puts her hand over mine, squeezing back. “I know that you miss them. I miss them, too.”

      “I've also missed you,” she says. “It was really hard doing all this for myself. When I got pregnant, I told my friends, but I really wanted to tell my parents and you, but you weren't here.”

      I nod. I know that I'm in the wrong, but I don't know how to make it right. I open my mouth to say something, to offer an explanation, but she shuts me down.

      “I know why you weren’t here. Don't get me wrong, of course I know.”

      Just like that, I see my little sister again. Quiet, tender, and a little bit shy.

      She was always very solid. She liked books and had a few close friends, but she had very little energy for stupidity, which made her pretty unpopular in high school.

      On the surface, she always appeared to be tougher than she was. She always had a quick, sarcastic, or cynical thing to say, but in reality, she was anything but that. In reality, she expected the best of people and was constantly disappointed when they came up short.

      “I'm really sorry that I wasn’t here,” I say. We hold hands for a while, longer than we ever have before and it feels good.

      “I know why you weren’t,” Kristen says. “You couldn’t be. They searched for you everywhere. They trailed me for months, maybe years. I’m pretty sure that they had tapped my phone. I got another secret one just so that I could talk to my husband and have some privacy.”

      “Why didn’t you leave as well?”

      “This is my home,” she says. “This is where I grew up and this is where our parents had their life. We went to Hawaii for our honeymoon. We even talked about possibly moving there. We stayed for a few months, but it didn't feel right. It didn't feel like home and never would.”

      “What about our uncle?” I ask.

      “I don't talk to him and he doesn't bother me. Not anymore. He thinks that I don't know anything, which is partly true.”

      “That's why I didn’t go to your house. I wasn't sure if someone was watching. I figured maybe after all this time–”

      “No, that was the smart thing to do. You never know. Especially after those articles came out.”

      I swallow hard.

      So, she knows.

      I wasn't sure how I was going to bring it up and I'm glad that she at least already knows something.

      “I also read those other ones that the Washington Post and the Boston Globe just printed. On your behalf, I presume.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. My eyes dart to hers and she tilts her head in that manner as if to ask me if I'm full of shit.

      “Of course, you planted the stories,” she says with a laugh.

      “How do you know?” I ask.

      “Because I talked to Emma.”
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      The world falls away. I stare at my sister as if she were a stranger. She said something else. The words come out, but I just see her mouth move and don't hear the words.

      “Are you okay?” Kristen asks.

      I'm not sure how to respond. I have more questions than I can physically ask.

      How could she have been in touch with Emma?

      Why?

      Did she know where I was all along?

      “If you knew,” I say quietly, “why didn't you reach out?”

      “I was afraid,” Kristen says, looking down at the floor, the expression on her face solemn and detached. “I wasn't sure if our uncle was tracking me. I got a new phone. I got a new computer. I would get new things every few months and sell the old ones on eBay, just in case. I was so paranoid.”

      “You should have stayed in Hawaii.”

      “You're right,” she says, “but it was different there.”

      “How?”

      “I felt like I was forgetting them,” she says after a long pause. Taking another sip of her coffee, she circles her finger around the rim of her cup. “I don’t want to forget them.”

      I sometimes forget how young Kristen was when we lost our parents. The whole experience was so dramatic and it's hard to even think back without getting misty eyed.

      I testified against him in court mainly because of that. I knew what he had done. He had ordered his men to do it and then our parents were dead.

      Charred.

      Burned.

      No one deserves a death like that, let alone two people like my parents.

      We sit, silent for a moment. Neither of us say a word and both of us thinking the same thing.

      “How do you know Emma?” I ask after a long pause.

      “She reached out to me,” Kristen says. “She did some research on you and she found out about me. She found my profile online. At first, I wasn't going to talk to her, but then… I just wanted to be close to you again.”

      “Is that it?” I ask.

      After all this time, I have realized that people tend to tell me only as much as they want me to know.

      It's easy to tell one part of the story, but there are other parts that are more incriminating, more difficult to put into words.

      I'm not sure if her story has this other part, but I wait for her to answer me.

      “I was the one who told her where she could find you,” she says after a strong exhalation.

      “What do you mean?” I narrow my eyes.

      Tennyson starts to fuss and Kristen hands him another toy to keep him occupied. It does the trick.

      “Emma was asking about you on this forum. I read her articles and I liked them. She was looking for D. B. Carter and she had no idea how to find you. So, I gave her your address.”

      “How? How did you even have it?”

      “I searched for you for a long time after you left. I had to know that you were okay. I had to know that they didn't get to you. I know that you didn't want to stay in touch in case they were tracking me. That was probably a wise decision, but that didn't change how I felt.”

      I nod, knowing that I have put her into an impossible situation. I thought that her not knowing anything would be for the best, but maybe it wasn't.

      “How did you find me? How did you know I was D. B. Carter?”

      “I didn't. Not for a long time. Then I read one of your books and another and, in the third one, I spotted a story that you used to tell me when I was a little girl. It was written verbatim, exactly as you have told it to me. That's when I knew for sure.”

      My mouth drops open and I mutter, “What are the chances of that?”

      “Slim.” She points out. “It's almost as if it was meant to be.”

      I process what she's saying to try to put together the story of how she found me.

      “It still doesn't make sense,” I say carefully. “How did you find me? D. B. Carter existed only online. No address. No connection to me in real life.”

      “You’d think that, but no. I hired a private investigator. I used a pseudonym myself and an untraceable phone. I didn't want him to make any connections between us. He wasn't exactly someone I hired on the up and up.”

      I nod, waiting for her to continue.

      “I gave him your author name and he connected it to your bank account.”

      “How?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “He found where the money was deposited into it from the sales and that's how he got your address.”

      I nod, and then anger starts to rise. I try to push away, but it continues on.

      “So then, after all of that research, you decided to just give her my address? A total stranger? What if she had been one of his men? What if it was just a ruse to find me and kill me?”

      “It wasn't,” she says, shaking her head.

      “It could have been.”

      “You and I both know our uncle. He's capable of a lot, but to reach out to a journalist to write a story about a popular fantasy writer? What are the chances of that? If you knew, he could have acquired the same investigator and used the same tactics to find your address himself.”

      I continue to glare at her.

      “No, she was working on this project alone,” Kristen insists. “I used a fake name. I gave the address just to her. It was unlikely she would even go there. I thought that she would assume that I was just some crazy person on the Internet making her drive three hours to find nothing, but for some reason she went.”

      I nod, everything that she says starts to make sense.

      If she hadn't gotten Emma involved, then I would still be living my old life.

      If she hadn't gotten Emma involved, then I would also not feel the pain of losing her like I do now.

      “Why did you do it?” Kristen asks.

      “Do what?”

      “Why did you publish those lies about D. B. Carter being someone else? Those articles discredited her in her work and you know that she told the truth.”

      “I needed her work to be discredited. She had no right to publish any of that. I told her that myself.”

      She points her finger up at my face and announces, “You two had a thing, huh?”

      Her question takes me by surprise. I look up at the wall, avoiding eye contact.

      “I love her,” I finally say quietly.

      “You do? I knew it!” She snaps her fingers and a big wide smile spreads across her face. “I knew that there was something going on between you, just from the way the articles sounded.”

      “She exposed me. I had to protect myself. Our uncle is looking for me and now that he knows the name I was using, I had to throw him off the scent. He could've found me as easily as you did.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      “Me, too.” I bite my lower lip.

      “Have you talked to her since then?”

      “No, of course not.”

      And just like that, the conversation about the woman who broke my heart comes to an end. I have shared as much as I'm willing to share with my little sister and I'm not going into this any further.

      “Why are you here, Liam?” Kristen asks after a long pause.

      An expression of concern suddenly overwhelms her. It's like she knows something without me having to say it.

      “I'm here to talk to him,” I say quietly.

      “You can't do that.” She shakes her head, tears forming in her eyes.

      “I'm tired of running,” I say. “I'm tired of not living my life to its fullest. I thought that I could just start over, but of course you can't ever really do that. You take your old self with you wherever you go and every single person that I have met as my new persona is a lie.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re alive.” she says sternly. “You cannot talk to him. You cannot go see him. He'll kill you.”

      “I have to take care of this, Kristen.”

      “He killed our parents.” She places her hand on my wrist. It’s clammy and cold and, when I try to pull away, she refuses to let me. “You testified against him. He's looking for you all over the US and you're just going to show up at his door? Knock and say what, exactly? And to what end? What are you trying to achieve?”

      I shrug. I don't know the answer to any of these questions. I just know that I have to speak to him and I have to set things right.

      “It’s a death wish,” she says, staring deep into my eyes.
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      I leave the hospital and head straight to Alex's apartment. It's really early, barely six a.m., but he should still be home. I know that he doesn't leave for work until seven and I hope to catch him before he does.

      The streets of LA are surprisingly empty this morning and I drive quickly, catching one green light after another. I blast some 90’s Shania Twain on my Spotify and the up-tempo beats pump me up and give me some courage. What I really need is a stiff drink, but it's too early for that.

      I get to his apartment building. I've been here hundreds of times if not thousands and it feels almost as if I'm coming home. Everything about this place is familiar, from the glass entryway to the way that the mailboxes are tucked in just around the corner.

      There's a grand, modern chandelier floating above the top of my head as I walk in and I take a moment to watch the way the early morning sun refracts to the glass, creating mosaic patterns on the marble wall across the way.

      I don't have much of a plan to get past the security guard, but luckily his head lies flat on the desk in the crook of his elbow and he snores a little as he sleeps. I tiptoe past him into the elevator, praying silently that it comes before he wakes up. It does.

      When I knock on Alex's door, it takes him a few minutes to answer. At first, he yells for me to go away, but when he hears my voice, he staggers over.

      “Emma, what are you doing here?” He runs his fingers through his messy hair and rubs his day-old stubble.

      He leans on the wall, dressed in just a pair of pajama bottoms, his body looks lean and fit like always. It is not lost on me how attractive he is. This is what drew me to him when we first met and this is what catches me by surprise right now.

      Then a flood of memories remind me of the man that he really is.

      The cheater.

      The liar.

      The manipulator.

      “What's going on with my parents’ money?” I ask.

      My voice is loud and he quickly pulls me inside so his neighbors don't hear.

      “Listen, I told your father that I'll try to pay him back. I'm just a little short right now.”

      “Are you using new investor money to pay back old investors?”

      “No, absolutely not. Are you wearing a wire? Why are you asking this?”

      “No, I'm not wired!” I gasp.

      He doesn't believe me and walks over to me to pat me down.

      “Get off me.” I push him back, his body colliding with the door.

      “I'm not wearing anything,” I say, pulling off my jacket and then pushing up my shirt to show him that I don't have anything recording what are we’re saying. “I'm here to get my family's money back. I'm here to find out what is going on.”

      “Okay, I'm sorry, I should not have doubted you. I'm just really paranoid right now.”

      We stand in the hallway, eyeballing each other, and I'm not sure where to take it from here.

      After a moment, I take a deep breath and walk into the living room. The place is a mess. Clothes and papers are everywhere. His laptop is set up on the coffee table with binders of paperwork all around. There are at least five empty cups of coffee placed haphazardly on top.

      Alex has always been neat and orderly. He wasn't so much into cleaning, but he always employed a housekeeper to make sure that the place was never out of order.

      “What's going on?” I ask.

      He shrugs and turns his face around away from me. I repeat the question.

      “I'm a mess, can't you tell?” he mumbles.

      “What's going on with your business?”

      “Everyone wants their money back. The problem is that I don't have it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “A rumor is going around that I'm running a Ponzi scheme, but I'm not.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Something a lot less glamorous,” Alex says with a sigh.

      I wait for him to continue. He walks over to the enormous floor-to-ceiling window and looks out at the early morning city stretching out to the horizon.

      “The fund isn’t doing well. We've had a lot of losses. We had a lot of investments in retail and those have dropped unexpectedly, and significantly.”

      I nod and say, “That's something that happens, right?”

      “I guess, except that people who invest with me think that I'm some sort of magician. I'm not.”

      “Did you guarantee a 10% return?”

      “I have never guaranteed that. I have made certain promises, perhaps exaggerated ones, but I have never gone that far.”

      I pick up the coffee cups from the table and carry them to the trashcan by the island. It is overflowing.

      I place them on top, struggling to pull out the overstuffed garbage bag and tie it at the top. I do the same thing with the recycling. When I replace the bags, he walks up to me and hugs me from behind.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, jumping away from him.

      “I just wanted to hold you.”

      “Well, you can't. We're not together.”

      “What if that wasn't true anymore? What if we were?” he begs. His body feels warm and soft next to mine.

      “I’m not going to go through this again,” I say sternly. “You cheated on me and you broke my trust. I realize that you're not the person that I thought you were. We're done.”

      My words ring with finality, but he doesn't seem to process them.

      “I heard you lost your job,” he says.

      I jerk my eyes over him and I see a different person. The expression on his face changes.

      A coldness appears.

      “How do you know about that?” I swallow hard.

      “You should not have lied,” he says. “Then again, I of all people know how easy it is to lie and to exaggerate the truth. We all do it, don't we? We want to get ahead. We want to make something true that isn't.”

      “They had no right to print those articles, but every word of what was in them was true.”

      “Not according to the Washington Post or the Boston Globe,” he says with a smirk that I want to slap off his face.

      “You lost your job,” he continues, taking a step closer to me. His demeanor relaxes. His lips even form a little smile at the corners of his mouth. “You'll never work as a writer again, not for any major publication.”

      I grit my teeth. I want to tell him that he’s wrong and I can prove him wrong, but I can't do either. He's right. Those articles sealed my fate. Those articles not only got me fired, but also ended my career as I know it.

      “Tell me about my father's money,” I say. “Don't change the subject this time.”

      “My fund has lost a lot of money,” he says without blinking. “That's true. Your father's money is safe. So is Craig's.”

      A wave of relief washes over me.

      “When will they get it back?”

      “When you come back to me.”

      My mouth drops open. I take a few breaths and the tip of my tongue gets dry and parched. I stare at him with my eyebrows pinched together.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I'll pay them back every cent when you agree to give me another chance.”

      “I won’t.” I shake my head in defiance.

      “Well, then they’ll never get it back.”

      “You can't hold them hostage.”

      “Yes, I can. Hedge funds go under all the time. Then we have more debts than we could ever pay back and the best thing for you is to declare bankruptcy or so my lawyers tell me.”

      “So, where's my family's money?”

      “In secret accounts. Abroad. Switzerland, a little bit in the group. We can have a good life, Emma. We were great together before and we can be there again. I'll never lie to you again. I'll never cheat on you. I know that there's no other woman out there for me.”

      I shake my head and the shaking spreads to the rest of my body. Brooke was right. She was right all along. He's doing this because of me.

      My family is going to lose everything because of me.

      “I know that it seems like I'm putting you in an impossible situation,” Alex says, “but I'm not. You don't have a job and you won't have any prospects for a long time. You know that I will be honest and forthright from now on. I'm going to pay you millions to get back together with me.”

      “Millions that you have no right to keep.” I point out.

      “That's just a small detail, between friends,” he says and nudges me on the elbow.

      “You can't be serious,” I say, tilting my head.

      “Think about it,” Alex says. “It's either this or nothing. Besides, what do you have to lose?”
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      Still reeling and trying to process what Alex has said to me, I walk back out to my car and answer my phone without looking at the screen.

      “You have to come here. You have to stop him.” Her voice is frantic and out-of-control. It takes me a moment to realize who I'm talking to.

      “Kristen?”

      “Liam is here. They're going to kill him.”

      I immediately press the video chat button to get through.

      Her eyes are big and splotchy. She looks like she hasn't slept and her voice reeks of desperation.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He is here. In Seattle.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He fucking showed up!”

      “Can we backtrack for a second? I'm still trying to catch up.”

      She takes a deep breath. She focuses her gaze directly on me, but the longer that we hold eye contact, the more uncertain she becomes. Her pupils dance from side to side and I have to force her to speak.

      I ask her to calm down and tell me what’s going on.

      “You wrote that article. It came out and put his life in danger. He took off.”

      I want to correct her about what really happened, but I bite my tongue. This isn’t the time to argue but to try to understand.

      “So, he went back home?”

      “I should have never stayed here,” she says. The phone in her hand begins to shake and the screen gets blurry. “He showed up. He was careful. He met me at the park. He was always looking over his shoulder. If he were just here, that would be fine, but it's more than that. He is on a mission.”

      “What kind of mission?”

      “I don't know, not exactly. He was really vague about it. I just know he's going to talk to our uncle and that's a really, really bad idea.”

      “What do you mean? He's actually going to find him and talk to him? No, he wouldn't do that.”

      “He will and he is. That's why he's here. That's why he came here in the first place.”

      “Liam is running away from him. He's hiding out. That's why he was so angry about the article.”

      “That's what I thought, too. I thought that this would be the last place for him to show up, but he wants revenge. At least, I think so. I have no idea, but you have to come here.”

      “Me?”

      “You're the only one who can stop him. I tried to talk to him. I tried to use Tennyson as a way to get him to think about his life in the long run.”

      “Tennyson?”

      “My son.”

      “Yes, of course. Sorry,” I mumble.

      “I wanted him to think about his future. This is not what our parents would have wanted. He knows that our uncle was involved in their deaths. No, that's not the right way of putting it.”

      I wait for her to continue. She takes a deep breath and steadies her hand. Her face is now crystal clear and her eyes narrow as she speaks.

      “Our uncle executed our parents. He put a hit on them. My father didn't do anything wrong. He cooperated as long as he could and helped. He was never involved in the business, and our uncle couldn’t handle that.”

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. I put my hand over my mouth, not wanting to believe what she's saying.

      “He's a very bad man. He has done a thousand bad deeds and unfortunately, that was just one of them, but they were our parents. That's why Liam testified against him in court. He thought that we would get justice that way.”

      “What about the murders?”

      “There was no evidence, of course. It was just an accidental house fire that accidentally killed the people that were not cooperating with his business.”

      “I'm really sorry.”

      “Liam is angry and pissed off. He wanted to avenge their deaths when it first happened, but I stopped him. I pressed him and I told him to go to the police and to try to do this all the right way. I thought that it would work. I should have known better, but I was a kid and I didn't want to lose my brother. Then things got worse. Then they killed his girlfriend. That's when… It sort of broke him. He was never the same. Until he came back, that is. He was just so lost and he didn't want to lose me.”

      “Now? Why is he doing this now?”

      “I don't know, but I guess he sees it as an opportunity. They're looking for him and he said that he's tired of running. He was angry with you for the article, but he wanted to put all of this behind him once and for all. That's where you come in.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You have to make him stop. You have to make him listen and make him think about all of the things he's going to lose when they kill him.”

      The last four words she enunciates. There's a long pause in between each one.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I know my uncle.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Against my better judgment, I decide to fly up to Seattle. Kristen keeps insisting on it and I don't have any regrets.

      I'm not sure that I'll be able to speak to him, even if he does speak to me, but what choice do I have?

      Kristen scared the hell out of me. It would be an understatement to say anything else.

      Her words were so forceful and I am certain that there is nothing that I can do except get on the next flight out of LAX.

      I sit on the airplane and think about how I got here. All of the little decisions that led me to this point and all of the little decisions I will make that will lead me in the future.

      There was a time when my career was all that really mattered. I wanted to be a writer. This is how I was going to make my way in the world. Then something happened. Something changed. It's almost as if the person that I thought I was, got all confused.

      Have you ever felt like that? Have you ever lived your life according to this one identity, this one understanding of who you are and then, in one moment, that suddenly changes?

      Of course, I still love to write. Of course, I still want to tell stories for a living, but now I have something to reckon with. I no longer have a career. No one is going to hire me, not after what was printed in those newspapers.

      So, what do I do now?

      Do I give up on life before I’m even thirty or do I need to change?

      Do I keep living in the past or do I try to make the best decisions I can with what I have right now?

      I'm worried about Liam, of course, but I'm also angry with him. He is the one who did this to me. He's the one who put me in this position. He called those newspapers and he told them a series of lies. I know this now.

      I'm not sure he's going to deny it, he might, but no one else could have done it besides him.

      I almost understand why he did this. Almost.

      What possible explanation could he have for being in Seattle?

      If he were still worried about his identity and keeping his location secret, then why is he here?

      Why is he going to confront his uncle when the last thing that he should be doing is showing up on his doorstep and waving a white flag of defeat?

      When I grab my carry-on bag from above my head and wave goodbye to the flight attendants, I realize that my presence in Seattle doesn't just have to do with trying to save him.

      I'm also here to talk.

      I'm here to confront him for what he did to me.

      Maybe part of me is also here to apologize, but that's a small part.
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      I get in late and I get a hotel room just a short drive away from the airport. It's so close that they have a van service. The hotel is nondescript and undistinguishable from just about every other chain hotel aimed at weary travelers.

      It's clean, the ceilings are tall, and the front desk staff are alert, well-groomed, and polite even though it is two o'clock in the morning.

      As soon as I get into my room, I take a quick shower and climb under the covers. The sheets are soft and crispy. I quickly fall into a deep sleep.

      The following morning, I get a call from Kristen. She has already texted me the address to his hotel along with the room number and she's frantic about the fact that I'm not already there.

      I glance over at the time. The big clock with fluorescent numbers attached to the nightstand shows that it's barely 9 a.m. and I tell her not to worry.

      “I don't want you to miss him. What if he leaves?”

      “Do you really think that he's going to go talk to your uncle this early in the morning?”

      “I have no idea,” she says. “We have plans to meet around eleven. I don't think he will do it before then.”

      “Good. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “What if you can't stop him? What if he goes anyway?”

      “I don't know what to tell you. I'll do my best,” I say calmly.

      “I don't think you understand the gravity of the situation,” she says.

      Her words are quick and short. She barely takes a pause between any of them, steamrolling one after the other.

      The anxiety in her voice starts to rub off on me, but I try to stay calm. I tend to worry too much and I don't like that about myself. Whatever happens, I’ll take a few deep breaths and look at the big picture.

      “I don't understand how you can be so… Zen. I don't think you understand that his life is in danger.”

      “I do,” I say into the phone. “I will go and talk to him. I'm here. You’re meeting him in a few hours. He's not going to go see him before that.”

      Of course, I have no way of knowing any of this, but it seems to make sense on the outside.

      This seems to put her mind at ease, if only temporarily. We hang up and I jump into another shower, this time washing my hair.

      The air up here is slick with humidity. 

      It's easy to forget, but Southern California is a desert. The air is dry and the ground is arid. However, here in the Pacific Northwest, the air feels waterlogged.

      An hour later, after I have had breakfast downstairs, my hair is still as wet as it was when I got out of the bathroom. I look out the window at the low hanging clouds and the greatness of the world around me.

      It's beautiful, of course. It gives me this sense of peace that's difficult to describe. I can see enjoying this place for a day or two, maybe a week, but after a while, the lack of sun would start to get to me. I know this for sure.

      After I have wasted enough time, I decide that I can't waste anymore. I'm hesitating. Procrastinating. It's not that I don't want to see him. I want to see him more than anything in the world, but I don't want to have this conversation.

      The hotel is about ten minutes away, but with the way that this taxi driver maneuvers over the surface streets, I arrive in five. It's not one of those hotels with a doorman or even a front desk person who cares that a stranger is walking in.

      I go straight to the elevators and press number four. His room is the third one around the corner. I lift my hand up to knock and I hesitate.

      What do I say?

      How does this even start?

      I lower my hand and start to walk away, but then something stops me. I have to do this. Not just for Kristen or him, but also for me.

      I walk back up and raise my hand again, but just as I'm about to press my knuckles to the door, I stop again.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Get it together, Emma. Come on!

      I still don't. Somebody walks past me and I practically jump, but I don't touch the door.

      Instead, I pace. I walk from one side of the hall to the other, trying to build up the courage to knock.

      “Emma?” His voice thunders behind me, practically blowing me forward.

      I'm facing away from him on one of my strolls past the room.

      He catches me off guard. I freeze.

      Slowly, I turn on my heel.

      “Hey,” I say and my voice cracks.

      Shit, I mumble silently to myself.

      “What are you doing here?”  he asks, leaning in. His body makes a hypotenuse down the middle of the doorway.

      I'm blown away by how attractive he is in this moment.

      Tired eyes, messy hair, five o'clock shadow, and all of the other unkempt bits that make him as sexy as he is.

      His T-shirt clings tightly to his hard abs and his flannel bottoms hang loosely around his hip bones.

      He brings his arm up to his chin and rubs it in that brooding, sexy guy way and I practically zoom in on him as if it were a carefully shot scene in a television show.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks again.

      The tone of his voice is sterner now, disapproving.

      I debate whether I should lie, circumnavigate the truth, but what would be the point? It's a dance that I do not have the energy for.

      “Kristen called me. She told me that you were here. She asked me to come talk to you.”

      “Kristen is hysterical.”

      “That's what men say to dismiss real fears that women have.” I point out. My eyes narrow on his. “She told me that your uncle is a very dangerous man. Is that true?”

      “Of course it's true,” Liam admits.

      “He's after you. That's why you left the desert. Is that true?” I ask.

      I sound robotic, almost un-human, but I’m making a point.

      “Of course,” he admits.

      “You came here. You told her that you're going to find him.”

      “So?”

      “Why would you find someone who wants you dead? Why would you try to find someone who you’ve been hiding from for years?”

      “Why are you here?” Liam asks, pointing his finger my face.

      I'm staying calm, but he's the one losing control.

      This feels strange, but good.

      A door opens and a woman with a child comes out. She takes a long time fumbling around with her bags, but we just wait and stand here, not saying a single word.

      After a few moments, when she’s still trying to figure out a way to carry all of her bags and her toddler at the same time, Liam takes a step away from the front door, holds it open, and waves me inside.

      The door shuts behind me. I glare at him. We are an arm’s length away from each other.

      His hands are folded across his chest and his legs are spread open in a wide stance. All of the light from the window behind him wraps around him, shrouding his face in shadows.

      “You’re not going to stop me from doing this,” he says.

      It's now his turn to be calm, but my world starts to fall apart.

      Everything shifts. It's almost as if the power and the leverage that I had out in the hallway, suddenly disappear, but the truth is that I never had either. It was just a perception and illusion.

      We glare at each other, like men in old Western movies. I glance down and see that even my legs are spread open like his, almost like I am about to draw a gun out of a holster on my hip.

      Then the trance breaks. He lets his arms fall to his sides, turns his body away from me, and walks into the room.

      The bed is tossed, but only one side. He sleeps on the right and on the other, the sheets and the covers are still tucked in, unused, almost as if they are waiting for someone.

      Me, perhaps?

      “What are you doing here, Emma?” Liam asks, walking over to the window and staring at the skyscrapers.

      “I'm here to stop you,” I say quietly.

      He turns around. Our eyes lock again.

      “You had no right to publish that story.”

      “I didn't. You have to believe me. I had nothing to do with that.”

      He shakes his head.

      “I wrote down everything you said and what happened. Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I like to keep notes. I sent those notes to a friend. I just wanted to share. This was the first time I ever had a story like this, but it wasn't even a story. I had no intentions of publishing it. Then they did. I had nothing to do with that. I fought them on it. I was so angry.”

      “You let it happen,” he says, shaking his head.

      His shoulders are tense and I can feel the anger brewing within him.

      I walk up to him and touch his bicep, but he pulls away. I reach over again. He flips his face around and stares at me.

      “Why are you here?!” he growls.

      It comes from somewhere deep in his stomach, like the roar of a lion. It's a low, deep sound that makes my skin crawl.

      I take a step away from him, for the first time ever, I’m afraid. That's when I see it.

      That pain in his eyes.

      The disappointment.

      This isn’t just about the article.

      “I know that I’m making a lot of excuses and rationalizations that I shouldn’t be, but it was a mistake. I shouldn’t have let it happen. I made a lot of mistakes,” I say, burying my head in my hands.

      None of the words coming out of my mouth are right. I'm saying that I shouldn’t be making excuses and I'm doing exactly that.

      I'm apologizing and backtracking. This isn’t what he wants to hear, but worse than that, it's not what I want to say.

      I look up at him. Our eyes meet once again.

      “I'm sorry,” I say.

      I leave the words right there.

      No explanations.

      No justifications.

      They hang in the air between us as if they are suspended in a talk bubble, like in a comic strip.

      He glares at me, narrows his eyes, and then relaxes.

      This is it.

      This is what he wanted to hear.

      A real God damn apology.
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      I'm not sure if he accepts my apology. It feels like he does, at least at first. Our eyes meet. He tilts his head a little bit to the side. He licks his lips, but then doesn't say a word.

      It doesn't matter. I apologized. I meant what I said.

      “Thank you,” Liam says after a long pause. “I wasn't sure if you would say that to me. The truth.”

      “You deserve to know,” I say, crossing my arms.

      I want him to take me and pull me close.

      I want him to press his body against mine, hold me, and tell me that everything is going to be okay, but there's still a palpable distance between us. It is difficult to describe.

      He's far away, almost unreachable.

      Now it's his turn.

      “Tell me about the articles,” I say.

      “What articles?”

      This isn’t going to go well. I did my part. I told him I was wrong. Is he going to deny this?

      “Why did you give that story to those reporters?”

      “You know why.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I had to make my uncle believe that what you wrote was untrue.”

      “Why? I mean yes, that makes sense if you actually wanted to stay there, but you’re here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you here?”

      “To see my uncle. I have to settle a score.”

      I swallow hard. This is everything that Kristen warned me about. I have to stop him.

      “You think he killed your parents.”

      “I know he did.” He turns away from me.

      We never talked about this, not really. He mentioned a few things, but it was always too painful. What about now?

      “I know about your girlfriend. I know about what he did to her.”

      “You know about the suitcase?” he asks, turning around.

      I nod and say, “Kristen told me.”

      “Is there anything that Kristen didn't tell you?”

      “She asked me to stop you. You can't go.”

      “I can. I am. I will.”

      “Why did you talk to the journalists? Why did you discredit my story if you were just going to come up here and confront him? What's the point?”

      “This isn't a grand plan, Emma. Sometimes you just do things. It's hard to explain. Sometimes you just want to get away.”

      “I'm not sure what that means. Away from what?”

      “Away from life. Away from who you were. Away from who you are now. I called the journalists because I didn't want my uncle to know the truth about me. The truth that you printed and told everyone about.”

      I grit my teeth, but I stay calm.

      “Then I got angry. I’d already run. I’d already started my life over, and I don’t want to do it again. I thought that I could throw him off the scent. They were bigger and better publications, more trustworthy. I gave them the proof that they needed and the stories corroborated themselves, but it didn't change anything.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “I thought that it would make me feel better. Safer, perhaps. It didn't. That's when I knew what I had to do. That's why I am here.”

      “You can't go,” I plead with him. “He has guards and they have weapons. He has sent people to kill you. What are you going to do, just walk up there and say, ‘here I am’?”

      He shrugs.

      “This is a suicide mission.”

      “It is what it is, Emma,” Liam says sternly.

      He walks away from me. I start to get ready.

      I look at the time. I remember that he has an appointment with Kristen.

      I let out a sigh of relief. It's small, but significant.

      “Please, please promise me you won't do it,” I plead.

      “Emma,” he says coldly. “We talked. You apologized. I apologized. Let's just move on.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That's exactly what I mean. Just call it a day.”

      “No. I want you…” I hesitate.

      Our eyes meet and a shiver runs down my spine. I should finish that sentence, but it’s already finished.

      What I mean is that I want to be with him again.

      I want him back. I need him.

      I don't say any of these things.

      “I don't have time, Emma. I have to go.”

      I want to protest, but I don't. A darkness forms between us.

      A stillness, A distance.

      I can't seem to penetrate through it. I can't reach him.

      “Are you going?”

      “I’m meeting up with my sister,” he says quietly, getting changed.

      Grabbing his keys and his phone he ushers me to the door. We ride down the elevator in silence. I walk him to his car and I wait for him to offer me a ride. He doesn't.

      “Are we good?” he asks coldly.

      “Please don't go. I love you,” I plead.

      He doesn't say anything. Instead he just rolls up the window and drives away.

      This didn’t go so well. There's so much more that I should've said. I know this now, but I also know that he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to listen.

      He was there, but not there. It's almost as if it didn't even matter that I’d apologized. His mind was somewhere else.

      Uncertain as to what to do, I text Kristen.

      “It didn't go well. I can't stop him.”

      “We're meeting up at the coffee shop by my house and I'll try again,” she texts back.

      “Send me the address and we’ll try to talk to him together.”

      She texts me the address.

      It's not far from here and I decide to walk.
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      When I see her at my door, I can't believe my eyes. She actually came here. She actually found me. I know that my sister made a good case, but the fact that she actually listened and cared enough to ask Emma to talk to me throws me off.

      I pretend that it doesn't. I pretend that I'm okay. She keeps talking and trying to break through this wall of ice that I put up, but I don't let her in.

      It's hard to explain why. I need to maintain this façade. I need to stay strong because otherwise I won't be able to do this.

      If I have a reason to not see my uncle, then I won’t be able to resist.

      Do you really think I want to go there? He killed our parents. He killed my girlfriend. He’s done brutal and awful things to a lot of people.

      I thought that I could live a life somewhere away from him. I thought that I could start new and not dwell on any of the darkness.

      I was wrong.

      I force myself into the car and drive over to the Elliott Hotel and Marina. My uncle’s social club is on the alley streets next to the marina, it has been there for decades.

      Most people think social clubs don’t exist anymore. Not long ago they were the place that men went to get away from their families and to spend time with their friends and mistresses. Not all of them were run by the mob, but many were.

      As I walk up the street, there's a Coffee Bean on the corner. I go to the alley and knock on a graffitied door with scuff marks all over it.

      I have only been here a few times. When the surrounding area of this place was going up with new chain restaurants and boutiques that sold expensive clothes and shoes moved, my uncle refused to sell.

      He had a long lease and he had leverage. He liked it here. I'm surprised that there's no one guarding the door, but I guess they don't do that anymore.

      There's a camera right outside pointing at my mug. I smile and wave. The door buzzes and I open it.

      Emma doesn't understand why I am here. Kristen doesn't either.

      She wants our parents avenged as much as I do, but she doesn't want to lose me.

      I get that.

      I wouldn’t want her to do this either.
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      Something has shifted in me. I'm no longer the person that I used to be. I realize that certain secrets cannot be hidden and I almost want him to find me, or maybe the other way around.

      I walk down the dark hallway, illuminated by one fluorescent light in the corner. I knock on another door.

      A tall thin man with a receding hairline answers. He tries to intimidate me by taking a step too close even before I open my mouth and tell him why am here.

      I know these tactics all too well.

      They work on most people. Not me.

      “I know that my uncle is here,” I say. “I need to speak to him.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” he asks, like a person carrying a gun in his back pocket who thinks that it will protect him from every worry in the world.

      “As I said,” I repeat myself calmly. “Matthew Linville he's your boss. He's my uncle. We haven't seen each other in a long time and I know that he's been looking for me.”

      “Let him in!” someone yells from behind him.

      I broaden my shoulders. I’d recognize that voice anywhere.

      It's him.

      Before I walk over the threshold, I glance up and see another small camera in the ceiling. He knew that I was here before I even talked to his guard.

      I walk down another long hallway, but this time, when I reach the door at the end, it's wide open.

      Two guards stand in the front. Similar height and build as the first one, but slightly older, with more seniority.

      They seem calmer and better adjusted. They pat me down and check for weapons.

      By that I mean they actually pat me down. They push me against the wall and spread my legs.

      They feel and cup every part of me. They are certain that I will at least have a knife or pen, but I have nothing.

      A little bit confused, they turn to their boss and give him a slight shrug. That's when I turn around on my heel and look at him.

      My uncle, the great Matthew Linville, sits at the head of an enormous oak table near the wide-open window.

      “My, my, my,” he says, “what a surprise.”

      He rises to his feet and I immediately notice that he has gained at least twenty pounds since the last time I saw him. His hair has gone thinner and lighter, but his eyes are no more or less older or kinder.

      Even though his guards are practically double his size, he seems to still, somehow, fill up the room with his presence.

      He was like that when I was a kid as well; gregarious and fun, the life of the party with a notorious cruel streak. Something that, of course, I knew nothing about until it was almost too late.

      “I'm surprised to see you here, Liam. You look well,” he says.

      “So do you, Uncle.” I approach him and a guard positions himself between us. My uncle tells him to step down.

      We shake hands. His grip is strong and firm, just as it’s always been.

      Even though I have not been here that often, this place and all of his friends had achieved almost mythical status when I was a kid.

      I grew up watching the Sopranos and I imagined my uncle and his friends were like Tony and his crew. The problem is that when you have someone like that in your family, it means that you have a sociopath among you. It was hard to compartmentalize.

      When we would meet up with my uncle on holidays and weekends, we would have fun. He was a nice guy who always knew how to laugh and always knew just the right thing to say to make you feel better.

      There was also another side to him. I didn't know about that side. Not until I got much older.

      That side of him was never fun at all. He was ruthless, cold, mean, and petty. He killed people who didn't deserve to die just because they crossed him.

      Yet all my memories of him are positive. He never did anything to hurt me directly until… It was too late.

      “What are you doing here, Liam?”

      “I heard you were looking for me,” I say, sounding as cocky as possible on purpose.

      “I was,” he says, raising his eyebrow. “We were looking for you for a long time. I didn't exactly expect you to just waltz in here.”

      “Yeah. I didn’t expect myself to do that either.”

      “Were you looking for an element of surprise?” my uncle asks.

      He looks genuinely confused, but also interested. I don't think that many things in his line of work or life catch him by surprise anymore.

      “I'm here to talk,” I say, “about our family. About everything that happened.”

      “That so?” he asks, narrowing his eyes.

      “I didn't come to start a fight.”

      “You didn't, because you already did,” he says, tilting his head.

      I glance back at the guards. There are three of them blocking the door. My coat, which they have successfully relieved me of, is laying on the couch. My phone is in the front pocket.

      “Actually, that's not exactly how I remember it,” I say, crossing my arms.

      “You testified against me in court. We don't do that in this family.”

      “You’re my family, yes, but my parents were never involved in your business and you know that.”

      He breathes out loudly and his nostrils flare.

      “You still had no right to testify against me. You know that things are a certain way in this family and everyone is expected to comply.”

      “Is that why you killed my father because he wouldn’t comply?” I ask him straight out.

      I'm tired of wasting time.

      I'm tired of being here in his presence, just breathing in this area feels like I'm breathing in poison.

      “Your parents died in a horrible accident,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “You know that. Your father and I had a few disagreements, but I had nothing to do with his death. It was a fire.”

      “A suspicious fire that was set when they refused to cooperate in a new Medicare scam.”

      “That is not true,” my uncle says.

      His voice is calm, collected, the voice of a sociopath. He’s been sly so long that he actually believes himself.

      “The fire was ruled suspicious by the fire department.”

      “So, why didn’t anyone press charges?”

      “You always get other people to do your dirty work for you. Since it was set by one of your minions, you probably had them killed because they might talk. I have no idea.”

      “Listen, I'm willing to talk to you, but if you're going to disrespect me, then we can’t have this conversation.”

      I came here to get him to admit what he did wrong. What does he have to lose? But he's too much of a coward.

      I widen my stance and broaden my shoulders. The room is much colder than I had anticipated and I'm dressed only in a T-shirt.

      “What were you planning to do when you found me?” I ask.

      “I'm not really sure. I didn't know where you went, but when I read that article about you, I was quite impressed. You really did something… interesting with your life. A writer! I'm proud of you, kid.”

      My chest tightens.

      I know that it’s just a line, he's just playing with me, and yet something in the back of my mind makes it feel real.

      It feels like something that my fun uncle would say to me when I did something good at school or scored a basket in a game.

      You want your family to be proud of you when you're a kid and, sometimes, you forget how good it feels to have that in adulthood as well.

      “You read my books?” I ask, throwing my head back, being as nonchalant as possible.

      “Well, you know fantasy is not exactly my thing. I prefer crime, something a little grittier.”

      “My kind of fantasies are quite gritty,” I say.

      “You got dragons?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Not gritty enough then.” He smiles.

      We stare at each other which becomes something of a contest. He pulls away first but doesn't blink until he tells his guards to leave us alone.

      They try to protest, but he shuts them down. A few moments later, it's just him and me.

      “I always wanted a son, you know that, right?”

      I nod.

      “Didn’t work out for me, but it did for your father and I've always treated you as if you were my own.”

      “Is that why you killed him?” I ask.

      “Liam, look at me. You can't seriously believe that. He's my own flesh and blood. I loved him.”

      “Okay, fine… Is that why you ordered him killed?”

      He takes a step closer to me. He furrows his brows and when I look into his eyes, all I see is emptiness.

      “Why are you here?” he asks. “Are you here to kill me?”

      “Obviously not,” I say quietly. “I’m unarmed.”

      “That doesn't mean a thing.” He narrows his eyes.

      “You have three guards outside the door. How am I supposed to kill you?”

      He swallows hard and says, “You know, I really wish you had not come. I had people out there looking for you, but I never really wanted to find you.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You are my nephew. I watched you grow up. I loved you. I thought that maybe you might even want to get involved with the business.”

      I stare at him. His blue eyes are as clear as ice, almost dead in their expression.

      “What about now?” I ask.

      “Now you're here,” he says, turning away from me, as if it's painful for him to look. “Now I can't not kill you.”

      I shake my head.

      He looks around, points his finger in my face, and demands, “Why are you here? Why are you making me do this?”

      “Making you do what? I came here to talk.”

      “I would have let you go. I didn't want to hurt you.”

      “You already did. I came here for you to admit that you killed my parents. Your guards aren’t in here anymore. It's just us.”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “I already told you.”

      “Okay,” he says with a shrug, as if he is admitting to eating the last piece of cake in the refrigerator. “Okay. Yes. Is that what you want to know? I ordered your parents killed. They weren’t cooperating. They made my life difficult. Much more difficult than it had to be.”

      "So just like that, before they even did anything, you killed them?”

      “How many times do you want me to say it?”

      He's getting angry with me, but that's okay. That's exactly what I'm getting at.

      “What about my girlfriend? How does she end up in a suitcase on my doorstep? All chopped up into pieces.”

      “Is this what you want to talk about? During your last five minutes on earth? All of this sadness? All of this darkness? Why don’t you tell me about something you loved about your life? Why don’t you spend the last few minutes of your life thinking about something good?”

      Emma flashes into my mind. It takes me completely by surprise.

      I was so focused on getting him to talk, to admit to what he has done, that I have completely put her out of my mind.

      Yet, his reaction and this request brought her back in and made this so much more difficult.

      “Tell me what happened,” I insist, gritting my teeth.

      “I thought that you would beg for your life.”

      “Why do you think I'm here?”

      “Wait a second.” My uncle throws up his hands. “This is some sort of suicide mission? Are you mentally ill? Do you want me to do this?”

      “Some people, like my sister have argued that yes, I have a death wish, but you know better,” I say.

      I'm mocking him.

      Making fun.

      Making light.

      I want him to believe that I don't think that he's capable of doing this.

      He tells me about the suitcase. He tells me about how he wanted to scare me, stop me from testifying, and then he wanted to punish me.

      He knew I loved her and he knew that this would be a way to get to me.

      He was right. He did.

      “What's wrong with you?” My uncle walks up to me and throws his finger in my face again. “I tell you I did all of this shit and you just stand there? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      His voice is frantic, full of anger. He pushes me against the wall, and then swings at me. His fist connects with my jaw and my knees grow weak.

      My vision gets blurry and, for a moment, I disappear.

      When I come back to, he's in my face again.

      We are so close that I can smell what he had for lunch, lobster bisque.

      He punches me again in my stomach and this time I fight back. I knee him in the groin.

      He grabs me, we topple over. The door swings open and three guards rush in.

      Just in time.

      This is exactly what I have been waiting for.

      I reach into my pocket and throw a small pouch as hard as I can onto the floor. As soon as it collides, an explosion goes off and everything goes black.
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      I open my eyes slowly and then see everything at once.

      The wreckage.

      The red lights from the ambulances and all of the people congregating around me.

      I try to sit up, but someone stops me.

      I look up and see that it's Officer Torres, my secret partner in crime.

      “Keep lying down,” he says with a worried look on his face.

      He looks like he has aged a few years since the last time we spoke.

      The lines on his face are deep now. His eyes are worried, tense. Nervously, he touches the back of his neck.

      “I'm fine, really.” I sit up on the gurney.

      Checking myself for damage, I see that I'm completely intact.

      “You are not fine,” Officer Torres says, turning on his phone and showing me my face in the front facing camera as if it were a mirror.

      “Shit.” I smile.

      There's a big gash across my eyebrow and I'm covered in so much soot and debris that my hair is equally white.

      I laugh, taking a closer look in the mirror around the sideburns and immediately flashing back to the eleventh grade fall play when I played an old man. 

      “It's hardly a scratch,” I insist. “Where is everyone?”

      “I can't believe you did that.” Torres leans over and whispers into my ear.

      I shake my head. I'm about to say something, but then see the other police officers not too far away.

      Officer Torres and I have had an agreement. We talked about it way before I came here. That's why I came here.

      I knew that talking to my uncle was a fool’s errand, unless it wasn't.

      My real purpose for coming here was not revenge.

      At least not at my own hands. I knew that they would check me for weapons and he has guards and eyes everywhere. No, the only way my uncle would admit anything to me is if he thought that it would be safe to do so.

      His men checked me everywhere, quite thoroughly. They mainly checked me for weapons, but they also felt around for recording devices.

      What they didn't know was that I was wearing one all along. It's very small, almost the size of a pin head, and I had it on the inside of my shirt.

      Torres wanted to put it on my jacket at first, but I wasn't sure if they were going to let me keep it on. They didn’t. I was right.

      After he confirms the fact that I'm alive and well and someone comes over to patch up my head, Torres pulls me aside.

      We find a place to speak behind one of the ambulances and he lets it rip.

      “What the hell were you thinking? That was not our agreement.”

      “I needed a way to stun them. I knew that you would never agree to it.”

      “An explosion? Of course, I would never agree to you blowing them up. My career is on the line here.”

      “You are going to be made detective for this,” I say.

      He nods begrudgingly, not wanting to agree with me.

      “Well, good, what's the problem?”

      “The problem is that you blew them up. This is an explosion. Now they have ATF, Homeland Security, probably the FBI, and who knows who else on the case. You can't just do this.”

      “Well, I did it. How did you see this playing out? We were the only ones who knew what was going on. You let me walk into a room with at least four men who wanted me dead. They were looking all over the United States for me and I just waltzed in, no gun, no knife, no nothing. I didn't want to tell you because I thought that you might say no. But you had to know, right?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Okay, good.” I nod. "I knew the explosion wasn't going to be big. It was just going to stun them. Take them by surprise. Give me a few moments for you to get here.”

      Torres shakes his head and mutters something to himself.

      “It was a risk, of course,” I continue, “but I needed him to say those things on tape. I needed him to admit to what he did and what he had ordered be done.”

      “What the hell was that anyway?” Torres asks, looking around at the wreckage.

      “Mercury fulminate.”

      “What?” He tries to repeat my words.

      “Hey, I didn't know either. Trust me, I had to brush up on a lot of high school chemistry to figure out how to make that shit. After a few failed attempts, it worked out.”

      “How did you do it?”

      “I dissolved some mercury and nitric acid then added ethanol to the solution. I did it a while ago, back in my house in the desert. I did it even before I reached out to you.”

      “How did you know it wasn't going to kill anyone?”

      “That's exactly what I wanted. I did a lot of research. Read a lot of stuff. In the right consistency and amount, which is exactly what I put together, it was only going to stun them, scare them, temporarily. I was careful to throw it at the floor, not at my uncle directly. I needed to be a certain distance away, to make sure that it didn't cause any permanent damage.”

      Torres shakes his head again and then picks up his gaze off the ground and looks at me.

      “Well, I'm glad you did even though I'm so angry with you. If you hadn't, I don't think we would have gotten to you in time. I was right outside, but after I heard that the guards came back, I'm not sure how fast I could've gotten inside.”

      “I told you that I know my uncle well.”
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      I watch as my uncle and his men are placed under arrest. They are all waiting on stretchers, with a lot more damage than I have sustained. I look over to my uncle who looks up at me. His eyes are deeply set full of anger.

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” he says with his voice coarse and thick with smoke.

      “I got you on tape. Every single word, every single threat. You killed my parents. You killed my girlfriend. You killed many, many other people. You are not going to get away with it.”

      I start to walk away, but he yells after me. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      “I'm your nephew,” I say. “If there's one thing that I learned from you it’s how to get what I want."

      When I turn around to walk away, I see her. Emma runs up to me and into my arms. With tears running down her cheeks, she holds me and then touches me and grabs me to make sure that I'm okay.

      She starts to apologize, but I stop her. Instead, I press my mouth to hers and pull her in tightly.

      “I love you, Emma,” I mumble and kiss her again.
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      I wait with Kristen for a long time at the coffee shop, but he never shows up. We both know that this was a set-up and we both hated each other for falling for it.

      I was so certain that he was going to talk to his uncle at night, not at lunch time, right next to Coffee Bean.

      Kristen and I drive over to the social club, not knowing what to expect. It's in a lively part of town, right next to a chain coffee shop.

      There's no way that he would do it here or maybe that's why he feels safe. Maybe he thinks that there's no way they would hurt him here in broad daylight.

      I say that to myself over and over again, especially when the ambulances start to arrive. The cops immediately block off the building and they don't even want to hear the fact that I know who was inside. They aren't letting anyone in and all that we can do is stand outside the barricade and wait.

      Those are the most interminable minutes of my life.

      When they pull Liam out on that gurney and I see his face covered in ash, something within me breaks.

      The world continues to spin and make noise, but I can’t hear a thing, not even the sirens. I see the flashing lights, but hear nothing, as if they are muted.

      No, no, no, I keep saying to myself.

      Then, just like that, he sits up.

      I’m in a daze.

      Is this really Liam? I am at the point of not believing my eyes, but I focus and peer over the barricade.

      He turns slightly in my direction and I see a police officer approach him. They look at the gash on his forehead, fresh and full of blood.

      Somebody comes over and puts a bandage over it. Then he follows the cop. At first, I think that maybe he is in trouble, but then I look at his demeanor more closely and notice that they're talking like friends.

      The sound is off, but the lights are still flashing, throwing up splashes of red and blue onto his face. Liam is covered in some sort of soot, probably from the explosion that everyone is talking about.

      I didn't hear it and from this vantage point, it doesn't look like it was very extensive, but it was powerful enough to wrap everything in a chalk-like substance.

      A few more men are rolled out and Liam approaches one. This one is hurt and handcuffed to the railing. They exchange words and by their demeanor I know that they are not kind ones.

      There’s a cop standing next to the barricade in front of me. While he's distracted by the commotion nearby, I see my chance.

      I jump and I run toward Liam.

      My body collides into his.

      I grab him, kiss him, and touch him.

      I need to make sure that he's real. I need to know that he's alive.

      He grabs me and holds me tightly. Before I know it, he presses his lips to mine.

      Our kiss is desperate, loving, obsessive, and tender all at the same time.

      Liam whispers, “I love you,” into my ear.

      After his head is re-bandaged, he gives additional statements to various police officers and detectives, but they still don't let him go.

      He's the one that set up the explosive. Yes, his life was in danger, but this isn't a simple case of self-defense. He brought the explosive with him.  Naturally, no government officials are too pleased with the concept of civilians walking around with explosives in their pockets.

      They take him to the station, which one I do not know, for more questioning. Luckily, the officer who he was arguing with earlier is on his side. They made this plan together, to some degree. That’s all I know. We talk for barely five minutes before they pull him away from me.
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      Later that evening, they let Liam go. Sitting on Kristen’s couch, less than a foot away from me, he smiles and laughs as if this morning never happened.

      I reach over and touch his knee. I squeeze his thigh, just to make sure that he's real and here.

      We order dinner and we play with Tennyson. After Kristen gets him ready for a bath, I put the sheets on the bed in the guest bedroom. We can stay in a hotel, but it feels good to be here, with family.

      Liam has a headache. The doctors told him that if it gets worse or he gets a fever, then he has to come in.

      “Everything is going to be fine, you know that, right?” Liam asks, snuggling up next to me.

      I have my pillow propped up and I'm sitting with my arms wrapped around my knees. “Everything worked out. What are you so worried about?”

      I cannot answer him. I just am.

      “It's going to be fine, you know,” he continues, trying to put me at ease.

      I feel like such a fool. I should be the one reassuring him, but I'm just too disturbed to do that.

      His phone vibrates and he looks down at the screen.

      “My uncle has been arrested,” he says, reading off a text message. “The prosecutor is really happy about the recording. The sound quality is excellent and they're using that as leverage to get his men to turn.”

      “Do you think that'll happen?”

      “Normally, I would say no, but the thing is that there are three of them. The cops are going to pressure each one, tell one of them that the other one is getting a good deal. A few of them don't have any priors at all. Their records are clean. It doesn't mean that they didn't do anything, just means that they won't be particularly keen about serving any time in prison.”

      I nod, a wave of relief washes over me.

      “Torres thinks that they’ll get a confession tonight. After that, we will just have to see. There’ll be a trial I'm sure. They're not offering my uncle any deals. At least not any deals that he will take.”

      “Will you testify?” I ask.

      “Of course.”

      I look up at him. A strand of hair breaks free and falls into my eyes. He smiles at me out of the corner of his lips.

      “Did you want to do it this way? I was so certain that you were going to kill him.”

      “I did want to kill him. Of course I did. Then I realized that it's not good enough. A quick death like that. My uncle likes to play games. He likes power and nice things and pretty women. That's something that he can't have in prison. I want him to live in a small cell with nothing and nobody. Besides, I realize that I wanted revenge but that revenge didn't just belong to me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My sister lost her parents, too. My old girlfriend’s parents lost their child. There are many, many other people that my uncle has taken from the earth. So, the revenge that I would exact would not just be mine. I wanted everyone that he has hurt to know that he was there. I want him to be convicted of his crimes. I want him to spend years in a tiny little room thinking about the fact that he wasn't out in the world because of me and because of what he did.”

      I nod but say nothing.

      “I'm sorry I didn’t tell you the truth. I wasn't sure how it was going to go, but I knew that I had to do this.”

      I reach over and kiss him. I don't know why; it just sort of comes over me.

      I understand exactly what he is saying and I know why he had to do what he did.

      Death was too good for his uncle. I know that now.

      Liam kisses me back. His mouth is forceful and focused. When our tongues touch, my body is flooded with love.

      I lose my fingers in his hair and I run them up and down his broad, strong back.

      Quickly, I make my way under his shirt and pull it off. The muscles in his stomach flex and relax, forming a perfect six-pack. The light wraps around each indentation and I can't help but run my fingers over each one, as if they are strings on a guitar.

      Liam puts his finger under my chin and lifts my head up. He locks his eyes on mine.

      He kisses me again and again and again.

      He pulls off my shirt and I slide off my pants. He runs his fingers over the outline of my nude body and I watch him watch me.

      I arch my back and close my eyes. My skin quickly gets goose bumps. He spreads my legs and kisses my inner thighs.

      I arch my back more and when I lie back down again, he presses his lips to my core and twirls his tongue around.

      He finds my core with his fingers and continues to kiss me until that warm sensation starts to build within me.

      “Come for me,” he says and before I can protest, I do.

      Wave after wave crashes over me. I point my toes and try to hold on, then I open my mouth and moan.

      He waits until my body stops trembling before raising himself up again and kissing from my belly button all the way up to my clavicle and then up my neck to my ear.

      He drapes himself over me and presses himself against me. I wrap my legs around him and push him inside of me.

      We move as one. In and out. In and out.

      With each thrust, he comes in deeper and deeper, spreading me further and further.

      I grab onto his strong, thick buttocks and dig my fingers into his flesh. He props his hands up and then pulls his mouth away from mine.

      He lifts himself up but continues to thrust.

      One wave. One motion. Then I start to feel it coming.

      That avalanche of pleasure. I look into his eyes, but only briefly and see that he's right there with me.

      He moans my name and I moan his.

      We try to be quiet, but it's impossible.
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      We don't stay in Washington for too long. I give about ten different statements to various law enforcement agencies, and eventually they let me go.

      I promise to return if they have any more questions and I will definitely be there for the trials. Three of them turned and made deals for lighter sentences.

      I'm sure that this came as a huge surprise to my uncle, who was always very keen on making sure that no one who worked for him was a rat.

      Loyalty was his number one thing, but he expected it from everyone, but not himself.

      Given all of the evidence that the prosecution has gathered on him over the years along with the recordings that I was able to get and my testimony, my uncle is facing multiple life sentences and I am certain that he'll get at least one.
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      Emma and I travel back to California together. Same flight with adjoining seats. We hold hands the whole time. I still can't believe that I have her back my life.

      Now that we are together, I don't want to ever let her go.

      When we get to LA, she takes me to her apartment. I know that she's been staying with her family in Calabasas, but now that my uncle is locked up, we have nothing more to worry about. Her apartment is small and cozy, but it’s perfect.

      She's there and that's all I need.

      The following morning, I excuse myself and tell her that I have a book to finish, but instead of doing that, I drive over to her work. There are certain loose ends that I still need to get tied up.

      The security guard calls her boss, Corrin Matthews, and she reluctantly sees me two hours later when she manages to squeeze me in between meetings.

      I’m sure that the meetings are a lie, but I wait, nevertheless. I have to get this done.

      Corrin is much younger than I thought she would be but as condescending as Emma had described her.

      I don't beat around the bush. I don't waste time on pleasantries or chitchat. Instead, I introduce myself and tell her exactly why I am here.

      “Everything that Emma Scott wrote in that article is true. She told me that the second one wasn't exactly authorized by her, but that's okay. Everything is still true.”

      “You are here and you are telling me that you are D. B. Carter?” she asks, leaning back in her chair.

      “Absolutely. I had a few personal issues and that was the main reason that I was keeping my identity secret. Now that those issues are resolved and my uncle is in custody, I feel free to come forward and tell everyone the truth.”

      “What about what was published by the East Coast papers?” she asks, folding her arms across her sleek suit.

      “That was part of the ruse. I lied to those reporters and I have already spoken to them this morning. Retractions are going to be published. Further stories about everything that has happened in Seattle are also going to be written. I know they trusted me. I know that I lied to them. I did not lie to Emma. That's why I'm here.”

      “What exactly do you expect me to do?” she asks, narrowing her eyes.

      “I want you to hire Emma back. Nothing that happened is her fault. She's an excellent writer and investigative journalist. You know that. She found me.”

      Corrin shakes her head and spins her chair around. We both look out at the jagged Los Angeles skyline behind her.

      “I'm not sure I can do that,” she says after a few moments.

      “If you don't, then you won’t get the exclusive with me.”

      “Exclusive? What about the other journalists?”

      “Your story will be published first. They’re going to have different angles on it, of course. Probably a lot more about my uncle and his illegal activities. If you agree to hire Emma back, then your magazine will have all of the facts first and you can publish it one day earlier than anyone else.”

      A small smile appears at the corner of her lips and she says, “You’re clearly not new to this.”

      “No, I'm not. I know what works in your business and what doesn't. Exclusivity, especially in today's decadent age, is everything.”

      “Fine,” she says, “but my story runs for five days before those two other newspapers.”

      “Two,” I negotiate.

      “Four.” She shakes her head.

      Our eyes meet. Hers narrow and she looks at me in a way as if she is evaluating my worth.

      “Three,” I say. “That's my final offer.”

      Her small smile becomes toothy. She extends her hand and shakes on it.

      “I expect Emma’s exclusive on my desk. That's three days,” she says as I walk out the door.

      “I'll tell her,” I say.

      “She can have her job back if the story is good.”
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      At first, I'm upset by what Liam has done. I'm annoyed that he went behind my back and talked to my boss on my behalf as if I were some sort of kindergartner.

      Then I realize why he did what he did.

      Corrin is a smart woman. She only cares about what's good for the magazine and in this case, what is good is having an exclusive about the story that will be circulated all over the major publications for weeks to come.

      Now our days are filled with writing. Liam works on his books and I work on my articles. He has unofficially moved into my apartment with no plans of leaving.

      On weekends we drive out to his home in Joshua Tree and enjoy the serenity and the quietness of the desert. I think I want to move there permanently in the future, but that's hard given what I do for a living.

      A few weekends ago he even visited my parents and I made the official introductions. My nephew is growing like a weed, big, tall, and fat just like a baby should. I see him all the time or we FaceTime. Each time he seems to change.

      They are all in love with him and somehow his presence has made my family grow stronger. It's almost as if all of the things that had separated us before ceased to matter.

      What has helped things along, of course, is that the money that my parents thought that they had lost wasn’t lost at all.

      Alex had just made that up to get me back. His fund has actually generated millions, but he wanted to have some leverage over me to try to make me come back to him.

      The story that he told my father turned out to be a lie, but what made it even worse was that he reached out to some of the other investors and colluded with them to lie as well.

      A few weeks after my nephew was born, my father's lawyers finally got to the bottom of the whole convoluted tale. The money was all there, he was just refusing to pay. He was waiting for me to take him back. Thinking back now, I can't believe that I actually considered doing that even for a second.

      There was a time in my life when I thought that I would never want to get engaged again. It wasn't that I gave up on it, I didn't. Instead, as you know, I jumped straight into another complicated relationship with a complete stranger.

      After Alex, I really didn't want to trust anyone. I was certain that I never would completely.

      Then Liam came along. Quiet, confident, easy-going, and with a whole lot of secrets but not a whole lot of baggage.

      Our connection was instant and permanent. I don't know if he will propose to me or not anytime soon, but it doesn't really matter. We are already together for life.

      We get each other on that level that very few people really connect on. We know what we are thinking and more than that, we know what we are feeling.

      I love him, not just for who he is, but for how he makes me feel about myself.

      I try to do the same for him and together I know that we can go through anything, probably because we already have.
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      Thank you so much for reading ALL THE DOUBTS!

      I hope you enjoyed Emma and Liam’s story. Want to dive into another steamy romance that readers are calling “Impossible to put down”?

      Read TELL ME TO STOP for FREE!
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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 for FREE!
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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

      

        

      
        Join my Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/276340079439433/

      

        

      
        Bonus Points: Follow me on BookBub and Goodreads!

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Charlotte Byrd

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte Byrd is the bestselling author of romantic suspense novels. She has sold over 600,000 books and has been translated into five languages.

      She lives near Palm Springs, California with her husband, son, and a toy Australian Shepherd. Charlotte is addicted to books and Netflix and she loves hot weather and crystal blue water.

      Write her here:

      charlotte@charlotte-byrd.com

      Check out her books here:

      www.charlotte-byrd.com

      Connect with her here:

      www.facebook.com/charlottebyrdbooks

      www.instagram.com/charlottebyrdbooks

      www.twitter.com/byrdauthor
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