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Аннотация
She�s looking for happiness, trying desperately to make a connection. But once again, her search for a soulmate implodes, and she is left hopelessly alone. Walking barefoot across town, Evelyn Jameson fears that no one will ever love her for who she is. But then she meets a charming, easygoing man who is just as awkward as she is, and her worries begin to melt away. Happiness, it seems, is finally within reach. Mutual sparks of attraction lead to a comfortable romance, and Evelyn knows she is falling in love. Her perseverance is finally paying off. But one of her closest friends�someone she has known for years, is watching her closely. Too closely. As the lines between love, jealousy, and obsession are blurred, Evelyn soon realizes her life is in danger and the most tragic moment in her past was not as it seemed.
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Though reclining at the edge of a busy street in broad daylight, the man was virtually invisible. He wore no camouflage, and he wasn�t hiding behind a newspaper or dark sunglasses. He was invisible because of the narcissism of the human race.
Someone like him might as well be a piece of trash on the sidewalk. He wasn�t particularly ugly by any objective standard, but he lacked movie-star good looks. He was no one�a face in the crowd. Men, and especially women, would tread upon him without a second thought. In an age of airbrushed social media models and larger-than-life reality TV stars, it took a truly impressive specimen to pull the human eye away from the incessant streams of carnal stimulation.
Smiling, he pulled his baseball cap lower. Even if he was incredibly handsome, most women wouldn�t give him more than a passing glance. They lacked either the genetic makeup or cultural grooming to openly betray their sexual interest. He didn�t see this as a weakness; in fact, it was quite the opposite. Men, who often gawked like drooling baboons, were clearly the weaker sex.
As if to confirm his musings, a passing group of middle-aged men slowed their pace to admire a woman with straight blond hair and full lips. One of them stared a moment too long and stepped on the heel of the man in front of him. The entire group fumbled for a moment as if they�d forgotten how to walk. Then, turning their eyes away from the woman, they broke the spell and continued on their way.
The �invisible� man chuckled and depressed a button on his outdated MP3 player. The track reset, and he heard his own voice through his noise-canceling headphones.
�I brought you here because�I want to ask you something. Something important.�
A cooing, feminine voice replied, �You�re so funny sometimes. You know you can ask me anything.�
The man�s fingers began to tingle. There was a pause, and the younger, less experienced version of himself said, �Do you love me?�
The woman began to cry as if her most cherished dreams were coming true. �Yes! Of course, I do. You make me happier than I ever thought I could be.�
After nearly a minute of hugging and kissing, the woman pulled away and asked him a question in return. �So�what about you? Do you love me?�
The tingling sensation moved across the man�s chest and into his groin. The audio recording was low-quality and polluted with signal attenuation, but it was enough to get his heart pumping. He held his breath as he waited for his own reply.
�No.�
A beat, and the woman�s wounded response rang in his ears. �Wh�what do you mean?�
The man closed his eyes and inhaled as if taking a long pull from a cigarette. In his mind�s eye, he could see the look on the woman�s face, the way her knees trembled�the entire world melting beneath her feet.
�It�s a simple word, only two letters. And it only has one meaning.� The pre-recorded voice filled with venom and began spitting one word out at a time. �I. Don�t. Love. You.�
There was the sound of a wooden chair toppling against a marble floor. Though years had passed since that glorious day, the man had to cover his face to hide his delight. The recording continued, echoing with the woman�s futile attempt to leave the room.
�What the hell is this?� The woman snapped. �Unlock this door!�
Another chair groaned against the floor, and his voice returned, deeper and more menacing. �Thank you so much for that. The look on your face was priceless. But I�m afraid I can�t be satisfied until it�s over. Until the crescendo.�
The woman cursed his name and shrieked at him not to touch her. Her cries tickled the man�s ear, and he felt a phantom warmth in his hands. Discreetly, he touched the ends of his fingers together, savoring the memory of the girl�s delicate neck.
A few minutes later, the sounds of struggle ceased, and the recording came to an end. The man exhaled and wiped his sweaty palms on his lap. The world swam back into focus, and he studied the mindless drones around him. A woman was walking down the street, holding hands with her son, who skipped along beside her. The man looked away, resting his gaze on the blond woman seated at the caf� table. He took a mental snapshot and lowered his head�he was far too disciplined to be caught gawking. His borderline-eidetic memory allowed him to study the girl from the privacy of his mind. Her hair, which looked flawless at first glance, was a tad stiff, as if she had used too much hairspray. Her eyeshadow was too dark for her complexion, and her lipstick was too red. She wasn�t drop-dead gorgeous, as the middle-aged zombies seemed to suggest, and she was definitely trying too hard.
She�s getting desperate, the man thought. Perfect.
Water and ice spilled across the table, and the man sitting next to the woman jumped to his feet. The woman�s face flushed red, and she reached for a napkin.
�I am so sorry,� she said. She set the soaked napkin aside and grabbed another, but when she brought her hand back to the man�s slacks, her elbow caught on a dessert plate.� A half-eaten piece of chocolate cake, laden with icing and filled with cream, leapt from the porcelain saucer and landed on the man�s Oxford shoes.
The young man clenched his fists, seething with anger. Then, reaching into his pocket, he withdrew his keys. Without saying goodbye, he pivoted on his heel and marched toward a Maserati Gran Turismo which chirped as he approached.
The blond watched him go, then she sank into her chair and hid her face in her hands. She didn�t notice the man in the baseball cap, only three tables away, who was shaking his head.
�Oh, Evelyn, why waste your time on him?� he whispered. �You belong to me. We are destined to be together; you just don�t know it yet.�
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Evelyn Jameson was cursed. It was the only explanation. She�d been on three dates in the last three weeks, and they were all unmitigated catastrophes. Today, she�d ruined her date�s slacks and shoes, which probably cost more than she made in a month, and he stormed off without even saying goodbye. The worst part was, compared to her other romantic outings, today had gone fairly well. It wouldn�t even rank in her top five worst dates of all time.
Staring at the white tablecloth, which still dripped cold water onto her lap, she recalled some of her most spectacular failures. There was the music teacher�she forgot his name halfway through dinner. When he caught on, he began using her first name repeatedly, trying to get her to respond in kind. Flustered, she took a wild guess. When she guessed wrong, the teacher slapped a twenty-dollar bill on the table, which only covered his portion of the check, and walked out. Dinner with�whatever his name was�climbed the rankings to claim the bronze medal of worst dates.
The silver medal belonged to Chet, a man she�d been seeing for nearly three months. She was his plus-one at a wedding, and she was excited to finally meet some of his friends and family. But as she took her seat next to Chet, she realized that everyone was glaring at her. During the reception, Chet vanished after the first dance and didn�t return. During his absence, no one said a word to her except the bride�s mother, who stomped across the room and called Evelyn a �filthy whore.� In tears, Evelyn fled the room and began searching for her absent boyfriend. She checked the kitchen, then the lobby, then the bathrooms, then the coat closet. She was about to give in and call a taxi when she heard a thumping noise at the back of the lobby. She pulled a storage room door open and found Chet standing there like a deer hypnotized by an oncoming truck. One of the bridesmaids was in the closet with him, but there was no guilt on her face. She smirked and said, �Go home, slut. He�s made his choice, and it isn�t you.� The bridesmaid slammed the door, leaving Evelyn speechless and alone. Later, she discovered that Chet had been in a long-term relationship with the bridesmaid, who was also the bride�s sister. He�d broken up with her two weeks before the wedding. Two weeks. He�d been cheating on this woman with Evelyn for months, and Evelyn didn�t even know she existed. When Chet saw his lovely ex-girlfriend standing next to the bride, he realized what a huge mistake he�d made and begged her to take him back. Incredibly, impossibly, she forgave him, and Evelyn was branded a home-wrecker.
Evelyn wiped the tears from her eyes and snatched a menu from a nearby table. She flipped it over, then back again, searching for the wine list. After several moments, she dropped the menu on the ground and rubbed her temples. This was a breakfast and lunch caf�. In a dry county. In Kentucky. The nearest bottle of wine was twenty miles away, and she didn�t have a ride.
She patted down her pockets in search of her phone and swore so loudly that an elderly couple told her to watch her language. Her phone was in her purse, which was in the Maserati, which was probably speeding down the Interstate at Mach Three.
Okay, maybe this date wasn�t in the top five, but it was definitely in the top ten. With streaked makeup beneath her bloodshot eyes, she stood and walked toward the counter inside the cafe. The employees didn�t ask her if she was alright; they stared at her with panicked expressions, as if she had carried a severed limb into the building.
�I�m sorry to bother you, but�do you have a phone I can use?�
No one moved for several seconds, and the employees turned pink with shame. Of course, they had phones. Everyone carried a phone, which made Evelyn�s request seem either suspicious or insane.
Sensing their reluctance, Evelyn placed a hand on her phoneless pocket and said, �My battery died.�
These were the magic words. A teenage girl dug into her purse, retrieved a bulky smartphone, held her thumb against the fingerprint scanner, and handed the device to Evelyn.
�Thank you,� Evelyn said, holding the phone with both hands. She brought up the keypad and stared at it for a long moment. Her mouth went dry as she realized she didn�t actually know any of her friends� phone numbers. She could feel the employees watching her, and sweat began to bead in the small of her back. Tapping the screen, she entered a string of numbers. Then she held down the delete button until they all disappeared. She typed in the area code, then the next three digits, but the last four numbers for anyone she knew were hidden in an impenetrable fog.
She couldn�t take it any longer. �On second thoughts, I think I�ll walk.� She returned the phone to the teenager then hurried outside.
It�s okay, she thought, I just won�t come back here for the rest of my life. Clicking along the sidewalk in her brand-new heels, she estimated the distance of her trek. When reality sank in, she stopped and removed her heels. Candace, who had arranged this date, lived about three miles from the caf�. And Evelyn�s own apartment was even farther.
As Evelyn marched the longest walk of shame in her life, she decided to bump the chocolate cake disaster to number five.
The door to the second-floor apartment swung open. Candace Priestly studied her unfortunate friend for a moment, then grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. Evelyn dropped her shoes by the door and let Candace lead her to the warm embrace of a tweed couch. Diving into the sofa, she buried her face between two pillows.
Candace sat on the coffee table and ran her fingers through Evelyn�s hair. �So�it didn�t go well?�
Evelyn shook her head.
�But Tobias was low-hanging fruit. What happened?�
Evelyn spoke a few words, but they were muffled by the pillows.
�I�m sorry, dear, but I can�t understand you.�
Turning away from the pillow and leaving a streak of dark makeup on the white fabric, Evelyn said, �I dropped cake on his shoes.�
Candace rested her hands on her knees and shook her head. �And he left you because of that? Maybe it�s a good thing it�s over. Better to rip a Band-Aid off than to peel it.�
�That�s not the worst part. I left my phone and my purse in his car. Which means I have to see him again. And I couldn�t remember your number, so I had to walk all the way here.�
Leaning over, Candace examined her friend�s blackened feet and grimaced. �Maybe you should take a shower. It�ll make you feel better, and I�ll have a bucket of ice cream waiting for you when you get done.�
Evelyn buried her face once more and mumbled, �Not chocolate.�
Candace hesitated. �I�ll head to the store and grab a tub. Then you can tell me everything.�
Pushing herself up, Evelyn stared at the throw-pillow and frowned. �I�m sorry about that. I�ll buy you a new one.�
Candace helped her to her feet. �Nonsense. It�ll come out in the wash.�
Exhausted by the long walk in the August sun, Evelyn plodded toward the bathroom. She avoided making eye contact with her reflection as she passed the mirror, turned the water on, and sat on the toilet lid as she waited for the shower to warm up. When fog began to rise above the shower curtain, she stripped off her clothes and stepped into the stream. She didn�t wash herself or shampoo her hair; she stood in the pummeling rain and tried not to think. When the hot water dwindled and the water began to cool, she spun the valve closed and dried off.
When she returned to the living room, Candace was waiting for her with a quart of strawberry ice cream in each hand and a scary movie on the television.
�What�s this?� Evelyn asked.
Candace gave her a tub of ice cream and a spoon. �A horror-flick. From my experience, they�re the best way to take your mind off a terrible day.�
Evelyn snuggled in, resting her head on Candace�s shoulder. She watched the opening scene, then sighed. �I�m going to be single until I die.�
Candace wrapped an arm around her and squeezed tight. �Cheer up; we don�t know what the future holds. For all we know, you might die tomorrow.�
Evelyn shoveled a scoop of ice cream into her mouth and shrugged. �If I do, I hope it�s from ice-cream induced shock.�
The television flickered, covering them both with blue light. Evelyn stared at the screen, but her thoughts were elsewhere. After a long moment, she said, �Twenty-seven years old, and Mr. Perfect is nowhere in sight.�
�What�s wrong with that? I�m twenty-eight and just as single as you are.�
Evelyn scowled. �By choice. You told me you didn�t want to settle down with anyone until you finished your residency.�
�That�s beside the point. I�m telling you, being single isn�t the end of the world.�
�Easy for you to say. I�ve been trying to find someone since I was sixteen. That�s eleven years, Candace.� She waved her spoon in the air. �I�m cursed�doomed to become a crazy cat-lady.�
�You�re allergic to cats.�
�Which makes it even sadder!�
Candace set her ice cream aside and shifted on the sofa to face Evelyn. �You�re never going to be a crazy cat-lady. Not if I can help it.�
Evelyn huffed and took a huge bite of ice cream, then winced as it gave her a headache. When it passed, she said, �Your help landed me with my fifth-worst date ever.�
Candace�s eyes widened. �Really? Worse than the dragon guy?�
�Way worse. As soon as we sat down, Tobias started talking about a yacht trip he�s taking with his parents. He went on and on about the places he would visit and the celebrities he would meet, and then he just�stared at me.�
Candace fidgeted. �In a good way or a creepy way?�
�I thought it was a good way. You should have seen the admiration in his eyes; it was almost embarrassing. I finally asked him what he was thinking, and he told me I looked pretty.�
�Awww. That�s adorable.�
A chill ran down Evelyn�s spine. �It would have been, but then he told me I reminded him of his mother.�
Candace�s jaw dropped. �You�re not serious.�
Evelyn pinched her eyes shut. �And then I spazzed out and knocked my drink over. It got all over his fancy clothes, and when I tried to help him, I knocked his dessert onto his shoes.�
After several moments of silence, Candace said, �It�s better this way. My backup guy isn�t rich, but at least he�s not a momma�s boy.�
Evelyn turned slowly, and her eyes narrowed. �What do you mean, �backup guy?��
Candace took a sudden interest in her fingernails and stared down at them as she spoke. �Did I say that? I meant �next guy.� I think I know someone who�s way better for you than Tobias.�
Evelyn�s eyes narrowed, and she held the spoon in her mouth for several seconds before saying, �Go on.�
�He�s a massage therapist in Lexington. At my last appointment, my usual masseuse called in sick, so he filled in for her.�
�Alright. What�s wrong with him?�
Candace rolled her eyes. �There�s nothing wrong with him.�
�There has to be. Otherwise, why didn�t you set me up with him instead of Tobias?�
Candace grinned sheepishly. �Okay, fine. He�s a backup guy. I�d already set you up with Tobias, and I gave him your number just in case things fell through today.�
Evelyn groaned, dropped her ice cream on the coffee table, and began pacing the room. �You gave him my number? Without my permission?�
�He asked me if I had a boyfriend, and I lied and told him �yes.� Then I felt bad for him, so I told him how very single you were and showed him your picture.�
Evelyn gripped her head as if it was about to explode. �You showed him my picture?�
�He seemed like a really sweet guy,� Candace said defensively. �And he said you looked beautiful.�
�Well, he was probably just being nice because he definitely hasn�t called me. When did this happen?�
�Yesterday.�
Evelyn slowed her pacing and crossed her arms. �How old is he?�
Candace shrugged. �Thirty-ish.�
�And he�s butt-ugly, isn�t he?�
Her friend let out a tired sigh. �He�s cute. Definitely better looking than Tobias.� Evelyn gave her a look that said, �That�s not saying much,� so she grabbed her phone and searched for the spa�s website.
�Here,� Candace said, tapping a photo and holding out the phone. �See for yourself.�
Evelyn accepted the phone and studied the screen. �Cute� was the right word for the man in the picture. His curly hair and wide smile gave him a boyish look, but he had the chiseled jawline and umber skin of a farmer. She scrolled down and read the massage therapist�s name out loud. �Aleksander Cary. Not bad.� She handed the phone back. �I�ve dated worse. If he calls, I�ll��
She stopped short and smushed her face between her fingers. �Craaap. I don�t have my phone! And there�s no way I can face Tobias today. Or this month. Maybe I should buy a new phone.�
Candace sprung to her feet, strode into the kitchen, and snatched her keys off the wall. �Never fear, wee lamb. I will rescue your phone from the clutches of that monster.�
Evelyn tried not to smile, but she couldn�t help herself. She followed Candace through the front door, grabbing her high heels as she passed. �I�m coming with you.� She padded barefoot down the stairs. �But only for moral support.�
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Hell hath no fury like a scorned woman�s best friend. When Candace and Evelyn arrived at Tobias�s home�or rather, his parents� home�Candace slammed her Hyundai Elantra into �park� and ran to the front door. Evelyn remained behind, reclining her seat to stay out of sight and silently cheering her friend on. But even from her hiding place, she could hear Candace shouting. Her curiosity got the better of her, and she peeked over the dashboard.
Tobias was standing in the doorway, and Candace was poking him in the chest. The shouting continued for thirty more seconds, then Tobias disappeared into the house. He returned a moment later, holding Evelyn�s phone and purse in a pinch-grip as if they were radioactive. Candace snatched them up, spun around, and gave Tobias the finger as she made her way to the car.
Evelyn ducked out of sight and grinned when her friend opened the driver�s side door. Candace dropped Evelyn�s possessions into her lap and put the car in gear. She kept an angry expression on her face until they left the winding driveway, then she burst into laughter.
Inclining her seat, Evelyn latched onto Candace�s arm and squeezed tight. �Candace, that was amazing. He looked like he was going to piss his thousand-dollar pants.�
Candace brushed an imaginary speck of dust off her shoulder. �All in a day�s work. No need to thank me.�
Evelyn clasped her phone tight, staring at her reflection in the blank screen. �You don�t think Aleksander tried to call, do you?�
Candace wheeled the Elantra around a turn and cast a scathing glance at her friend. �I don�t know. You tell me.�
Evelyn�s fingers traced the unlock button. She was riding a wave of poetic justice, and she didn�t feel like coming down just yet. If she opened the phone and didn�t have any missed calls from Aleksander, it would be one more disappointment to add to her day.
Spying her friend�s hesitation, Candace said, �Give me that,� and stole the phone. She unlocked it, revealing a message in the center of the screen: One Missed Call. Before Candace could comment, the phone vanished into thin air and magically reappeared in Evelyn�s fingers. She smiled and waited for the report.
Evelyn entered her passcode, retrieved the call log, and frowned. �He called�twice. One missed call and one received call.�
Candace pumped the brakes and muttered, �Tobias. You want me to turn around?�
Evelyn thought for a moment, then shook her head. �No. I think it�s better if I just pretend today never happened and Tobias doesn�t exist.� She took a deep breath, tapped the phone, and closed her eyes.
�Put it on speaker,� Candace said.
Evelyn swatted the air, then plugged one ear and held the phone tight to the other.
A deep voice answered after the second ring. �Hello?�
�Uh, hi.� Evelyn�s voice cracked. She rapped her knuckles against her forehead twice, cleared her throat, and said, �This is E-Evelyn. I had a missed call from this number.�
�I�m pleased to hear from you, Evelyn. My name�s Alek. I got your number from a friend of yours, and I was just calling to introduce myself.� After a pause, he added, �I�m sorry if I caused any trouble�I didn�t realize you had a boyfriend.�
Evelyn�s face flushed with anger. �Who told you I had a boyfriend?�
�A man named Tobias. He wasn�t too happy when I called. I hope I didn�t start a fight.�
Exhaling and loosening her death-grip on the phone, Evelyn said, �Tobias isn�t my boyfriend, and he had no right to answer my phone.�
�I don�t mean to doubt you but�why would he claim to be your boyfriend?�
Evelyn sighed. �Because he�s not a nice person. I promise, I�m not in a relationship with Tobias. At all.�
�So�you don�t have a boyfriend?�
�No.�
�Well then, let me start over.� His words were bright and clipped as if spoken through a smile. �My name�s Alek Cary, and I�m calling to introduce myself, ma�am.�
Evelyn grinned. �It�s nice to meet you, Alek. How can I help you?�
�If you�re available, I�d like to buy you lunch sometime. That is, if it�s not too forward of me to ask.�
The memory of the chocolate cake disaster came flooding back. �I�m not sure about lunch��
Candace glared at her, so she quickly added, �How about dinner, instead?�
�Or a hot-oil massage,� Candace whispered.
Evelyn held a finger to her lips and waited for a response.
�Dinner would be great. There�s a fantastic steak house on Main Street here in Lexington. How about six o�clock tomorrow?�
A dozen scenarios of first-date catastrophes flashed through Evelyn�s mind. She�d failed so many times, and she wanted to try something different. �Please, don�t take this the wrong way, but do you mind if I bring some friends along? I can be really awkward the first time I meet someone.�
When Alek spoke again, he sounded relieved. �You know what? I�m the same way. Feel free to bring as many friends as you like, and I�ll drag along some people from my office.�
Evelyn�s shoulders finally relaxed. �Thanks, Alek. And six sounds great.�
�I�ll text you the address?�
�That�d be great. See you soon.�
Evelyn ended the call and dropped her phone on the floor.
�What�s wrong?� Candace asked.
Evelyn fumbled for a moment, cranking up the air conditioner and rolling down the windows. Her breathing was fast and shallow, and when she spoke, her voice betrayed absolute terror. �I�m gonna screw it up. He sounds so great, and I�m gonna screw it up because I�m cursed.�
Candace eased the car to the side of the road and came to a stop, then she wrapped an arm around Evelyn�s shoulders. �Not this time. I�m your lucky charm, and I�m coming with you.�
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Evelyn wasn�t taking any chances. She�d spent the night and the following day at Candace�s place, picking her friend�s brain for relationship advice and fashion tips.
Candace, eager to make up for setting Evelyn up with Tobias, styled Evelyn�s hair, did her makeup, and loaned her a dress. The silky black gown was a little loose in the bust, which Candace remedied with the careful application of padded bra inserts. She picked earrings and a jade necklace from her collection and helped her put them on, then she handed her a leather clutch to complete the look.
Evelyn barely recognized herself in the mirror. She kicked up one leg and spun around, watching the dress twirl and billow. �Thank you. Thank you so much!�
Wiping the sweat from her brow, Candace nodded. �No problem. Now, if you don�t mind, I�m going to get myself ready.� She looked at her watch. �In ten minutes, apparently.�
Evelyn grinned sheepishly and backed into the living room. Tucking the hem of her dress behind her knees, she eased onto the couch. She unlocked her phone and began texting, making sure the rest of the party was on schedule.
A message from Donald Linden, her childhood friend, appeared a moment later. Halfway to the restaurant. Where are you??
Evelyn tapped out a response with her thumbs. Candace�s. Why are you halfway there?
Dinner�s at five, right?
Evelyn frowned and shook her head. Six. Dinner�s at six, Donny.
The phone was silent for several moments, then it chimed with a laughing emoticon sent by Sonya, a woman Evelyn knew from work.
Candace doubled-down, sending two more emoticons.
NBD, Donny replied. Ness and I will stop for coffee.
Evelyn read his message, then reread it. Wrinkling her nose, she started a new group message that excluded Donny. Did one of you guys invite Vanessa?!?
Two responses. Both, No.
Evelyn dropped the phone on the table and slumped against the couch. Vanessa Linden, Donny�s thirty-year-old sister, could suck the life out of any party. A few years ago, she went through a bad relationship, and something inside her snapped. Now, she spent all her free time in the gym and zero time socializing. She was a snobby ball-buster that liked making people feel stupid, and Evelyn felt betrayed that Donny would even think about bringing her along.
Fuming, Evelyn messaged Donny. Why are you trying to ruin my life?
Her phone chimed with the response�a pair of question marks.
Evelyn rattled off clarification. Why would you invite her??
Another message appeared, and Evelyn tumbled into a pit of fury. Calm down. She�s not that bad.
Not that bad?? She�s the devil incarnate. Man repellent. Buzz-killer extraordinaire. And I�m pretty sure she hates kittens. Evelyn�s thumb hovered over the �send� button. She sighed, then deleted the message typed in a new one: You will be punished.
Donny and Evelyn had been friends since kindergarten. During third grade, when a house fire took the lives of his parents and younger brother, Donny and Vanessa came to live with Evelyn�s family. As time passed, she began to see Donny as a brother, but she never saw Vanessa as a sister. Maybe an evil step-sister. When Vanessa was old enough, she moved out and took custody of her brother, but Donny and Evelyn remained close friends. During college, they began playing ruthless pranks on each other, and the tradition continued long after graduation. Evelyn suspected Donny had brought his sister along as retaliation for Evelyn letting the air out of his tires last weekend.
If Vanessa messed things up tonight, Donny would pay. Dearly.
A moment later, Donny�s response pinged onto her screen. Promises, promises.
Evelyn frowned. The reply seemed�flirtatious. Or maybe it was just a taunt�letting her know he wasn�t afraid.
She nodded. That had to be it.
A door creaked, and Candace stepped into the living room. She was wearing a floral-print dress that kissed her ankles and parted just above her knees. Her hair was bunched into a ponytail, and she didn�t appear to be wearing makeup. If she was trying to make Evelyn look better by comparison, it wasn�t working. Even dressed down, Candace was a head-turner.
�How do I look?�
Evelyn grimaced. �Disgustingly good. Do you have a paper bag you can wear over your head?�
�Not on-hand, but they should have one at the restaurant.� Jingling her keys, she waltzed to the front door and held it open. �Come, dear friend, for tonight you will meet your one true love. The man you�ve been waiting for. Your knight in��
�Don�t get your hopes up. You haven�t seen how awful I am at first dates.� Evelyn stepped onto the concrete landing and started down the stairs.
A few minutes later, Candace�s Elantra rolled onto Highway 68, heading north toward Lexington. Grassy pastures and aluminum-capped silos slowly gave way to stoplights and tree-lined streets. Evelyn began to sweat uncontrollably, and she lifted her elbows to let the air conditioner fan her armpits.
�You need to stop that,� Candace said, giving her friend a sideways glance. �We�re almost there, and you don�t want Alek to see you airing out your pits.�
�But I�m a swamp-monster,� Evelyn groaned. �What if my butt sweat leaves an imprint on my chair? What if I start to stink? What if I get dehydrated and pass out? Maybe we should go home and reschedule.�
Though the doors had locked automatically, Candace depressed the lock button. �Uh-uh. I spent all afternoon making you look fancy. And I am getting some steak tonight.�
The steakhouse came into view, and Candace piloted the Hyundai into the parking lot. She pulled into the first available space, killed the ignition, and stepped outside. When Evelyn didn�t follow, Candace stuck her head back in and hissed at her to get out.
Evelyn remained frozen, clutching her leather purse like it was a life-preserver. The door slammed. Candace walked around the vehicle, opened Evelyn�s door, and pulled her out by the arm.
�Alright, alright,� Evelyn grunted. �I�m coming. You don�t have to be so bossy.�
A forest green awning stood over the restaurant�s entrance, and a cluster of people waited within its shade. Candace took Evelyn�s hand and led�or, rather dragged�her friend to the well-dressed congregation. As they arrived, a man in a black Saint Laurent suit and bow-tie welcomed them and handed out a pair of menus.
�Do you have a reservation?� he asked.
�We do,� Candace replied. �It should be under �Cary.��
The man retrieved a palm-sized notepad from his jacket pocket, scanned the front page, then nodded. �Ah, yes. Your table is ready and some of your party has already arrived. May I show you inside?�
Evelyn didn�t hear him. Her eyes were bouncing back and forth between the stately decor and the man�s suit. If things didn�t go well tonight, she�d have to take out a loan just to pay for the meal. She felt a wave of guilt for not researching the restaurant before inviting her friends. None of them could afford a place like this, and neither could she. Her credit cards were maxed out, and she had less than sixty dollars to her name.
The host led the way, and Candace had to drag Evelyn once more. They passed through a walnut door with an inset stained-glass window, then they passed into a vast room lit with hundreds of candles. The air was redolent with the scents of woodfire-roasted beef, charred vegetables, and a lingering hint of cigar smoke. Waiters wearing red sports coats and black wing-toed shoes polished to a mirror�s shine floated between the tables, delivering entrees and bottles of award-winning wines and spirits.
�Candace,� Evelyn whispered. �We need to leave.�
Candace shot her an angry look.
�I�m serious. I can�t afford this place. If I order anything more than water and breadsticks, I�ll have to sell a kidney on the black market to pay for it.�
Without a word in response, Candace strode onward and waved at someone obscured in the shadows.
Evelyn�s heart dropped into her stomach. Aleksander was scooting out from a booth behind a long table. He wore a fitted charcoal-gray shirt, a black tie, black slacks, and Oxford shoes. Wiping his hands on a linen napkin, he gave a slight bow.
�The lady of the hour has arrived. Thank you so much for coming.� He gestured at the booth, then at a chair. �Where would you like to sit?�
Evelyn blushed. She still felt a strong desire to escape, so she chose the chair. �Thank you, Alek. You look better than you did in your photo.� She blinked at her own stupidity, then stammered. �Not that you looked bad in your photo, I just mean you look nicer, uh, dressed up. I like your outfit.�
Alek smiled warmly and gave a tiny shake of his head. �Thank you, but�where did you see my picture?�
Run! A voice in her head shouted. Leave the country and start over with a false identity.
Evelyn sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. �I�looked you up on your office�s website. And now that I�m saying it out loud, it sounds really creepy.�
A man and a woman seated in the booth leaned close together and exchanged whispered comments, which reinforced Evelyn�s desire to flee the country.
�It�s not creepy,� Alek said with a wave of his hand. �It�s smart. I wouldn�t want to go on a date with someone I�ve never seen before, either.� He glanced at the couple in the booth and cleared his throat. They sat up and beamed with guilty smiles.
�This is Gwenn,� Alek said. �She does acupuncture therapy at the clinic. And this is her husband, Mark. Mark, Gwenn, I�d like you to meet Candace and Evelyn.�
The married couple leaned across the table and shook hands with the newcomers. Mark held Candace�s hands for a few seconds too long, and Gwenn pinched him on the back of the arm. He winced, sat back, and took an awkward sip of water.
�So,� Gwenn said, doing her best to hide her irritation, �what do you do for a living, Evelyn?�
�I�m a manager at a hotel�but not a fancy hotel or anything. It�s more of a bed and breakfast.�
Alek nodded. �Do you own the hotel, then?�
Evelyn met his gaze and studied his eyes. They were brown, but not a shade she had ever seen before. The irises were like warm cinnamon, and they were bright even in the candlelight. �No. The owners managed it for nearly forty years and had to retire for health concerns.� She shrugged. �They advertised for the job in the local newspaper, and I was the only person in town with a degree in Hotel Management and Hospitality. It doesn�t pay as well as some of the hotels in Lexington would, but it�s a nice work environment. The customers are always friendly, and the bed and breakfast is beautiful.�
�I�ll have to book a room there sometime.� Alek�s eyes bulged even as the words escaped his lips. �Not because you�re there, or anything. I mean, I�d enjoy spending time with you, but I�m not trying to say we should�� He scratched the back of his neck, then added, �Now I�m the one being creepy. Sorry.�
Evelyn felt some of her unease fading away. It had been a long time since a man had been flustered because of her, and it felt nice. �Don�t worry about it. I�m sure I�ll say something else embarrassing before we even get our appetizers.�
Alek took a deep breath, let it out, and smiled. �Speaking of which, would you like to order now or wait until the rest of your friends arrive?�
Evelyn glanced at the menu. She didn�t know what half of the items were, so she had to read the descriptions. Then she noticed the prices, and she swayed in her chair. �Uhmm. Maybe we could order a cocktail while we wait?�
�Here�s a drink menu,� Gwenn said, passing Evelyn a velvet booklet.
Evelyn cracked it open and scanned the prices first, looking for the cheapest item. She swallowed and wondered how a restaurant could stay open when the cheapest drink cost nearly thirty dollars.
As if reading her thoughts, Alek said, �I know it�s steep, but don�t worry about the price. The owner is a client and good friend of mine. The meal and the first round of drinks are on the house. And, if you don�t mind, I�d like to pick up the tab for anything else you order tonight.�
Evelyn blinked. �In that case, I�ll have a�Vesper Martini.�
Alek grinned. �Shaken, not stirred, right?� He glanced at someone behind Evelyn, and a waiter stepped forward. �Did you hear that, Ed?�
�Vesper Martini, shaken, not stirred.� Ed clasped his hands behind his back. He inclined slightly to face Candace. �And for you, ma�am?�
�I�m driving, so I�ll have your sparkling lime iced-tea.�
�Excellent choice. And for you?�
Gwenn ordered a pineapple daiquiri, and Mark grumbled that he was fine with water. Alek asked for coffee with a splash of Bailey�s. The waiter nodded and slipped away to deliver their orders to the bartender.
No one spoke for a minute or two, then Mark broke the silence. �Where do you work, Candace?�
�I work at a community hospital.�
Mark leaned forward and rested his chin in his hand. His eyes sparkled with interest. �I see. And what do you do there?�
Candace turned her menu over and browsed the desserts. �I work.�
Mark frowned and leaned back against the booth. Gwenn elbowed him in the ribs, and he whispered, �What? It was only a question.�
Evelyn glanced at Alek, who was stifling a laugh. He noticed Evelyn watching and shook his head, then mouthed the words, �Mark is not smart.�
A laugh escaped Evelyn, and she tried to cover it up by coughing. Candace raised her menu to hide her face, and her shoulders shrugged up and down with silent laughter.
Mark, though dumb enough to attempt flirting with another woman right in front of his wife, had enough sense to realize they were laughing at him. He excused himself from the table, claiming he needed to use the restroom. Gwenn waited a few seconds before offering the same excuse and walking away, probably so she could ambush her husband when he exited the lavatory.
With his friends safely out of earshot, Alek chuckled and said, �They aren�t a perfect couple, but they�re decent people. Usually.�
Evelyn checked over her shoulder again and saw Sonya, Donny, and Vanessa entering the building. �Don�t worry, I think a contender for the title of �worst dinner guest� just arrived.�
Alek raised an eyebrow.
�You�ll see.� Evelyn pushed her chair back and stood. She introduced her friends to Alek, and everyone shook hands except for Vanessa, who hung her thumbs in the pockets of her jeans and put on her least-sincere smile. Ed returned to fill glasses with ice water and take another drink order. Sonya and Donny ordered red wine, and Vanessa ordered a shot of wheatgrass.
�Wheatgrass,� Evelyn mumbled. �Is that kind of like a Grasshopper?�
Vanessa inhaled through her nose. �It�s so nice to see you, Eve. How have you been?�
Evelyn hated being called �Eve,� and everyone at the table but Alek knew it. Still, Alek sensed the tension and redirected the conversation.
�Thank you all for coming, despite the short notice. Is everyone hungry?�
Everyone nodded, and Alek repeated his assurance that the meal was free. In an instant, the mood at the table lightened. When Gwenn and Mark returned, there was another round of introductions, and Ed brought a tray of drinks. He placed the extravagant beverages in their proper places, then held the tray behind his back while he took the meal orders.
With Ed�s departure, another period of awkward silence set in. Evelyn twiddled her thumbs beneath the table and locked eyes with Alek again. He looked as uncomfortable as she felt and gave a barely perceptible shrug.
This time, Donny was the one to speak up. �How�s the painting coming along, Evelyn?�
She aimed a suspicious glance at her friend. �It�s�fine. I�m about halfway done.�
�You paint?� Alek asked.
Evelyn shook her head. �Not like that. I�ve been repainting my bedroom.�
A beat, then Alek said, �What color?�
�Twilight blue,� Donny answered for her. �About the same shade as her eyes.�
Mark and Gwenn exchanged glances. Candace let out an irritated sigh.
Evelyn focused her �twilight blue� eyes on her longtime friend, hurling mental daggers in his direction. �It�s not the same color as my eyes, but it�s better than purple.�
�Alek folded his hands together, unfolded them, and glanced at his watch.
Donny kept his gaze on Evelyn. �I agree. Especially since it�ll match your comforter and curtains. And the bathroom towels.�
Evelyn�s jaw worked on its own, but she didn�t speak. What was he doing? Pranks were one thing, but this was something else�a side of him she�d never seen before. Was he jealous?
Coming to the rescue, Candace kicked Donny�s shin beneath the table and said, �Since when did you become an interior designer? Quit being weird, Donald.�
�Don�t talk to my brother like that,� Vanessa said.
Donny raised his hands in surrender. �Let�s all calm down. It was just an innocent question.�
Evelyn wasn�t convinced, but she wanted the drama to end, so she nodded and took a long sip from her drink. Mark and Gwenn hadn�t stopped whispering, and Alek looked like a lost and confused puppy.
Evelyn felt her chances with Alek slipping away. She needed to convince him that there was nothing between her and Donny. She opened her mouth to speak, but Donny leaned across the table. He patted her left hand and said, �I could help, you know. If I�m going to be living with you, I might as well start pulling my weight.�
Alek cleared his throat. �I�m sorry, did you say you two will be living together?�
Donny leaned back and crossed his arms. �Well, it�s up in the air still. But we�ve talked about it. Haven�t we, Evelyn?�
Tears were welling in Evelyn�s eyes. They had talked about living together, but only as roommates, so they could split the rent. �I�I��
A snicker from the corner of the booth�from Mark.
Alek couldn�t hide his disappointment. He tugged his phone from his pocket and pretended to read a message. �I�m sorry, but something has come up. I really hate to do this, but I need to go.�
Evelyn started to stand, but Alek held up a hand.
�Don�t get up on my account. Please, enjoy your dinner. Ed has my credit card information, and he�ll charge any drinks or desserts you�d like to my account.�
Evelyn shook her head and tried to keep the tears welling in her eyes from falling. �Please, it isn�t like that.�
Alek extracted himself from the booth and smiled at her. �It�s okay. Really.� Backing away from the table, he said, �Take care, Evelyn.�
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Evelyn Jameson stared at a twilight blue wall. Candace had begged her to spend another night on her couch, but she declined. For the first time in years, she wanted to be alone.
The betrayal stung like bleach poured over an open wound. She had trusted Donny for more than two decades. He had been there for her when she broke her wrist on the playground in first grade. He�d stood up for her when the other boys teased her for her glasses, and later for her braces. They�d stayed up all night together studying for college entrance exams. When her car broke down on the way to Florida, he�d driven three hundred miles to give Candace and her a ride home. He�d been there for her, helping her up and never standing in her way.
So, what the hell just happened?
After Alek left the restaurant, she pressed Donny for answers, but he just sat there with his arms crossed, not saying a word.
It was the second worst date in her life. Not because of shame or embarrassment, but because she had actually connected with someone, only to have him torn away by someone she loved dearly and trusted completely.
Just like Jeb.
�Why?� she said out loud. �Why don�t you want me to be happy?�
Sitting up, she grabbed the phone from under her pillow and brought up her contact list. She jammed her thumb against Donny�s photo and held the phone to her ear. It rang six times then went silent. She waited for a greeting from his voicemail, but it didn�t come. Frowning, she glanced at the screen. The call log ticked the seconds.
�I know you�re there, Donny. Say something.�
Nothing, not even a click, came through the earpiece.
�Say something, or get out of my life.� Evelyn spat.
Finally, a scraping noise, and Donny spoke. �I�m sorry it had to be that way.�
Evelyn clenched her teeth. �But you�re not sorry you did it, is that what you�re telling me?�
A long pause, then, �Yes.�
Her last wall of restraint crumbled, and she shouted into the phone. �What do you want from me? You want me to be miserable and alone for the rest of my life? Don�t you know how much it hurts?�
�Yes.�
She pinched her eyes shut, releasing a fresh pair of tears. �Then why did you do it, Donny?�
�I�love you.�
He had spoken those three words before. Hundreds of times. But never like this. There was so much pain in his voice, as if she had tortured a confession from him.
�I love you, too, Donny. That�s why I�m always there for you. And why I have never hurt you.�
�Haven�t you?�
Evelyn�s response caught in her throat. She wanted to lash out, to hurt him for what he had done. But then she might never know the reason for Donny�s behavior. And they�d been friends for so long�she owed him a chance to explain himself. �When have I hurt you?�
Donny remained quiet for so long, she thought the call had been dropped. Finally, he spoke. �No one, not even my sister, could hurt me as much as you can. I care about you, Evelyn. When you make the wrong choice and take the path that leads to heartbreak, it tears me up inside. I blame myself and wonder if there�s anything I could have done to save you from the pain. That�s why I did it, Evelyn. That�s why I scared him away.�
�I liked him, Donny. You had no right�� She swallowed and wiped a hot tear from her cheek. �You�re not my�my...�
�I�m not your father? Is that what you were going to say? You�re right, I�m not. But I care for you just as much as he does, and I�m still part of your life.� He exhaled. �If I have to save you from yourself, I will.�
Evelyn held the phone away from her face and shouted at it. �My relationships are none of your damn business! Alek wasn�t like the others. He was perfect, and you ruined my chances with him.�
�He�s not perfect. Trust me.�
Clenching her hands into fists and pacing the room, Evelyn said, �For me, he was. And how would you know? You had never even met him before.�
Donny went silent for three seconds. �It�s a hunch. I�ve got a bad feeling about him.�
�You�re a terrible liar. Tell me the truth.�
�I�I am.�
�You would risk ruining our friendship over a hunch?�
�No, of course not.�
�Then what bothers you about Alek?� Evelyn narrowed her eyes as she waited for an answer.
�Alright, fine. I did some research.�
Evelyn blinked. �Research?�
�Yeah, I, uh, looked him up online. Checked into his social media presence, forum activity, that sort of thing.�
Evelyn did her best to keep her tone even. �Donny, I�m grateful for your concern, but you�ve crossed the line.�
He didn�t respond.
Her eyes widened, and she inhaled sharply. �Wait�have you done this before?�
�Well, uh�yes.�
�How many times?�
�Only one other time, I swear.�
She closed her eyes and took a calming breath. �Do not ever do that again. Do you hear me?�
�I do. Loud and clear.�
�Promise me.�
�I promise I won�t do it again.�
She wanted to end the conversation by throwing the phone on the floor and stomping on it. Instead, she counted backward from ten and regained her composure. �What did you find out that made it worth embarrassing me and ruining my chances with Alek?�
�It�s�complicated. There were anomalies with his social media accounts, and his work history has a few unexplained gaps.�
Evelyn blinked. �You�re going to have to be more specific.�
�Well, he only has accounts with two of the top seven media apps, and he has less than sixty friend connections on each. I couldn�t find his employment records for 2012 to 2014 or 2016 to 2018. And as far as his parents��
Evelyn cut him off with a growl. �I invited you to dinner yesterday. When did you have time to do all this research?�
�Uh�last night?�
�And how long did it take?�
�I don�t know, maybe six hours.�
�Six hours? Donny, that�s not okay! There could be dozens of reasons why his employment history didn�t show up, and some people don�t drown themselves in apps. Not everyone lives and breathes computers like you.� Her hands shook, and she closed her eyes. �I�ve heard enough. Goodbye, Donny.�
�Wait, before you go, will you answer one question?�
�If it�s quick.�
�It is,� Donny replied. �I want to know, if you could go back and do things differently, would you?�
�Regarding�?�
�Your relationships with other men.�
Evelyn considered her answer for a long moment. �Yes. I�d go back and tell my father what I�m telling you: if you want me to be happy, let me make my own choices.�
She ended the call, brought up her list of contacts, and blocked Donny�s number. For good.
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Sunday descended into a haze of regret and unwanted memories. Evelyn scrolled through photos on her smartphone, searching for a time when she was truly happy. Her thumb swiped right to left, never hesitating for more than a second on any image. Then a man with curly, jet-black hair appeared, and she lingered. The image was grainy because it was a picture of a picture. Originally, the portrait had been taken with a disposable camera, which she hid from her father for years. After coming across the camera in a box of old junk, she took it to a drug store and had the photos developed. Seeing Jeb�s face again felt like a knife in her heart, but she didn�t run from the pain. Losing him was�different from the others. There was no rejection, no shame, and no regret. There was only tragedy.
Looking at Jeb�s lop-sided grin and silvery eyes, she slipped into a fantasy of what could have been. She imagined a farmhouse at the edge of town�Jeb had grown up on a dairy farm, raising and tending to Holstein cows. In her mind, their children chased each other through the yard, then ran to her as she returned from her morning shift at the Bed and Breakfast. She could see Jeb wiping oil from his calloused hands with a shop rag and tucking the cloth halfway into his back pocket. Life had turned out just as they�d planned so many years ago. Everything was exactly as they talked about in high school, when they�d lain in the grass and watched the stars come out. Their love would last forever, and their home would pass to their children and grandchildren.
But their plans had become nothing but meaningless fantasy in one fateful night. The night she last saw Jeb.
Pushing her face into her pillow, Evelyn tried to rewrite the memory, to change the ending. And, as always, she failed. When sleep finally came, so did her nightmares.
Evelyn awoke an hour before her alarm clock was set to chime. She fingered her blinds to peek at the pre-twilight morning and shrugged. After the nightmares subsided, she slept well enough, and she�d barely left her room the day before. Her dismal mood had vanished, leaving a growling hunger in its place. She left her room, entered the tiny kitchenette, and grabbed a half-empty carton of orange juice from inside the mini-fridge. After taking a long pull of the sweet drink, she set the carton on the counter and dropped bread into the toaster. As the bread cooked, she ransacked a carton of cold Chinese food from the week before. The toast popped up and she slathered both slices with peanut butter. She washed the toast down with more orange juice and frowned at the combination of flavors.
�What�s one more bad decision?� she mumbled.
She finished her morning routine and left her apartment, setting out on the ten-minute walk to the Kensington Estate. The sun had yet to peek over the horizon when she passed through the iron gates and unlocked the front door of the sprawling Bed and Breakfast. She closed the door behind her and took a deep breath.
The building, though more than a century and a half old, smelled floral and clean. The cherrywood floors gleamed beneath the light of a crystal chandelier. The furniture was Victorian, nestled between the clean lines and stately pillars of the mansion�s Greek Revival architecture. But few, if any, of the guests noticed the stylistic disparity, and it never bothered Evelyn. The owners had redecorated, pairing Merlot rugs and tapestries with black walnut trim and railings. The dark colors gave the mansion an air of mystery, and it never failed to spark Evelyn�s imagination. She�d never get rich working as a part-time manager at the historic estate, but she wouldn�t trade the job for anything.
Ahead of her, a pair of staircases left the main floor, curved outward, and joined together at the second level, forming a heart shape. Between the twin staircases on the main level was a pair of unobtrusive doors, which suddenly opened, spilling amber light into the foyer. Sonya stepped out, carrying a bouquet of fresh-cut roses.
�You�re here early,� she said, crossing the room. She paused, plucked a flower from the bouquet, and handed it to Evelyn. �I�m sorry about this weekend. It sucks�what Donny did.�
Evelyn nodded and held the rose against her nose.
�How are you feeling?�
�Better,� Evelyn said, tucking the rose back into the bouquet. �This place always perks me up.�
Sonya nodded. �It feels magical, doesn�t it? Makes you feel like, no matter what happens, there�s hope for a better tomorrow.� She bunched the roses together and added, �I was going to put these in the copper vase. Is that alright?�
Evelyn shook her head. �It�ll look cheap beside the cups and utensils. Put them in the crystal vase with the silver base and make sure you place it at the back of the table. We don�t want any petals falling into the Eggs Benedict.�
Sonya grinned. �Actually, Wayne is making his specialty oatmeal and fruit kabobs. And bacon, of course. Do you mind getting the door for me?�
Evelyn hurried forward and opened a set of French doors. Sonya strode inside, her feet noiseless on the sturdy floor and plush carpet. She tucked the roses under her arm and opened a cabinet to retrieve the silver vase, then she nestled the bouquet into place.
�What do you think?� Sonya asked as she aligned the centerpiece on the table.
�It looks perfect,� Evelyn said, though she wasn�t looking. She was rifling through a closet, gathering cleaning supplies. �Can you finish setting the tables for breakfast? I�m going to polish the bookshelves in the west lounge.�
�Sure,� Sonya said, shrugging. �Are you sure you don�t want help?�
�When breakfast is over, you can trade with me, and I�ll see if any of the guests would like to schedule a tour.� Evelyn departed, entering a narrow hallway at the south end of the foyer. The mansion had eight corridors around the periphery of the first and second floors, which servants had once used to reach any corner of the estate without disturbing guests. The secret hallways had been built during a time of hatred and ignorance, catering to wealthy patrons who wished to be served by slaves but see them as little as possible. But the elitist parties of the Kensington Estate were a thing of the past. Now, Evelyn and the rest of the staff used the hallways to create an atmosphere of thoughtful solitude�and it worked. Most guests whispered in the lounges and ballroom without ever being told to do so.
Evelyn stopped next to a door marked with the words �Lounge Three� and grasped the iron ring that served as a handle. The door swung inward�to prevent collisions with guests wandering the halls�and Evelyn stepped onto a gray marble floor flecked with copper. She crossed a hallway that was much wider than the one she had left and entered the lounge. Four bronze statues depicting Greek gods stared at her from the four corners of the room, and the walls between them were blanketed with book-laden shelves. A hickory ladder leaned against the north wall, its wheels held in place on the floor and ceiling by a pair of inset tracks. Evelyn crossed the room and lifted a handle to lock the ladder in place before climbing its rungs. Taking as many books as she could tuck under one arm at a time, she began unburdening the top shelf. She placed the books on the floor, organizing them exactly as they had been on the shelf.
The books were organized alphabetically by title, not by author. The owners claimed the unusual cataloging encouraged visitors to branch out and explore new worlds, rather than reread the works of authors they already knew and trusted. The tomes were all jacketed with rustic covers, though they had all been printed in the past fifty years. Clarence Kensington, the previous owner of the mansion, had paid a small fortune to have every book in the library reprinted and bound with hard covers. The style of each cover was exactly the same, but the colors varied by author. The decision to organize books by title made the lounge more inviting, and Evelyn often stayed after work to read romance novels or historical fiction.
She never ventured into erotica�her favorite books were written in the 19th century when graphic content was taboo�but her favorite novels were united by a common theme. They all depicted a man or woman overcoming adversity to find true love, and they all had a happy ending. As her hand settled on The Count of Monte Cristo, she felt a phantom jolt of electricity. She�d read the book more than once, and she always enjoyed the ending. Now, as the events of the story flooded her memory, she realized, for many of the characters, the story had ended in tragedy. She shivered, wondering how her own story would end.
No, she told herself, not here. This is a safe place�a happy place. You can feel sorry for yourself when you get home.
She finished unloading a section of shelves then retrieved her rag and furniture polish. She dusted each shelf meticulously, forcing the cloth into the corners and rubbing the polish until it shined. When she finished, she climbed higher up the ladder and inspected her work, attacking any remaining speck of dust. Next, she placed the books back on the shelves one by one, brushing off their covers with a feather duster as she went. It was tedious work, but she didn�t mind. The smell of the room and the texture of the books brought back fond memories, whisking her away to imaginary worlds without pain, regret, or disappointment. Whenever she cleaned the Lounges or the Library, time seemed to accelerate, and she always felt a tinge of sadness when she had to leave.
As usual, Evelyn�s sense of time slipped away, and she was halfway through her fourth shelf when the Lounge door swung open.
�Breakfast was a complete success,� Sonya said as she sank into an armchair. �The guests are back in their rooms, probably in food comas by now.�
Evelyn nodded, dusted a copy of King Lear, and placed it on the shelf. �I�ll keep working in here, then. Could you and Tammy sweep the patio and Gazebo?�
Sonya leaned forward, a sly grin on her face. �You can�t stay here. You need to give a tour.�
Evelyn shifted on the ladder to face Sonya. �But I thought you said the guests were in their rooms.�
�Not for a guest. For a visitor.�
Evelyn raised an eyebrow. �We don�t do visitor tours in the morning. You know that.�
Sonya stood and took the feather duster from her manager. �I think you�ll make an exception for this visitor.�
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If the other employees saw Evelyn running like a preschooler at recess, she�d lose every ounce of their respect, so she waited until she was inside the secret hallway before breaking into a run. Sonya hadn�t told her who was waiting for her in the lobby, but her body language spoke louder than words. Reaching the doorway marked �Lobby,� she pulled on the iron ring. From inside the lobby, it would look like a section of wall had suddenly vanished, but the visitor was facing away, so he didn�t notice. Evelyn pulled the secret door shut by gripping a section of black walnut trim and tugging. The well-oiled hinges didn�t make a sound.
Smiling, Evelyn crept toward the visitor. She stopped less than three feet away, then cleared her throat to get his attention.
Alek jumped like a startled cat and spun around. He gripped his chest with his right hand and said, �Jeeze, Evelyn, you could kill someone, sneaking up like that.�
She liked the way he said her name, as if they�d known each other for years. With her confidence bolstered by the familiar surroundings, she said, �I�m sorry, it�s just my natural poise and grace�it makes me float on the air like a dove.�
Alek chuckled and dug his hands into his pockets. �Thanks for coming to see me. I hope it�s not weird for me to show up unannounced.�
�It�s not weird at all. We get visitors all the time. Although, we don�t normally give tours in the morning.�
�That�s okay.� Alek scratched his neck and studied the cherrywood floor. �I actually came here for two reasons. One was to apologize. I shouldn�t have made things weird on Saturday, and I definitely shouldn�t have run out like that. The second was to ask you if you would still like to be friends. I promise I won�t get between you and Donny, and I think we could��
�You can stop right there,� Evelyn said, holding up a hand and turning crimson with embarrassment. �Donny and I are not a couple. We never have been.�
Alek�s mouth hung open, and his brow furrowed. It took him a long moment to get the words out. �You�re not? I mean�you�re single?� He pinched the bridge of his nose and scolded himself under his breath. �Are you single?�
Evelyn�s heart danced in her chest. She had thought she would never speak to Alek again, and then he had appeared in the lobby like a gift. �Yes. And I�d like to be friends, too. For starters, anyway.�
�That�s�that�s great. Wow, I feel like an idiot, and an even bigger jerk for leaving you at the restaurant.�
A small crowd had gathered at the borders of the lobby. Employees pretended to admire the decor while they secretly eavesdropped on the juicy conversation taking place at the center of the room.
�You shouldn�t,� Evelyn said. She nodded toward the back of the room. �Come with me, and I�ll explain everything.� She led him across the lobby, down a hallway, and into a sun room at the rear of the mansion. The air was thick with humidity, but the sun had yet to heat central Kentucky into a sweltering sauna. Evelyn offered a wicker chair to Alek then sat on a porch swing across from him.
�Donny and I go way back,� she explained. �He�s like a brother to me, which can be good and bad.�
Alek nodded to show he was listening, though his gaze roved the immaculate courtyard.
�He�s normally supportive, and he�s never done anything like he did at the restaurant. I think he panicked when he heard I was meeting someone from the city, and he lashed out.� She shook her head. �He was trying to protect me, but he crossed the line.�
Alek met her gaze and offered a sympathetic smile. �Have you talked to him about it?�
�I talked to him Saturday night, and he didn�t even apologize. He gave a few lame excuses and said he was protecting me from myself.� The memory of the conversation made Evelyn burn with anger, and she crossed her arms.
�I�m sorry to hear that,� Alek said quietly. �I hope you two can work things out.�
�Maybe later. Right now, I don�t even want to talk to him.�
Alek�s face fell. �I�m so sorry. Good friends are hard to find, and the last thing I want to do is jeopardize your relationship with Donny.�
�No,� Evelyn said, reaching out and placing her hand on his, �you didn�t do anything wrong. I�m a grown woman and I make my own choices. Donny needs to respect that.� She leaned back, and the swing began to sway. �I�m the one who should apologize�I invited him to dinner.�
�For what it�s worth, I was having a really nice time for those first�� he squinted. �Ten minutes or so.�
Evelyn�s let out a warm and genuine laugh. �I was, too. Do you think we could try it again some time? Without Donny or Vanessa, of course.�
�Or Mark,� Alek added. �He�s a mess. He called me this morning to complain about having to sleep on the couch.�
�Really?�
�Yep. And I told him if he doesn�t want to sleep on the couch, he shouldn�t drool over another woman in front of his wife.� He stared out the screened window for a moment, watching a goldfinch at a bird feeder. Then he jolted in his seat and looked at Evelyn. �Sorry, I�m a bit out of it today. Yes, I�d love to.�
Evelyn frowned. �What?�
�Yes, I�d love to have dinner with you again.�
Her frown vanished, and she twirled the hair dangling beside her ear. �When are you free?�
�For you, every day. The clinic closes at five, so I�m free any time after that. How about you?�
She thought for a moment then shrugged. �I work odd hours. I get here around sunrise and stay until ten o�clock some nights, but I can take as many breaks as I�d like between mealtimes.�
Alek surveyed the sun room and the courtyard. �What if I met you here for dinner? I can�t think of a nicer place to spend my free time.�
The suggestion warmed Evelyn�s skin from head to toe, like settling into a warm bath in winter. She loved the Kensington Estate, and she regularly spent time roaming the halls while off-the-clock. �That would be wonderful. Are you sure the drive out from the city doesn�t bother you?�
He shook his head. �Not at all. It�s worth it to be in the presence of such beauty.� Grinning, he added, �By that I mean the architecture, of course.�
She felt her cheeks turning rosy. �Of course.�
Alek stood and offered his hand to Evelyn. �Would I seem desperate if I came here tomorrow evening?�
She smiled and made a show of stroking her chin. �Maybe. But then again, my track record is proof that I�m no expert in the rules of dating.�
�Good. If neither of us know the rules, then we can make our own.�
Walking side by side, they made their way back to the lobby. Alek�s pace slowed as if he was reluctant to leave. He placed his hand on the brass doorknob and looked back at Evelyn.
�Work today is going to be rough. I can already tell.�
Sympathy crept into her eyes. �Why is that?�
�Because leaving a place like this and a person like you to go back to the city�it�s going to feel like abandoning heaven to return to earth.�
Evelyn gave him a playful shove. �You don�t have to lay it on so thick. I already agreed to dinner tomorrow.�
He shrugged. �I�m just making things up as I go. Have a good day, Evelyn.�
Sunlight spilled into the lobby as he tugged the door open. Evelyn squinted as her eyes adjusted, and a tiny gasp escaped her lips.
Standing on the front porch with the biggest bundle of flowers she�d ever seen, was Donny Linden.
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Not again. Evelyn covered her face with one hand and peeked through her fingers to make sure she wasn�t hallucinating. Donny was still there, wearing a stupid look on his face.
�Oh, hey,� he said, glaring at Alek. �I didn�t know you had visitors in the morning.�
�That didn�t stop you from showing up,� Evelyn growled.
Alek squeezed past Donny and stepped onto the sidewalk. He faced Donny and said, �Don�t worry about me; I came to apologize. I�ll give you two space to sort things out. I need to get to the clinic, anyway. Have a good day, both of you.�
Evelyn hooked the door with her arm and leaned against it. �Thank you, Alek. Take care, okay?�
Alek winked, pivoted on his heel, and strolled toward the front gate.
As soon as he was out of sight, Evelyn pushed Donny away from the door and stepped out. She shut the door behind her and spoke in a hoarse whisper. �What do you think you�re doing here?�
Donny lifted the flowers. �I wanted to bring you these as a peace offering.�
�Donny, you haven�t bought me flowers once in your life. And then you show up at the exact moment I�m trying to patch things up with Alek?� She shook her head. �You expect me to believe this isn�t another idiotic attempt to mess things up between me and him?�
�It�s not, I swear. I feel bad for what I did on Saturday. I should have just talked to you about what I found.�
�Talked to me? You shouldn�t have been poking around in my business in the first place.�
�Under different circumstance, I would agree, but this guy gives me the creeps. You need a microscope to find his digital footprint, and I couldn�t find any record of his parents or childhood. His social media photos are all at least ten years old, and he has huge gaps in his employment history.� Donny exhaled through his nose. �I just don�t want to see you hooking up with a deadbeat or a weirdo. Not when there are guys out there that are so much better for you.�
�Who I �hook up with� is none of your business. And if there are so many perfect Prince Charmings out there, why haven�t I found one?�
Donny was silent for several moments. He adjusted the bundle of flowers under his arm and said, �Maybe you�ve been looking in the wrong places.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
Donny shook his head and held out the bouquet. �Nothing. But will you please take these, as my apology?�
She hesitated for a moment, then wrapped her arms around the thick bundle of stems. �Thank you, Donny. They�re beautiful. Just�let me live my life, okay?�
�Cross my heart. You�re my best friend, Evelyn, and I�m sorry I betrayed your trust.�
�Do you promise not to research Alek online anymore?�
Donny winced then nodded.
Satisfied with his answer, Evelyn shifted the flowers to free up her right arm and gave Donny a hug. �I forgive you. But if you ever do anything like that again, I�ll do worse than let the air out of your tires.�
�Fair enough.� Donny took a step back and wiped a bead of sweat off his face. �I�m having Vanessa over for dinner tonight. Care to join us?�
�I�d rather die.� She caught herself. �Not because of you, because of your sister. Because, you know, she�s an evil hag.�
Donny sighed and stepped onto the sidewalk. �See you around, Evelyn. Love you.�
Evelyn reached for the door and pulled it open. She replied, �You, too,� then carried the flowers inside.
The following morning, Evelyn spent two hours applying, removing, and reapplying her makeup. Half-naked and dripping with sweat, she tore through her closet and dresser, looking for the outfit she had worn to Sonya�s bridal shower. Finally, she gave up and dressed in her usual attire�a button-up shirt and black jeans. She�d have to come back in the afternoon to finish ransacking her apartment.
The sun had burned off most of the morning fog by the time she made it to the Kensington Estate. Silverware clinked against porcelain�the guests had already come down for breakfast. When she passed through the French doors into the dining room, half the guests glanced at her, and half of those wore concerned expressions.
Passing through a swinging door at the far corner, Sonya floated in with a tray of pancakes. When she caught sight of her friend, she dropped the tray on a table and hurried across the room. Upon reaching Evelyn, she whispered, �What happened to you?�
�I�m sorry about being late. I�ll stay late tonight and��
�No, not that,� Sonya said. She took Evelyn�s arm and led her into the lobby�where the guests couldn�t see her. �What happened to your face?�
Evelyn scowled. �I have a date tonight. I was going for a �smoky look.��
�Uh huh�� Sonya led Evelyn toward the first-floor restroom. �And when is the last time you looked in a mirror?�
�Right before I left my apartment. Why?�
Sonya pushed the bathroom door open and turned on the light, revealing Evelyn�s reflection on the opposite wall.
Evelyn blinked. She looked like an abstract painting. The sweat from her forehead had cut channels through her makeup, picking up different colors along the way and leaving streaks behind. Her mascara had smudged against her eyelids and cheekbones, branding her with tiny black dots. �It�s�horrifying.�
Sonya nodded. �So hideous, it�s almost beautiful.�
Evelyn sighed then laughed. �I think I might have scared a few of the guests.�
�They probably thought you were here to rob the place.� Sonya held out a linen napkin. �Here, you can use this to clean up.�
Evelyn thanked her, locked herself in the bathroom, and began scrubbing her face. After nearly ten minutes, her skin was pink but clean. She wrung out the napkin, unlocked the door, and entered the lobby. As she passed a guest on the way to the kitchen, she asked him if he enjoyed breakfast. He replied that he did, then he told her she looked much better without makeup.
She put on a fake smile, thanked the man, and hurried into the kitchen. Donning an apron, she helped clean dishes, wipe down countertops, and sweep the floor. Then she strode through the common areas to ask the guests if they needed anything. After helping an elderly woman access the WiFi network, she retreated to the janitor�s closet and gathered a few cleaning supplies. She used the hidden passage to reach the east side of the mansion and began dusting furniture.
For the first time in years, the day dragged by. She couldn�t stop thinking about dinner with Alek�laughing at his offhand jokes and sipping champagne. They had only just met, but she already felt more comfortable with him than some of her closest friends. There was an ease about Alek, as if nothing ever bothered him. But behind his easygoing demeanor, she sensed that he longed to be loved.
Just like her.
Dinnertime finally arrived, and Evelyn scurried back and forth, tending to the guests� needs. She refilled drinks, bussed tables, delivered food, and ordered desserts. By the time the last guest left the dining room, her shirt was dappled with sweat and her hair had more flyaways than the Atlanta airport. She glanced at her watch and did a quick calculation. If she ran, she could get home clean up before Alek arrived.
�Sonya, I�m heading home for a bit. I�ll be back in a half hour or so. Sonya?� Evelyn poked her head into the kitchen�Sonya wasn�t there. Frowning, she strode through the dining room and went into the lobby. Sonya was near the door, talking to someone outside. When she saw Evelyn, her eyes bulged and she shook her head.
The bed and breakfast manager didn�t catch the hint in time. Alek stepped into the lobby, caught sight of her, and smiled.
�Hey, you,� he said, grinning from ear to ear. �I�ve been trying to call you.�
Evelyn wanted to run before he got any closer and realized how disgusting she looked. She panicked.
Holding up her index finger, she said, �Just a second,� then threw the French doors open and ran into the dining room. She crashed through the swinging door that led to the kitchen, dodged the employees inside, and burst into the hallway on the other side. The next corner led to a room beneath the stairs which housed the water heater, furnace, and seasonal decorations. But most importantly, it had a washer and dryer�with Evelyn�s spare shirt sitting on top. She tossed her apron aside, peeled off her sweaty clothes, then paced the room in her bra, trying to wick away any remaining moisture. Two minutes passed, and her worry that Alek might leave overcame her fear of excess sweatiness. She donned her shirt and buttoned it, smoothed her hair with her hands, and returned to the lobby.
Alek was alone�Sonya, no doubt, had left to search for her. �There you are,� he said, scratching his neck beneath his collar. �I was worried I scared you off. I don�t look that bad, do I?�
Evelyn studied his attire and gave a nervous laugh. He didn�t look bad�far from it. He wore a tailored maroon shirt with onyx cufflinks and a black silk tie. His dress pants looked like they had been pressed a moment before he walked through the door, and the polish on his cap-toed shoes glinted in the light of the chandeliers. Great, she thought, our first official date, and I am completely underdressed.
He met her halfway across the room, his eyes glowing with innocent affection. He studied her face for several seconds, and his smile faded. �What�s wrong?�
She glanced away, fleeing his concerned gaze. �Nothing. I wish I would�ve checked my phone, that�s all.�
�Did I come at a bad time?� He gestured at a leather sofa. �I can wait here while you take care of things, if you�d like.�
Evelyn took a deep breath. Now that he was here, she didn�t want to leave. �It�s alright, as long as you don�t mind hanging out with a sweaty swamp creature.�
He tilted his head back as if a realization had struck him in the forehead. �I overdressed, didn�t I? It was stupid of me. Here�� He stripped off his tie and shoved it into his pocket, then he unbuttoned his collar and rolled up his sleeves. �Does this help?�
Evelyn wasn�t about to complain�with his sleeves up, his forearms were exposed and his shirt hugged his biceps. �A little. Go do some hard labor in the kitchen and we�ll be even.�
�Show me the way,� he said, cracking his knuckles.
She laughed, and felt herself begin to relax. Taking his hand, she led him into the dining room. �We�ll visit the kitchen, but I won�t make you work on our first date. Wayne�he�s our cook�is keeping our plates warm in the oven.� She pushed the swinging door open and stopped beside the sink. Wayne was wearing a pair of bulky noise-canceling headphones. She tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to face her.
Wiping his soapy hands on his white apron and tucking the headphones around his neck, he said, �Hello, Evelyn. Come to help with the dishes?�
She smiled and took a step back to introduce Alek. �Wayne, this is Alek.�
Wayne shook hands with Alek. �That�s a firm grip, son. You work with concrete?�
�Thank you.� Alek shrugged. �But no; I�m a massage therapist.�
�I knew a guy who worked in the concrete business,� Wayne continued, brushing past Alek and donning a pair of oven mitts, �he worked with something called Shotcrete. Amazing stuff, Shotcrete.� He opened the oven door and lifted out a pair of wide plates, which were covered from edge to edge with cornbread, fried pork tenderloins, and collard greens. He gave a nod for Evelyn and Alek to follow, then carried the food into the dining room. �They spray it through big hoses�like fire hoses�and it globs onto these cages made out of steel Rebar. Can you believe that? Cement through a hose. Anyway, that�s why his grip is so strong, like yours, because he has to hold a hose filled with cement all day.�
Evelyn settled into her chair and unfolded her napkin. She nodded her thanks, and Wayne retreated into the kitchen.
Alek wore a curious smile as he took the seat across from her. �It sounds like Wayne is a big fan of concrete.�
She glanced at the swinging door and chuckled. �Don�t mind him, he just says whatever he�s thinking. He�s nearly deaf from listening to heavy metal all day long. Sonya�s pretty sure he doesn�t hear a single thing we say.�
�Well, he seems like an interesting guy. I bet he has some great stories to tell.� Alek cut off a piece of tenderloin and tucked it into his mouth. He let out an appreciative moan and pointed at his plate with his fork. �And he definitely knows how to cook.�
Evelyn nodded. �He worked in the galley of an aircraft carrier for years. When he talks about it, he makes it seem like he was a prisoner of war. After he left the Navy, he started his own restaurant and named it �Paradise,� just because you could walk out of the kitchen onto dry land. The owners hired him a few years ago, and we�ve never had a complaint about his food.�
�You definitely won�t get one from me.�
The dining room grew quiet as they ate. Alek finished his food first and leaned back in his chair to stretch.
�Incredible. I could eat that every day and never get tired of it.� He let his attention wander around the room as he waited for Evelyn to finish. When his gaze settled on the bay window that overlooked the front lawn, he frowned and said, �What�s that?�
Evelyn dabbed her lips with a napkin and looked through the window at the lawn. Long shadows interrupted the pale evening sunlight, and a truck rolled by on the street beyond the gate, but something seemed out of the ordinary. She opened her mouth to ask what he meant, but she didn�t get the words out.
Something clicked against the corner of the window, and Evelyn�s eyes flashed to the source of the sound. A hand, covered in a black glove and grasping a metal disk, vanished beneath the window sill, fleeing her gaze.

9

Evelyn shot to her feet and crossed the room. Alek�s face tightened with concern as he hurried along beside her. They saw a flash of movement at the center of the drive�a man in blue coveralls running toward the gate. He wore a black, hooded mask, and the metal disk bounced in his grip, suspended by a rubber tube.
She gasped and took a step back. �What on earth?�
Instinctively, Alek took her hand in his. �I think he was spying on us.� His voice lowered, and when he spoke again, he seemed to be thinking out loud. �Why would someone want to watch us eat dinner?�
Evelyn�s heart raced. �I�I don�t know.� She dug out her phone and hit the �Emergency� button. She kept her eyes on the masked man until he disappeared from view, then she responded to the dispatcher�s questions.
�Evelyn Jameson, at the Kensington Estate. There was a man in a mask outside the window.� She strode to the front door, locked it, and hurried across the lobby.
Tammy looked up from a coffee table she was polishing and frowned. Evelyn covered the phone with her hand and whispered, �Lock every entrance�there�s a prowler outside.�
Tammy�s eyes widened, and she dropped her microfiber cloth. She gave a tight nod, spun around, and ran toward the rear entrance.
�We�re locking the doors now,� Evelyn said, speaking to the dispatcher. �Yes, I�ll stay on the line.�
Alek stepped into her line of sight and mouthed the words, �How can I help?�
Evelyn muted the phone again. �I need to check on the guests. Will you come with me?�
�Of course.�
Taking two steps at a time, Evelyn hurried up the north staircase. She turned a corner, entering a hallway with guest rooms on either side. She knocked and gave a brief explanation to everyone who answered. Then she jogged to the opposite wing and notified the remaining guests. No one appeared disturbed by the news; a few guests even seemed excited, but they all obeyed Evelyn�s orders and locked their doors.
Returning to the lobby, Evelyn spoke into the phone. �Yes, I�m here.� She paused. �Alright, I�ll unlock the front door.�
Blue and red lights strobed through the columns of windows hugging the door. Evelyn ended the call, unlocked the door, and pulled it open.
�Evening, ma�am,� a young man in a blue uniform said. �Someone at this address called about a suspicious person?�
�I did,� Evelyn said, pulling the door open wider. �Please, come in.�
The man stepped into the lobby, and another officer, a stocky woman in her mid-fifties, followed him inside.
The woman wrapped her arms around Evelyn and said, �Are you alright, dear?�
Evelyn nodded. �Thanks for coming, Paulette.� She held the embrace for a moment then stepped back. �As far as we know, the prowler didn�t hurt anyone. He was holding some sort of device against the dining room window, and when we noticed him, he ran away.�
�Have you searched the mansion?� Paulette asked. �He might have brought an accomplice.�
�No. Just the guest rooms.�
Paulette nodded. �Good. It�s better to wait for us than do it yourself.�
The younger officer drew his sidearm and nodded. �Mind if I take a look around?�
�Not at all.� The thought of another masked man hiding in the shadows sent a chill through Evelyn, and she braced herself against Alek�s solid chest. He placed a warm hand on her shoulder, and she took comfort in his quiet strength.
�I�ll go, too,� Paulette said. �Lord knows this place is full of hiding spots. Give us fifteen minutes, and if you need anything, just holler.�
Evelyn nodded and watched the officers begin their search. The rural communities outside of Lexington weren�t immune to criminal activity, and the Kensington Estate had been burglarized before, but this prowler was different. She wondered how long he had hidden by the window. And then there was the unblinking metal eye he held against the glass. Somehow, the man had sensed that he had been discovered, as if he could read their thoughts.
�You�re trembling,� Alek said. He led her toward a sofa. �Maybe you should sit down.�
She nodded in agreement and eased into the cushions on the 19th century rosewood sofa. �Alek� what do you think that thing was�the thing that man was holding up to the window?�
�I�ve been thinking about that. I don�t know what it was for sure, but part of it looked like a stethoscope. It might have been some sort of listening device.�
Her arms puckered with gooseflesh. �Why on earth would someone want to listen to us eat? Is that something perverts do?�
Alek chuckled softly. �I wouldn�t know. Do you want me to call Mark and ask him?�
Evelyn was still too shaken to laugh, but she smiled. �Maybe it was him outside. You should give him a call and try to catch him in the�� She stopped short, allowing the vapor of an idea to condense. Her brow furrowed, and she fumbled with her phone.
�What is it?�
�Hopefully nothing.� She brought up her contact list, unblocked Donny�s number, and dialed it.
He answered on the first ring. �Hey there. Does this mean we�re friends again?�
Evelyn didn�t reply. She closed her eyes and focused on his voice, listening for traces of guilt. He sounded like the same old Donny.
Finally, she said, �You�re still on probation. Where are you right now?�
�On my couch, watching Netflix. Why, do you wanna come over and chill�I mean, hang out?�
Evelyn clenched her jaw. �Goodbye, Donny.� She thumbed the �End� button then re-blocked his number.
Alek studied her face for a long moment. �Is your friend okay?�
Evelyn didn�t answer. Her mind was busy trying to justify her suspicions�was Donny capable of stalking her, or was she jumping to conclusions because of his behavior on Saturday?
�Hold on,� Alek said, raising an eyebrow, �You don�t think the man outside was Donny, do you?�
After hearing the theory out loud, Evelyn felt ridiculous. She shook her head. �No, not really. But he�s been acting weird lately, and I had to be sure.�
He gave her a look. �That�s a pretty serious accusation.�
�I know�� She sighed, and her shoulders sagged. �I�m not thinking straight, that�s all. This is not how I imagined tonight would go.�
Alek put an arm around her and squeezed. �Are you kidding? This is real-life dinner theater. It�s probably the most interesting thing that�s ever happened to me.�
�You have to say that because I�m sitting right here. Then when you get home you can open up your diary and write about the crazy woman who�s a creep-magnet.�
�Are you saying I�m creepy? And how did you know I kept a diary?�
Evelyn rested her face in her hands and started to laugh. There were tears in her eyes�the by-product of stress, frustration, and fear, but also thankfulness. Alek knew exactly what to say to cheer her up. With him around, she could be awkward, make mistakes, be her true self. Every embarrassment seemed to draw him closer rather than push him away. She sniffed and said, �You are the least creepy man in my life right now.� Leaning her head against his shoulder, she added, �And I�m glad you�re here.�
�Me, too.� He shrugged. �I like hanging out with you. There�s less�pressure. I don�t have to pretend to be someone I�m not to impress you.� He thought for a moment. �Unless I�m misreading things, and I haven�t impressed you at all. You�re not going to write about what a loser I am in your diary, are you?�
�Oh, I�m impressed. My mind is blown by the fact that you�re still here, even after the grim reaper showed up at the window.�
�Are you kidding? My car is parked two blocks away. I wasn�t going out there with a ghostly pervert around.�
She smiled. �And I thought you were being brave, staying by my side.�
�You shouldn�t have. I�m a coward, ask any of my friends.�
�But an honest coward, at least.� She intertwined the fingers of her hand with his and stared at the floor. Years ago, she had witnessed a brave man turn into an enraged beast. She would take a kind coward over a violent �brave� man any day.
The lobby grew quiet, and they silently enjoyed each other�s company until the police officers returned from their search.
�The place is clean,� Paulette said. �Literally and figuratively.�
Evelyn nodded as she stood. �Thank you for taking the time to look around. I wouldn�t be able to sleep tonight if you didn�t.�
Paulette nodded. �This sort of thing happens�some guys get a kick out of watching normal people live their lives. It�s the first time I�ve seen it here in Wilfred, but there was a report of a trespasser in Nicholasville last week. It might even be the same guy, and I doubt you�ll ever see him again. But just in case, keep an eye out for anything suspicious and make sure to arm the security system as soon as we leave.�
Evelyn hugged herself. �I will.�
Paulette tipped her hat and led the young officer outside. A moment later, the red and blue lights stopped flashing, and the police cruiser rolled away.
Alek strolled across the lobby with his hands in his pockets. �I should get going. But I can give you a ride home, if you�d like.�
�Thanks for the offer, but I�m going to stay here tonight�for the guests.�
He nodded his understanding and stepped onto the porch. �We should do this again sometime.�
�Definitely. And next time, you can pick the place.�
�How about here? Sure, there�s a risk of being spied on by Death�s little brother, but I like it here.�
Evelyn took out her phone and held it up. �I�ll try to check my phone more often.� She tapped a button, then frowned.
�What is it?�
She shook her head slowly. �I don�t know.� The call log listed eleven missed calls from her mother, and a single text message that read: I need to talk to you. In person.
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A wave of nostalgia washed over Evelyn as she approached her childhood home. Memories, both good and bad, ran through her mind like a silent movie. She wrung her hands, pinching off the blood flow until her digits turned bone-white. She hadn�t been to this street since the day after her eighteenth birthday, when she moved out and didn�t look back. She rarely spoke to her mother, begrudgingly accepting calls on holidays, and they had only met in person twice in the past ten years. Maureen Jameson would never ask to meet in the middle of the night if she didn�t have something important to say.
The blue Hyundai eased into the short driveway, its headlights revealing a fresh coat of paint on the garage door. Candace put the car in gear and killed the motor. �Do you want me to come in with you?�
Evelyn shook her head. �I�ll be alright. Do you mind waiting out here? I�m sure this won�t take long.�
Candace hit a button on the stereo, filling the car with punk-rock music. She always listened to upbeat music when studying or reviewing clinical notes. �Take as much time as you need. I have some paperwork to look over.�
�Thanks. You�re a lifesaver.� Evelyn got out of the car and shut the door, sealing the whine of an electric guitar within. She strode up the sidewalk, her spine unnaturally stiff. The moonlit lawn was neatly trimmed, and bags of grass clippings leaned against each other next to the curb. The dried leaves had been removed from the flower beds, and someone had pruned the juniper bushes.
Evelyn snorted and shook her head. I don�t remember the house looking this tidy when I lived here. She opened the screen door, which didn�t whine on its hinges like it used to, and she gave two quick knocks on the interior door. As she waited, she glanced at Candace, who gave her two thumbs-up.
Alek had offered to give Evelyn a ride to her mother�s house, but she turned him down. He had been through enough drama for one night, and she couldn�t justify putting him through more. Plus, the thought of him meeting her mother made her sick. Thankfully, Candace was off work and came to her aid without question.
A splinter of light spilled onto the concrete step and widened into a bright column. Maureen stood in the doorway, her face drawn and her eyes dancing as she surveyed the sleepy street. She thrust the door the rest of the way open and, without a word, ushered Evelyn into the house.
To Evelyn�s surprise, the inside of the house was as clean and orderly as the outside. Her mother had never been tidy by nature; throughout Evelyn�s childhood, the home had been reasonably clean but always cluttered. �The, uh, house looks nice.� It was the only pleasantry she planned to offer, so she got to the point. �What�s going on, Maureen?�
Maureen closed the door and locked the deadbolt. She pulled the curtain open a few inches and watched the street. �It�s nice to see you, too, Evelyn.� Ten seconds passed before she let go of the curtain. Then she faced her daughter and spread an open hand toward a recliner. �Would you like to sit down?�
�No thanks. Candace is waiting for me in the driveway, so I can�t stay long.�
The lines in Maureen�s face deepened with disappointment. �Very well. I�ll make this quick�I called you over because I heard about what happened at the mansion.�
Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose. Wilfred was a small town, but she hadn�t expected the word to spread so fast. �Have you been listening to the police scanners again?�
�No, I haven�t.� The corner of Maureen�s mouth twitched. �But only because they use encrypted radios now. Actually, Paulette called me.�
Evelyn felt a sting of betrayal. �She called you? When?�
�Before she reached the mansion, and again after she left.� She placed her hands on her hips. �Paulette and I don�t see eye-to-eye on certain things, but I�m your mother, and she respects that.�
Evelyn rolled her eyes. �You mean Paulette thinks violent criminals should rot in prison, and you don�t?�
Maureen held her daughter�s fierce gaze. �I think justice was served, and that�s all I�m going to say about that. Evelyn, I need to talk to you about what you saw today�the man watching you through the window.�
She shrugged. �He didn�t hurt anyone, and Paulette doesn�t think he�ll come back.�
�I�m glad to hear that. But the thing is�� Maureen turned away and rubbed her palms against her thighs. She stopped behind a sunbleached sofa and rested her hands on the back. �Something important has happened recently, and I�m worried you�ll make the wrong connection, jump to the wrong conclusion.� She pinched her eyes shut. �Your father was released from prison last week.�
Evelyn�s mouth went dry. She tried to speak, and her voice cracked. Licking her lips, she tried again, and the words came out thick and coarse. �He�s out? And you didn�t bother to tell me?�
�I didn�t think it mattered. You said yourself that you never wanted to see him again.� Disdain entered her voice, and she added, �I thought you meant it; you never once visited him while he was in that awful place.�
�I did mean it.� Her eyes narrowed. �Are you covering for him again? Was it him outside the window?�
Maureen waved the words off. �Of course not. Your father would never do something like that. Besides, he was with me all afternoon.�
�Here?� Evelyn took a step back. �In this house? Is he here now?�
�No. He respects your wishes, and he left as soon as he heard you were coming.�
�You still should have told me.�
�Why? You have no desire to speak to him. You returned all his letters without reading them. You degrade him in front of your friends.�
Evelyn�s jaw throbbed. �You�re still taking his side, even after all these years.�
Maureen whirled. �And why wouldn�t I? Your father is��
Evelyn cut her off. �He�s not my father.�
�He is your father. And I�m your mother, whether you like it or not. And we still love you, dearly, regardless of how you feel about us. Your father is a good man. A better man than you know.�
�He�s a savage.�
Maureen�s eyes flashed with anger. �Bite your tongue. Your father is the kindest man I know, and he would give anything to make you happy.� She crossed the room, opened a drawer, and began grabbing out stacks of envelopes and throwing them at Evelyn�s feet. �Maybe if you read these, you would know who he really is.�
Evelyn scooped up a letter and crushed it between her hands. �These are just words, Maureen. I know who he is because I saw what he did. Or don�t you remember, I was there the night he ruined my life.�
�You have no idea what he�s done for you and your friends,� Maureen hissed.
The words kindled a flame of suspicion in the back of Evelyn�s mind. �What do you mean?�
�He�it doesn�t matter. I�ve said what I wanted to say. You would have eventually found out your father is in town, but he didn�t go near Kensington today, so don�t bother bringing it up to the police. He�s on parole, and he doesn�t need that kind of attention.�
Evelyn backed toward the door, shaking her head as she went. �I can�t trust you. Not when it comes to him.� She twisted the deadbolt, turned the knob, and pulled the door open, making each movement with twice the necessary force.
�Evelyn, wait,� Maureen said, following her outside.
Evelyn paused at the edge of the driveway but didn�t turn her head.
Maureen sighed. �I�m sorry. I shouldn�t have lashed out. I�I�m just so glad to have your father back home, and I can�t bear the thought of losing him again. Please, don�t go to the police without getting the facts first.�
�Goodnight, Maureen.� She sank into the Hyundai and buckled her seatbelt. As the car accelerated, Evelyn buried her face in her hands and wept.
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Evelyn barely slept, and when she did, she awoke a few minutes later, drenched in sweat. Her dreams were of her father, and Jeb, and the worst night of her life. The sounds were so deeply entrenched in her memory that they followed her even when she got out of bed and washed her face in the bathroom sink. The hot water washed the salt of her dried tears away, and she patted her face with a lavender-scented towel. She glanced at her watch and shook her head. 3:37 AM.
Though she felt more tired than when her head first hit the pillow, she decided to stay awake. Wayne would be opening the kitchen soon, and his one-sided conversations would distract her from the painful memories until Sonya arrived. She put on her shoes and retrieved her phone from the antique nightstand, then stepped into the hallway. Her hair was matted and her clothes were wrinkled, but she didn�t care. She planned to go home for a hot shower as soon as the sun came up. Though she tiptoed toward the stairs, the floor still creaked beneath her feet. She winced, hoping the guests wouldn�t hear her and think the prowler had returned.
A headache announced its arrival as she reached the lobby. She massaged her neck, trying to rub the pain away, but it didn�t help. Turning away from the staircase, she flicked a dimmer switch on the wall. The chandelier sparkled as its hidden LED bulbs reached full power, and the shadows disappeared. With the sudden brightness, the room felt larger and emptier than before, the air more stagnant.
Evelyn shivered as she imagined someone watching her from the darkness beyond the windows. There�s no one outside, she told herself. She settled into a sofa and leafed through a Country Life magazine, though her eyes were focused somewhere beyond the pages. Her conversation with Maureen replayed over and over in her mind. She had never caught her mother in a lie, but she felt convinced Maureen would lie to keep her husband out of prison. Was it possible her father was the prowler? The thought was strangely comforting. If her father was the man outside the window, his motivations were probably innocent�he missed his daughter and wanted to see her again. And the same couldn�t be said for a random voyeur.
Her thoughts drifted to Alek, and the rocky start to their relationship. Their first date had ended in catastrophe, and their second with a police investigation. But she didn�t feel any chest-tightening embarrassment when she thought of their time together. Alek wasn�t like the other men in her life�he was funny, polite, easy-going, and understanding. When she was around him, she didn�t have to pretend to be rich, hyper-intelligent, or sensual. She could be herself�clumsy, geeky, socially awkward Evelyn.
She laid the open magazine across her breast like a blanket, and her eyelids fluttered. Keeping her mind focused on Alek�s boyish face, she slipped into restful sleep.
The sofa creaked, and Evelyn�s eyes blinked open. She smiled, expecting to see Alek reclining beside her.
�Good morning, sunshine.�
Evelyn grunted and sat up, her smile drooping into a frown. �Oh, hey, Sonya.�
�Try not to sound so happy to see me.�
�Sorry, I was having a good dream, that�s all.� She glanced at her watch and sat bolt-upright. �Holy crap, is that the time? Why didn�t you wake me when you got here?�
Sonya grinned. �Because you looked so adorable, like a sleepy little angel.�
Evelyn wiped her face with her hands. �Are any of the guests up?�
�No, not yet. But they will be soon. I thought you might want to clean up before we serve breakfast. No offense, but you look terrible.�
�I�ve�had a rough couple of days.� She patted her pockets to make sure she had her phone and keys. �I�ll be back as soon as I can. And thanks for covering for me�I owe you one.�
�Trust me, I�m keeping track. Someday, I�ll cash in all my favors at once. With interest.�
Evelyn left the manor and jogged along the street in the early morning light. When thoughts of her father probed at her mind, she banished them and focused on Alek instead. It was silly, but she wanted to call him and ask him about his night, just to hear his voice. But she didn�t want to sound desperate, so she decided to call him in the evening when he was off work.
As she mounted the stairs of her apartment building, she glanced at her keychain and singled out a bronze key. At the landing, she reached for her door and froze. Dread curled around her heart, and her eyes bounced from the black letters to the apartment number, then back again. She told herself it was a dream�that she was still asleep in the lobby. With a trembling hand, she reached out and touched the paint. The humid air had kept it from drying, and her fingers came away sticky. Only after she felt the tacky substance on her skin did she accept the truth, and a belated gasp escaped her lips.
A question had been spray-painted on her door in tall black letters and underlined twice. Where were you last night??
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The chair in the police station was short and uncomfortable. Evelyn had no doubt the design was intentional�the entire room looked like it was designed for interrogating criminals.
�And you know for sure that Harold is in town?� Paulette asked.
Evelyn nodded. �He�s staying with Maureen. She said so last night.�
�Alright. We�ll chat with him later, and if his story doesn�t check out, he�ll be right back in the pen.�
Evelyn hesitated. She wished her father would rot in prison for the rest of his life, but she didn�t want to mislead Paulette. �I just thought you should know he�s in town because of his history. But I don�t think he wrote the message on my door.�
Paulette leaned back. She studied Evelyn for a moment and said, �I don�t either, but we have to run down every possible lead. Is there anyone else that might have a reason to stalk you? An ex-boyfriend, maybe?�
�Um�yes. A few. Most of my relationships haven�t ended on good terms.�
�Does anyone stand out as particularly odd or isolated? Was anyone angry or violent after a breakup?�
Evelyn fidgeted in the hard chair. �I�ve dated some odd guys. But none of them seemed dangerous.�
�You can never tell with people.� Paulette pushed a pen and paper across the table. �Some people are very good at hiding their true selves. Write down any name you can think of, and I�ll start making phone calls.�
Evelyn scratched in two names then added a third. She held out the paper. �Thanks, Paulette.�
The officer shook her head. �No need to thank me. You never asked for this, and you don�t deserve it.� She stood and held the door open. �Stalking is a serious crime. If you find any more disturbing or threatening messages, let me know. I�m handling the case, so you can call my cell, if you�d like.�
Evelyn nodded and walked into the main room.
�Do you have somewhere else to stay? Or someone who can stay at your place?�
�My friend Candace. Or I could spend a few more nights at Kensington.�
�Either option is fine, just make sure you�re not home alone at night.� At the front door, she wrapped her arms around Evelyn and hugged tight. �It�s a small town. It won�t take long to figure out who�s harassing you. And in the meantime, try to stay positive.�
Evelyn left the station and crossed the street, making her way toward Candace�s apartment. Candace wouldn�t be home�she had the morning shift at work�but Evelyn had a spare key. She still needed to shower and change her clothes, but she wasn�t ready to go home, where the ominous words waited for her. It took her less than ten minutes to make the trip across town, and when she reached Candace�s apartment building, she hesitated at the bottom of the steps. For a moment, she worried she would find another message on Candace�s front door�something like, �You can�t hide from me,� or �Your friends can�t save you.� She scolded herself for being superstitious and climbed the stairs. The door was clean, so Evelyn let herself in.
The apartment smelled like takeout Chinese food, and the TV was still on. This didn�t surprise her�Candace�s television was always on, driving her electric bill through the roof. Evelyn found the remote, switched it off, and strode into the bathroom. She took a quick shower, fixed her hair, and dressed herself in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt from Candace�s closet. Feeling guilty about how long she�d left Sonya in charge of managing Kensington, she snatched her phone off the counter and hurried outside, locking the door behind her. She shuffled down the steps and did a double-take when she reached the street.
Donny�s ancient and rusted Ford pickup truck was parked at the edge of the road, and he was in the driver�s seat, rolling the window down and waving her over.
She tried to hide the caution in her gait as she approached the truck. Lately, Donny made her feel like a dog-owner that had been bitten by her furry companion.
�Hey there, beautiful. Need a lift?�
�Donny, what are you doing here?� she asked, stopping ten feet from the truck.
He gave her a goofy grin. �Giving you a ride to work, I hope.�
She shook her head. �No, I mean, how did you know I was here?�
�Paulette told me.� He leaned across the bench seat and opened the passenger door. �C�mon, hop in.�
She glanced to her left, spying the towering pines that surrounded Kensington Estate in the distance then circled the truck and climbed in.
Donny popped the truck into gear, and it chugged as he let out the clutch. �I was worried about you, after what happened last night. I just wanted to make sure you were okay�because my calls won�t go through.�
The fact that Donny knew about the prowler didn�t surprise Evelyn. Word spread quickly in a town populated by less than a thousand people. �If you behave yourself, I�ll consider taking you off probation.� She watched a tractor roll by on the adjacent street. �Who told you, by the way?�
�Hmm?�
�Who told you about what happened last night?�
�Oh, Old Man Price, at the gas station.�
She wrinkled her nose. Price was a notorious gossip. If he knew about the prowler, then everyone in town would by the end of the day.
The sound of the truck�s perforated exhaust rattled off the surrounding homes, and the brakes squealed as if in pain at every stop. �You don�t have to do this, you know. I don�t mind walking. And shouldn�t you be at home, working?�
�It�s an honor to serve you, Madame, no matter the cost.�
Evelyn�s shoulders tightened a little. Usually, Donny wouldn�t shut up about the next video game console to be released, or the latest virus rampaging the internet. Now, he only wanted to talk about her. She tried to change the subject. �How�s your project coming along�the robot phone?�
Donny sighed. �It�s a digital personal assistant, not a robot. Phones can never be robots, because they can�t interact with the physical environment autonomously. Anyway, I haven�t worked on it in a few weeks. So, the same as before, I guess. Hey, what do you want for dinner?�
She frowned. �Dinner?�
�Yeah, it�s hump day.� He rolled his eyes. �Game night, remember?�
The week had been so chaotic, she�d lost track of which day it was. For years, Evelyn, Donny, Candace, and occasionally Vanessa had gotten together on Wednesdays to play board games or retro video games. �Sorry, I have some things to take care of tonight.�
Donny�s hands twisted on the steering wheel. �Let me guess, you�re hanging out with Alek.�
�No,� she said through her teeth, �I�m not. There�s some things I need to take care of at home, that�s all.�
�What kind of things? Maybe I can help.�
She wasn�t about to tell the new, ultra-clingy Donny that she was moving out of her apartment to stay with Candace, so she told a half-truth. �I need to do some laundry and organize some of my things.�
He nodded. �Have to clean up before Alek comes over, right? Want to make a good impression, set the mood?�
Evelyn�s jaw dropped. Her face reddened, and she unbuckled her seatbelt. �Let me out.�
Donny let off the accelerator but didn�t touch the brake pedal. �Come on, I was only kidding.�
�It isn�t funny. Pull over.�
He hesitated, then shook his head. �We�re almost there. Just chill out.�
�Donny, pull over.� Her eyes were wide, filled with contempt.
His lips tightened into a thin line, and he pressed the accelerator. �You�re acting like a child.�
Anger gave way to fear, and she pulled the latch on the door.
�Don�t,� he growled. The engine roared, and the truck whipped past parked cars on the narrow street.
�You�re going to hit something,� Evelyn shouted. �Donny, stop!�
The road plunged between rows of trees, and Donny slammed on the brakes. The truck�s rear end jolted up and down, and the tires left black streaks behind. Built before anti-lock brakes became standard, the truck swayed from side to side, coming dangerously close to Kensington�s famous pines. Finally, it lurched to a halt, the rusted bumper inches away from the manor�s iron gates, the engine tinking with heat.
Donny�s hands trembled, and he blinked as if breaking free from a spell. �Ev�Evelyn. I�m so sorry. I don�t know what��
She threw the door open, slammed it shut, and hurried through the gates. Her hands clenched into tight fists and tears rolled down her cheeks. She heard his cries of apology, but she didn�t look back. She would never look back again.
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For two days, Evelyn barely spoke. Day and night, all she could think about was Donny, and the tragic reality: She was afraid of her oldest friend. She wondered if she had done something to set him off, or if he had suffered a mental breakdown. Maybe he was working too hard, or wasn�t sleeping well, or�
It was no use. There was no explanation for his behavior, no excuse for what he did. Still, Evelyn mourned the loss of a seemingly unbreakable friendship. Only a week ago, things between them seemed completely normal. They�d laughed together, commiserated about gas prices and political races, played games, and shared meals�all without a moment of sexual tension. At least from her perspective.
Had she really misread his intentions all these years? And if he wanted to pursue a romantic relationship, why didn�t he tell her? She felt a crippling, implacable guilt that she might have led him on at some point, given him the wrong idea.
The only breaks from her mental debate�deciding who to blame�were her daily conversations with Alek. He sensed her distress, though she never told him the cause, and he invited her to spend a day touring downtown Louisville. She agreed, and he picked her up at Candace�s apartment on Saturday morning.
They drove with the top down on his Buick convertible, and she let the wind wash away her anxiety about Donny. They spent the morning hours strolling through the waterfront park and visiting outlet malls before the heat and humidity forced them indoors. Then they relaxed in an air-conditioned movie theater�Alek bought the tickets, and Evelyn bought the popcorn�watching the last blockbuster of the summer.
After walking hand-in-hand through the halls of the history museum, they settled in for dinner at a cozy Italian restaurant, trading amusing childhood stories over buttery breadsticks.
�I could barely keep my arms up,� Alek said, recalling a fishing story from his grade-school years. �My dad was more excited than I was. He told me if I let go of my fishing pole I�d be grounded for a month. When I finally hauled that catfish up to the surface, Dad jumped to his feet and grabbed the line to haul it into the boat.� He chuckled. �Only, we were in a canoe, not a flat-bottom. I hit the water before I knew what happened, and the fish dragged my pole to the bottom of the reservoir. It took us twenty minutes to get the canoe flipped over, and we lost half of Dad�s gear that day.�
He took a sip of ice water and stared into the middle-distance. �That was the last time I went fishing with him.�
Evelyn smiled at him. �Did you decide fishing wasn�t your sport?�
His pupils constricted then dilated, and he shook his head. �Not exactly. I�that is, he�� Alek took a deep breath and exhaled forcefully. �That�s a story for another time. How about you? Did your dad ever take you fishing?�
�A few times, but we never caught anything. I had better luck when I went with Maureen.�
�Is she a friend of yours?�
Her heart stopped mid-beat. �Not�exactly.�
He frowned, confused by her evasiveness. �A relative, then?�
She sighed. �Maureen is my mother. But we�re not on good terms.�
�Oh. I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to pry��
�No, it�s fine. Most people don�t address their mothers by their first name�I�m the weird one.�
Alek rubbed his palm with his thumb. �This is probably TMI for a third date, but I�m estranged from my mother, too. I haven�t spoken to her in years. I�m not looking for pity or anything, I just wanted you to know we have that in common.�
Evelyn smiled and raised her glass of iced tea. �To awkward moments.�
Their glasses clinked together, and the conversation resumed. They discussed safer topics�the weather, work, music, and Louisville�s traffic jams. They made it all the way to dessert before stumbling across the next sensitive subject.
Alek savored a spoonful of pistachio gelato for a moment, then wiped his mouth with a napkin. �How are things with Donny? Did you patch things up?�
Evelyn dropped her spoon. It clanked against her plate and fell to the floor. She blushed and retrieved it, setting it aside.
Alek snagged a set of utensils from the table behind him and handed her the spoon. �Did I put my foot in my mouth again?�
Her lower lip quivered, and she struggled to hold back the tears. She took a deep breath, ready to lie and tell him everything was fine, but she let out a sob instead.
�Evelyn?� Alek hurried around the table and sat next to her, taking her hands in his. �Are you okay?�
She nodded, her eyes brimming with tears, and then she shook her head.
He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her in close. �I�m sorry. I shouldn�t have asked.�
�It�s�� She wiped her tears away and took a shuddering breath. �It�s okay. I�ve been wanting to tell you.�
He handed her a napkin. �Tell me what?�
�Donny�he�s acting crazy. The other day, he gave me a ride to work. But when I got upset with him and asked to get out, he started driving like a maniac. I was so scared.�
�Has he ever done anything like this before?�
�No. I�ve never even seen him angry before this week.�
Alek stared at the table for a moment while he searched for the right thing to say. �Is there anything I can do to help?�
She dabbed her eyes with a napkin and gave him a weak smile. �You�re already doing it. Thank you for listening to me�for bringing me here, and not running for your life when you found out how insane my life is.� She paused then added. �Although, a bottle of wine to-go wouldn�t hurt.�
Alek grinned, thankful to see her spirits lifting. �I can handle that.� He told the waiter to add a bottle of Moscato to the check, then handed him a credit card. The waiter rang up the bill and returned a few minutes later with a bottle of wine and a pair of peppermints.
Evelyn thanked him and popped a peppermint into her mouth. Alek took the wine and hurried ahead of her to get the door.
She took a deep breath, and the humid air cooled as it passed over the mint in her mouth. She closed her eyes, feeling the dwindling sun on her face and listening to the noises of the city. Deep down, she knew that as long as Alek put up with her chaotic, messed-up life, she would be okay.
A truck rumbled to life, drowning out everything else. She opened her eyes and searched the parking lot in a panic. The rumble grew to a roar, and she saw what she dreaded to see�Donny�s truck, racing away from the restaurant.
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Evelyn Jameson was going crazy. At night, she woke up in a panic, convinced someone was holding her down. During the day, she heard phantom trucks idling on the street. And during every waking hour, she felt like someone was watching her. Candace did her best to comfort her, but it was no use. The only time she felt safe was when she was with Alek, whom she began visiting every day. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, she would drive to Lexington to have dinner with him and walk through the park. Every other day, he would drive to Kensington and chat with her in the sunroom or read books with her in the West Lounge. It was there, between the sheltering rows of books, that they shared their first kiss. From then on, they began and ended every date with a kiss, but Alek hesitated to go any farther. When she offered to accompany him to his house in Lexington, he respectfully declined. He told her she was still shaken up by Donny, and he didn�t want their first time to be an �escape.�
She�d been hurt by his refusal, but she knew he was right. She did want to be with him, had wanted him since the beginning, but part of her only wanted him for the safety he provided.
Donny needed more time to get over his obsession, and she needed more time to overcome her fear of him.
On Wednesday, three weeks after Donny held her captive in his truck, Evelyn welcomed a group of visitors for an afternoon tour of the manor. An elderly couple and a trio of college students passed into the lobby, their necks craning and their jaws dropping as they admired the decor and high ceilings. Evelyn grinned�the expressions of first-time visitors to the estate always brought her a spark of joy.
Her grin faded as a straggling visitor, a woman with short hair and hard shoulders, bounded up the stairs. Vanessa.
Not wanting to sully the mood for the other visitors, Evelyn put on a fake smile for Vanessa and said, �Welcome to the Kensington Estate. Are you here for the tour?�
Vanessa shrugged. �Sure. Why not?�
Evelyn retreated into the lobby and stood at the center of the room. She waved the group forward and listed the rules of the tour: no flash-photography, no leaving the group, no touching the artwork. Then she mentioned that the guest rooms were available to rent and handed out business cards. She had gone through the routine hundreds of times, and Vanessa�s unexpected arrival wasn�t enough to throw her off her game.
She led the visitors from room to room, explaining the history of antique tables and hand-chiseled sculptures, describing humorous stories behind dents in the wood paneling or patches on the walls. The visitors spoke to each other in hushed tones, as if they were being led through a nursery filled with sleeping babies. Evelyn guided them through one of the secret corridors, describing its shameful heritage as she went. In one of the lounges, a guest looked up from a book she was reading and smiled. Not wanting to disturb the guest, Evelyn let the visitors poke their heads in to look around but didn�t speak again until they were back in the hallway.
The tour meandered through the garden to a quaint-looking shed, and she told the guests that the tiny building once had a false floor that had been used to hide moonshine during the prohibition era. After answering a few questions, Evelyn concluded the tour. The elderly couple tried to give her a tip, but she politely refused, telling them it was against policy and thanking them for the offer.
As the group dispersed, Vanessa stepped forward, her thumbs hooked in her pockets. �Not bad. You managed to keep me awake, for the most part.�
Evelyn checked to make sure the other visitors were out of earshot, then growled, �Did you go through the entire tour just so you could make fun of me at work?�
Vanessa hesitated. �No, actually. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?�
Evelyn hated the idea of sharing the manor with Vanessa, so she nodded at the shed. �We keep some of the extra folding chairs inside. We can talk in there.� She flipped through her keychain and unlocked the door, leading Vanessa into the dimly-lit space. She grasped a string and tugged, pulling the beaded chain of an overhead lamp. It flickered to life, revealing the rustic but clean interior. Evelyn handed Vanessa a chair, unfolded her own, and sat down.
�You could have called me, you know.�
Vanessa shook her head. �Not for this. Sometimes, when I�m talking on the phone, I can come off�bitchy.�
Evelyn put her hand against her chest and raised her eyebrows in mock surprise.
�Alright, I can come off bitchy in person, too. The point is, I want you to know I�m not just trying to be mean. I�m genuinely concerned.�
�About what?�
�Donny.� Vanessa leaned forward and picked at a callous on her hand. �He�s been�hurting lately. I don�t know what happened between you two�he won�t tell me anything�but he isn�t handling it well. What did you do to him?�
Evelyn wanted to lash out, to tell her Donny had gone insane, but she held back. In the small, secluded space, she felt intimidated by Vanessa. �I blocked his number and told him I didn�t want to speak to him again.�
Vanessa�s eyes blazed with anger. �Why? Is this about what he did at the restaurant in front of your new boyfriend?�
�Partially.�
Vanessa stood and paced the cramped quarters, then she gripped the back of her chair like she was trying to crush the aluminum frame. She hung her head for a moment and took a deep breath. �You two have been friends for twenty years, and you�re going to throw that away because he embarrassed you?�
Evelyn�s blood boiled with resentment. She glared at Vanessa for a long moment and realized the woman with the notorious temper was making a genuine effort to stay calm�to gather the facts before picking a fight. �There�s�more to it. Donny has been acting strange lately.�
Vanessa sighed, moved to the door, and stared out the small, four-pane window. �I�m worried about him. He looks sick. I know he hasn�t been sleeping, and he�s lost at least ten pounds in the past two weeks. I went to his house, and it was a mess, which isn�t like him, you know?�
Evelyn nodded. She was about to tell her about the incident in the truck, but she backtracked and asked a question instead. �This is going to be awkward, but did you know Donny had a�thing for me?�
She scoffed, still staring out the window. �Are you honestly telling me you didn�t?�
�No. I mean, yes�that�s what I�m telling you.�
Vanessa turned around and studied her. �Are you serious?�
�I swear.�
Returning to her seat, Vanessa stared into her eyes, searching her soul. After several moments, she leaned back and covered her mouth with one hand. �All this time��
Evelyn tilted her head. �What?�
Vanessa didn�t seem to hear her. �All this time��
�Vanessa, what are you saying? How long have you known?�
She cursed under her breath and shook her head. �All this time, I thought you were the worst kind of slut. He made it seem like you knew, that you were toying with him every time you went out with a different guy. He confided in me, told me how much he loved you, but he made me promise not to bring it up in front of you.�
It felt as if Evelyn had fallen into an endless, swirling tunnel. Her stomach churned within her, and bile crept into the back of her throat. �When did he tell you?� she asked softly.
Vanessa blinked, her face wracked with guilt and pity. �After the fire, when we moved in. He didn�t want you to feel uncomfortable because we were all living together, so he kept his feeling hidden. Later, when we were in high school, he started looking at you differently, and I assumed you knew. For a while, I thought you two were dating. I mean, he took you to prom.�
Evelyn�s face burned scarlet. �No one else asked me out. Donny walked in on me crying, and he offered to go with me. I had already bought a dress�I thought he was being nice.�
Another moment of silence. �Is that what happened, then? You found out how he felt and decided you needed space?� There was understanding in her voice. Compassion, even.
Evelyn stared at the floorboards between her shoes. �That�s not how it went. Although I wish it was. After that first date with Alek, Donny started talking to me differently�flirting. But I still wanted to be friends, as long as he could learn to respect my boundaries. Then he gave me a ride to work one day, and he just�lost it. He wouldn�t let me out of his truck, and he started driving like a crazy person. I thought we were both going to die. I haven�t spoken to him since then.�
Vanessa�s face turned cold. She rose to her feet, her hands clenched into fists. �He did what?�
Evelyn recoiled, frightened by the sudden transformation. �He apologized afterward. I think he was having some sort of mental breakdown, that�s all.�
The words did nothing to calm Vanessa, she kicked her chair, and it slammed into the wall before collapsing on the floor. �He knows what I�ve been through. He�s seen it first-hand. Now my own brother is pulling the same shit.�
Evelyn had retreated to the back of the room. She stood perfectly still, like a rodent hiding from a serpent.
Resolve spread across Vanessa�s features. She glanced at Evelyn and said. �I�m sorry for the way I�ve been to you all these years, and I�m sorry for my brother�s behavior.� Then she shoved the door open and stomped across the garden.
Evelyn stayed in the shed until she heard Vanessa�s car peel out of the driveway.
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Evelyn left work early and trudged home, trying to come to grips with everything Vanessa had said. Every memory she had of Donny was cast in a different light. The friendly gestures, the teasing, the conversations that lasted long into the night�they felt natural at the time. Unforced. Now, it all felt creepy. She had shared her most intimate secrets with him. Knowing he had been attracted to her the entire time left her feeling violated.
She longed to talk to someone who had known Donny when he was young. Someone she could trust and open up to. But Candace hadn�t met Donny until their college years, and Sonya barely knew him. Vanessa had stormed off, apparently embarking on a rampage against her sibling, and Evelyn had no desire to insert herself into that looming confrontation.
Her feet scuffed to a stop, and she closed her eyes. There was someone who knew Donny as a boy, but she was the last person Evelyn wanted to talk to.
Maureen.
Evelyn continued walking, then changed directions, pacing back and forth on the same strip of sidewalk. She argued with herself, weighing the merits of a conversation with her mother. At last, she took out her phone, exhaled sharply, and dialed.
Maureen picked up on the second ring. �Hello?�
�Uh, hi. Do you have a minute?�
There was a shuffling noise. �Sure, honey. Listen, I�m sorry about before. You�re a grown woman, and you�re entitled to your own opinions about your father.�
�Thanks, but this isn�t about that.�
�Oh?�
�It�s about Donny.� Evelyn felt a fresh wave of embarrassment, and she chewed the inside of her cheek as she framed the question in her mind.
�Well, I haven�t heard from him recently, and it�s been weeks since I last saw him around town. Is everything alright?�
�Yeah, he�s fine, as far as I know. I�m actually wondering about before�when we were kids.�
�Okay��
She took a deep breath. No turning back now. �Did Donny ever seem like he was�interested in me?�
�You meant the world to that boy.� She chuckled. �And he followed you around like a lost puppy. Of course he was interested.�
�I mean interested.� She pinched the bridge of her nose. �Did you know he had a crush on me?�
There was a long silence, which was an answer in itself.
�Maureen, did you know?�
�I suspected. It wasn�t until much later, after he and your father�� She stopped short. �I thought Donny had let it go and was content to be your friend. Why is this coming up now?�
Evelyn sighed. �Donny�s been acting weird. He�tried to sabotage things with my new boyfriend, and he�s acting really possessive.�
Maureen hesitated. �When did this start happening?�
�A few weeks ago.�
�Around the time your father was released from prison?�
The question gave Evelyn a chill. �Now that you mention it, yeah.�
When Maureen spoke again, her voice was barely audible. �Can we talk about this in person?�
�I guess so. Can you come to my place?�
�I�ll be there in ten minutes.�
Evelyn was about to tell her she wasn�t home yet, but the line went dead. She frowned, watching the numbers on the call log blink, then she tucked the phone into her pocket.
Lowering her head, she walked the last four blocks to her apartment. She unlocked the door, went inside, and before she could finish taking off her shoes, there was a soft knock behind her.
She opened the door, and Maureen checked over her shoulder before coming inside.
�Thank you.� Maureen folded her arms tight around her chest as if she felt uncomfortable invading her daughter�s home. �Are you alone?�
Evelyn raised an eyebrow. �Why wouldn�t I be?�
�I�m just being cautious.�
�There�s no one else here.� She felt herself growing impatient. �What�s this about?�
�It�s�complicated. And you have to understand, there are things even I didn�t know until your father got out. He wasn�t comfortable discussing certain things before the trial�in case I was called as a witness. Then, when he was in prison, he worried about being overheard.�
Evelyn let out an exasperated breath and stared up at the ceiling. �Why do you always have to make this about him?�
Maureen shook her head. �In this case, you did. Years ago, when you were still in high school, Donny approached your father and asked for permission to start dating you.�
�Really?�
Maureen shrugged. �It was a bit strange. By that time, your father saw Donny as a son, and he had no idea he was harboring feelings for you. He told Donny it wouldn�t be proper because we all lived under the same roof. But Donny was a good, responsible boy with excellent grades, so your father gave a conditional blessing�when Donny moved away, he could begin courting you.�
Evelyn nodded slowly. �But I started dating Jeb before Donny moved out.�
�That�s right. And your father and I assumed that was the end of it. Then, after�� She winced. �After the incident, when Vanessa and Donny moved out, I assumed Donny would tell you how he felt. But he closed himself off to the world. I think he was badly shaken by your father�s actions.�
�We all were,� Evelyn murmured.
Maureen braced her daughter, placing gentle hands on her shoulders. �There�s more to the story of that night than you know. There are details that only your father can share. He�s willing to wait until you�re ready to talk, but you should know there are things he�s hidden from you�for your own good.�
�If this is some trick to try to get me to meet with Harold��
�It isn�t, I promise. Remember, you were the one who called me.�
Evelyn huffed. �Donny wasn�t even home that night. How could he have anything to do with Harold losing his mind? And if Harold talked to you about it, why can�t you just tell me yourself?�
Maureen wrung her hands together and glanced at different corners of the room as if seeking an escape. �I�I can�t. There are legal ramifications. And if this secret might land someone in the penitentiary, then it�s your father�s to share, and his alone.�
For years, Evelyn had clung to the hope that she would never have to see Harold Jameson again. At least, outside of her nightmares. The thought of seeing him in person filled her with dread because of what he had done and shame because she had never given him a chance to explain himself. �Do you think�he would tell me over the phone?�
Maureen shook her head. �Your father spent ten years deprived of modern conveniences and technology. He doesn�t trust anything electronic�especially phones and computers. But the decision is still yours. I�ve longed for the two of you to be reconciled ever since it happened, but he respects your wishes. If you don�t want to meet with him, you don�t have to.�
Evelyn stared at the door where, on the other side, the painted words had been. Her mouth went dry, and when she spoke, her voice was hoarse. �Knowing what you know, do you think I have any reason to be afraid of Donny?�
�You know Donny better than I do.� She paused and hugged herself. �All I can say is, love�and especially rejection�have made perfectly sane people do unspeakable things. And as your mother, I want you to be careful.�
The dim, unlit bedroom suddenly looked ominous in the periphery of Evelyn�s vision. �I have been, and I will. And, speaking of that, do you think you could give me a ride to Candace�s place? I haven�t been sleeping here, and I need to bring some things with me.�
Maureen nodded and fiddled with her keys. �I�ll wait in the car. Take your time.�
Out of habit, Evelyn locked the door behind Maureen. But as she turned to face the inside of her small apartment, she wished she wasn�t alone. Paranoia, she told herself. It was simply the day�s revelations straining her emotions, nothing more. Passing a partially painted wall, she grabbed a canvas bag from her bedroom closet and rushed around the apartment, gathering comfort items. Her extended stay on Candace�s couch was about to become permanent.
She toted the bag down the stairs and placed it in the back of Maureen�s car, and they rode across town in silence. When they arrived at Candace�s apartment complex, Evelyn thanked her mother and promised to think about meeting Harold. She would call in the morning to let her know what she had decided.
Wrapping her arms around the tote bag, Evelyn shut the rear door and crossed the street. Her gaze drifted to a shiny new Ford EcoSport that was parked in one of the Visitor�s spaces, its Ruby-Red paint glistening in the afternoon light. She�d been saving up to buy a car and had visited a dealer to test drive an EcoSport, even though it was well beyond her price range. With her student loans still hanging over her like a cloud, the best she could hope for was a barely functional used car.
After ascending the steps to the second-floor balcony, she shifted the weight of the tote to her hips and knocked�she didn�t want to sift through her keys to find the spare Candace had made for her.
The deadbolt turned and Candace pulled the door open. Speaking with a mouth full of Caesar salad, she said, �What�s all this?�
Evelyn set the bag against the wall by the door and untied her shoes. �It�s�a long story. But the gist of it is, I�m a big chicken and I don�t want to live alone any time soon. Is it alright if I stay with you for a few more weeks? Or maybe years?�
Candace gave her a curious look, then took her hand and led her toward the kitchen. �You can stay here as long as you need, little duckling. And I want to hear the whole story. But first�� She grabbed a cardboard box off the counter and handed it to Evelyn. �You have to open this. It showed up outside the door this morning, and I�ve been dying to know what�s inside.�
Evelyn frowned and turned the box over in her hands. There was no mailing label and no return address, just her name written in permanent marker. �Who sent this?�
�Don�t know. Someone knocked, but they were gone before I got to the door.� Her eyes were narrow, conspiratorial. �You don�t think it�s from your stalker, do you?�
Evelyn held the box out as if it was filled with nitro-glycerine. �Why�d you have to say that? Jeeze, Candace, what if it has a severed ear inside?�
Candace took the package with one hand and held up a kitchen knife with the other. �You want me to open it?�
Evelyn nodded, took a step back, and crouched as if expecting an explosion.
Candace merrily sawed into the packing tape, set the knife aside, and opened the top flaps. She raised an eyebrow and took out a stack of neatly folded papers. �A bunch of documents and�a key.�
�A key? To what?�
Candace looped her thumb through the keyring and held it up. �A car of some sort.�
Evelyn took the key and held it in her palm, studying the blue and white logo on the fob. �Did it come with a note?�
Candace shuffled through the documents, her eyes growing wider as she studied the pages.
�What is it?�
She shook her head slowly. �You�re not going to believe this.�
Evelyn snatched the pages out of Candace�s hand. There was a note on top, bearing a single, hand-written sentence. �I hope this gift can tell you what I have failed to say for so long: I�m in love with you, Evelyn Jameson, and I want to be with you. Forever.�
Her hands shook as she dropped the note, revealing the documents beneath�an invoice, dated four weeks ago, for the sale of a Ford EcoSport, and a Title printed with her name.
Candace studied her friend�s face, hesitant to break the silence. Finally, she cleared her throat and said, �What are you going to do?�
Evelyn took a deep breath and held the keys in a clenched fist. �I�m going to talk to my father. Tonight.�
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It�s time to take control.
For years, Evelyn had tried and failed to control any part of her life. She drifted through a series of doomed romantic relationships, failed to understand Donny�s unwanted affection, and suffered through endless recurring nightmares. For over a decade, she had been a victim�a cowering slave to a single dark memory.
But all that was going to change tonight. She would overcome her deep-seated fear of her father and master her new fear of Donny.
She gripped the steering wheel and turned, guiding the EcoSport into the driveway of her childhood home. She slammed the leather gearshift into park, cut the ignition, and stepped into the evening air. Her entire body shook as she mounted the concrete step and knocked on the front door.
A few seconds later, Maureen answered, staring suspiciously at Evelyn�s silhouette. She flicked the porch light on, and her eyes widened. �Evelyn, I had no idea you were coming.� She held the door close, hesitant to let her daughter inside. �If you would have called, I could have�made sure I was alone.�
Evelyn shifted her weight on her feet. �I know what I�m doing, Maureen. I�m here to see him.�
Maureen�s face lit up. �Really? What made you decide so quickly?�
Taking a step back, Evelyn pointed at the EcoSport. �This.�
Her mother appraised the vehicle for several seconds, then she shook her head in confusion.
�It�s a gift,� Evelyn explained, �from Donny. He paid for it in cash and signed the Title over to me.� She lowered her gaze. �I�m scared, Mom. Donny was the most stable person in my life�he was always there for me, went through everything with me. And now I feel like I never knew him. I need answers.�
�Are you sure you want to do this now? Maybe you should wait until tomorrow, when you�ve had a chance to process things.�
�No. It has to be tonight.� Evelyn clenched her teeth, refusing to cry. �You said Donny was�part of that night. And I need to know the truth.�
After a long moment, Maureen held the door wide and ushered her daughter into the living room.
Evelyn stepped onto the carpet, and a shock ran up her legs, spreading through her body. She�d been in the house hundreds of times after the �incident,� even lived there for a while. But knowing Harold Jameson was in the house made her feel like she had stepped back in time. Her head buzzed with a high-pitched ringing, and a wave of dizziness threatened to buckle her knees.
�Harry,� Maureen called out, �you can come out now.�
A door at the end of the hallway closed, and heavy footsteps padded along the aging carpet. Harold Jameson stepped into the room, a broad smile on his face. Then he caught sight of Evelyn and stopped as if frozen in time. His smile faded, replaced by a look of longing and shame. He tried to speak�his throat undulating but producing no sound. At last, he managed to force out one word. �Evelyn.�
A shrieking noise echoed through the room. Evelyn whirled, trying to find the source. Darkness closed in at the corners of her vision as if the universe itself was trying to smother her. Her consciousness waned, and she realized that the scream was coming from deep inside her.
�You�re not falling asleep, are you?�
Evelyn blinked, taking in her surroundings. She was lying on the couch, and a television cast the furniture in flickering blue light. Her head rested against a broad chest, which rose and fell with steady breathing, then bounced as the young man began to laugh.
�You are sleeping. And the movie�s just getting to the good part.�
She sat up and looked into his loving eyes. Running the tips of her fingers through his curly black hair, she shrugged and said, �Maybe I�m bored because of the movie.� She grabbed the remote and hit the power button, plunging the room into partial darkness. A faint glow escaped the kitchen, originating from the incandescent bulb above the sink, but the living room was dark enough to offer privacy.
His fingers prodded her ribcage, where she was most ticklish. �What are you up to?�
She giggled and pulled his hands away. �I didn�t invite you over to watch movies.�
�Yeah, you did. You said, hey I rented a couple of movies, want to come over?�
Evelyn rolled her eyes. �I rented the movies so it wouldn�t be obvious.�
�So�what wouldn�t be obvious?�
Her lips turned up, forming a coy smile. �You�re so innocent, Jeb. My parents are gone, Donny�s gone, Vanessa�s gone��
He nodded along, following her train of thought along the wrong tracks. �So�you wanted company, because you didn�t want to sit at home alone.�
�No, goofball.� She sighed and climbed onto his lap. �Here, I�ll show you.�
She kissed him and reached beneath his shirt, running her fingers along the hard curves of his stomach. He closed his eyes and kissed her back, probing between her lips with his tongue. He grunted with need, then pulled away.
�We can�t,� he said.
�Why not? We have the entire house to ourselves.�
He chewed the inside of his cheek. His hands took on minds of their own and gripped her waist. �I mean, we shouldn�t. We should wait, shouldn�t we? That�s what people do, right?�
She kissed his neck and pressed her forehead against his. �We always talked about getting married after high school. But I don�t want to wait that long, do you?�
�No.�
They started again, pressing against each other and breaking away to strip off layers of clothing. Evelyn was breathing hard and tugging at Jeb�s belt buckle. She didn�t hear the lock turning on the front door.
�Evelyn!� a voice boomed. �Get away from him!�
She toppled to the floor, clutching her bra to her chest. Jeb scrambled for his shirt and put it on inside-out.
Harold Jameson thundered across the room, his eyes blazing with anger. He grabbed the collar of Jeb�s shirt and threw him onto the floor.
�Daddy, stop!� Evelyn screamed.
The big man ignored his daughter. He bent over, flipped Jeb onto his back, and crashed his hammerlike fist into the teenager�s face.
�Stop! It was my idea! Daddy, you�re hurting him.� She grabbed her father�s arm, pulling back on his elbow, but he was too powerful.
Using his other hand, he gripped Jeb�s neck and tossed him across the room. Jeb crashed into the coffee table, crushing his nose on the edge.
Evelyn pummeled Harold with her fists. She dug her fingernails into his arms and wrapped her hands around his thick neck. But nothing could stop him�he was a savage beast, hellbent on smashing Jeb into a pulp.
Blood poured from Jeb�s mangled face, drenching his shirt. Harold landed one more punch, then picked him up and threw him against the television. His body went limp, and he toppled to the floor like a tortured doll.
�You killed him!� Evelyn shrieked. �You monster! You killed him!�
A warm, moist cloth dabbed Evelyn�s forehead, bringing her back to the present. She opened her eyes and lashed out, knocking her mother�s hand away.
�It�s okay,� Maureen said in a soft voice. �I won�t hurt you. No one here will hurt you.�
Evelyn sat up, pushing against couch cushions and whipping her head back and forth. She searched for broken glass scattered across a blood-stained carpet, listened for the sound of sirens, but the world had transformed. A scalding heat rose up from the sofa, and she jumped to her feet, compelled to distance herself from the last place she had kissed her first love. It was another trick of the brain�that couch had been thrown out years ago, and a faux-leather sofa stood in its place.
�Evelyn, do you know where you are?�
She whirled on her mother. �I�I�m at home.�
Maureen stood but didn�t approach. �Do you know when you are, honey?�
Evelyn closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing. �I�m not sure.�
�You drove here, remember? From Candace�s apartment.�
�Candace?� Slowly, she pulled herself free of her troubled past and returned to the present. �I drove here�because of the car. Because of Donny.� She inhaled sharply. �I saw Harold and��
�And you fainted.� Maureen stepped forward and took her daughter�s hand. �We don�t blame you. We all wish we could forget that night. Even after all this time, the memory is still sharp�sharp enough to make us lose our grip on reality.�
Evelyn glanced around the room. �Is he still here?�
Maureen nodded. �He�s outside, on the back porch. If you don�t want to see him right now�if you want to leave�he�ll understand.�
It was tempting. She imagined locking herself in the car and pinning the accelerator to the floor, leaving the horrible man behind and never coming back.
But there was a new shadow in her life. Donny. And she needed to understand his connection to the worst date of her life�the night she lost Jeb. She took a moment to gather her courage then shook her head. �No. I need answers, and if I have to face down a monster to get them, I will.�
The comment stung Maureen, but she offered no retort on her husband�s behalf. �Alright. If that�s what you want, I�ll bring him inside. Would you like him to sit with us?�
Evelyn glanced at the sofa. �Not here. We can talk in the kitchen.�
Maureen opened the sliding door at the back of the living room, and Evelyn made her way to the kitchen. She settled into a creaky wooden chair and dug her right thumbnail into her left palm, using the pain to anchor herself to the present.
In the living room, the door slid shut. Maureen appeared at the entrance to the kitchen, pulling the towering man behind her.
Harold�s head and shoulders hung low. He stared at the floor, and his eyes glistened with fresh tears. Maureen tried to tow him to the table, but he held back. She tugged at his hand one more time then let go.
A terrible stillness settled upon the room, as solemn as the inside of a funeral parlor. Evelyn�s heart pounded in her chest and echoed in her ears. Her limbs itched and tingled with electricity, begging her to run. She dug her thumbnail deeper into her palm and reminded herself why she came. But everything she�d wanted to know about Donny suddenly vanished, and her lips parted to utter the one question that mattered. �Why?�
Harold inhaled, and his entire body shuddered. He tried to speak, but he couldn�t form the words and instead let out a shuddering sigh. The mountain of a man covered his face with his hands and began to weep.
Maureen rubbed her husband�s back. Speaking in a low voice, as if to hide her words from Evelyn, she said, �She�s afraid, Harry. She needs to know the truth.�
Harold let out a sob. �He was my little boy. I had to protect him.�
Raising her voice, Maureen said, �No one is questioning your reasons, but Donny isn�t a boy anymore, and your daughter is afraid of him. You need to protect her now.�
Finally, Harold glanced at Evelyn. His hollow, bloodshot eyes held none of the fury she remembered. He was a broken man.
�What do you mean? Why did you have to protect Donny?� Evelyn asked.
He flinched and looked away like a beaten dog. �He�he was young. If he went to court, they would have questioned him. And if they found out how he knew, he could�ve gone to jail, too.� His brow furrowed as if he didn�t understand his own words. �I mean, I think it was illegal, what Donny did. He was so bright, so talented�and he was just trying to look out for you.�
Evelyn frowned. He was giving her more questions than answers. �But�what did he do?�
Still reluctant to meet his daughter�s gaze, Harold looked at the ceiling. �He found things out about Jeb. Terrible things. And I�I lost control. I never told you what Jeb had done because I didn�t want you to know what kind of person he was.�
Terrible things? Evelyn thought. She covered her mouth with one hand, sickened by the truth materializing before her. �What did Donny find out? You have to tell me.�
Several moments passed. Harold�s jaw moved up and down, but he couldn�t bring himself to describe what he had seen.
Placing her hand against his chest, Maureen said, �Harry, is it alright if I tell her?�
He nodded.
Maureen took a deep breath and fixed her daughter in a steely gaze. �Donny was the reason we left you alone that night. He wanted to talk to us in private, away from the house. He seemed�sickened by something, so we agreed. We took him to dinner, trying to get him to open up, but he barely spoke. He wouldn�t tell us anything until Harold parked the station wagon outside of town where no one could see or hear us.�
She scratched her neck as if the memory still made her squeamish. �Donny had conducted an investigation of sorts. He didn�t trust Jeb, so he started collecting information. He snuck into the Principal�s office and stole Jeb�s school record, which had a list of complaints about Jeb�s behavior toward younger students. There were several reports of Jeb breaking into the girls� bathrooms, and an unsubstantiated claim that he had touched a sixth-grader inappropriately.� Maureen watched Evelyn�s expression, looking for signs of shock. Seeing none, she continued. �Even back then, Donny was a whiz with computers. He managed to hack into the Sheriff�s department database and found more records. There were eight separate reports by Jeb�s family members�they were concerned that Jeb was�molesting his classmates at school. And one of his friends claimed that Jeb had raped a girl at a party. The police never arrested him, because none of the victims ever came forward.�
Evelyn�s face still didn�t betray any emotion. She nodded for her mother to continue.
�Harold and I were mortified. We were going to forbid you from seeing Jeb and talk to his family.� Maureen swallowed. �Then Donny showed us the laptop.�
Evelyn leaned forward and rested her forearms on the table. �Jeb�s laptop?�
Maureen nodded emphatically, as if surprised she had guessed. �Yes, exactly. Donny was concerned for your safety, so he broke into Jeb�s locker and stole his laptop. What he found inside was despicable.� Her face soured. �Nude pictures. Of children.�
Evelyn�s face was hard, cold. �And that�s what set Dad off. That�s why he came home and tore my life apart.�
Harold winced, bit his lower lip, and nodded.
After a long moment of silence, Evelyn spoke. �Thank you for telling me.� She pushed her chair back and stood, then crossed the room, paused, and patted his arm�touching her father for the first time in ten years.
She said, �Welcome home, Harrold,� then hurried past him, opened the front door, and stepped into the darkening night.
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He stared at the phone, and his palms began to sweat. There, in capital letters, were the words he feared most of all. I KNOW WHAT YOU DID.
In a flash, he opened the message and checked the description. The number was unlisted.
His mind raced, replaying his actions over the past several years. Where had he made a mistake? He narrowed in on the last six months, then the last four weeks. Nothing.
He shook his head. He had followed the plan perfectly. Evelyn was ready to take the next step with him, he was sure of it. He just needed a little more time.
Setting the phone aside, he massaged his temples and took a cleansing breath. He could still salvage this, still claim his prey, but he would have to act quickly. There was no way to put out the wildfire once it started; the only option was to cut a firebreak. Perform damage control.
Normally, he claimed the women he hunted with zero collateral damage. But Evelyn was different�there were too many people watching out for her. Flipping open a notebook, he began scrawling out names. He made a list of everyone he knew then placed the words Means, Motive, and Opportunity at the top of the page.
With the focus of a detective on the verge of a breakthrough, he filled out the page. One by one, he crossed out suspects until he was left with three names. He tore out the page and started another.
He beamed with pride as he jotted down information about his top three suspects. Her life was an open book�one he had memorized to serve his purposes. When he finished the second page, he held it out and let his eyes wander from one line to the next.
�Which one of you knows my dirty little secret?� he asked out loud, as if expecting the answer to leap out at him. He read the first name again. Harold.
The man certainly had the motivation. What father wouldn�t? But after spending years in prison, would he have the means�the technological expertise�to find out the truth?
He doubted it. Digging the pen into the notepad, he crossed out the name. Next was Candace. A bright, driven woman, she would have the means and opportunity to discover the truth if she knew where to look. But did she have the motivation?
He drew in a question mark next to her name and studied the final suspect. Something clicked into place�a corner piece of the puzzle. From there, his mind built outward, filling in the gaps. Of course! Why hadn�t he thought of it sooner?
He crossed out Candace�s name and drew circles around the third name, over and over until it was blotted out with ink. His hands tingled, lusting for their next kill, but his rational mind kept the craving at bay. He would have to be careful, like he was with his first. It would have to look like an accident, or maybe suicide.
Tossing the pen aside, he stood and began pacing the room. He needed a plan, and he had no time to waste. Accidental death was the simplest, but it could look suspicious under these circumstances. It would have to be suicide. But how?
He stopped mid-stride and closed his eyes, allowing his thoughts to coalesce into a plan. Yes, that could work.
On his cluttered desk, the phone vibrated. He snatched it up and tapped a button to light up the screen. It was a message from Evelyn: I need to talk to you.
He tapped out a quick response, trying to sound casual. Sure. What�s up? After tucking his phone into his pocket, he tore out the top notebook page, then the second. He had written the words with such force that their imprints seemed to permeate everything beneath them. Letting out an exasperated grunt, he rolled the entire notebook up and ran to the kitchen to retrieve a box of matches. He rushed outside and held the notebook to the flame.
His grim face flickered orange and red in the firelight. As he watched the flames consume the evidence of his murderous intentions, his phone began to ring. It was Evelyn.
Tossing the flaming notebook aside, he answered the call.
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Evelyn tugged her shoelaces tight and knotted them.
�Are you sure you want to do this?� Candace asked. She nodded at the empty bottles of wine on her coffee table. �I don�t know if you should be driving right now.�
�I�m not waiting until the morning. I need to hear him admit it. Besides, I�m not driving, Alek is. He should be here in a few minutes.�
Candace raised an eyebrow. �You�re dragging him all the way down here in the middle of the night for this? I could have gone with you, you know.�
Evelyn stood and placed a hand on the wall to steady herself. �I�m glad you have my back, but if I�m right, then Donny is more dangerous than we ever knew. No offense, but you�re not exactly a heavyweight.�
Candace grinned and raised her wine glass. �None taken.�
�Besides, you�re more drunk than I am.�
She shrugged. �Maybe. But I bet I could still kick his ass.�
Evelyn walked over and put a hand on Candace�s shoulder. �I appreciate the offer. And thank you for listening to my sob story.� She backed away and grasped the doorknob. �Crack open another bottle while I�m gone. I�m probably going to need it when I get back.�
She had barely reached the street when a pair of headlights appeared, and a silver Buick came to a stop in front of her. Alek hopped out, circled the nose of the vehicle, and opened her door for her.
When he returned to the driver�s seat, he sniffed the air and frowned. �Have you been drinking?�
Evelyn�s cheeks turned rosy. �A few glasses of wine. It�s been a rough night.�
He nodded sympathetically. �Can you tell me about it?�
She exhaled and leaned against the headrest. �It�s Donny.�
�Donny? What did he do now?�
�It�s nothing recent. It has to do with the night�� She let her words trail off. �With the worst night of my life.�
Alek let go of the steering wheel and took her hand. �I see. Do you�want to talk about it?�
Evelyn imagined her father rotting in prison all those years, paying the penalty for a crime of passion that was brought on by a carefully crafted lie. It made her sick. But she trusted Alek completely, and it was time to share her burden. Knowing time was short, she quickly recounted her story, glossing over some of the gory details to avoid flashing back and losing touch with reality.
Sweat was rolling down her face by the time she finished, and she let her head sink against the headrest.
At some point, Alek�s mouth had dropped open in disbelief. He closed it, swallowed, and said, �Are you saying Donny lied to your father to get him to attack Jeb?�
She nodded.
His features darkened, and he put the car in gear. He didn�t speak again until they arrived at Donny�s house�a cottage at the end of a lonely road with a rusty truck parked out front. Killing the engine, he stared straight ahead and murmured, �I�ve never heard of anything so awful. Whatever happens up there, I won�t hold it against you.�
She assumed he meant physical violence. In the hours since she had learned of Donny�s treachery, she thought about hurting him more than once. But she decided he deserved worse than a beating. She wanted him to confess and suffer through prison as her father did.
As they walked along the gravel driveway, Evelyn thought the cottage looked sinister in the moonlight. She had always felt welcome in the squat house, but now it radiated a threatening aura�like the inside of a scorpion�s nest.
The living room window glowed a pale blue, flickering occasionally�Donny was on his computer. Evelyn reached the door and knocked hard enough to turn her knuckles pink.
A light came on in the small entryway and the door swung open. Donny wore a hopeful expression that was tinged with concern. �Thanks for meeting with me. Please, come in.�
She crossed her arms and clenched her jaw. �I�d rather do this outside.�
He studied her for a moment, then wilted with disappointment. �This is about the car, right? Look, I shouldn�t have written the note like that. I�m not trying to pressure you into anything, I promise. The car is yours, no strings attached. But there�s something more important I need to show you.� He reached for her hand, but she pulled away. Behind her, there was the sound of crunching gravel.
Donny glanced past her left shoulder, and his eyes widened. �What�s he doing here?�
�He�s here to protect me from the psycho I thought was my friend.�
�Psycho? Grow up, Evelyn. It�s my money, and I can spend it however I want.� He pointed a finger at Alek. �But that guy is dangerous.� Lowering his voice, he added, �I know you told me not to snoop, but I did. And I�ve found some convincing evidence��
�Are you kidding me?� Evelyn shouted. She grabbed the top of her head with both hands. �You�re doing it again!�
�You don�t have to freak out. I�m just trying to protect you.�
�Protect me? Is that what you were doing when you lied to my parents about Jeb?�
Her words knocked him into an instant stupor. He swayed on his feet, and his face turned ghostly pale. He struggled to breathe and held onto the door frame for support.
Evelyn jabbed a finger against his sternum. �Jeb never owned a laptop. And if he had molested one of our classmates, I would have been the first person to hear about it.�
She pounded a fist against the outside of the cottage. �I called Paulette, Donny. No one ever complained about Jeb. Admit it, you faked all of it, didn�t you?�
Donny swallowed hard. �I..I can�t change the past, but this is different. This is real. I think you need to come inside and look at what I�ve found out,� he flicked his eyes toward Alek, �about him.�
�You�re unbelievable. My father spent ten years in prison because of you. And Jeb�� she stopped and looked away. �You really are a psycho if you would even think I would trust you after what you did.�
�Evelyn,� Donny said, his voice rising slightly. �I�m not lying to you. And you need to come inside.� He grabbed her forearm and tried to pull her inside. She fought back, but he didn�t let go until he saw Alek striding forward.
Evelyn held her arm close to her chest as if she�d been bitten by a snake. She put a hand up to keep Alek from tearing Donny�s head off, then said, �I�m done here. Please, take me home.�
Alek put an arm around Evelyn�s shoulder and walked toward the Buick.
�He�s not who you think he is!� Donny shouted after them. �You have to believe me!�
They were almost to the car when Evelyn heard fast footfalls behind them. She turned her head and saw a glint in the moonlight. She pushed away from Alek and shouted, �Look out!�
Alek spun around in time to see the blade plunging down. He put up his hands and managed to catch Donny�s wrist before it finished its deadly arc. He struggled for control of the knife, but only momentarily. Physically, Donny was no match for Alek. Alek wrenched Donny�s arm to the side, plucked the knife from his grip, then shoved the smaller man onto his back.
�Don�t get up,� Alek growled.
Donny�s hands felt along the grass as if searching for a weapon. When he found none, he glared at Alek, then at the knife.
�Get in the car,� Alek said.
Evelyn didn�t hesitate. She was inside the Buick in an instant.
Alek backed away from Donny, circling the car. He thumbed the remote to start the engine and ducked inside. The tires squealed and the Buick raced away, leaving Donny in a cloud of smoke.
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Evelyn�s hands shook so hard she couldn�t buckle her seatbelt. She clasped them together and clutched them against her chest, then shifted in her seat to look out the rear window. Donny, fading into the distance, was on his knees in the middle of the road.
�Are you alright?� Alek asked.
Evelyn glanced at him. �Me? He wasn�t trying to kill me. Are you alright?�
�I think so. Shook up, I guess.� He took one hand off the wheel to wipe his face. �Jeeze, Evelyn, I�ve never been in a fight before.�
She rested a trembling hand on his knee, as if that was any consolation. �You handled yourself pretty well. And thank you�if you weren�t there, I don�t know what would have happened.�
He inhaled deeply through his nose and breathed out slowly. �I don�t even want to imagine. Donny�he�s�unstable.�
�Yes, he is. And he needs to be stopped.� She wriggled her phone out of her pocket and hit the unlock button. It took her three times to put the code in correctly, and she opened four apps before she managed to bring up her contact list.
Alek rounded a corner, navigating toward town. �Who are you calling?�
Evelyn swore as she brought up the wrong contact. �I�m trying to call Paulette. She�ll know what to do.�
�It�ll be faster to just dial Emergency. Here, I�ll do it.� He brought up his phone and held his thumb against the bottom of the screen. A red box appeared in the center, and his thumb hovered just above it.
�What�s wrong?�
He pressed the brakes and let the Buick glide to a halt. �Maybe we should think about this for a moment.�
�Think about what? Alek, he almost killed you.�
He shook his head. �If he was serious about it, I don�t think I would have been able to stop him. Fighting him off was too easy�I think he was only trying to scare me.�
�But we can�t know for sure. He�s dangerous, and he needs help.�
�That�s exactly my point. If he�s suffering some sort of mental breakdown, he needs to be taken to a hospital, not a police station. If they arrest him, he�ll go to jail, and then prison. It might be years before he receives treatment.� He stared out at a lonely pasture. �And who knows what might happen in that time? As far as I can tell, he didn�t start to slip over the edge until you met me; I can�t be responsible for sending him to prison, not when he should be in a mental health center.�
As the car rolled forward, Evelyn dropped her phone into her lap and hugged herself. �But I�I don�t know if I can sleep knowing he�s out there.�
�I�ll park on the street and keep watch tonight. He should be settled down by the morning, and you can call his sister. They seem to be close, and if anyone can talk some sense into him, it�s probably her.�
Evelyn closed her eyes to think. More than anything, she wanted Donny to suffer for his betrayal. He had pretended to be her friend all this time, but he was really sabotaging her life. His twisted obsession had taken her father from her for more than a decade and separated her from Jeb forever. But�what if it was all due to some horrible mental illness? Could she live with herself if he got hurt�or worse�during his time in prison?
She took a few calming breaths and nodded. �You�re right; Donny needs help, not punishment. I�ll call Vanessa first thing in the morning. And Paulette, too, but I won�t give her all the details.�
Alek nodded. �That�s smart. And in the meantime, you should try to get some rest.� He guided the car through dimly lit streets and parked next to Candace�s apartment building. �Don�t worry about a thing. I�ll be here, and if Donny shows up, I�ll call the police.�
Evelyn stared into his eyes for a long moment. �You�re a good man, Alek. Better than I deserve.�
He ran the backs of his fingers along her jawline. �No. After everything you�ve been through, you deserve better than I could hope to give you. But I promise I�ll try.�
Her smile twitched, and she knew she would start crying if she didn�t go. After giving him a kiss, she left the Buick and climbed the steps to the apartment. Her hands were still shaking too hard to get the key into the lock, so she knocked and waited for Candace.
The door opened; Evelyn gave a weak smile to Candace and glanced back at the car where Alek stood guard. She waved goodnight and stepped inside. The weight of the night settled heavily onto her eyelids, and she slumped onto the couch, promising to tell Candace all about it in the morning.
Donny shoveled clothes, snacks, and bottled water into a backpack. He wasn�t sure if Evelyn would call the cops on him, but he couldn�t take chances�not when �Alek� was still with her.
Things had been going so well. Sure, there was the incident in the truck, but she�d forgive him for that eventually. And she didn�t need to know that it was him listening in on her conversation at the Kensington Estate, or that he had spray-painted a message on her door in a fit of jealous rage. Besides, none of it was really his fault; he hadn�t been sleeping well ever since Evelyn�s new boyfriend showed up. She had driven him over the edge by refusing to listen to reason. More than anything, Donny wanted to protect her, and since she had such terrible taste in men, he sometimes had to cross the line to do so.
And he had no regrets, not after what he found.
It was a long and twisted road, checking into Alek�s past, which is what made Donny suspicious to begin with. Everyone left a trail of digital footprints. If you find a man standing in the center of an untrammeled beach, you know he�s done something to cover his tracks. A regular background check yielded little information about his recent addresses, and nothing beyond ten years ago. Digging deeper, Donny found gaps in Alek�s employment history. Then, using facial recognition software, he found closed social media accounts under a different name. This, in itself, wasn�t unusual�people made fake profiles all the time. He had to crawl through hundreds of webpages, searching endless news releases and police reports, but he eventually struck gold.
Alek Cary was not who he claimed to be. And soon, Donny would have proof. Evelyn would be so thankful, she might even forgive him for what he had done to Harold and Jeb.
Shouldering his backpack, he knelt over his laptop. He opened a program from his cloud backup, then he began perusing a hacked replica of Alek�s phone.
There wasn�t time to go through everything, but he took a few moments to open a few apps. Everything looked normal on the surface, and his chest began to tighten. There wasn�t time to dig deeper�the police could be there any second.
He cursed and pounded a hand against his desk. After what he had done to Jeb, no one would believe him about Alek unless he had irrefutable proof. Against his better judgment, he probed farther into the phone�s hard drive. He opened a folder titled �special memories,� and as its contents populated the screen, vomit crept into the back of Donny�s throat. He swallowed it, took a breath, and said, �Bingo.�
He gripped the laptop screen and was about to slam it shut when the handle on the front door began to rattle.
Sweat formed along his spine. His fingers tapped the keyboard, composing a message. A banging noise at the front door. Donny shook his head, pasted a link into the email, and hit send. He counted to three, then closed the laptop and smashed it against the edge of his desk. The plastic case cracked, revealing the components inside. He hit it again, denting the hard drive.
There was a loud click, and his front door creaked on its hinges. A man, wearing a baseball cap pulled low, stepped into the light.
Donny hurled the laptop at the intruder, then turned to look for a more suitable weapon. But something crashed into the back of his skull. A bright flash flooded his vision; then, there was nothing but darkness.
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Morning arrived with a gray dawn and the droning lullaby of rain against the building�s steel roof. Evelyn silenced the alarm on her phone, groaned, and buried her face in the pillow.
�Absolutely not,� Candace�s voice echoed from the kitchen. �You owe me the juicy details, remember?� She carried a tray of fruit into the living room and placed it on the coffee table. �Get up.�
Evelyn didn�t move for several moments. Then she jolted onto her elbows and said, �Alek!�
�What about him?�
Evelyn hurried outside without answering. She jogged barefoot along the sidewalk and stepped onto soggy grass beside the Buick.
Alek turned bleary eyes toward her, smiled, and unlocked the door. She ducked inside, taking shelter from the rain.
�Good morning. Did you sleep okay?�
She gave him a sympathetic frown. �I�m so sorry for pulling you into this mess. But yeah, I slept great. Thank you for watching out for me.�
�I�m glad to do it if it keeps you safe. Have you called Vanessa yet?�
�No. I thought I�d invite you up for breakfast, first.�
Resting a hand on his stomach and staring upward, he said, �You have no idea how good that sounds right now.�
She winked at him then cracked open her door. �Candace made a fruit tray, and I can fry up a couple of eggs, if you�d like.�
�I never turn down free food.�
They hurried through the rain, bounding up the stairs and ducking inside the apartment.
Candace froze, holding a slice of cantaloupe in front of her mouth. �Uh, hi, Alek.� She glared at Evelyn. �You didn�t tell me we were going to have company this morning.�
�Sorry about that. But I thought he�d be hungry after sitting in his car all night.�
Candace rose to her feet and put her hands on her hips. �You slept in the car? Why on earth would you��
�It�s a long story,� Evelyn interjected, �one I need to tell Vanessa right away. Maybe you two can listen in while I give her a call?�
�I�sure, that�s fine.� She faced Alek. �Can I get you some coffee?�
Alek grinned. �That would be amazing. Thank you.�
As Alek took off his shoes and Candace started a pot of coffee, Evelyn dialed Vanessa�s number and put the call on speaker.
�Hello?�
Evelyn set the phone on the coffee table and rubbed her palms against her pant legs. �Vanessa, it�s Evelyn. Do you have a moment? It�s urgent.�
�Sure, hold on a second.� Vanessa sounded out of breath, and Evelyn assumed she was at the gym for a morning workout.
�Did you talk to Donny yesterday?� Evelyn asked.
�I don�t know if �talk� is the right word. I tore him a new one, that�s for sure.�
Evelyn closed her eyes and tried to frame her thoughts. �Vanessa, there�s more to this situation than I ever knew. I talked to my parents yesterday, and they let me in on a secret they�ve been keeping for a long time.�
�Hold on a second�did you say parents? You talked to Harry?�
Alek reached out and held Evelyn�s hand. She took a deep breath then recounted the entire story.
Candace came back from the kitchen to listen in, and her face twisted with horror as Evelyn detailed everything Donny had done�from framing Jeb to lunging at Alek with a knife.
When Evelyn finally stopped talking, her face was streaked with tears.
Vanessa paused for a long moment. �I�I can�t believe it. I�m so sorry, Evelyn. Are you safe? Did you call the police?�
She sighed. �No. I wanted to give him one more chance. I thought, if you talked to him, he might agree to get professional help.�
Even over the phone, the gratitude in Vanessa�s voice was unmistakable. �Thank you. I�ll go talk to him right away.�
�And I�ll call Paulette and ask if she�ll meet you there. I won�t give her all the details, but I think it would be better if she went with you.�
�Alright. I�ll let you know how it turns out. Talk to you soon.�
Vanessa ended the call, and Evelyn leaned against Alek�s shoulder as if the conversation had drained every ounce of her strength.
Candace crossed the room and knelt beside her friend. �I can call Paulette if you�d like.�
�No, I�ll do it.� The phone felt like it was made of lead, but Evelyn lifted it and dialed again. Though she struggled to maintain control of her emotions, she recounted a sanitized version of her story. She described Donny�s unusual behavior but left out the knife attack. Paulette thanked her for the call, promised to accompany Vanessa to the cottage, and hung up.
Afterward, Candace returned with a pair of coffee mugs, wearing a pained expression. �I hate to leave you like this, Evelyn, but I need to go to work. Will you be alright without me?�
Evelyn forced a weak smile. �I�ll be okay.� She lifted the steaming cup and stared at the almond-colored liquid inside. �I think I�ll head into Kensington. It�ll take my mind off things.�
Alek gripped the handle of the other mug and stood. �And I should head out. If you don�t mind, I�ll take this on the road with me.�
Candace shook her head, took the coffee from Alek and forced him to sit down. �You�ll do no such thing. Driving tired is as bad as driving drunk. While Evelyn and I are gone, you can sleep here on the couch. After that, I don�t care what you do, but you�re not going anywhere until you get some sleep.�
�Uh, yes Ma�am,� Alek said, snapping off a mock-salute.
Evelyn kissed Alek�s cheek. She handed him her pillow. �Thank you for everything. Will you stop by the manor before you head home?�
He promised he would as he leaned against the arm of the sofa. Within seconds, he was snoring softly.
Evelyn bade her friend goodbye and crept around the apartment as she got ready for work. Before she left, she covered Alek with a blanket and kissed him on the forehead. Something stirred inside her, bringing a smile to her face. It was a feeling she hadn�t experienced since she had last seen Jeb�a conviction that he was the one. She loved him, and she wanted to be with him forever. To belong to him, and he to her.
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Paulette pulled the door to the empty cottage closed and stared at the brass handle. �Your brother�does he usually leave his front door unlocked when he leaves?�
Vanessa shook her head. �No. But then again, he hasn�t been himself lately.�
�Is there somewhere he usually goes when he�s stressed or needs to clear his head?�
�Nowhere specific. When he�s mad or needs to think through a work project, he normally drives around in his truck for a few hours until he can sort things out. But as far as I know, he just drives around on country roads.�
�Hmm. He hasn�t tried to contact you today?�
Vanessa checked her phone. �No, and he hasn�t answered any of my calls.�
The veteran officer hooked her thumbs in her belt and strode toward her patrol car. �His phone might be dead, or maybe he wants some time alone. In any case, let me know if you get ahold of him. I�ll tell everyone at the station to keep an eye out for his truck, and if I find him first, I�ll slap him across the head and tell him to call you.�
Vanessa smiled. �Thanks, Paulette.�
Paulette tipped her hat, opened the driver�s-side door, then paused. �You planning to call Evelyn and pass on the news?�
�I was, unless you would rather do it.�
Paulette waved a gloved hand. �No, no, it�s fine. I have plenty of work to do at the station.�
Vanessa nodded. �All right. I�ll be in touch.�
Paulette tipped her hat, sank into the car, and drove away.
Vanessa waited until the cruiser was out of sight before turning around and running inside the house. She stepped into the living room to take a closer look at the discrepancies she�d noticed minutes before but didn�t mention to Paulette. Donny�s laptop was missing, which wasn�t unusual, but the charge cord was still plugged into the wall. Donny never left the cottage without a way to recharge his precious computer. And there were bits of plastic in the carpet. As much as she hated to admit it, this wasn�t the scene her brother would leave behind if he was going for a thoughtful drive. This was him fleeing the scene of the crime.
Her hopes of getting Donny professional help were slipping away, and she sat in his ergonomic computer chair. There was only one way to keep her little brother out of prison�to find him before the police did. She wheeled the chair toward the desk, trying to think like Donny would. She tapped on the wireless keyboard, moved the mouse around, and scooted closer. Her knee bumped into something soft beneath the desk.
Kneeling, she pulled the bulky object out and placed it on the desk. It was a black backpack, and it was bulging at the seams. She unzipped the main pocket and emptied its contents. There was food, water, and clothes for every season.
He was planning to run, she thought. But why didn�t he take the bag with him?
Something wasn�t right, and she feared the worst. Dialing Evelyn and bringing the phone to her ear, she hurried outside. There was no answer, and the call went to voicemail.
Vanessa waited for the tone and began to speak. �Evelyn, it�s me. I�m at Donny�s house, but he isn�t here. I�I don�t know where he is, and I�m worried about him. I�m going to look for him. Call me when you get this.�
The phone buzzed in the pocket of Evelyn�s apron, but she didn�t feel its desperate trembling. She wiped a dining room table until it shined, slung the rag onto her shoulder, and smiled at a guest. �Mrs. Mackenzie, can I take those plates for you?�
The woman looked up at Evelyn with brilliant blue eyes. �Oh, thank you, dear.�
�It�s my pleasure,� Evelyn replied. She stacked the dishes together, whisked them to the kitchen, and placed them in the sink.
�Beautiful day to stay inside, isn�t it?� Wayne asked, just below a shout.
Evelyn smiled. �And there�s no better place to be indoors than here.�
Wayne shook his head. �No, it�s supposed to rain all day. Stationary boundary, I guess.�
She nodded and gave the mostly-deaf chef a thumbs-up, then she returned to the dining room. Sonya was cleaning up after the last guest to finish breakfast, and Evelyn took out her rag to help. �I�m sorry I was late today.�
Sonya shrugged. �It was quiet this morning. All but three of the guests have checked out, and they�re leaving later this morning.�
�I still feel bad for skipping a mealtime. But on the bright side, we�ll have zero-occupancy until this evening. If you�d like, you can take the rest of the day off.�
Sonya thought for a moment. �Maybe I will. I have some shopping I want to get done, and I could clean my own house for a change. Thanks, boss.�
Evelyn finished cleaning the tables before returning to the lobby and busying herself with dusting the furniture. When a guest emerged from his room, she helped him carry his luggage to the car, gave him a small gift bag, and thanked him for visiting. Within an hour, the remaining guests had checked out. Evelyn helped Tammy clean the rooms and change the linens, then dismissed her as well. Soon, Evelyn and Wayne were the only ones left in the sprawling manor. Wayne practically lived at Kensington, keeping himself busy in the kitchen. When there were no guests to serve, he would bake cookies, muffins, and fudge for the gift bags.
Concerned that a visitor might arrive unannounced, Evelyn locked the doors before moving onto her favorite task�dusting the lounges. She propped the East Lounge door open and began wiping down the gods and goddesses perched in the corners of the room. She was still dusting the pedestals when a resounding chime echoed through the hallway and into the room.
Doffing her apron and hanging it in a closet, she hurried to the front door and peeked out the window. Alek was standing on the front porch, huddled against the relentless rain. Evelyn smiled, unlocked the heavy door, and pulled it open. �You�re supposed to be sleeping.�
Alek grinned sheepishly and stepped inside. �What can I say? The couches here are way more comfortable than Candace�s.�
�Really?� She cocked an eyebrow. �You didn�t come to see me?�
�Well�maybe.� He embraced her in a hug and, after a long moment, whispered, �How are you holding up?�
�Pretty good, all things considered.� She closed the door and twisted the deadbolt into place. �When I�m here, it feels like I can lock all the messed up stuff in my life outside.� She turned around and shook her head. �It amazes me that you�re still with me after learning how much of a train wreck I am.�
Alek took her hands and held her gaze, looking into her right eye, then her left. �I wanted to show you something, so you don�t feel so alone in that regard. Is there somewhere private we can talk?�
She made a sweeping motion with her arm. �Anywhere you�d like. There�s no one here but Wayne and us.�
�In that case, how about�the lounge?�
Evelyn took his hand and led him to the East Lounge. She kicked the door stopper aside and let the door fall shut, then sat in a plush armchair. The books deadened the air, and the only sound was the rain hitting the window. �Is this private enough?�
A hungry look glinted in his eyes, then vanished. �This�is perfect.�
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After hours of fruitless searching, Vanessa parked in her own driveway. She checked the front door, then the back door, hoping to find a note from Donny. There was none.
Sighing, she let herself in. She crossed the kitchen and examined the fridge�a place where Donny used to leave sticky notes, teasing her about dirty dishes or unwashed laundry. Again, nothing.
�Where are you, Donny?� she asked out loud. She walked from room to room, slowly, as if listening for a ghost. She was about to return to the kitchen for her keys when a shrill tone broke the silence.
She placed a hand on her chest, calmed herself, then answered her cell phone.
�Vanessa, it�s Paulette. Where are you right now?�
�I�m at home. Why? Did you find him?�
The law enforcement officer hesitated. �Stay where you are. I can be there in thirty minutes.�
Vanessa gripped the phone tighter. �You didn�t answer my question. Did you find him?�
�Just hang on. I�ll discuss what we found when I get there.�
Anger rippled through her body. �No, Paulette. Tell me. Now.�
Paulette didn�t speak for several moments. �I�I�d really prefer to talk about this face-to-face.�
�If you don�t tell me, I�m getting in my car and I�m going back out there to look for him.�
�No, don�t do that.� Paulette sighed. �We found him already.�
�And?�
�He�s gone, Vanessa. Donny is dead.�
Though it was exactly what she expected to hear, the words felt like daggers. She stumbled across the room�Donny�s old room�and sank to the floor with her back against the wall. It took her several tries, but she managed to get one word out. �How?�
�We found his truck half-submerged in the river. He�his body was still inside.�
�You think it was suicide?�
�No one�s drawing any conclusions yet, and I don�t want you to, either. The fact is, your brother�s gone. That�s enough for now�no need to worry about why or how. When I get there, we can talk about it.�
Vanessa pinched her eyes shut. �I think I�d rather be alone right now. Goodbye, Paulette.� She ended the call. Her breathing came in sharp gasps; anger boiled inside her until she couldn�t hold it in anymore. She began to scream, and she threw her phone against the wall.
How had she missed the signs? Why had he done it? The answer was obvious�Evelyn learned his secret, and he couldn�t bear the shame.
For a moment, Vanessa blamed Evelyn for Donny�s death. But the feeling quickly passed. Evelyn had every right to be angry. Donny had turned out to be a monster.
But knowing Donny�s sinister past did nothing to assuage Vanessa�s pain. Waves of anger and guilt took turns crashing over her. Behind the waves, an ocean of questions loomed. She stood and walked shakily to her room.
She logged onto her computer and brought up one of Donny�s blogs. He hadn�t posted anything in over a month. She checked his other blogs and his various social media accounts. There was nothing unusual, no veiled cries for help. His profile pictures had the same goofy smile; his public comments brimmed with sarcasm.
She couldn�t take it anymore. She closed the internet browser and opened her email instead. Her inbox was littered with advertisements for bodybuilding supplements and martial arts supplies, but there, close to the top, was a message from Donny. She opened it and scanned its contents with wide eyes. There was a link to a cloud-based storage site, and a hastily written message.
Someone trying to get in. Love you and sorry for everything. Please save Evelyn. She does not know who he is. Check phone hard drive.
The room around her faded into blackness. There was nothing left but the message and the need to know the truth. She clicked the link, following it to a webpage with another link in the center. She clicked it, and a dialog box opened. Would you like to run MobileClone.exe?
She clicked �yes,� and the screen went blank. A moment later, her screen transformed into a replica of a smartphone. Frowning, she clicked through a few apps. There were games, contact lists, and pictures of Evelyn and Alek smiling together. She clicked through the settings and eventually found the hard drive. The program allowed her to navigate deep into the operating system. Clicking through, she found program files, stored media, and a folder labeled �special memories.�
She opened the folder and let out a soft cry. The images were too horrible look at, and she quickly closed the program. Clenching her teeth, she vowed to avenge her brother and to honor his last request.
Alek squeezed his hands together, alternately massaging one palm, then the other. �Your life isn�t a train wreck, Evelyn�it�s a testament to your enduring optimism. You�ve been through so much, but you still believe in happily-ever-after. You never stopped searching for love.�
He swallowed and continued. �I�m thankful for it, because if you had quit, you never would have given me a chance. You think your life is a mess, but I think it�s inspirational. I can be myself around you, and seeing the pain you�ve been through makes me feel like I can share my pain with you. Without judgment.� He took a deep breath. �There�s something I want to show you, something I haven�t shown another living person.�
Evelyn scooted closer to him and leaned against his shoulder. �I would never judge you, Alek.�
He nodded. �Maybe, once you�ve seen it, we can both leave our troubled pasts behind.� He fished his phone out of his pocket, unlocked it, and opened a video.
Evelyn sat up and leaned in, wrapping her left arm around his right forearm.
�It�s a little grainy�it was taken with a hidden camera. I wore it on my chest, hoping to catch something beautiful. But�� He sighed. �Things didn�t turn out the way I planned. You see, my father died when I was ten years old, and my mother couldn�t cope with the loss. She�left me.�
�That�s awful.� Evelyn studied his eyes for a moment and then turned her attention back to the video. A woman appeared, walking along a forested road, toward the camera.
�It took me years to find her. When I finally did, I was overjoyed. I set up a surprise reunion, pretending to be one of her old college friends.� His face was sorrowful, and he nodded at the phone. �I was sixteen when this happened.�
The woman in the video stopped short, still too far away for Evelyn to make out her features. The woman�s hands were rigid at her sides like broomsticks. A deep, rich voice came through the phone�s speaker�Alek�s voice. �Hello, Mother. I�m sorry about tricking you like this. I thought it was the only way you�d agree to see me.�
The woman didn�t move, didn�t speak, so the teenage Alek strode forward. The tiny camera bounced until he stopped. Now, Evelyn could see every detail on the woman�s face. It was gaunt, the cheeks sallow and the eyes bulging�a heavy application of makeup failed to disguise the harsh edges. The woman�s hair was thin and straight, and it looked like it had been colored recently.
The silence continued for more than a minute, and Evelyn�s heart broke for the young man behind the camera. The woman�Alek�s mother�betrayed no sign of affection. Her expression was cold, even hostile. Finally, she spoke with a voice roughened by years of smoking. �What the hell do you want me to say?�
Alek�s deep voice faltered, cracking at the edges. �I haven�t seen you in six years. You left me all alone with no one to care for me. I want you to say you�re sorry.� The camera bobbed a little. �Actually, I don�t even need an apology. I missed you, Mother I�I just want you to say that you love me. I want you to tell me I�m yours.�
The woman�s lower lip rose toward the base of her nose, which wrinkled into a sneer. �You�re no son of mine. You�re Satan�s spawn. If I had the choice, I�d go back and tear you out of my womb before you took your first breath.�
The video froze with the hateful visage in center frame. Evelyn had unconsciously covered her mouth with her hand, so she withdrew it and said, �I can�t believe she said those things. Your own mother�it�s appalling.�
Alek tucked his chin against his chest. �I was in the car when my father swerved into oncoming traffic. He was killed instantly, and I barely survived. I don�t know if he�d been drinking or if he was just distracted, but she blamed me.�
He took a deep breath. �She never visited me while I was in the hospital. The staff couldn�t get in touch with her. I didn�t see her again until the day I took this video.�
Tears of sympathy rolled down Evelyn�s cheeks. �I�m sorry you went through that. You deserve better.� Her eyes glazed as she stared back in time. �The worst day of my life happened because someone loved me too much. Yours happened because someone didn�t love you enough.�
Snapping out of her reverie, she kissed his lips and held his face in her hands. �Everyone deserves to know that they�re loved, and so do you. I love you, Alek.�
His hand�s trembled as he embraced her, and he whispered, �You have no idea how much that means to me. After all this time, I still live for those words. And I know this might sound crazy, but could you say one more thing for me?�
�Yes, anything.�
�Tell me I�m yours.�
Tears welled up in her eyes and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. �Aleksander Cary�you are mine. And I am yours�
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His entire body was coursing with electricity. He had done it�he had made her utter the phrase that had become his sole purpose in life. And she meant it, too. He could tell by the gleam in her eyes. When he first saw her outside the cafe, he knew this moment would come, but he didn�t expect it to come so soon. Evelyn�s suffering had driven her into his arms.
Now, there was only one thing left to do. He reached into his pocket and took out a small box which was, ironically, the same size as the velvet cases used to carry engagement rings.
Evelyn glanced at the black box and tilted her head. �What�s that?�
�It�s a weatherproof camera. I thought I might want to capture this special moment.�
She frowned. �Special moment?�
Alek held up a hand. �Just wait, I promise it�ll be worth it.� He stood, pushed a button on the camera, and pointed it at Evelyn. Then he handed her his phone and tapped the screen to resume the video. Evelyn gave him an unsettled look, so he made a shooing motion and said, �Just watch.�
Her eyes drifted downward. Then it happened�the moment he�d been waiting for. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened into a wide �O.� It was the face he had made on that lonely road seventeen years ago, a face of utter disappointment, right before he reached out and began strangling his mother.
Evelyn dropped the phone and stood. �Is this some sort of joke? Because it�s not funny.�
Alek took a step to the right, putting himself between her and the door. �It�s no joke. She rejected me that day, and now I�m rejecting you.� He cleared his throat. �Evelyn Jameson, I don�t love you. I never have and I never will.�
She swayed, putting a hand on a bookshelf to steady herself. �I�I don�t understand.�
�That�s all right. This was meant to come as a shock. You see, despite everything my mother had done, I never expected her to react the way she did. I thought a mother�s love was unconditional, but I was wrong. She hurt me that day, in a way I could never hurt her back�not even when I choked the life from her. But then I realized I could hurt someone in her stead. Someone like you, and the girls who came before you.�
Evelyn glared at him. Her eyes trembled in her skull, and then she seemed to look straight through him. �Donny really was trying to protect me. He knew.�
�That�s right. And he paid for meddling in my affairs.�
Her face melted anew, eliciting a cry of joy from Alek.
�Two in one day, caught on film. I never intended to kill Donny, but now I�m glad I did. The look on your face is priceless, and I mean that with all sincerity.�
For a moment, Evelyn continued to sway in a stupor. Then, in an instant, she transformed. Her eyes burned with rage, and her entire body tensed. She grabbed a book and threw it at him. �Bastard!�
She threw another book, and he knocked it aside. He marched across the room, grabbed her by the hair, and pushed her onto the floor.
�Normally, I would have strangled you by now.� He inhaled the scent of the books. �But this place is so beautiful, and the rain so melodic. I think I�ll draw this out for a while.�
She crawled toward the door on all fours, but he seized her by the ankle and twisted. There were two loud pops, one in her heel and one in her knee.
The walls, insulated with thousands of books, swallowed her screams.
The rain pummeled Vanessa so hard, it felt like Mother Nature herself was trying to keep her from reaching Evelyn. She sprinted toward the looming silhouette of Kensington Manor, finally reaching the shelter of the porch. She grasped the brass doorknob and pulled, but it didn�t budge. Shaking her head, she thumbed the doorbell and took a step back. Her foot tapped against the porch, and she crossed her arms. �Oh, come on,� she muttered, reaching for the doorbell again. Her hand hesitated above the button, and she frowned. The doorbell was tilted slightly, and there was a gap between it and the wall�as if someone had pried it loose. She tapped the button and pressed her ear against the door. There was no chime inside the mansion.
�Nothing is ever easy.� She held up her cracked phone and thumbed through her call log, choosing Evelyn�s number from between the spiderwebs. The call went to voicemail. Again.
�Dammit, Evelyn, answer your phone.� Vanessa took a deep breath and tried to relax. She had already forwarded the email to Paulette. Hopefully, the Lexington Police Department would be putting Alek in handcuffs within the hour. But Donny�s last request�that she protect Evelyn�filled her with fitful urgency. She banged a fist against the door, waited ten seconds, then banged again. There was no answer.
The lights were on, so she assumed someone was around. Maybe the rain was pounding the roof so hard that they couldn�t hear her. Shrugging her shoulders to her ears, she stepped back into the deluge and began peering through the windows. It didn�t take long before she found an employee�a man wearing headphones while he vacuumed the dining room.
Vanessa shouted and rapped her knuckles against the window, then waved her arms above her head. The man didn�t notice. He remained blissfully ignorant of her presence as he finished vacuuming, wrapped the cord, and strode into the next room.
Vanessa sighed and returned to the porch. She sat down, resting against the door. Her eyes roved the long, bow-shaped driveway. There was a red Ford parked at the far end, which must be the car Donny had bought Evelyn. Behind that, there was a Buick convertible.
Her eyes narrowed. Where had she seen it before? It couldn�t belong to one of the employees�in a town as small as Wilfred, automobiles were as recognizable as the people they belonged to. But if it belonged to a guest, why did it look so familiar?
When the realization came, it brought a crushing sensation with it. She had seen the Buick in Lexington�she had parked beside it when she arrived at the steakhouse for the group date. The car belonged to Alek Cary.
Jumping to her feet, she pounded on the door harder than before, then screamed, begging to be let in. When there was still no response, she looked to her left and right, then she jumped into a flower bed. She gripped the edges of a terracotta pot, hefted it, and hurled it through a window.
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Evelyn screamed, releasing both physical and emotional agony until she could scream no more. Then, gripping her left knee with both hands, she let out soft whimpers of pain.
�Well, you have a powerful set of lungs.� Alek stood over her, his hands on his hips. �I thought the sun would set before I could get another word in.�
Despite her pain, Evelyn took a deep breath and hissed, �I hate you.�
He wagged a finger at her. �Now you do. But you loved me before, I could tell. You see, I�ve gotten very good at fooling people. I practiced for years, even studying theater before pursuing my certificate in massage therapy.�
His eyes closed, and he licked his lips. �I couldn�t have chosen a better career. Wrapping my hands around so many supple necks�it�s like hours of foreplay that I get paid for.� When he opened his eyes, his pupils were dilated and full of lust. �But I�ve sidetracked myself, haven�t I?�
Dragging a chair closer to Evelyn, he sat down as if to read a book to her. �Only two people have seen through my charade as far as I know. The first was my mother, and the second was your dear friend, Donny.�
Seeing confusion on her face, he smiled and continued. �That�s right, my mother�s hatred was completely justified. I was a clingy child, valuing my mother�s affection more than anything in the world. I was too young to remember when my father left us, but I can vividly recall when he came back into our life. It was my eighth birthday, and he walked through the front door like he had never left.�
Alek�s enthusiasm waned. �And just like that, Mom took him back. It disgusted me, how much she loved him. And she had no affection left for me; it was like I didn�t exist anymore. I hated my father. He would take me to baseball games, go fishing with me, even let me ride in the front seat of the car, all to try to win my love. But it only made me hate him more. He just waltzed in and claimed his American dream, and my mother let him.�
Evelyn didn�t care about his life story. The pain was so bad, she could barely keep from passing out. Clenching her jaw, she stretched out with her elbow and pulled herself toward the door.
�Am I boring you?� Alek asked. His voice sounded genuinely apologetic. �I�ll just fill in the blanks, then. My father really did die in a car crash. But I was the one who caused it. I knew if I timed it perfectly, my father would die and I would end up horribly wounded. I�d have months to bathe in my mother�s comfort as I recovered from my injuries, and after that, it would be her and me again. Just the two of us, like we were meant to be.�
He put a hand on her shoulder, holding her in place. �But apparently, she saw through my little scheme. She abandoned me because she knew the truth, though she could never prove it. She couldn�t stand the thought of raising the boy who killed her husband.�
Evelyn felt his sweaty palms around her neck. She dug her chin into his fingers, trying to make room for air, but he was too strong.
�I hope you enjoyed my story,� he cooed. �I�ve never been able to share it before. Not entirely.� He squeezed tighter and said, �Goodbye, Evelyn.�
The world was fading away, consumed from the outside in, disappearing into a creeping blackness. The books that Evelyn had adored vanished from view, and all that was left was a narrow cylinder of colorless carpet. She could still hear Alek whispering in her ear, but she couldn�t make out the words. The hypoxia dulled her pain, fear, and regret, leaving behind nothing but mild irritation. Moments ago, she had been stricken with dread over the thought of dying. Now, she couldn�t bring herself to care.
There was another noise, like wood slamming against wood, and the pressure around her neck vanished. As oxygen filtered through her lungs and pumped into her brain, the lounge slowly returned to normal. First, the darkness began to ebb. Then there was color, and noise, and chaos.
Vanessa ran across the lobby and tore open the first door she saw. It led to a storage room beneath the stairs, and no one was inside. She closed the door, backtracked, and bounded up the stairs. She checked every room in one guest wing then doubled back and searched the other wing.
Grunting in frustration, she slammed the last door and ran down the stairs. The man wearing the headphones entered the lobby at the far end, but he didn�t seem to notice her.
Evelyn shouted, �Call the police,� then sprinted down the next hallway on the left. She checked the West Lounge, the Library, and the Sunroom, but they were all unoccupied.
�Rich people,� she grunted. �How much friggin space do they need?� She spotted a plain-looking door at the east end of the hallway and ran toward it. It looked like nothing more than a storage closet, but she was running out of options. As she approached, another room caught her eye. The East Lounge.
Pivoting, she changed directions, grabbed the door, and flung it open. The door crashed against the wood paneling on the wall, and she stepped inside.
Her eyes locked with Alek�s. Looking through the windows to his soul, she saw neither hatred nor shame. There was only need.
Alek let go of Evelyn�s neck and rose to his feet. �This day keeps getting better,� he said, giving her a brilliant smile.
Vanessa didn�t move. To Alek, she would have looked frozen in fear, but she was, in fact, planning a sophisticated attack. She only hesitated because she didn�t want to telegraph her intentions. When Alek stepped over Evelyn�s prone form and placed his weight on his left foot, Vanessa made her move.
She launched herself forward, wrapped her arms around his torso, tucked her left leg behind his, and swung her right leg out. The weight and momentum of her body carried him halfway across the room, and he landed on his back. For a moment, he stared up at the ceiling, stunned. Vanessa took full advantage, wrapping the crook of her right knee around his neck and straightening his left arm. She locked out his elbow and leaned back to add more torque.
Alek roared like a bear defending his kill. Every muscle in his body tightened, and he sat forward, lifting her off the ground. She squeezed tighter with her leg and tried to keep pressure on his arm, but he was too strong. Slowly, his arm curled away from her, then he twisted and slammed her against the floor. She shook off the impact, having suffered far worse at the hands of her Hapkido instructor. After taking a split-second to spot her next opening, she released his neck, spun her hips around, and used the momentum to twist his wrist.
Two bones cracked, then a third. When he reached across to clutch his shattered wrist, she released her grip, got on her knees, and cocked her right leg back.
Her right knee slammed into his face, crushing his nose and spattering a row of books with blood. His head fell back against the carpet, and he rolled way from her. Beyond his feet, near the far wall, Evelyn began to stir.
�Evelyn, get out of here,� Vanessa urged as she followed Alek and pulled him into a Rear Naked Choke.
�I�I can�t. I think he broke my ankle.�
Alek shook violently, then used his good hand to push himself up. With Vanessa still clinging to his neck, he stood and threw his weight backward. They crashed against a bookshelf, knocking aside the hardback tomes and colliding with the stone pedestal at the corner of the room. A sculpture of Artemis teetered on its perch, then tipped and struck Vanessa�s face.
Stars erupted in her vision and her hold on Alek slackened. It was enough for him to break free. As she struggled to reorient herself, Alek spun around and clawed at her face, digging his fingers into her eyes. She leaned away from his attack, exposing her neck, and he instantly latched on. Instinctively, she raised one shoulder and threw her head to the side�a move that never failed to break a strangle hold in training. But it failed to break Alek�s iron grip, and as he leaned over her, she knew she had lost.
I�m sorry, Donny, she thought. I tried.
It had all been a nightmare, she was sure of it. But the pain was still there, dragging her into unconsciousness and then waking her with fresh suffering.
Evelyn opened her eyes and suddenly felt like she was outside her body. Alek was huddled over her, doing his best to pin her down while he strangled her. Then she remembered Vanessa�s voice and realized it was her in Alek�s death grip.
Evelyn reached out with both arms and pulled herself toward the man she never knew. Wincing in pain, she pulled herself up until she could rest on her knee.
Her left leg screamed at her to stop, and the nerves in her abdomen joined in. She buckled forward, supporting herself with an elbow and an open palm. Shaking, she pushed herself up again. She limped forward, first bracing her knuckles against the floor, then shifting her right knee to support her weight. Ahead of her, Vanessa�s attempts to fight back were growing more and more feeble. Alek was panting like a dog in heat. He lifted one leg to straddle her then flattened himself on top of her, so his face was directly beside hers.
He was so immersed in the throes of ecstasy that he didn�t notice Evelyn moving in behind him. He didn�t see the shadow of Artemis climb his body and come to rest on his head. But he felt the sculpture crack the back of his skull.
Evelyn raised the blood-soaked statue and brought it down again, harder than before. Alek�s body jerked, but he made no sound. She raised it again, blinking her tears away to make sure she wouldn�t miss.
�I don�t love you,� she said.
Artemis hit her mark.
�I never loved you.�
Like a dull axe failing to split a block of dense wood, Artemis rose and fell again and again.
�I hate you.�
�I hate you.�
�I hate you.�

Epilogue

Evelyn held a single, black rose. She stepped onto the manicured grass, weaving a familiar path between the headstones. Every Wednesday for the past three months, she and Vanessa had traced the same steps to the place where Donny rested. Today, Vanessa had canceled without explanation, leaving Evelyn to walk the somber trail alone. She passed a broad granite stone and turned right; to her surprise, someone was already standing at the grave site�a man with a colorful bouquet.
She lowered her head and kept her distance, allowing the stranger to grieve in peace. But when she heard the man begin to speak, she stole an upward glance. He had dropped to his knees with his fingers intertwined. A few moment later, he rose and began walking in her direction.
Suddenly, she felt embarrassed by the black rose, and she hid it behind her back. As the man drew closer, she offered a sympathetic smile and looked into his eyes.
It was as if the world stopped turning. Her heart skipped a beat, and her breath caught in her chest.
He still walked with a limp, from the bones in his pelvis that had been reconstructed. There was a jagged scar on the left side of his jaw where the glass had pierced him, and his right cheekbone was slightly higher than the left. When he saw her face, he stopped and hung his thumbs in his back pockets, like he always did when he was nervous.
For a long moment, the dry leaves dancing across the cemetery offered the only sound. Evelyn stared at the ghost from her past, struggling to find her voice. The cold wind bit at her cheek, bringing her to the present, and she managed to say, �Hello, Jeb.�
He nodded but offered no words to break the silence. His gaze fell on the black rose, which protruded from behind her back.
She glanced down and bit her lip. �You shouldn�t be here. You don�t know what he did.�
Jeb swallowed and glanced at the headstone. �I�I do know. Vanessa sent me a letter. She explained everything.�
The black rose hit the grass. Evelyn�s knee buckled behind the brace, and she shifted her weight to the opposite leg to keep from falling. �Wh�What?�
He exhaled and stared up at the cloudless sky. �That�s why I�m here. I needed to let go�to forgive him.�
Evelyn was speechless. She had carried yet another black rose to Donny�s resting place because she wanted to honor him, but she still couldn�t forgive him. And Jeb had flown halfway around the world just to say that he had. She looked at the rose, then at the bouquet Jeb had brought for Donny. �That�s�an incredible gesture�flying all the way in from Switzerland and giving him those.�
Jeb scratched the back of his neck. �It would have been�if it was the only reason I came.� He hung his thumbs in his pockets again. �Your flowers are, uh, in the rental car.�
It didn�t make sense. Why would he bring her flowers after all this time? She took a step back, accidentally crushing the rose. �But�why?�
It was as if he was waiting for her to ask that very question. He hurried forward and said, �I�m sorry, Evelyn. I�m sorry that I let my bitterness keep me away. I should have visited, or called, or�� He shook his head. �I�ve been a coward. Could you ever forgive me?�
She pushed her knuckles against her mouth, holding in the sobs. Tears fell freely onto her jacket, forming dark circles as they absorbed into the fabric. She nodded her head.
Jeb�s shoulders sagged with relief. �Thank God.� He swallowed, straightened, and looked into her eyes. �Listen, I don�t know if you�re free right now, but do you want to grab a cup of coffee?�
Still unable to speak, Evelyn stepped forward and took his hand. He chewed his lower lip, then he wrapped her in his arms and held tight. She buried her face in his chest and wept. For a moment, all the evil in the world and all the horrors of her past couldn�t touch her. She was where she always wanted to be.

THE END

* * *

The following is a work of fiction and contains content that some readers may find disturbing. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author�s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
Copyright � 2020 J. J. Carlson
All rights reserved.
Visit www.brightinthedarkbooks.com
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