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      I met my wife when we were both sixteen years old. She quickly became my everything. Twenty years later, she still is.

      Everyone thought Lynn was crazy. They warned me from the moment I met her that one day she would break me. I didn’t care. I wanted her—and all her crazy. Always.

      What no one saw was that my crazy far surpassed Lynn’s. I just held mine close to my heart. I held it in shadow while Lynn wore hers in the sun. But I knew it was there, right beneath the surface. I just never told anyone.

      Ultimately, part of our relationship was based on truths only the two of us knew, and that was unavoidable. No matter what, I always knew one thing was true: I loved Lynn with all my heart.

      I always thought what Lynn didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her…until it did.

      In the end, her crazy didn’t break me. Mine did.
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      The buzzer on my desk phone went off and I ignored it, preferring to push papers around on my desk, pretending to look busy. I had patient charts to review, medications to approve, and a plethora of patients who were waiting for me to make my rounds. But first…first I had to find her. I had to find Lynn.

      I had to at least try, although in my heart of hearts I knew she wouldn’t be found until she was good and ready.

      The phone buzzed again, and I hit the appropriate button to mark myself busy so no one could buzz me anymore. I had too much on my mind. I knew I might even have to take a few days off so I could get my shit together.

      I’d checked her bank accounts. I’d checked her credit cards. Her social media profile. Her phone. I’d checked everything, and I still had no idea where she was.

      Suddenly, the door of my office flew open, slammed hard against the opposite wall, and in rolled a ball of fire.

      Ash.

      My secretary followed her, trying to stop her forward trajectory, to no avail.

      “What the fuck did you do?” the intruder snarled, bending over my desk so she could slam her fist on the wood in front of me.

      My heart eased a little. If Ash was here, things would be okay. She could help me find Lynn. She might already know where she was.

      I sat back in my chair and made a steeple of my hands in front of me. “Ash,” I said with a nod. “Always a pleasure.”

      “Dr. Peterson, I’m so sorry,” my secretary stammered from behind Ash. “I told her you didn’t want to be disturbed, but she wouldn’t listen.” She reached for Ash’s arm, but Ash jerked back and then made a move like a charging bull at the poor woman. Mrs. Anderson blanched and backed up against the wall, her hand upon her heart.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Anderson,” I said calmly.

      “I told her, Dr. Peterson, I really did,” she said, her voice shaking in the presence of the fury that was Ash.

      “It’s okay,” I said again calmly. “She can stay. Can you close the door on your way out?”

      “Do you want me to call security?” Her gaze dragged up and down Ash’s clothing, stopping on the torn jeans where we could all see a little too much of Ash’s thigh. Then paused again on the cropped shirt that was short enough to show a strip of soft, supple stomach. The lace of her bra, which stuck out the top of the ripped shirt she wore, was torn and frayed. The dirty, scuffed, overfilled backpack she carried had all her worldly possessions in it, I was sure. Ash liked to travel light. And dirty.

      “No,” I said, still not moving. “You can close the door. We have a little business to take care of.”

      “Are you certain, Dr. Peterson?” she insisted, her gaze jumping from me to Ash and back.

      Ash lifted her voice high and mocked Mrs. Anderson. “Are you certain, Dr. Peterson?” she chimed. “Of course he’s certain, bitch. Now get out.” Ash made a move like she was going to jump toward Mrs. Anderson, and Mrs. Anderson scurried quickly to the door. Ash slammed it shut behind her.

      “So nice to see you, Ash,” I said slowly.

      “Where the fuck is she?” Ash perched her curvy little ass on the edge of the chair on the other side of my desk. She rested her arms on the desk and glared at me.

      “What makes you think she’s gone?” I asked. I pretended to be occupied with the papers on my desk, stacking them into organized piles.

      “I just left your house. She’s not there.”

      “Lynn’s not a prisoner, you know,” I reminded her. Although, if I was truly honest, I knew she kind of was. She didn’t leave home, not unless something was terribly wrong, or one of her closest friends was with her, or unless I was with her.

      “Lynn’s not a prisoner,” she parroted. “What did you do?” She glared at me.

      “When was the last time you had a shower?” I countered.

      She froze, but didn’t answer my question.

      Ash was a friend of Lynn’s, and she lived on the streets most of the time when she was in town. She did odd jobs, a little waitressing when she could find someone with poor enough standards to hire her. With her heavy eyeliner, deep-black lipstick, and combat boots, she was a study in contradictions. Deep down, I knew she was good. But on the surface, she was bad. Very, very bad.

      “Where have you been sleeping?” I asked mildly.

      “Here and there.” She kicked back in the chair and lifted her scuffed and worn combat boots to rest on the edge of my desk.

      “While Lynn’s gone, I want you to stay at our house.” I got up and walked around to her. “Take a shower. Get cleaned up. I’ll come home later and we can talk.” I sat on the edge of the desk and scooted over until her feet were against my hip. She softened as soon as I touched her, just like she always did. She might be tough as shoe leather on the outside, but on the inside, she was as soft as cotton. “We can make a plan. Find her.”

      “Do you want her back?” she asked. Her eyes skittered around, looking everywhere but at me, so I bent over and captured her chin with my fingers.

      “I always want her back,” I said. “Always.” The vehemence of my words startled even me.

      “What did you do?” she asked again.

      “I didn’t do anything.” Not this time.

      “The last time she vanished like this was when you asked her to marry you,” Ash reminded me.

      “I know.” She was gone for almost two weeks. I had to deal with Ash then, too. And several of Lynn’s other friends. “She came back, though. She always comes back.”

      “I’m worried about her,” Ash whispered.

      “I am too.” I laid my hand on her shin and gave it a squeeze. Her eyes fell closed and a tiny tear escaped, streaking across her black makeup, leaving a sooty trail down her cheek.

      “I need for her to come back. It’s been a long time since she’s done this.” Ash laid her head back against the back of the chair, following her words with a damp, tear-stricken groan.

      Two years, four days, and twenty-two hours since the last time Lynn vanished. “Did she say anything to you? Give you any indication she was stressed over something?”

      She shrugged. “It’s not like she talks to me every day.”

      “I know.” I patted her leg again, lingering just a little too long. Her eyes flew open and her gaze met mine. “Go home. Take a shower. You stink. I’ll be there later. We’ll talk.”

      She glanced toward where my hand rested comfortably on her leg. “Talk,” she repeated.

      “Yes, talk.” I couldn’t keep the corners of my lips from tipping up into a grin.

      She lowered her feet to the floor and slowly stood up beside me, pressing her lithe body against mine. “Last time she was gone, we did more than talk.”

      I remembered. “That was a mistake.”

      Her eyes roamed up and down my body. “A mistake that tasted like it was right.” She licked her lips. “Damn. I missed you.”

      In my own fucked-up way, I missed her too. “Go home. I’ll be there in a few hours. I have some things I have to do here.”

      She nodded. Then she stepped onto her tiptoes and waited, her face tilted up toward mine. I bent and kissed her lips quickly and softly. “Later,” I whispered. “I’ll see you later.”

      She nodded and walked toward the door. I opened it for her and stepped to the side, my back against the open door. She lifted her hand, each finger tipped with black nail polish, and stroked her finger down my tie.

      “Not here,” I whispered.

      “I know,” she whispered back. “Because I’m not her.”

      I studied her face, searching for the features I knew so very well. “No, you’re not her.”

      She nodded sadly and left.

      I closed my door and rushed across the room to pick up the phone. I dialed my mom’s emergency number.

      “Mason,” my mom said as soon as the phone rang once. She sounded out of breath. “Did you find her?”

      “No, but Ash was here.”

      Silence was the only response. “Mom?” I prompted.

      “If Ash was there, Lynn’s okay.”

      I knew that, but it didn’t make it any easier. “I want Lynn back.”

      “I know you do, son. Just give it time. These things have a way of cycling around.”

      “Mom…” I heaved out a sigh.

      “I know,” she said softly. “But you know she’s safe. That’s what matters.”

      What mattered was getting Lynn back, and I’d do anything to make that happen.
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      I stood outside the door of my own house with my forehead pressed against the cool wood, taking deep breaths as I counted to ten. It was a calming technique my mother had taught me many years before, and I still used it when I was stressed. I felt the motion of the inhale until my lungs were full, and then visualized myself blowing all the bad feelings out of my body.

      Suddenly, the door flew open and I stumbled into the living room.

      “How long were you going to stand there breathing heavily?” Ash asked.

      She stood in front of me with one hand on her cocked hip. Her top half was in a t-shirt that reminded me more of a fish net, and I could see her bra through it. Her jeans were cut so short that I could see the curves of her ass when she walked back toward the kitchen.

      Hell, beggars couldn’t be choosers. At least she’d showered. I could still smell Lynn’s shampoo in the wake Ash left behind, and my heart clenched. Lynn was gone, and I’d been left with this poor, mouthy, and sometimes downright evil substitute.

      The bad thing was that when it came to Ash, you never could guess what was going to happen next. One minute, she was sweet as pie. The next, she could have you by the balls. And right now, she had me by mine.

      “Why don’t you go change? You’re too…” She stopped and tapped her chin while she thought of an appropriately cutting word. “Stiff,” she finally let burst from her lips. “And while that might be a good thing if we were talking about your dick, it is not cool to bring your stiffness home when I’m here. You know I don’t subscribe to the go-to-work-in-a-suit model.” Ash didn’t do nine-to-five. She never had. And she abhorred people who conformed, as she called it. “Your polyester is making me itch.” She pretended to scratch her arms.

      I turned toward my bedroom—the bedroom I shared with Lynn—and walked inside. I stopped in the doorway when I saw that Ash had dumped her backpack on my bed. I looked through the few things she’d had in there, nudging paper to the side. There was nothing that might give me a clue as to who the owner was. The only thing of importance that was in her pack was a picture of me and Lynn at our wedding. We’d smiled at the camera. Lynn held a bouquet of flowers and I held Lynn. I picked up the picture and stormed back into the other room where Ash waited.

      “Why do you have this?” I demanded.

      She looked over her shoulder at me. “Have what?”

      “This picture. Why do you have it?”

      She shrugged. “She looked so happy. I wanted to remember it.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why does it bother you that I have it?”

      It was our day, that was why. Mine and Lynn’s. No one else’s. “Never mind.” The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Ash. If I did, she’d refuse to help me. Then I’d never find Lynn.

      “Put it back with my stuff, will you?” she called to my retreating back.

      I changed out of my suit and put on a pair of track pants and a t-shirt. Then I went back out to the living room.

      “When was the last time you heard from her?” I asked quickly.

      She raised a brow at me. “Really, dickhead? You can’t just spend a few minutes with me before you start asking stupid questions?”

      “Do you know where she is?” Please tell me you know where she is.

      “No, but Shelly might. She contacted me today. I didn’t get to talk to her, and I’m trying to track her down.”

      “What did Shelly say?”

      She shrugged. “She didn’t say anything. I just said I didn’t get to talk to her, didn’t I? God, Mason. For a shrink, you’re a terrible fucking listener.”

      I was a great listener. I just didn’t want to listen right now. I wanted to find Lynn.

      Shelly was a subject I’d hoped to avoid. She was sophisticated and perfect and she wore pink ribbons in her hair. She never left the house when she wasn’t wearing pretty, feminine high heels and a strand of pearls around her neck. To be honest, she intimidated the hell out of me.

      “Will you keep trying?”

      “I can’t get hold of her right now. I just tried. I’ll keep trying.”

      “I want you to stay here until Lynn comes back. Can you do that for me?” If she didn’t agree, I might have to spend every waking second with her, just so I could be sure she was safe. Lynn would want me to be sure Ash was safe while she was in town.

      “I’ll stay as long as I can,” she said quietly.

      I sat down on the other end of the couch from Ash. She pulled her feet up and turned to face me. “Will you tell me a story?” she asked. She placed her hands together like she was praying. “You know how much I love stories about you and Lynn. Tell me about the day you met.” She bounced on the seat. “Tell me about the day you knew it would be her forever. Always. Tell me that story. I love that one.”

      For all of Ash’s gruff exterior, she was a marshmallow on the inside. The streets had made her tough, but her heart…her heart made her soft and lovable. You just had to dig past the makeup and shove the bad attitude to the side so you could get to the soft, smooshy part.

      “I met her on my sixteenth birthday,” I said.

      Ash clapped and let out a squeal. “Keep going. I want to hear every fucking thing.”
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      I had no idea of the many ways my life would change that day.

      I sat at the kitchen counter eating a bowl of cereal, just like any other day, as my mother bustled through the room, her white lab coat draped over her arm. My father followed behind her, but he’d left his white coat at the office, apparently.

      Dad poured two insulated tumblers of coffee, one for him and one for Mom, and pushed the tops closed. Mom reached for hers with a look of worship on her face.

      “Not yet,” Dad said. He slapped her on the butt and pointed toward the door. “Once you’re in the car, you can have it. You’re making me late. Again.” He glared at her.

      Mom stopped and kissed my forehead, holding my face long enough to make me grimace. “We’ll meet you at the restaurant tonight,” she said. “You can ride with Aubrey.”

      She brushed a lock of dark hair back from my forehead. Everyone always said I looked just like my mom. She was tall and slender, and she had jet-black hair. My dad’s was a sandy-blond, and he looked a lot like the quintessential beach bum. He could have had a surfboard beneath his arm instead of a clipboard, and one of those colorful shell necklaces rather than a stethoscope. I looked nothing like him. But my mom said I acted just like him.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with me bringing her?” she asked me.

      I brushed her hand away from my face. “Mom, it’s fine.”

      My parents were renowned psychiatrists, the kind of doctors who helped those who couldn’t be helped. For months, my parents had been working on some special cases with a volunteer they called Lynn. Lynn had her own problems. She was a product of an abusive home, or so they’d told me. She’d been abused, and she understood the needs of the mentally ill better than anyone Mom had ever met. Mom spent a lot of time with her, and aside from work, they’d been to the mall and they’d been to lunch a few times.

      Now Mom wanted to expose Lynn to more, and my birthday dinner was apparently a good place to start.

      Meeting people from the hospital wasn’t anything new. Ever since I was small, I’d gone to work with my parents, and they often brought their work home. I’d played Legos with a boy who thought he was a twenty-year-old member of a rock band once. He was my age, eight, at the time. I could still remember how odd it felt, because the week before, we’d played Legos and he’d been my age. Then all of a sudden he was an “adult” who was patronizing me by playing with me.

      That wasn’t the only time. There were others. There were people so heavily medicated that they couldn’t speak. And there were others who couldn’t stop chattering. Once when my mom took me to the hospital where they both worked, they let me meet a woman who had to be restrained before I could go into the room. She’d begged to meet me when Mom told her she had a son, and she gave me a chocolate chip cookie recipe while I was with her. The next week, I baked them and delivered them to her. I’d never seen a grin like hers. She died a few weeks later of a self-inflicted wound, but in that moment she was happy, and I’d been the cause of it.

      I grew up in that world. It was what I knew. So inviting someone from the hospital to my birthday party, well, that was a normal event.

      My parents said they’d been grooming me to follow in their footsteps. However, their footsteps were too big for me to fill. They were the rock stars of mental health. They spoke at conferences and flew all over the world, and they still treated patients. Now, though, they only took the ones no one else could help.

      Mom and Dad murmured to one another as they crossed the room.

      “How many of them are there, again?” I heard my dad ask as he followed her to the door. He held her coffee cup high over his head, and she pretended to jump for it.

      “There are at least four,” she said.

      “That you’ve met,” he replied.

      She breathed out a heavy sigh. “That I’ve met, yes.” She opened the door and then turned back. “Oh!” she cried and grinned at me. “Happy birthday!”

      “Happy birthday, son,” my dad parroted.

      I waved a hand at them, still hunched over my bowl of cereal, and watched them as they left. To be as smart as they were, my parents were a little scatter-brained.

      I finished my cereal and put my empty bowl in the sink. I had to be at school in thirty minutes, but I still had time to see my girlfriend.

      I walked to her house and she ran out the door to greet me. Aubrey had been my girlfriend since last year. We’d met on my fifteenth birthday. She was everything I wanted, and I think she wanted me just as much.

      She was two months older than me, so she already had her driver’s license. I got in the passenger seat of her car and she leaned over to kiss me. “Happy birthday,” she muttered against my lips. She laid a small box in my lap, her hand all but shaking as she slid it across my thigh. “Open it,” she said. She covered her mouth and let out a little squeal, then leaned her head forward.

      Her hair fell in a curtain around her face, so I pushed it back and tucked it behind her ear. “You don’t want to wait and give it to me at the party?” I asked.

      She snorted. “I don’t think you’ll want to open this one in front of your parents.” She nodded toward the box. “Open it.”

      I slowly untied the ribbon and lifted the lid. Everything in me froze when I saw the contents. On a small bed of cotton lay a single condom in a shiny blue foil wrapper. “Aubrey…” I looked up and met her eyes. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded, catching her lower lip between her teeth, holding it for a moment, and then releasing it. “I’m sure.”

      Although we’d been dating for a year and all our friends were doing it, we hadn’t done it yet. I’d been ready for quite a while, but she wasn’t. Or at least she hadn’t been. “You’re positive?” I asked.

      She nodded, holding tightly to her lip again. “I’m positive,” she said decisively.

      “This weekend?”

      She nodded again, and then she leaned over to kiss me.

      “We’re going to be late,” she said against my lips.

      “I know,” I replied without truly lifting my lips from hers. I didn’t care. It was the best birthday ever, and I didn’t want to waste a minute of it.

      

      I sat next to Aubrey, waiting for my parents to show up at my birthday dinner. They were thirty minutes late. Aubrey and I had already had two appetizers and my parents were still nowhere to be found. I looked up, searching the crowd, hoping they would show up soon.

      Aubrey glanced down at her watch. “I have to be home by ten,” she reminded me.

      It was already nine o’clock. My parents always ruined everything.

      I supposed I could forgive them. I was going to have sex with my girlfriend this weekend. There was no way Mom and Dad could sink my mood.

      The clearing of a throat broke me from my thoughts of sex and Aubrey. I looked up to find someone looking down at me. She had long hair that hung around her shoulders like a blanket. It was the color of the scotch my dad drank at night in his office, and it was completely straight. I stood up, because what else could I do in the presence of such beauty.

      “Mason?” she asked. She tugged on the long sleeve of her black ribbed turtleneck. She had it tucked into a pair of tight blue jeans. Yet she looked classy and sophisticated.

      “Yes?” I said.

      She jerked a thumb toward the door. “Your mom went to the restroom, and your dad is parking the car. They said to come and find you.” She laughed, and I felt like the sound of it settled into my soul and made me happy too. A grin tugged at my lips. She stuck out a hand. “I’m Lynn.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” I stared at her. Because faced with a beauty like hers, I couldn’t help but stare. Her blue eyes met mine, and she glanced away quickly, like I’d embarrassed her with my scrutiny.

      I suddenly realized that her hand still hung there in the air between us, so I reached out and took it, planning to give it a firm shake. But the moment I touched her, electricity shot up my arm and straight down my spine. All the hairs on my arms and my head stood up. Hell, even the hair on my balls stood tall. She was electrically charged, and I had no idea why.

      She gasped and jerked her hand back, wiping it on the leg of her jeans.

      What was that? I had no idea.

      Aubrey elbowed my side, coughing like she’d just sucked down a cherry pit. “Oh,” I said. “This is Aubrey.”

      Lynn cocked her head to the side. “A friend of yours?” she asked. She reached out to shake hands with Aubrey. Aubrey offered her no more than her fingertips and a snotty smile. For the first time ever, I wondered what I saw in Aubrey. I’d never wondered that before, but now…

      Now, I had no idea. The comparison between the two of them wasn’t a fair one. Lynn looked like she’d just stepped down off a cloud. And Aubrey…well, she was just Aubrey. She was a fixture in my life.

      “I’m his girlfriend,” Aubrey said when I didn’t answer. She dug her elbow into my ribs again.

      “It’s lovely to meet you both,” Lynn said quietly. My mom and dad appeared, and Dad held out a chair for Lynn.

      “Where do you go to school?” I asked her.

      “I’m homeschooled,” she replied as she took a bite of the appetizer the server had brought to the table.

      “What’s that like?”

      She laughed and shrugged delicately. “I don’t know. What’s regular school like?” She leaned toward me like she was waiting for me to impart the meaning of life. Her blue eyes sparkled.

      Two hours later, I looked up and realized that Aubrey was gone. I didn’t remember her leaving. I hadn’t been able to take my eyes off Lynn the whole night.

      That weekend, I broke up with Aubrey. I hurt her feelings in the process and I hated doing that, but I knew the minute that I saw Lynn that she was the one for me. I didn’t want anyone else. Ever.
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      When I finished my story, I opened my eyes to find Ash pressed against my side on the couch. She heaved out a sigh, which caused her breast to rub against my arm.

      “I love that story,” she said.

      “Where is Lynn, Ash?” I asked. I looked down at her and she licked her lips.

      “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “But I’ll find out. I promise.”

      She hopped up onto her knees so she could lean closer to me, pressing her front against my side. “Do you want to pretend I’m her for a few minutes?” she asked me, her voice little more than a whisper.

      “No.” I cleared my throat, because I suddenly sounded like I smoked four packs a day. “No,” I said again.

      “We did it the last time she was gone. Don’t you remember?” She ran her fingers through my hair, and my dick got hard instantly.

      I remembered. I remembered everything.

      “Close your eyes,” she whispered. “I smell like her. And we’re the same size.” She crawled across me to straddle my lap. Instinctively, I grabbed her ass and pulled her closer to me. But she wasn’t Lynn. She would never be Lynn. “I know I’m not her. You know I’m not her.”

      I tucked my face into her neck and took a deep breath. She smelled like my Lynn.

      “Pretend I’m her,” she said softly. “Take me to bed, Mason.”

      I stood up with her legs wrapped around my waist and went to the bedroom. I brushed her things off the bed onto the floor with a quick swipe of my arm, and followed her onto the covers as I laid her on her back.

      “Get a condom,” Ash said. If I ever slept with anyone who wasn’t Lynn, I used a condom. Lynn was the only woman I’d ever made love to without one.

      I opened the bedside drawer and pulled a small package from the depths. I shoved my pants down and rolled the condom down my length. Reaching behind me, I grabbed the back of my shirt in my fist and pulled it over my head. As I did this, Ash shucked her clothes, flinging them across the room.

      I crawled across the bed toward her waiting body, and she spread her soft thighs for me. “What do you need from me?” I asked, just before my lips touched the side of her neck. I took in the smell that was so much like Lynn’s and wished for what I couldn’t have.

      She grabbed my hair and pulled it tight in her fist so she could look me in the eye. “I need you to pretend I’m her until it’s over. I want what she gets. Always.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t give you that.”

      “Pretend, Mason. Just fucking pretend.” She shoved me over onto my back, and then she straddled me, lifted my dick away from my stomach, adjusted so that she had the right angle, and then she sank down on my cock, taking me in slowly, inch by slow inch. When she had me buried deep inside her, she stopped and looked down at me. I closed my eyes and, for a moment, I could pretend she was Lynn. She started to move. I grabbed her hips, and helped her find a rhythm. “I love you, Mason,” she said.

      And for a second, I let myself believe she was Lynn, that Lynn was riding my cock. When Ash came apart around me, taking what she needed from me, I flipped her over and fucked her hard, making her cry out as I lunged deep, taking everything she would give me. But even if she gave me all of her, she’d never be Lynn. No one could be Lynn, and I knew that deep in my soul.

      I collapsed on top of her and she wrapped her arms around me, her fingernails tickling my back. I lifted my head and looked down. “Lynn?” I asked. I don’t know why I asked that. It was stupid, wishful thinking.

      “Still me,” Ash said. “Sorry.”

      I nodded and rolled off her, going to dispose of the condom. I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror, hating the man who stared back at me. “Ash? You should probably go sleep in the guest room,” I called out.

      When I came out of the bathroom, she had left the room. The door down the hallway slammed hard enough to rattle the walls. I winced and flopped onto my bed. Ash had collected her things before she left. The only thing Ash had left behind was the photo of me and Lynn.

      I set it on the nightstand, and then I laid there for hours trying to figure out what could have gone wrong. Why did Lynn leave? Where did she go?

      How could I get her back?
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      The next morning, I woke bleary-eyed and a little sick to my stomach, my belly churning with nerves. I put on a pot of coffee, and went to the door of the guest room. Lifting my hand, I rapped my knuckles against the door. No answer.

      I knocked again and pressed my ear to the door. Nothing.

      I heard nothing.

      Bile crept up my throat as my world tilted. I threw the door open. The room was empty. The bed was a rumpled mess, and all Ash’s things were gone. I slapped my hand against the wall hard enough that my shoulder stung as ripples of pain spiked up my arm. I shook it out, appreciating the bite of the pain. Pain reminded me that I was still alive.

      But Ash was gone, and now I had to find her. She was the only one who knew how to get hold of Shelly, and Shelly might know where Lynn was. I was sure I had fucked things up last night, and I needed to see how Ash was feeling, particularly since I sent her to a different room last night after I had sex with her.

      I’d used her and then I’d sent her away.

      I scrubbed a hand down my face and stumbled back to the coffee pot. Pouring myself a cup, I took a sip and tried to figure out how we’d gotten to this place. Lynn had been a runner ever since I met her. When things got hard, she took off. It had a lot to do with her history of abuse. She tended to shut down when times got tough.

      If they got tough enough, she just vanished. She took a few days, and then she came back. She would send her friends into a maelstrom as everyone tried to find her. But one thing I always knew was that as soon as she worked her shit out in her head, she would come back to me. I knew that without a shadow of a doubt.

      Usually, though, I knew what set her off. When I got accepted to college, and we knew I would be leaving, she disappeared for a month. And when I started my residency, she left for two weeks. No one could find her, not even her friends. When I suggested we move in together, she left for twenty-four days. Twenty-four days I went without her. But I always knew she’d be back.

      This time, I had no idea what had set her off, so I didn’t know if she’d be back. For the first time ever, I wasn’t sure if the love of my life would be back. And it was eating me up inside.

      I froze as I heard a knocking sound from my garage. Surely Ash wasn’t in there. I walked to the door and flung it open. Legs covered with dirty brown overalls poked out from beneath my car, which was lifted in the air by a jack.

      “Who’s there?” I called. But I already knew. There was only one person who could have that much grease on her and still look like a woman. “Jamie?”

      She slid out from under the car, the rolling sled she was on gliding along the garage floor. Jamie’s sky-colored eyes blinked up at me, framed by the most amazing whiskey-colored lashes. “Oh, hey, Mason. Lynn asked me to come by and take care of your car,” she explained. She pressed with her feet to slide back under the car, but I stuck my leg out and caught the sled with my foot. I pulled her back out.

      “When did Lynn ask you to come by?” I asked, kneeling down next to her. My heart hammered in my chest.

      “A couple of weeks ago. I’m sorry it took me so long.” She laid there staring up at me, her knees bent and feet flat on the ground as she waited for me to continue. But my heart was already sinking. I had hoped she would say yesterday.

      “You know Lynn’s gone, right?”

      She nodded. “Ash told me.” She looked toward the ceiling, staring at nothing. “She’s looking for her.”

      “Do you know where Ash is now?” Ash hadn’t been gone long. She couldn’t have been.

      “She’s looking for Shelly. If anyone can find Lynn, it’s Shelly. She’s probably the only one who knows Lynn well enough to find her and bring her back.” Jamie blew an errant lock of hair from her eyes. When it didn’t move, she rubbed her finger across her forehead, leaving a trail of grease from one side of her eyebrows to the other. I laughed and she asked, “What?”

      I pointed to my forehead. “You got a little grease right there.”

      She chuckled. “What else is new?”

      “Is she okay?” I asked, weight settling against my heart like a stone.

      Jamie rolled the wrench she was using in her hand, not looking me in the eye. “Lynn? I think so.”

      “But you don’t know.” Of course she didn’t.

      “Not for sure, no.” She sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly. “Ash is looking for her. Or Shelly, whoever turns up first.”

      “Do you know what happened?” I asked. I held my breath.

      “No. She didn’t tell me. I haven’t talked to her since she asked me to work on your car.” She continued to roll the wrench in her hand.

      “I just wish I knew if she’s okay,” I rushed to say.

      Jamie nodded. “I know. You love her. We’ve never doubted that.” She jerked her chin toward the car. “Let me finish this, and I’ll come inside. We can talk.”

      “Okay,” I said quietly.

      I went back inside, closing the door behind me. Just then, my front door opened. I don’t know why my heart leaped, because in the back of my mind I knew it wasn’t Lynn coming back. It wasn’t even Ash. It was my mother.

      She held up her keys. “I used the key you gave me.”

      “It’s okay.” I refilled my coffee mug and got one down for her. My mother never turned down coffee. I handed it to her and she lifted it to her nose to sniff. “Jamie’s here,” I said with a weak sort of smile.

      Mom squealed. “Oh, my God! I haven’t seen Jamie in years. Where is she?” She looked around like Jamie would be hiding in a corner, just waiting to jump out at her.

      “She’s in the garage. Lynn asked her to work on my car.”

      Mom’s smile fell. “Lynn sent her.”

      “Yes.” I set my cup on the counter.

      “I wonder what that means…” She drummed her fingers on the counter. Then she shrugged. “I’m going to go talk to Jamie. I haven’t seen her in so long.” At the last moment, she turned back. “Mason?”

      I looked up. “Yes, Mom?”

      “Those girls bonded over tragedies, Mason. Never forget that.”

      I knew. I could still remember the first time I met Jamie. I’d gone to visit Lynn at Mom’s work. I’d knocked on the door to the office Mom let Lynn use, but no one had answered.

      “She’s in the workroom,” Dad had told me with a smile as he walked by. “I think she said something about making some robot toys for some of the kids. She’s helping them put them together.”

      But I hadn’t found Lynn in the workroom. I’d found Jamie.
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      I walked into the workroom, nervous as hell, because this was the first time I’d ever sought Lynn out. My heart was in my throat, and my balls were in my pocket. I was ready to give them to her if she wanted them, I was that nervous.

      As I opened the door to the workroom, noise rushed at me. The workroom was a spot in the office where Mom and Dad had people come in to teach the people they treated about working with their hands. Mom’s theory was that we should be nurturing our tradesmen, that we should be holding tradesmen in as high esteem as we did doctors and lawyers in our society.

      “There’s a certain type of satisfaction that can only be found by working with your hands,” Dad always said after he cut the grass and trimmed the bushes at our house on Saturday mornings.

      “Some people like to build wealth. And other people like to build things,” Mom had explained.

      Mom jumped up from behind a table when she saw me. Her eyes met mine, and I saw a bit of worry there. I wasn’t sure what it meant, though. “I didn’t know you were coming by,” she said.

      Heat crept up my face. I shrugged. “I was hoping I might be able to see Lynn.” I pointed to a whiskey-haired girl sitting over on the other side of the room. All I could see was the back of her head. Her ponytail stood high and tight.

      “Oh, that’s not Lynn, sweetheart,” Mom said gently. “That’s Jamie.”

      I looked again. “Who’s Jamie?”

      “Jamie comes in once a week to teach the kids about machines. This week, she’s helping them put together some robots. Do you want to meet her?”

      “Is Lynn here?” I asked, looking around.

      Mom frowned. “No. She’s not here today.” She reached for my arm and led me toward the girl in the corner. “You should meet Jamie. She’s fascinating. Jamie,” Mom called out.

      Jamie turned around, not looking up from the robot she was building. Finally, she raised her eyes, and I immediately wondered how I could have mistaken her for Lynn. They were as different as night and day. Jamie had a gaze that charged at me. Lynn’s gaze was all soft curves and light. Jamie had none of that.

      “Hi,” Jamie said, glancing back down at the machine. She had a smear of grease across her cheek.

      “Jamie,” Mom said, calling for her attention, “this is my son, Mason. I want you to meet him.”

      She raised a hand briefly in the air. “Hi,” she repeated.

      “She’s a little preoccupied,” Mom whispered. “Let’s give her a few minutes.”

      I took the time to study Jamie without her knowing. She had on baggy dark-blue jeans, a white tank top that hugged her figure, and she had a blue-and-red flannel shirt tied around her waist. But that wasn’t what stood out to me. What stood out were the scars on her arms and shoulders. From the way they crept up from her fingers to her arms, I imagined they disappeared beneath the shirt too.

      I had a sudden and inexplicable desire to pull that shirt to the side so I could see. My face heated again. I forced myself to look down at the canvas sneakers she wore. They were scuffed and dirty, like she worked hard in them every day.

      Suddenly, Jamie smiled and looked up. “There,” she said. She started the machine and handed it to a boy beside her. She ruffled his hair and grinned. Then she got up and walked toward me. Sauntered toward me would be a better word. The girl had a sense of presence unlike any I had ever seen on a woman. She was probably close to my age of sixteen, but she looked like she’d seen and done so many things. I don’t know why I had that impression, but it was unmistakable.

      “Hi,” she said again, and she extended her dirty hand. At the last instant, she pulled it back. “Sorry,” she said. “I appear to be a little greasy. Machine goop and all that.” She reached for a wet wipe and started to clean her fingers. When she was done, she tossed the wipe in the trash and extended her hand again.

      A shocking sense of warmth spread from her palm to mine. “I’m Mason,” I said.

      She laughed. “I know. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Has my mom been telling stories again?”

      She shook her head. “No, Lynn told me about you.” She let her eyes drag up and down my body, and I squirmed in my jeans. “She wasn’t kidding. You’re something.” She let out a soft whistle.

      “So are you,” I replied, and my face heated again.

      She blinked her eyes at me, her whiskey-colored lashes falling against her cheeks in slow sweeping movements. “I see why Lynn likes you,” she said.

      “She likes me?” I asked without thinking. I wanted to slap my face against my palm and groan, but I held it back. Next, I expected my voice to crack like it did when I was thirteen and just growing hair on my balls.

      She nodded slowly, biting her lips together. “She likes you a lot,” she finally said. She jerked a thumb toward the table on the other side of the room. “I need to put together a few more robots. Do you want to help?”

      I shrugged my shoulders and followed her. She handed me a set of instructions, and I bent over them as she slid a stack of parts toward me.

      “Do you think you can handle me?” she asked.

      I think she meant to ask if I could handle the robot, but I really wasn’t sure. I cleared my throat and said, “I think so.”

      “I don’t know, big guy,” she said as she turned a chair around backwards and straddled it. “I’m a whole lot to handle.”

      I just bet she was. I looked up to find Mom watching us from near the door. She had hitched her shoulder against the doorjamb and was being the worst sort of onlooker. “Everything okay, Mason?” she called out.

      I waved at her and turned back to the robot instructions.

      “I think she’s afraid I’ll try to dissect you,” Jamie whispered. “Don’t worry. I only do that to machines.” She bumped my shoulder with hers. “You’re safe.” Her eyes swept across my face, touching my eyes, my nose, and lingering on my lips. “For now.”
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      I wasn’t safe with Jamie. I never had been, not since that first meeting. I felt things for her that I thought I could only feel for Lynn. I only saw Jamie occasionally, usually for a few hours at a time. Then one day, she showed up at my dorm room. I heard a knock and got up to answer the door, stopping short when I saw the signature ponytail and the grease-stained clothing.

      “Jamie?” I asked, wide-eyed.

      She clasped her hands together nervously.

      “Are you all right?” I reached out a hand.

      “Can I come in?” she asked.

      I stepped to the side to let her in the room. “Is Lynn okay?” I asked.

      She waved a hand in the air. “She’s fine. She’s always fine. She has to be fine. The rest of us make sure of that.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You have to know that we step in and take on the world for her.” She shrugged. “That’s what friends are for.”

      I knew her close friends did a lot to protect her. They showed up when she needed them, always.

      “She’ll be back soon. I’m sure of it,” she said. “Until then, you get me.”

      It wasn’t uncommon for Jamie to show up sometimes. She changed the oil in my car more often than I did. She built a deck on the back of my parents’ house last year. She was handy.

      “Why are you here?” I asked. I let my eyes drag slowly down her body. Jamie and I did a lot of flirting, but we’d never taken it past that.

      “Lynn said your kitchenette sink is broken. I’m here to fix it.” She threw up her hands.

      I took two steps toward her. “Why are you really here, Jamie?” My voice was soft, because I knew that if I came at her too hard, she’d bolt.

      “Has Lynn ever showed you her scars?” she asked on a quick blow of breath. She held my gaze as she waited for me to answer.

      “What difference does that make?” I stiffened my spine.

      She stepped closer, and stopped when her lips almost touched mine. “It makes all the difference,” she whispered. “Until she shows you her scars, she’ll never truly be yours.”

      She was right. Lynn and I had sex on her eighteenth birthday. It was the first time for both of us. Since then, when we were close, she always insisted on turning off the lights or doing it with her shirt on. “She’s mine.” I scoffed. Of course, she was already mine.

      “She’s not,” Jamie insisted. Then she clapped her hands together and said brightly, “Show me that broken sink.”

      “You know the dorm has maintenance people for this sort of thing, right?”

      “Who needs maintenance when you have me?” She brushed against me as she walked to the door. “Be right back. Have to get my tools.”

      She came back carrying a canvas bag filled with what seemed like every tool she owned. She opened some cabinet doors and slipped beneath the sink. Every few minutes I saw her come out, grab another tool, and then go back in.

      I stood and watched her. It seemed like every time I saw her, she was on her back. I knew she didn’t assume that position for many people. It made her too vulnerable. Yet she did it for me, to fix my sink.

      Finally, she was done and she stood up and dusted her hands together. “All fixed,” she said. She turned to the sink and turned the water on. The sink drained the way it was supposed to. She took a minute to wash her hands. I stepped up behind her, braced my arms against the countertop on each side of her, and ran my nose up the side of her neck, taking in the scent of clean woman and machine grease. It was all Jamie and it was wonderful. I pressed my front against her back.

      She froze, resting her palms on the edge of the counter. “What are you doing?” she asked. She turned her head to look over her shoulder at me.

      “I want to see your scars,” I said as I reached around to her front, hooked my fingers in the sleeves of the flannel shirt that was always tied around her waist, and pulled the knot free. I leaned back long enough that it dropped to the floor between us. Before she could move away, I pressed back against her. My lips touched the side of her neck and she hissed in a breath.

      She reached up and back, cupping the back of my head in her hand. “You don’t want to see my scars, Mason. I promise you. They’re scary.” She tilted her head so I could press my lips harder against her neck. She shivered against me, and a shot of adrenaline surged through my veins.

      “Stand still,” I said. I leaned back, putting my hands on her hips. I slowly slid my thumbs beneath the edge of her white tank top. The rugged texture of crisscrossed scars abraded the pads of my thumbs, and I stopped to drag my thumbs back and forth across the area where the scars met. She gasped, but she didn’t move. She spread her legs a little wider and leaned forward. I lifted the shirt, replacing my thumbs with my lips.

      I lingered, feeling the puckered softness that was her past. I tasted the regret and the pain. But I also tasted the future. I tasted promises made and promises yet to be kept. I tasted hope and desire. I pushed her shirt higher, and unhooked her bra when I came to it, spreading the fabric wide as I lifted her shirt all the way to rest on her shoulders.

      “They’re not very pretty,” she whispered. Her voice shook.

      “They’re beautiful.” I kissed each one, licking them with my tongue, tasting the years of pain. I tasted her will to survive in each brush of my tongue. I tasted her strength. And I tasted her love for me.

      She lifted her shirt over her head and lowered her arms, shifting her shoulders so that her bra fell forward.

      “Are they just on your back?” I asked.

      She nodded. “And my arms.”

      Slowly, I swept my hands up and down her back, rubbing down her arms and back up.

      “That feels so good.” She arched her back like a kitten. “No one has ever touched me like this before.”

      “You’re not a virgin.” That much I knew to be true.

      “I am in all the ways that matter.”

      I hoped she meant she was a virgin to love. That she was a virgin to desire. “Will you let me make you come?” I asked.

      “Yes, please.” She laughed. It was a deep, dark sound filled with uncertainty.

      Jamie had dark stains on her soul that were as thick as the ones that were usually on her clothing. I shoved them to the side as I reached around her and unbuttoned her jeans. I lowered her pants and her panties down to her ankles, and then bent behind her to help her step out of them.

      I slid back up her body, my hands skimming her curves. I cupped her breast with one hand as my other dipped down between her legs. “Is this why you came here?” I whispered against her ear.

      “Yes.”

      “I thought so. I can give you what you need.”

      “I know you can.”

      I reached into her curls and slid my finger against her wetness. Her head fell back against my shoulder and I took her weight against me.

      “Don’t be easy with me. Don’t treat me like I’m broken.”

      Her words shook me to my very core.

      I pressed hard with my finger, making tight circles against her swollen clit. She whimpered and hung her head forward, her neck limp. I knew she was close when she turned her head to kiss me and, as her lips touched mine, she came apart. I kissed her through it, holding her up as her world tilted.

      When she finally came back to earth, I tried to remember where I was. My cock was pressed tight against her ass. I shoved my track pants down to my knees and let her feel how hard I was against her lower back.

      “Get a condom,” she said.

      I reached into the kitchen drawer. I knew my friends had left some in the junk drawer the last time he was here. When I’d found them, I’d tossed them into the drawer. I pulled one out and rolled it quickly down my length and then I grabbed a handful of Jamie’s hair, tugging her head back as I kicked her legs open wider. Holding her hips, I tilted her bottom up, and then I surged inside. She was tight and slick, even with the condom. I pulled her hair, holding her head back as I pumped in and out.

      “I don’t think you’ll break,” I whispered against her ear, trying to hold off my orgasm. I reached in front of her and cupped both her breasts in my hands. Her tits filled my hands perfectly, her nipples falling between my thumbs and forefingers of each hand. I tugged hard and she clenched tighter.

      She liked a little pain. I should have suspected this about her. Yet, still, I didn’t know how much she could take. I felt sure that the pain pushed her past the uncertainty. It pushed past her scars and the old wounds. I tugged and yanked, elongating her nipples in long sweeps of my fingers, pinching them hard as I released. Then I did it all over again.

      She cried out, and I felt a gush of warmth against the base of my cock. I knew she was coming, and I pushed my way through it. Marginally, she relaxed, and I pushed her forward so she was bent over the counter. She cried out as I slammed inside her over and over. I knew she was getting a bite of pain along with the pleasure, and I also knew she liked it.

      I held off as long as I could, and then I came inside the condom, inside Jamie. She remained leaning over the counter, trying to catch her breath. I kissed between her shoulder blades, my lips as tender as her skin. “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded, but the only sound she made was a tiny mewling noise.

      I laughed and pulled out, going to dispose of the condom. She was shaking out her jeans when I came back into the room.

      “Don’t go yet,” I said. I took them from her and motioned her toward my twin bed. “I want to take another look at those scars. And then I want you to tell me about them.” I made my voice as forceful as I could, even though I trembled inside.

      “And if I can’t?” She stared at me.

      I shrugged. “Tell me what you can.”

      By the time I’d kissed them all over and over, I wanted to throw up, just because of the story she told me.

      “That feels really good,” she said, as I traced the longest and deepest scar with my lips.

      “Good.” I wanted to replace all the bad memories with thoughts of me. When she thought of the scars on her back and her arms, I wanted her to think of me, rather than of anything that happened in the past.

      I stroked her back, and watched her closely as she fell asleep. She looked so calm and trusting, the opposite of how she normally looked. My eyes grew heavy, and I followed her into sleep.

      When I woke up, Jamie was gone, leaving behind nothing but the memory of the afternoon with her.
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      Mom came in through the door from the garage, jerking me out of my memories of that day with Jamie in the dorm. I tugged my shirt lower and spun to face the counter, pretending to get some coffee. Honestly, I just wanted to hide the bulge in my track pants. Ever since that day, every time I saw Jamie the same thing happened. The memory of the day she was so vulnerable warmed my blood and made me want her all over again.

      But Mom was here. And I’d just been with Ash the night before, and my wife was missing. I was an ass for even thinking about Jamie that way. Or Ash, for that matter. My wife, the woman I loved more than anything, was gone, and I was getting wood over someone else. What kind of man was I?

      “Mason,” Mom called. “Jamie was just telling me what she’s been up to. Did you hear? She helps to teach at a program for troubled youths.”

      “I’m teaching them how to repair cars,” said Jamie as she followed my mom into the kitchen.

      “Isn’t that wonderful?” Mom was smiling from ear to ear.

      “Wonderful,” I said, distracted by the streak of grease across Jamie’s forehead.

      “Mason,” Mom scolded. I was thirty-six years old and my mom still had the ability to make me feel like a teenager.

      I tried a smile. “It’s really great, Jamie. I’m glad you found a great way to use your talents.”

      Jamie narrowed her eyes at me. She went to the sink and washed the grease from her hands and arms. Mom helped her to wash away the dark smudge on her forehead. All I could think of was slipping up behind her and pushing her shirt up around her shoulders so I could taste her back. I cleared my throat. Hard.

      Mom slapped me on the arm. “Mason, stop being so surly. Nobody likes a grump.”

      Jamie crossed to the coffeepot and poured herself a mug. She hitched a hip against the counter and stared at me over the rim of the cup. She didn’t blink. She just stared. It totally unnerved me, to the point that I choked on my coffee.

      “Mason!” Mom said, coming over to whack me on the back. “What is up with you today? Wasting a good sip of coffee like that…” Then she grinned.

      I pinched my lips together tightly. It didn’t feel right laughing while Lynn was missing. It just didn’t.

      Mom sobered when she saw the look on my face. “Jamie and I were just talking about going shopping. Would you like to join us?” She stared at me expectantly.

      “Not a chance in hell,” I muttered.

      Mom gave me that look that only moms can give. “Fine. Stay here.” She turned to Jamie. “Are you ready?”

      Jamie dropped her eyes from where they had been resting on my lips and nodded her head. “Of course.”

      Mom stepped onto her tiptoes to kiss my cheek, and I let her. “Lynn will be back soon,” she whispered. She moved so that she could look into my eyes. “I know Lynn, and Lynn loves you too much to stay gone forever. She’ll be back. Mark my words.”

      I just nodded.

      “It was good to see you, Mason,” Jamie said quietly.

      I followed them to the door and held it open with my hip. “You too, Jamie. Thanks for working on the car. Let me know if I owe you anything.”

      She nodded, her eyes holding mine as she passed by me in the doorway. Her fingertips dragged across my stomach. I sucked in a hard breath. She followed Mom to her car, and I closed the door, leaning hard against it.

      Jamie had a way of bringing me to my knees. She wasn’t sophisticated and she didn’t work hard to be pretty. She was just Jamie. She carried the scars of her past, but they didn’t define her. Her quick wit and her sexy smile got me every time.

      Suddenly, my door flew open and Jamie rushed across the room, flinging herself into my arms. I caught her against me and she crushed her lips to mine. “I told your mom I forgot my keys,” she muttered, lifting her lips only momentarily from mine. Her tongue slipped into my mouth and her hand lowered to grab my cock through my track pants.

      I lifted my hands to her face and threaded my fingers into the hair at her temples, then I gave it a hard tug, pulling her head back. Her chin tilted up in the air, and a siren’s smile raised the corners of her lips.

      “I missed you,” she said.

      “I missed you too.” And I did. I’d go to hell for it, but I did. I missed her. I wanted her. It had been so long.

      She stared into my eyes. “I haven’t talked to her,” she said so softly that I could barely hear her. “But we’ll find her. I promise.” Her gaze dropped to my mouth. “Kiss me one last time,” she said. “Then I have to go.”

      I kissed her, my lips desperate while hers were soft.

      “I know you’re hurting,” she said.

      My gut twisted. “I need her back.”

      “I know.” She stepped onto her tiptoes one last time and kissed me slowly. “I know you do.”

      “It was really great to see you. I wish we had more time.”

      She settled back on her heels. “I had better go.”

      I nodded, letting her go slowly, reluctantly.

      “I love you,” she said quietly.

      I nodded again. “I love you too. I wish…”

      I shook my head. I wished a lot of things. I wished my mom hadn’t been there. I wished the situation was different. I wished…

      It seemed like my life was a series of wishes. And when Lynn was here, those wishes were fulfilled.

      “I know,” she said. She wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me quickly, and then she darted out the door. I ran a hand through my hair and sagged onto the sofa.

      I wanted Lynn back. I needed for Lynn to come back.
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      “Mrs. Anderson,” I called out from behind the desk in my office.

      “Yes?” she called back.

      “Could you come in here?” I signed the last of the papers she’d left on my desk that morning and closed the folder.

      “All done?” she asked as she bustled into the room. She stood on the other side of my desk with her hands clasped neatly in front of her.

      “Yes,” I said with a weary sigh. I lifted my hands to my eyes and rubbed them.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      I shook my head, a smile I didn’t feel crossing my lips. “I don’t think so.”

      After my mom and Jamie left this morning, I’d come in to the office, because staying home and doing nothing wasn’t getting me anywhere. I’d just obsess about where Lynn was. I wouldn’t get anything else done. At least here I could stay busy, and make the hours until Lynn found her way home go faster.

      I held the file out to her and she took it, flattening it against her chest.

      “Have you heard from Lynn yet?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      “That girl who was here…” She stopped and shook her head, biting her lips together.

      I looked up at her. “You mean Ash?”

      She harrumphed. “That young lady has no manners at all.”

      Yep. She’s rude and abrasive and awesome, all wrapped up in one dark package. “I’m sorry she wouldn’t listen to you. She’s a friend of Lynn’s, so I’d hoped her showing up was a good thing.” I shrugged. “I hoped she’d at least talked to Lynn.”

      “So what happens next? You just…wait?” Her eyes brimmed with sympathy and compassion.

      “What else can I do?” I drummed my thumbs on the desk. “Her friends are looking for her. They’ll find her, even if I can’t.”

      “Should I brace myself for more visits from her friends?” Mrs. Anderson looked down her nose at me.

      I scrubbed my chin with my palm. “Hell, I don’t know. Probably.”

      She clucked her tongue. “There’s no need for profanity.”

      Mrs. Anderson had worked for my parents for years. I grew up digging through her desk drawer looking for candy she’d hide just for me. When I finished my residency and came to work with my parents, she’d taken over as my assistant. I didn’t dare call her a secretary to her face. She was integral to the practice. Her knowledge of mental health care was second to none. She’d seen a lot through the years, but she was still a stickler for manners.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a smile I didn’t feel. “I’ll try to keep the profanity to a minimum. It’s been a hard week.”

      Her gaze softened. “I know it has. It’ll get better. These things have a way of cycling around.”

      “I hope so.”

      “Your mom was telling me that Jamie came to see you.” She pretended to rearrange the pens on my desk.

      “Yes, she came by this morning. Lynn asked her to work on my car.”

      “That girl’s a gem. Not like that other one.” She clicked her tongue against her teeth again. “Next time you see Jamie, tell her I have some peanut butter cups in my drawer just for her, will you?” She turned to leave, but then turned back. “And you can tell that Ash, or whatever her name is, that the next time she calls me the b-word, I’ll be forced to wash her mouth out with soap.” She nodded, squared her shoulders, and left my office, closing the door behind her.

      I’d like to see Mrs. Anderson try. I wasn’t sure which one would come out on top. It might be Mrs. Anderson, because she had goodness and light on her side. But Ash…she was fierce.

      Mrs. Anderson suddenly flung my door open and rushed back into the room. “You have a call on line two.”

      “Who is it?” I asked, but I was already reaching for the phone.

      “It’s her,” she said, out of breath.

      I picked up the phone. “Lynn?” I said, my heart pounding.

      “No…” the female voice said slowly. “Definitely not Lynn.” She laughed, a silky, delicious, evil sound.

      “Who is this?” I demanded.

      “Oh, come on, Mason. It hasn’t been that long.”

      I was afraid to guess. Terrified, actually.

      “It’s Shelly.” She didn’t say anything else.

      “Is Lynn with you?” I rushed to ask.

      She made a noise in her throat that I could hear through the phone. “Tsk, tsk, Mason. Can’t you even tell me hello? It’s been years.”

      Yeah, and I’d hoped to keep it that way. “Where is Lynn?” I asked. “Is she okay?”

      “Lynn’s fine,” she said.

      “Let me talk to her.” I sat forward in my chair, resting my ass on the edge of the seat, my elbows on the desk.

      Shelly let out a tiny sound that dragged across my heart like silk embedded with sharp shards of glass. “She’s not here right now, Mason. I just wanted to let you know that I’ve spoken to her.”

      “She’s all right?” Please let her be all right.

      “I wouldn’t go that far—”

      “What have you done?” I jumped to my feet so fast that Mrs. Anderson backed quickly toward the doorway.

      “I haven’t done anything. Yet,” she purred. “Gotta run.”

      “Shelly!” I cried.

      “Yes, Mason?” she said softly. Piercingly.

      “Shelly, why did she leave? Did you do something?”

      “Mason.” She heaved a sigh. “This time, it’s all your fault, my love.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Think about it, Mason. You’ll figure it out.”

      The line went dead.

      “Shelly?” I called. “Shelly!” I cried a little louder, pounding my finger on the button that hung up the phone. She was gone.

      I slammed the phone back on the cradle. “God damn it!” I shouted, grabbing my hair in my fists and tugging.

      Mrs. Anderson backed quietly away and shut the door behind her.

      I kicked my desk chair back into place and sagged into it. “I didn’t do anything,” I whispered.
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      It was midnight and I’d worked all day. I even saw two patients, yet I was still scouring Lynn’s credit card records, looking for any hint that she had used them so that I could at least pinpoint her location. I set up notifications that would go to my phone if any of her cards had activity, and then I pushed back from the computer.

      I had grown comfortable, probably complacent, because it had been so long since Lynn had left me like this. When we were younger, she took off all the time. The smallest thing and she’d detach, trying to protect herself from life. From me. From pain. From feeling things she didn’t know how to process.

      However, as we got older, she disappeared less and less, and—dumb of me, I knew—I thought she was done running. For over two years, we’d weathered the storms together. She’d come to me when she was feeling stressed, and we’d talk about it. Then we’d make love until she forgot all her fears, until she remembered that together we could get through anything.

      Her taking off like this with no provocation whatsoever… Well, she might as well have kicked me in the teeth. It made me doubt everything we’d shared for the past twenty years. It made me wonder if I would ever be strong enough to keep her safe and to make her feel it in every fiber of her being.

      Suddenly, my phone chimed in my pocket. Unknown caller. My heart leaped into my throat and the breath in my body left me. “Hello,” I croaked.

      “Dr. Mason Peterson?” a male voice said.

      “Yes.” I deflated a little. It wasn’t Lynn.

      “I think I have something here that belongs to you.”

      “Beg your pardon?”

      He chuckled. “She’s about five-four. Dark makeup. Mouth like a sailor.” He grunted. “Don’t hit,” he commanded. I heard a short scuffle and then he came back, breathing heavily. “I don’t want to lock her up, Dr. Peterson. That didn’t go well for her last time. But she’s on my last nerve.” He grunted again.

      “Put her on the phone,” I barked.

      “Gladly,” he said, his voice droll.

      “Mason?” a voice said.

      “Ash?” In my gut, I’d still hoped it would be Lynn. It wasn’t.

      “The one and only,” she cried. In my head, I could almost see her lifting her arms like she’d just won a race. The corners of my lips tipped up, even though I sorely didn’t want them to. “So, Mason,” she whispered, giggling uproariously.

      “Yes, Ash.” I rubbed my forehead.

      “I’m a little bit drunk. And this kind officer has taken pity on me. I kind of think he’d rather I slept if off in the drunk tank, but after he saw the other guy…well…he’s sending me home. With you. If you’ll come and get me.”

      “What other guy?” I asked.

      The officer must have taken the phone back because he suddenly spoke. “She got into an altercation with another patron at a bar,” the man explained. “He’s a little worse for wear, but he had it coming.”

      “What did she do?”

      “She completely emasculated him, in front of everyone.” He chuckled.

      “Let me talk to her again.” Something important was biting at my conscience and I had to know.

      “So, Mason,” she said slowly, “I think we should have some bang-up drunk sex. Come and get me and I’ll make all your dreams come true.” She sang out the last few words and I heard the officer laugh.

      “What did you do?” I demanded.

      “Wasn’t me!” she whispered. “It was her.”

      “Her who, Ash?” I bit out, but I already knew.

      “Shelly. It was her,” she whispered vehemently. “Not me. Not me!” Her voice rose. “I was just standing there, about ten feet from the bar, throwing darts, and this asshole came up and put his hands on me.”

      Fury spread through my veins.

      “Don’t worry, Mason,” she said quietly, as if she knew what I was feeling. “Shelly and I were hanging out, and she saw the whole thing. She took care of it. Next thing I knew, he was on the ground, holding his nuts. His eye was already turning purple, and he was writhing in agony. It was great.” She giggled. “So are you coming to get me or what?”

      “Where are you?” I grabbed my keys.

      She handed the phone back to the officer, and he told me where I could collect her.

      “I’ll be right there.” I shoved my phone in my pocket.

      She’d gotten off lucky this time. Next time, it might not go so well. I was always afraid for Ash, because she was determined to find her way into the seediest bars on the worst side of town. She liked to skirt the underbelly of society. It worried me, but I couldn’t exactly stop her. She wasn’t my wife, and she had a mind of her own.

      

      I stopped the car next to the curb. Ash sat on the edge, near the corner, with a big burly cop next to her. He had dark skin and kind eyes. But most important, he was nice enough to call me, so I owed him one. I got out of my car and stuck out my hand as he stood up. “Mason Peterson. Thanks for calling me.”

      “She’s a piece of work, huh?” he said.

      “You have no idea.”

      He laughed. “I was a little worried for the other guy. I’m pretty sure she broke his arm.”

      “Not me,” Ash whispered fiercely. “Shelly!”

      “Does she always talk in riddles when she’s drunk?” He stared down at her like she had two heads.

      “She talks in riddles even when she’s not drunk,” I admitted. It was true. Why lie about it?

      “I saw the whole thing,” he said. “One second, this dude reached out to put his hand on her hip, and then he was on his back gasping for air. A friend of his tried to pull her off, but she belted him across the throat and he went down like a stone.” He chuckled, but it was a sound without any humor in it. “You’ll never have to worry about this one taking care of herself.”

      “She’s a joy to have around,” I replied, deadpan.

      “Next thing I knew, she was sweet as pie. She got off him, and asked me for a phone so she could call you. I couldn’t say no.” He shrugged.

      “Thank you again for calling me.”

      “No problem.”

      “What about the other guy?” I asked. “Do I need to do anything there?”

      He chuckled. “That guy won’t go grabbing another unsuspecting woman any time soon. Not after that ass whooping.”

      I was thinking along the lines of restitution for medical bills, but whatever.

      “He got what was coming to him,” the officer said. He nodded toward Ash. “Take her home. This job is over.”

      “Thank you again.”

      I looked at Ash, hugging her knees to her chest and rocking gently. She had laid her cheek on her knees, and stared into space.

      “You ready to go home?” I asked her.

      She looked up at me and smiled. “Yes.”

      “…Ash?” I asked.

      She nodded and heaved out a breath. “Still me.”

      I held out a hand and she took it, her fingers gentle and soft.

      “Thanks for coming to get me.”

      “I’d go just about anywhere for you,” I admitted, albeit reluctantly.

      “Because you love me,” she sang out.

      I helped her into the car and closed the door, staring down at her for a moment. Truth was, I did love her.

      I loved her. That was part of the problem.
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      “How much did you have to drink?” I asked as I led her through the front door.

      She belched out a tiny burp. “Too much, apparently.”

      Apparently.

      “Shelly was really mad about that. Told me not to drink any more.”

      “Well, it’s not safe,” I reminded her.

      “No, it wasn’t that. Not my safety she was worried about.”

      Riddles again.

      “Have you talked to Lynn?” I asked. I wanted to plead with her to tell me something, anything.

      “Have you talked to Lynn?” she parroted, changing the pitch of her voice. “Is that all you think about? Lynn, Lynn, Lynn.”

      “Yes.” Might as well be truthful. She was all I thought about. She was gone, damn it. “How did you end up hanging out with Shelly?” I tried to sound casual, but my question was anything but.

      She shrugged. “She contacted me. Said we needed to talk. We talked.” Her eyes avoided mine.

      “About what?”

      She rolled her eyes. “About Lynn. What else?”

      “Did she tell you anything important?” I set her backpack, which I’d taken from the car where she’d forgotten it, on the floor.

      “No.” She sighed. “I did try, but she wouldn’t tell me anything. She just assured me Lynn’s fine. She’s going through some stuff and needs some time.” She finally looked up at me. “Lynn’s fine. Shelly did tell me Lynn’s fine.”

      The constant vise that had been squeezing my heart eased a little.

      “Shelly put a hurting on that guy at the bar. I was actually worried for a minute.” She suddenly looked sober. Completely sober.

      “Ash?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Still me.” She smiled a self-deprecating smile.

      “You should probably take a shower. You’ll feel better tomorrow.”

      She dragged one finger down the wall as she headed toward the guest bedroom. “Too drunk,” she said. “Can’t.”

      I motioned toward her. “Come on,” I said, waving her in my direction. “I’ll help you.”

      She hopped and squealed. “You mean it?”

      “Yes.” I tried not to grin. “Come on.”

      She started to sing, “You’re gonna wash me because you love me.”

      “Quit playing around and come on.”

      She stumbled as she walked into my bedroom.

      “Why were you drinking tonight?” I asked as I walked into the bathroom and turned on the water. I started to take my clothes off, because I knew she was going to get me wet.

      She shook her head. “Sometimes, it’s a struggle.” She kicked off her shoes, making them fly across the room, and lifted her arms to pull her shirt over her head, but got stuck. I went to help her, lifting her arms and peeling her shirt off like she was a baby. She unhooked her bra and shrugged out of it.

      “What’s a struggle?” I asked as I helped her step out of her pants and panties. She lifted her foot so I could pull off her socks.

      “Staying alive,” she said candidly. “Sometimes it’s hard. Life can be exhausting.”

      I didn’t think Ash had ever been this upfront with me. “I’d be sad if anything ever happened to you, if you went away completely.”

      She wiped her eye where a tear had suddenly formed. “You won’t ever send me away, will you?”

      “Why would you ask a question like that?” I helped her step beneath the spray, and she lifted her face to the water.

      She spoke as the water cascaded across her lips. “That’s what Shelly wanted to talk about. She wonders if all of us should give you and Lynn some space. Let you be you for a while.”

      I froze. “Shelly brought that up?”

      She nodded. I picked up the shampoo and spilled some into my palm, and then started to work it into her hair. She moaned and turned away, bracing her hands on the wall, her head slightly back.

      “How do you feel about that?” I lathered her hair, pretending to be absorbed in the task.

      She suddenly stood up tall, almost falling over with the momentum. I caught her to me, naked skin to naked skin. “Oh, my God!” she cried. “You’re trying to shrink me!”

      I laughed. “I am not.”

      “You know the rule. You’re not allowed to shrink any of us. That was one of the rules from long ago.”

      “I’m not shrinking you. I just want to know where your head is at.” I turned her so I could rinse the soap from her hair.

      “You’d miss me if I left, right?” she asked.

      “Desperately,” I said quietly. It was the truth.

      She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Will you make love to me?”

      I pulled her arms down and said, “Not tonight.”

      She wilted like a dying flower.

      “But you can sleep with me if you get all that makeup off. I don’t like it on my pillows.” I handed her a soapy cloth and she started to wipe the smudge from her face.

      She cleaned until she blinked up at me, her face naked, and in that moment, she looked so pure and so clean that I couldn’t even remember what she hid behind the makeup anymore.

      I moved her from under the spray, and washed myself as she soaped her body with the cloth. Suds fell from the tips of her breasts, and I had to force myself to look away. I closed my eyes and let the water run over my face. Finally I stepped out, wrapping a towel around my hips, and she stepped back beneath the spray to wash her intimate places.

      “I’m done!” she called. I turned off the water and wrapped her in a towel. She sat down at Lynn’s vanity and picked up her perfume bottle. “Do you want to pretend I’m her?” she whispered. She held the bottle at the ready.

      “No.” I took it from her.

      “Good, because pretending to be Lynn is fucking exhausting.” She dried her hair with the towel, blotting out excess water.

      I went to the bed and slipped between the sheets. She walked naked around to the other side. “Do you want me to put clothes on?” she asked quietly.

      I shook my head and motioned her forward, holding my arms open to her. “No.”

      She fell against me, and I pulled the covers around us both. She threw one leg across my lap and snuggled in close, tucking her hand between me and the sheets on the other side.

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” she said quietly.

      I kissed her forehead. “I’d go just about anywhere for you.”

      “Me?” she asked. “Not just Lynn?”

      “Not just Lynn,” I said. And in that moment, I meant it.
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      The next morning, I woke up to the feel of warm lips wrapped around my cock. I laid there, staring up at the ceiling, as the face of the person who was currently giving me a blow job was hidden beneath the covers.

      “Oh, God,” I murmured, as the mouth took me deep. Suddenly, she lifted her arms and tossed the covers back.

      “Oh, good,” Ash said with a smile. “You’re awake.” Then she dipped her head and took me into her mouth again. She straddled my shins, her naked ass in the air as she pumped me in and out of the hot cavern of her mouth.

      “I’m awake,” I grunted. I was wide awake. And hard. Painfully hard.

      “Good, because I’ve been down here for about two minutes,” she said, and then she bent back to her task, taking me deep and then rising. She popped me out of her mouth, holding my dick away from my stomach. “I thought you’d never wake up.” She ran her tongue around the crown of my dick, and then she looked me in the eye. “You don’t want me to stop, do you?”

      “No,” I managed to say. I laid my hand on the top of her head and pushed her back down. She sighed a silky sigh and took me inside again. “Definitely don’t stop.”

      I pressed my head back against the pillow and covered my eyes with my forearm. Ash rose and fell, taking me deep, then shallow, then deep. As she dipped to go deep again, I palmed the back of her head and gave her a little push. “Take a little more,” I whispered.

      She laughed around my cock, her lips vibrating with laughter, but she took me deeper. So deep that she started to gag. She lifted, caught her breath, and began to work the head of my dick with her hand, squeezing and sweeping, squeezing and sweeping. “Tell me what you like,” she said.

      “I like you,” I told her.

      She jerked and her eyes met mine. “Aww,” she purred. “I like you too.” She swirled my dick around in her mouth to get it wet again, and continued her sweeping and squeezing. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a very fine cock?” she asked, watching the purple head of my dick closely.

      “Never,” I swore.

      “Someone should have, because this is the finest cock I’ve ever seen. It’s big enough to make me sore, and long enough to hit that spot inside me that makes me go crazy. It’s. Fucking. Perfect.” She took me into her mouth again, and swept me under her tongue, getting me wet. “Do you want to come like this?” she asked.

      Ask any other guy and the answer would be “Fuck yeah!” But all I could think about was Ash and how her naked ass was pointed toward the ceiling. So I said, “No. Don’t stop yet, though.” I bit my lower lip and stared down at her. When she wasn’t wearing heavy, dark makeup, she had lashes and hair the color of honey, and her eyes were a deep, dark blue in the early morning light. I pushed her hair back from her face. “You’re so pretty like this.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You mean I look like her.”

      I would probably go to hell for even thinking this but I said truthfully, “I wasn’t even thinking about her.”

      She scoffed. “She’s all you ever think about.”

      I cuffed her chin gently with my cupped fingers. “Not now. It’s just me and you right now.”

      She smiled. “I slept in your bed last night.”

      I grinned too. “All night long.”

      “That was a first.” She licked my dick because it was getting dry.

      “It was.”

      “Are you lonely?” She looked up at me, her eyes full of needy, wanty desire.

      “How could I be lonely with you here?” I threaded my fingers through her hair. “But you have to stop that or I’m going to come.” I was already biting back my sounds of pleasure. I was holding back the feelings that made me want her to take it, to bring me to completion.

      “Oh, go ahead,” she said with an airy smile. “I won’t mind.”

      “I’ll mind,” I said as I pulled her hand off my cock and hitched her up by her armpits so she could lie on my chest. She crossed her hands, rested her chin upon them, and stared at my face. “What are you thinking?” I asked.

      Her normally direct gaze darted away.

      “Tell me.”

      “I’m thinking how wrong this is. How we shouldn’t be together like this. How we never should have started this thing we have going on. Lynn is my best friend. I couldn’t live without her.” She groaned and buried her face in her hands.

      “Are you really worried?” I asked, palming the back of her head. I brushed my hand down her hair.

      “Yes. I worry a lot. This kind of deception doesn’t come without a price. And my price might be bigger than yours.”

      “What do you mean?” I had no idea what she was talking about.

      “She could forgive you, but she could never forgive me.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I’m her best friend. I have been ever since the day we met.”

      I wanted to hear more about the day they met, but I didn’t think this was the right time. I reached over and opened the nightstand drawer, retrieving a condom. “Want to fuck me?” I asked.

      She grinned. “There’s no hope for me. I do want to fuck you.” She ripped the condom open with her teeth and scooted down to roll it down my dick. Then she came back up, straddled me, and took me inside. This time it wasn’t slow; it was a deliciously fast slide, like the shot from a gun, and immediately I was holding back my orgasm.

      “Slow down just a little,” I said, holding on to her hips.

      “Can’t,” she gritted out. She closed her eyes, sat up fully, taking me to the root, and reached between her legs to rub her clit. I lifted my arms and rested my palms behind my head, because I wanted to watch her. She rubbed as she bounced, one hand against her pussy and the other tweaking her nipple. Her breasts bounced, until she stopped going up and down and started to move in a lazy circle. “God, you feel so good,” she purred, her eyes closed as she rode me.

      “Nobody fucks me like you do,” I said quietly.

      Her eyes shot open and she grinned. “Seriously?” she asked with a laugh. “You’re such a fucking liar.”

      And then she came with a wild cry. Her back arched as she rubbed her way through her orgasm, still making small circles with her hips. When her walls ceased clenching around my cock, I followed her right into my own bliss, coming hard. She cried out, riding through my pulses, and I groaned as I held her hips, holding her tight and deep around me.

      She collapsed against my chest and my dick slid out of her. I reached between us and pulled off the condom, tying it off and dropping it into the wastebasket by the bed. “Better not leave that there,” Ash warned.

      “I’ll take care of it before Lynn comes home.” I hitched Ash higher, and rolled her a little to the side so she fit in the crook of my arm.

      “I love fucking you,” she said over a yawn.

      “Will you tell me about the day you met Lynn?” I asked, sweeping my fingers up and down her back.

      “Later,” she said quietly, smacking her lips. “I want to sleep a few more minutes.”

      “You promise you’ll talk to me later?”

      She nodded. It sounded like she said, “As much as I’m able.”

      I couldn’t ask for more than that. Not really. I held her close as she fell back asleep, and I did too.
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      I figured that it was only fair. She’d woken me with my cock in her mouth. So I woke her a few hours later with my tongue pressed tight against her clit. I knew that after Ash came, she was a little more pliable, and I really wanted to hear that story. I’d never been able to get Lynn to tell me, but Ash might.

      Ash pulled my hair. “Ow.” I lifted my tongue long enough to complain.

      “Sorry,” she murmured, easing her grip. I set back at my task, until she was a gasping and pleading mess against my face. And when she finally came apart, it was amazing.

      Ash was never softer than after an orgasm. She purred as I kissed the inside of her thigh, wiping my face on the sheets.

      “You give really good head,” she said, her breaths coming fast as she came back down.

      “Thanks.” I moved up to where I could lie on my side facing her. I tickled her naked, damp-with-sweat shoulder and she groaned and rolled onto her side too. “So do you.” I kissed the tip of her nose. She scrunched up her face like she didn’t like it, but I knew she did, so I did it again. She giggled and grabbed my hands, holding mine in hers between us.

      How quickly could I segue into the questions I wanted her to answer, without offending her?

      Suddenly, she barked out a laugh. “You’re trying to figure out how to work me.”

      I grinned. “Maybe a little.”

      She heaved out a sigh. “Just ask it.”

      “Roll onto your stomach,” I said. “I’ll rub your back.”

      She did as I wanted, but she pretended not to like it. “That feels nice,” she said quietly as I got up on my knees and began to gently rub her back. “You want to know about how Lynn and I met.”

      “Yes, please.” I moved to straddle her back. I didn’t want her to see my face as she talked. I wanted her to be totally relaxed and at ease, and I didn’t want the emotions she could probably see in my eyes to affect the way she might or might not censor her memories.

      “A little harder,” she said, as I worked her shoulders. I applied more pressure with my thumbs and she purred.

      “How did you meet Lynn, Ash?” I asked.

      “We met at school, and she asked her mom if I could come over and play. The first couple of times, it was okay. Her mom made sure no one else would be there but us. Then her dad came home early one day…”

      “And what happened?”

      “We were playing in her room after school,” Ash said, like she was anchoring herself in the memory.

      “How old were you?” I worked my way down her spine.

      “Five or six?” she replied. “I can’t remember.”

      “What were you playing?”

      “Dress up. Her mom had given Lynn a few of her old dresses and she kept them in a trunk in her room. She had some shoes and some hats in there too. My favorite was the business suit with the black belt. And leather shoes. A white blouse.”

      My hands stopped moving. “Seriously? You?”

      “Don’t stop,” she said, waving her hand over her shoulder to get me moving again. “And yes, there was a time when I was all about conformity. I wanted to be just like Lynn’s mom. She was so sophisticated and worldly.” Her muscles tensed under my fingers and I could tell she was angry. “Then that day happened, and I didn’t want to be like her anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      “Her mom was usually really kind, but that day, she rushed into the room and told Lynn she had to hide in the closet, that her daddy was home early. ‘He smells bad,’ she said. I didn’t learn until years later that ‘he smells bad’ was code for ‘he’s piss-drunk.’”

      “He came home drunk in the middle of the day?”

      She nodded her face against the pillow. “Yeah. He’d done it before, Lynn said, but that day, he’d also lost his job. He was in a terrible mood, and I could hear him throwing things and screaming downstairs. Lynn took me into the closet with her and shut the door. We stared out of the dark space through the slats in the closet door.”

      I continued to rub her back like this didn’t affect me, taking great care not to press hard in anger, or soften in sympathy. “What happened next?”

      “Her dad busted into the room, and we could see him through the slats. ‘Lynn,’ he called, his voice so soft and pretty. I almost expected him to tell her to come out so he could take her for ice cream, but I was wrong.”

      She turns her face so she can bury it in the crook of her arm.

      Her voice takes on a lilt, but it’s muffled by her arm. “‘Come out, come out, wherever you are,’ he sang so softly. He tiptoed around the room, pretending to look for her. I almost opened the door and told him where she was, he was that nice. He had me fooled.”

      “You were a child,” I remind her softly.

      “So was Lynn.”

      “What happened next?” I whispered.

      “Finally, he got about ten feet from the closet. Lynn turned to me and whispered, ‘No matter what you hear, don’t come out.’ So I didn’t. I didn’t go out, and I’ll always regret that.” Her voice broke and she wiped her eyes. “I’ll never forgive myself.”

      “Did she go out alone?”

      She shook her head. “No, he came in and got her. He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her out of the closet. She flailed around, trying to stand, but he just dragged her. He dragged her all the way out of the room by her hair. She barely made a sound, aside from the scrambling.”

      Ash started to shake.

      “Where was her mother?”

      “I don’t know. I never found out.”

      “What did he do to Lynn?” I didn’t want to know. I really didn’t.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t come out of the closet. But whatever it was, he’d done it before. She was expecting it. And despite her fear, she kept me safe. She let him take her, and she left me there so I wouldn’t see it.”

      “When did you come out of the closet?”

      “I don’t remember. I didn’t get to see Lynn for a few days after that. When I finally did, she was quiet and reserved. She was a different Lynn. He’d hurt her. I just didn’t know how, because she protected me from all of it. I wish she’d told me. I wish I knew what he did.”

      Again, I said nothing.

      “After about a week, I went to talk to her at school. She looked down at the picture she was drawing and she said very quietly, ‘I wish Shelly had been there. Shelly would have grabbed him by his nose, chopped it off, and then fed it to him.’”

      I remained silent.

      “I looked down at her drawing, and she had drawn three girls. There was me, and I knew it was me because she’d written my name underneath. And then there was Lynn. And on the other side, there was someone else. She wrote Shelly’s name under that one. All three of us, in the picture, were clasping our hands together.”

      “Had you met Shelly before that?”

      “I didn’t meet Shelly at all. Not until years later. She was part of Lynn’s life, not mine. But it made Lynn feel safe to think of us as a unit, so she often drew pictures of us together, even though we’d never met.”

      “And Shelly was the fierce one?” I asked.

      She smiled, finally. “Shelly was the fierce one. Everyone was afraid of her. Teachers. Lynn’s mom. The school principal. Even Lynn’s dad was afraid of Shelly.”

      “Did they have a need to be afraid of Shelly?” I asked softly.

      “Oh, yes,” she said on a sigh. “Everyone needed to be very, very afraid of Shelly. She’d do anything to protect the people she loved, even back then.”

      I didn’t know what else to ask.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” she asked me so quietly that I barely heard her.

      “Sure. You can tell me anything.”

      “Shelly scares the fuck out of me,” she whispered. “She’d do anything to keep Lynn safe.”

      That was what I was afraid of.
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      When I got out of the shower, Ash was making breakfast. Rather, she was burning my house down, because the smoke alarms were going crazy as she stood in front of the back door, waving smoke from the kitchen with a big cookie sheet.

      She winced as I rushed into the kitchen. “Sorry,” she squeaked. I could barely hear her over the blaring alarms. I rushed to open all the windows, turned on the fan over the stove, and I took the cookie sheet from her, fanning it directly below the closest smoke detector. “Sorry,” she said again when the room got quiet. “I was trying to make breakfast for you.”

      I stopped, took hold of her shoulders, and kissed her forehead. She nearly melted under my regard, and I lingered with my lips on her forehead until she went completely soft.

      While I was in the shower, she’d applied her makeup, so she’d gone from fresh-faced to emo in minutes. It was always startling to see the transformation in her, but it did fit her. She was damned adorable when she was all made up. And if I said that out loud, she’d probably leave and never come back. She took a lot of pride in her evasion techniques, and I’d learned long ago that her makeup was a stealth move. She felt safer behind the layers of mascara and eyeliner. Out of all Lynn’s friends, Ash was the master of disguise. Or at least I’d thought that out of all Lynn’s friends Ash was the master, until I met Shelly.

      Shelly was a study in contradictions. She wore high heels and pearls, and when she was angry, she had a noticeable Southern drawl. She’d grown up in the South, where Lynn’s grandmother was from. But under Shelly’s perfect exterior beat the heart of a killer. Lynn had never believed me when I’d expressed my concerns about Shelly. “She’s just protective of me,” she’d said.

      Bullshit.

      I stopped waving the cookie sheet and looked down to find Ash staring up at me, her head cocked to the side. “Penny for your thoughts,” she said quietly.

      “Honestly, I was thinking about Shelly.”

      She snatched the cookie sheet out of my hand and pretended to bash me over the head with it. I playfully ducked and ran away.

      “It’s rude to think about her when you’re with me.”

      “It’s impossible not to,” I admitted.

      “I know,” she said softly. “She’ll come to see you soon,” she warned.

      “I know,” I replied just as softly. I knew Shelly was coming. I just didn’t know when she’d arrive. I’d probably wake up with a knife at my throat one day, and I wouldn’t even see her coming. I shook the errant thoughts away. “What are you doing today?” I took out two bowls and poured us each a bowl of cereal. Ash sat down on a barstool next to me and picked up her spoon.

      “I don’t know how you eat this stuff. It’s sugar soaked in milk.”

      I shoved a spoonful into my mouth and talked around it. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      She laughed and took a bite. “It sort of is,” she admitted with a smile.

      I nudged her shoulder with mine. “You didn’t answer my question. What are you doing today?”

      She looked everywhere but at me.

      I stopped eating, my spoon poised in the air. “What’s wrong?”

      “Charlie’s in town,” she said quietly. She laid her spoon down and stared toward the window, but I knew she wasn’t looking out it.

      “Charlie’s here?”

      She nodded. “She’s on leave. She heard Lynn has been gone, so she came home. Just for the weekend.” She finally met my eyes. “Are you going to go and see her?”

      I shrugged. “I guess. Where is she staying?”

      “The hotel on First Street.”

      I gently touched her chin and turned her face toward mine. “Hey,” I said. “What’s that face for?”

      “I know you fucked her,” she said quietly.

      I froze. “Jesus,” I hissed. “Does Lynn know?”

      “If she does, she never mentioned it.”

      “I don’t think she knows. Charlie wouldn’t have told her.” What Charlie and I did together was not something Charlie would talk about, not with anybody. It was too personal. It wasn’t something she would want anyone to judge. It was mine and hers, and no one else’s.

      “You gave her what she needed?” Ash asked.

      “I don’t think we should talk about this.” I finished my cereal in two bites and got up to put my bowl in the sink.

      “Do you think Lynn would hate me if she knew?” she suddenly blurted out.

      “If she knew we sometimes fuck?” She flinched. But I couldn’t help but wonder why she was having a sudden attack of conscience. “Are you worried about that?”

      “Can you ever answer a fucking question without asking a different one?”

      “Does that bother you?” A grin stole across my face and she shook her head.

      “I’m being serious. Do you think that if Lynn knew…”

      “You think she’d hate you.”

      “I worry that she’d hate me, yes.” Her voice was small.

      I chose my words with care. “I’ve always thought that what Lynn didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.”

      She nodded. “I suppose.”

      “So, you’re going to see Charlie today?”

      “Yeah,” she said on a heavy sigh. “I’m going to see Charlie. She doesn’t come home often.”

      “I can’t remember the last time.”

      “You were thirty-two.”

      “So, four years ago. That’s a long time.” Excitement prickled under my skin, although I tried to push it back.

      “The first time you ever met her, what was that like?” Ash asked.

      “She’s not like most women,” I hedged.

      “You talk about women like we’re all pussies that are exactly the same.”

      I jerked my head around. “I do not. I never have. Don’t you dare accuse me of that.” I caught her chin again, forcefully this time, and jerked her head so she faced me. She winced, but I didn’t let up. “I’ve never disrespected you.”

      “You do,” she said quietly. “Every time you leave me and go back to Lynn.”

      An ache began in my chest. “I didn’t know you felt that way.” A sudden and fierce melancholy pricked at me. “I’m sorry.”

      “Maybe we should stop this thing we’re doing.” She glanced at me askance.

      I stared into her eyes. “Maybe we should.”

      “Maybe we should,” she whispered. She shook her head, like she was shaking cobwebs from her brain. “Lynn would be hurt.”

      “Lynn will never know.”

      “You can’t be certain of that. Even Shelly mentioned it last night.”

      “Shelly mentioned what?” I stared hard at her.

      She rounded her shoulders, folding into herself. “That I shouldn’t stay here while Lynn is gone. She says it’s asking for trouble.”

      I nodded. “Tell Shelly thanks for her concern.” My voice was harsh and full of nothing but antipathy.

      “You don’t want to piss Shelly off.”

      I snorted. “So everyone tells me.”

      “I should get my stuff.”

      I followed her into the bedroom and reclined on the bed. “You’re coming back tonight, right?”

      She shook her head, and my gut clenched. “Probably not.”

      I sat up. “Why not?”

      “I have a bunch of shit I have to sort out in my head, okay? I just need some space.”

      I pointed to my chest. “From me?” That was absurd.

      “Yes, from you. You make me question my moral judgment and I don’t like it.” Her voice was small. Tiny. Not like Ash at all.

      “Will you check in and let me know you’re okay?”

      “I’ll try,” she said with a nod.

      “Ash,” I warned, my voice strong.

      “I said I’ll try, damn it. I’ll try.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Fuck,” she whispered. Then she stared into my eyes. “When I’m with you, I want nothing but you. But she’s my best friend. The moment I leave you, all the good things go flying out the window and I can only think about how hurt Lynn would be if she knew.” She walked over to me and leaned close to my face. “Kiss me goodbye like a good boy,” she commanded.

      I let her touch her lips to mine, letting her be in control, until she tilted her head and went deeper. Then I pulled her to me. She pushed me back, her hands on my shoulders. “Call me if you need me, okay?” I said. “For anything.”

      “What if I just need you to love me?”

      My heart plummeted down toward my toes. “I do love you.” Surely, she had to know.

      “But I’m not her,” she reminded me.

      I shook my head. “No, you’re not her.”

      She lifted her ratty old backpack onto her shoulder. “Peace out,” she said, flashing her first two fingers in a V at me.

      Out of all Lynn’s friends, I had the best overall friendship with Ash. If she went away for good, she would take a piece of my heart with her.
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      Two nights later, I finally got the call. I hadn’t heard from Ash, or any of Lynn’s friends, for forty-eight hours. I was out of my mind with worry. The phone rang, and I rushed to answer it.

      “Hello,” I barked.

      “Mason?” a strong voice replied. It had a hint of gravel in it.

      “This is Mason. Who is this?” But a part of me already knew, and my insides were already warming.

      “It’s Charlie, you asshole.”

      The vise that had been clenched around my heart for forty-eight hours eased a little. “Charlie who?” I replied, trying to be playful.

      “Fuck you,” she spat back.

      Charlie was a soldier, and she had a vocabulary of unused dirty words sitting in her arsenal, just waiting to be fired. She was tough. She liked to drink beer and shoot the shit. She ran ten miles every morning, rain or shine, and she could probably bench press me if I gave her the opportunity.

      “Are you still in town?” I asked, already grabbing my keys from the bowl on the table Lynn kept next to the front door.

      “Yep. Want to come have a few beers?”

      “I’d like nothing more.” I stepped out my back door and into the garage, where my car waited. “Are you still at the hotel?”

      “The one on First Street. Room 302. I’ll meet you at the bar, though. I’ll be the soldier with the empties next to her.” She hung up on me.

      Fuck. She hung up on me.

      I rushed to put on my seatbelt. It had been four years since I’d last seen Charlie and I couldn’t lie and say I wasn’t happy to hear from her.

      I drove as fast as traffic would allow and paid the valet to park my car. Then I went straight to the bar. I saw her sitting there talking to the bartender. She had her hair in a bun, taming the long strands that were the color of an evening sunset on the beach before the purples and blues take the sky over. That sandy color that meets the horizon, when it’s all lit up by the rays of the sun, that’s what her hair looked like when it was free. I knew it. I’d held it in my hands enough times. I’d had it cascading over my body.

      The bartender leaned close to her, getting all up in her personal space. She leaned back and scowled at him. I stood in the doorway and watched them. The bartender suddenly took on a ferocious frown. She chuckled and flipped him the bird.

      “Charlie!” I called from across the room.

      She spun around to look over her shoulder. “Mason, you asshole,” she said loudly. A couple at a nearby table frowned at her, but she didn’t care.

      I opened my arms and waited for her to step into them. She didn’t. She just looked at me. Finally, I closed my arms and let them fall down by my sides. I let my eyes drift across her face, to the tiny scar over her eye, to the pock mark on her chin that she got when she had chicken pox at the age of nine. I knew that’s what it was because the last time I’d seen her, I’d traced her body like a study on a canvas, noting all the freckles, lines, and scars. I’d touched her everywhere, and kissed her in more places than I could count.

      “Damn, I missed you,” I said.

      She nodded and took a sip of her beer. She motioned for the bartender to bring her another.

      “I don’t think he’s your biggest fan.” I nodded toward him as I hitched my ass onto the stool next to her.

      “He asked me out. I said no. Some men can’t take no for an answer.” She tilted her head and stared at me. “You know any men like that?”

      “I know a lot of men like that,” I admitted. Unfortunately, in my practice I saw a lot of stubborn bastards who liked to hurt women.

      “You wouldn’t happen to be one of them, would you?”

      I tried to fight it off, but that question hurt. “Why would you ask me something like that?”

      “Just checking,” she said. She glanced at me without turning her head, out of the corner of her eye.

      I nodded toward her beer. “How many of those have you had?”

      “Enough that you’ll need to catch up.”

      “No problem.” I motioned for the bartender to bring me a beer. “So, what’s up, Charlotte?” I asked pleasantly, although I had a feeling I was being ambushed.

      “What the fuck’s up?” she sang out loud. “Four years and that’s the best you’ve got for me?” She snorted.

      I took a sip of my beer and leaned my elbows on the bar. “Who pissed in your corn flakes?”

      She said nothing, just glanced at me over the rim of her frosty mug.

      “You should tell me what I did, because I honestly have no idea what it is that has offended you.”

      “Did you tell Lynn that we fuck when I’m in town?”

      I shook my head. “No.” I turned to glare at her. “Did you?”

      She stared at me. “No. I didn’t,” she said softly. “I probably should have.”

      “What purpose would that serve?”

      She huffed. “None.” She pushed her beer back from in front of her. “I’m a morose bitch when I’m drunk, apparently.”

      I looked at her from her head to her toes. “You’re not drunk.” I knew what drunk looked like on her. And this wasn’t it. “The question is why would you want me to think you are?”

      She grinned. “Maybe I wanted an excuse to clear the air. Drunks always get a pass, don’t they?”

      “You can clear the air with me whenever you want. You don’t need to lie. Talk. I’ll listen.”

      “You don’t want to hear what I have to say.”

      “Try me.”

      “I’m flying back to Afghanistan tomorrow,” she said.

      “What’s it like over there?” I motioned for another beer. For me, not for her, because she was apparently finished.

      “Stark. Empty.”

      “I’ve heard it’s busy in the kind of place where you live.” I drummed my fingers on the bar top.

      “I was referring to the state of my soul, Mason. Keep up.” She snapped her fingers at me.

      “What went wrong over there?” I asked.

      “Everything. Nothing.”

      “Then why are you struggling?”

      “I’ve seen too much. I’ve done too much. I don’t know if I can ever come back from it.”

      “What have you seen? What have you done? Talk to me.”

      “I’ve done too many bad things.” She stopped and shook her head. “This conversation just keeps going south.” She nudged me with her elbow. “How are you? How’s work?”

      “My wife is missing. Work is fine.”

      She laid her hand on my arm. “Lynn’s okay.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.” She thumped her fist on her chest. “I’d feel it in here if she wasn’t okay. I know I would.”

      “Do you think she’ll come home soon?” Please, let her come home soon.

      She rocked her head back and forth like a metronome. “Maybe.”

      “I just wish I knew why she left.”

      “Shelly said she’s scared.”

      I froze. “Scared of what?”

      She shook her head. “She wouldn’t say. She said you had pushed Lynn into something she didn’t want, and now she’s sorting through it all in her head.”

      I threw up my hands. “I didn’t push her into anything. She makes her own decisions.” I pointed to my chest. “If I had any say-so, she’d never have taken off in the first place.”

      “Shelly says Lynn’s angry at you and doesn’t know what to do.”

      “About what?” I looked around when I realized how much my loud voice had carried, and dropped it down to a vehement whisper. “Do about what? What are you talking about? Will someone please tell me?”

      “That’s all Shelly told me, that you were trying to change Lynn’s life without her consent.”

      “Shelly’s a bitch from hell,” I muttered.

      She laughed. “No argument there.” She stared at me. “So I don’t have to be mad at you? You aren’t trying to change her life? You don’t want to make her get rid of her friends? You didn’t tell her that she had to stop talking to us?”

      “Never,” I bit out. “Never. Ever.” They were all such a big part of her life. And my life too, for that matter. I wasn’t sure if Lynn could live without them. Not forever. She needed them. Hell, I needed them. And not just for fuck buddies.

      “Good.” She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a folding wallet, taking some bills from it. She tossed them onto the bar top. I shoved them back toward her.

      “I’ll cover it,” I said, tilting so I could take my wallet from my pocket.

      “I’m a soldier. I can buy my own drinks. And yours too, asshole.”

      She stood up. She was wearing jeans, a white t-shirt tucked into them, and heavy boots. She opened her arms to me. I smiled and pulled her to me, sad to tell her goodbye, but I assumed she was going to bed. “Can I come and see you tomorrow?” I asked quietly.

      She shook her head.

      “I’ll drive you to the airport.”

      She shook her head again. Then she stood up on her tiptoes and bit the base of my ear, nipping it gently with her teeth. Heat shot straight to my groin. “You think Lynn would mind if we did it one last time?” she asked.

      “One last time?” What did that mean?

      Charlie went to some dangerous places. I always worried she wouldn’t come back alive, but if I never, truly, got to see her again, I’d miss her.

      “Just in case I don’t come back,” she whispered. She stared into my eyes, and I saw hurt looking back at me.

      “Are you here to tell me goodbye?” I asked, taking a step back from her. No. I wouldn’t allow it. I couldn’t.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know yet.”

      “What do you know?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing yet.”

      “When will you know?”

      She shrugged again.

      I couldn’t help but feel like this whole conversation had been one big riddle. “You want to fuck me?” I asked. The hairs on her arms stood up.

      She reached between us, going for my crotch where no one could see her, and she grabbed it in her palm, squeezing gently. I was hard. I had been ever since she’d nibbled my ear. “Yes.”

      “This isn’t the last time,” I warn.

      “If you say so,” she sang out.

      She turned toward the elevator as I drank the last few swallows of my beer. Hers was half full, so I tipped it back too. I tensed when the sweet flavor of iced tea hit my tongue. I hated iced tea. Why was Charlie pretending it was beer?

      I didn’t have time to mull it over. She was almost to the elevator. I followed her. Her steps were precise, like she was modulating all of them. Left, right, left. Left, right, left.

      We got to the room, and she stepped in before me. I turned and pressed her against the wall, my lips searching for hers. Suddenly, she slapped me. It stung like a sumbitch. I rubbed the side of my face. “Too fast?” I asked, opening and closing my jaw to ease the sting.

      “I don’t want to, Mason. It’s wrong.” Her breaths fell harsh and heavy, and her eyes sparkled with anticipation.

      She stared into my eyes. So that was how we’d play this. Okay. I was in it to win it.

      I grabbed her by her shoulders, and swung her onto the bed. I landed on top of her, my thighs spread around her, holding her still. “Safe word?” I asked, my lips hovering over hers.

      She shook her head, trembling beneath me. “I don’t want one.”

      “I won’t continue without one.”

      “Baby,” she whispered. “That’s my safe word.”

      Charlie didn’t use terms of endearment, not when we did what we did. So if she ever used a word like baby, sweetie, or honey, I’d know something was wrong, even if we didn’t decide that ahead of time.

      “Baby,” I repeated, and I bit her lower lip, tasting blood. She flinched.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath. What I was about to do to her would hurt me, but it was what she needed. She needed to give up control. And I needed it to be with me, always me, only me.

      “Do you remember the first time we did this?” she asked.

      “Like it was yesterday,” I replied. And I did. All of it. Every touch. Every single pinch. Every command.

      I gave her what she needed. Even if it hurt.
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      My phone rang off the hook. I was twenty-six years old, and I’d never felt this lost. Yet I couldn’t answer my phone. If I did, I’d have to own up to what I’d done. I could barely look at myself in the mirror. What I’d done to Charlie…it wasn’t right. I felt dirty on the inside, in my soul. I felt tarnished, and no amount of polish could rub it away. I felt like no one could ever wash me clean.

      The phone rang again. I ignored it, pacing back and forth across my apartment.

      Suddenly, the door of my apartment flew open and my dad stormed inside. He stopped when he saw me and ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus,” he said. “You’re alive.”

      Was I? Was I really? I wasn’t sure. I felt dead inside.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I continued my pacing.

      “Your mother has been calling you all day. You didn’t answer.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “With what?” He glared at me.

      “Selling my soul,” I replied.

      He narrowed his eyes. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I’m not sure who I am anymore,” I said on a thick laugh. “Where I stop and where she starts, I don’t know where that is anymore.”

      “You mean Lynn.” He said the words quietly.

      “And all the rest of them!” I shouted.

      “What did you do?”

      What didn’t I do? “Dad,” I said quietly, “you don’t want to know.”

      “Tell me what you’re feeling,” he said. He sat down on the edge of the couch.

      “Don’t try to shrink me, Dad,” I warned.

      “I’m not shrinking,” he said. “I’m fathering.”

      “I can’t talk to you about this.”

      “You need to talk to someone.”

      I turned to face him, flinging my arms wide. “Then find me someone to talk to!” I shouted. My voice choked at the end, clogged with emotion.

      “Okay,” he said quietly. He crossed to the phone and dialed. “He’s fine,” I heard him say. “He needs to talk to someone. Call Greg. See if he has any appointments open. If he doesn’t, tell him to make one, now. I’ve never seen Mason so…unraveled.” He lifted his eyes to look at me. He covered the mouthpiece. “Your mother put me on hold,” he explained and rolled his eyes.

      I sat down and then immediately jumped back up. It felt like my legs were sparking.

      After about a minute, Dad spoke into the phone again, his voice quiet. “Okay. We’re on the way.” He paused, staring at me. “No, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want us there. I’m going to take him and stay in the waiting room… Yes, I’m sure. Don’t you dare come there. Sometimes a boy needs his father and this is one of those times. He needs me. Let me handle this one— I’m sure. Damn it, I said I’m sure. Fuck. Hang up now,” he ordered. He waited for a second, and then he hung up too. He motioned for me to rise. “Come on,” he said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To talk to someone.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Okay,” I repeated. “Okay.”

      “Okay,” Dad said, stopping my head from spinning. “You probably should have started seeing a psychiatrist the moment you started dating Lynn. I tried to tell your mother. She said you were fine. But you’re not fine.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not fine.”

      Dad took me across town, and on the way he didn’t say a word. We entered the office, and the psychiatrist was waiting by the door. He extended a hand as he appraised me up and down. “Mason?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I shook his hand, finding his grip to be strong. Solid.

      “Come on in,” he said. He stepped to the side. I saw him give my dad a look, and Dad gave him one back, but I couldn’t interpret it. The door closed and he motioned for me to take a seat. “Why don’t you tell me what brought you here?”

      I jerked a thumb toward the door. “My dad brought me.”

      He chuckled. “What events, Mason?” he asked. “What happened to make your parents worry about you?”

      “I just needed to sort through some things in my head.”

      “Are you done sorting?” He started to write as we talked.

      “Not even close,” I murmured.

      “Can you pinpoint a moment when you started to feel unsettled?”

      “Yes.” I knew the exact moment.

      “And that was when?”

      “When I met Charlie.”

      “Charlie’s a new friend of yours?”

      “She’s a friend of Lynn’s. My girlfriend.”

      “The Lynn?” he asked, his eyes growing wide. He quickly schooled his features, but I saw it. I saw it before he masked it.

      “You know her?”

      He smiled. “She works with your mother at the clinic? That Lynn?”

      “Yes, that Lynn.”

      “I’ve met her on several occasions. I’ve met some of her friends, too.”

      “Have you met Charlie?” I asked.

      He smiled again. “Can’t say I’ve had the pleasure.”

      “I have.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about that meeting?”

      “I hurt her,” I whispered. “She asked me to, and I did it.”

      “Tell me more,” he said, no judgment in his voice at all.

      So I did. I told him everything.
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      She showed up at my apartment with no warning at all. One minute, Lynn went out of town for the week. The next, a soldier in green fatigues showed up. The knock on the door sounded loud, and I opened it to find a woman standing there. Her stance was rigid and strong. “Mason?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said, searching her face. I didn’t recognize a single one of her features.

      “I’m Charlie,” she said.

      “Okay…” I replied slowly.

      “I’m a friend of Lynn’s.” She lifted the duffel bag that lay near her feet. “Can I come in?”

      I stepped to the side. She walked past me, her shoulder lightly touching mine, and sparks shot toward my toes. I stared up at the ceiling and counted to ten, breathing deeply.

      “I’m home on leave,” she said. “Lynn said I should come here. She wanted me to meet you.” She set the duffel down in the living room, on the edge of the room.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you,” I said. It was a Sunday afternoon, so football was playing loudly on the TV.

      “Is that the game?” she asked. She stared at the TV, her lips tipping up in a grin. “Got any beer?”

      Hell yeah, I had beer. “Want one?”

      She laughed. “To start.”

      She followed me to the kitchen, where I took out a beer, popped the top, and handed it to her. She tipped it back and drained it all in one go. Then she burped, which made me laugh. “Got another?” she asked.

      I popped the top on another and handed it to her. She climbed over the back of my couch and sat down. “You don’t mind if I stay for the game, do you?” she asked. She unlaced her combat boots and started to take them off, without waiting for me to answer. Then she unbuttoned her overshirt, leaving her in a white t-shirt. It was thin and it stuck to her curves. My mouth suddenly went dry, so I took a swallow of my beer.

      “Of course not.” I walked around and sat down on the opposite end of the couch. She put her feet up on the coffee table and watched the game.

      By the time it was over, we were both shit-faced. She laughed loudly, snorting when I made a joke. She’d turned so that her legs faced me, and I’d raised mine so that they rested on the outer edge of the sofa.

      “So, how did you meet Lynn?” I asked.

      “Her twelfth birthday party. I had to go because she invited the whole class. As it turned out, I was glad I did.”

      “Why?” I took a sip of my beer. I loved all the little glimpses Lynn’s friends gave me into her past, because Lynn sure as shit didn’t talk about it.

      “Her father showed up.” She shook her head. “It was a nightmare. Lynn was mortified.”

      “What happened?”

      “He was drunk. He slapped Lynn in front of everyone when she squirmed out of his embrace. It was frightening. He tossed the cake onto the ground and stomped it. I sat there and watched as Lynn retreated further and further into herself.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Then Shelly showed up, and the shit show really started.” She laughed. “That girl can make an entrance like no one else.”

      “What did she do?”

      “She kicked him in the balls, knocked him down, and stomped on his face. By the time the police arrived, she’d blackened both eyes, threatened to chop his dick off, and completely emasculated him.” She snorted. “But after what he did to Lynn earlier that year, I thought he had it coming, and worse.” She shrugged. “The party was ruined. Everyone went home, even Shelly. I stayed for a few hours, and we talked. Been friends ever since.”

      “What happened to her dad?” I asked.

      “He was on parole, so he went back to prison. Best thing that could have ever happened for Lynn. He was gone and she was safe, at least until he got out again.” She got up. “You want another beer?”

      She tripped a little as she went into the kitchen. “You okay?” I called.

      “Yeah,” she called back. She came back with two beers, and pulled her legs back onto the sofa. This time, she spread my legs with hers and stuck hers in the middle.

      “Um,” I said, rubbing my nose, pulling back a grin.

      “Does this feel strange to you?” she asked, staring at my face. Her toes pressed against my balls, gently and softly, enough that I felt them. I got hard immediately.

      “No, it feels good,” I admitted. “Tell me, why did you join the military?”

      She laughed. “I craved order.” She dropped her voice down to a whisper. “And secretly, I crave having someone tell me what to do. Yell at me. Get in my face. It makes me happy.” She shrugged again. “That’s probably more than you wanted to know.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I like kink, Mason. Want to tie me up?” She looked excited, and that scared me. Scared the hell out of me.

      “Um…no?”

      “What’s the matter?” she said. “You afraid?”

      “Yes.” There was no shame in admitting it.

      She climbed up onto her knees and crawled toward me. “But you do want to fuck me.”

      “I’d have to be dead not to.” I looked down at her, where she kneeled between my legs. Suddenly, she jerked her shirt over her head, leaving her in a perfectly serviceable white bra. I reached for her tits, because…tits. Hello.

      “I like it rough,” she said, her lips against my mouth. “Can you give me what I need?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      She sat back. “Then I’ll find someone who can.”

      No. No, she wouldn’t. It would be me or no one. “You would have to show me.” My voice got stuck on show me, and I coughed through it. “Show me,” I said again.

      “Yes, Mason,” she said.

      She followed me to the bedroom, the bed I shared with Lynn, and stood quietly beside it. “Tell me what to do, Mason.”

      “Take off your clothes.” She frantically started to rip her clothes off until she was naked in front of me. She was curvy and perfect, with skin the color of honey and eyes that pierced my soul.

      Forty-five minutes later, I was ashamed of myself. Guilt assaulted my conscience. I couldn’t believe I’d done what I did to her. She’d begged for it. Cried for it. Pleaded for it.

      “Pull my hair, Mason. Bite me, Mason. Stretch me wide, Mason, so wide it hurts. I want to feel it for days.”

      So I did. I did everything she wanted, because if anyone was going to give it to her, it would be me. Only me. But in doing so, I’d changed who I was.

      I hadn’t cherished her body. I hadn’t loved her. I hadn’t pleased her. I’d hurt her. And inside my soul, I hurt because of it.

      I looked down at her. Her lip was bruised where I’d kissed her too hard. She had bite marks on her inner thigh, and they came from my teeth. She’d asked me to pretend like she was unwilling, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t pretend like that. I didn’t have it in me.

      Until I did. And that…that was what broke me.
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      The psychiatrist didn’t say a word. He just set his notepad to the side.

      “Give me some words of wisdom, Doc, because I’m dying here,” I joked.

      “Did you hurt her?” he asked, his elbows resting on his knees.

      “Yes.”

      “And this makes you feel guilty.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s not supposed to be like that.”

      He stared hard at me. “What if it has to be like that? For her. What if it has to be like that for her to feel pleasure?”

      “I could touch her softly,” I started, but he held up a hand.

      “Mason, some people who experience trauma are never able to give up control. The fact that she even invited you into her fantasy world shows that she trusts you.”

      “And I betrayed it.”

      He shook his head. “You fulfilled her needs, Mason. It was at the expense of your own, and that was a very selfless thing to do.”

      “It doesn’t feel selfless. It feels wrong.”

      The door behind us opened, and the woman I’d wronged walked in the door. I jumped to my feet. “What are you doing here?”

      “Checking on you,” Charlie said quietly. “I was worried, so I called your mom, and she said you were here, and here I am.” She crossed to stand in front of me, and raised her hand to my cheek. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice soft and careful, like she was afraid I would break.

      “I’m sorry,” I rushed to say. I pressed her hand to my cheek.

      “For what?”

      “For hurting you.”

      “I asked you for it.”

      “I still shouldn’t have, but you were begging, and I wanted to see you come, and when you said the only way was—”

      “Shhh,” she said. She smiled, regret filling her eyes. “Now I feel terrible. I pushed you too hard.”

      “Mason,” the doctor said as he motioned for us to take a seat, “sometimes, people who experience traumas can’t get through them without someone who truly understands. Sometimes sex, for someone like Charlie, will never be normal.” He drew air quotes around normal. “The trick is finding someone who can explore her sexuality with no guilty feelings after.”

      “I shouldn’t have pushed so hard,” Charlie said. She buried her face in her hands. “I feel so bad.”

      “How did it feel last night, when it was happening?” the doctor asked.

      “Wonderful.” She smiled, softly and sweetly. “It was amazing. I’ve never felt so well cared for.”

      “Can I make some suggestions?” the doctor said. “For the two of you, and any partners you might have in the future?”

      “Of course,” Charlie said. She nodded at me with encouragement.

      “You two have to talk. Charlie, you have to tell him what you need, and he has to tell you what he needs. Sometimes he might need soft and slow. And sometimes you might need hard and rough.”

      He went on to tell us about safe words, and how to use them to get out of a situation that didn’t feel right. A safe word was something that either of us could use.

      “Would you use it?” I asked her. “If I went too far?”

      She laughed. “I don’t think you could go too far for me, but yes, I would.”

      “You swear it?”

      “Yes.” She blinked her blue eyes at me. “I promise. But you have to promise to use it too.”

      “Okay.”

      My heart lightened. Charlie and I left there together that day and Charlie stayed for a week. We had one full week of learning one another’s bodies, our likes and dislikes, and I learned how to get her off. I learned how to dominate her in the bedroom without feeling like I’d hurt her. At the end of the week, when she had to leave, I was sorry to see her go. I kissed her goodbye.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      I nodded, my nose brushing hers. She kissed me, and then she left. She didn’t come and see me for a long time after that. She stayed away so long that I missed her. I wished for her soft skin and her cries of pain. I wished for her to come back, so I could throw her on the bed and pretend to take what wasn’t mine. I wished for her fantasies to come back to me often.

      And now, here she was. Mine. Here. For me.
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      I rolled onto my back on the bed, gasping for air. I turned my head to look over at Charlie, a grin stealing across my face, unbidden by me, but there nonetheless.

      She chuckled, her chest heaving. “Damn, Mason. I forgot how good that could feel.”

      Charlie rolled onto her stomach, and I could see the red handprints I’d left on her ass cheeks. I reached out to massage one, and she gasped. “Easy, Mason. It’s sore.”

      That wasn’t the only part of her body that was sore, I’d wager. “You like it sore,” I reminded her. I bent and nibbled the cheek of her ass. Her butt flexed and rippled as she squealed and rolled away. I reached for her, but she scurried across the bed and then walked naked into the bathroom. She didn’t close the door all the way as she stopped to pee, and I listened as she washed her hands.

      “Can I ask you something?” I called toward the bathroom as she turned the water off. I lifted the sheets to cover my lower half and rested the back of my head in the palms of my hands.

      She came back out and walked, still naked, toward her canvas bag, which was sitting on a luggage rack in the corner of the room. She ignored my question as she rummaged through it for a minute, and then she gave up and picked my t-shirt up from the floor and pulled it over her head. She lifted it to her nose and sniffed it. “I have missed the way you smell, Mason,” she said quietly.

      “Next time, don’t stay gone so long,” I said with a smile as I motioned her toward me. She crawled across the bed until she sidled up next to me, and then she leaned against my hip, her knees curled up.

      “It was necessary,” she said.

      “What was?” I lifted one hand from behind my head and set it on her naked thigh, so I could draw little circles on her skin. Really, I just wanted to be close to her.

      “Staying gone so long,” she said. “It was necessary.”

      I stopped moving my hand. “Why?”

      “You and Lynn,” she said softy, “you have something special, and I was afraid this thing we have going on would mess it up.”

      “How could it mess it up?”

      She adjusted her legs nervously.

      “Tell me,” I coaxed. I needed for someone to tell me something.

      “Lynn’s my best friend,” she said, wincing as the word friend left her lips.

      “And she’s my wife,” I reminded her.

      “And after that week we spent together, I felt kind of like…” She shook her head and bit her lips together.

      “What?”

      “I felt like we got too close. That’s all.” She nervously got up and went to dig through her bag again. Then she went to the mini fridge and turned back to me. “Want a beer?”

      “Sure.” I noticed she didn’t get one for herself. She got a lemon soda. Charlie could drink with the best of them. “What do you mean, we got too close?”

      “I was—” She bit her lips together again and shook her head. “Never mind. It’s foolish.”

      “Hey,” I said softly. “It’s not foolish to talk about your feelings. You have to be honest with me.”

      “I was falling in love with you,” she rushed to say in one big breath. “I couldn’t help it. It wasn’t what I wanted. It was supposed to be just sex.” She stopped again. “Actually, it wasn’t supposed to be sex at all, but you were there in the house all alone, and Lynn was gone, and you were everything she’d said you were.”

      I sat up. “What did she say I was?”

      “She said you were funny and smart and sexy as hell, and all those things were true. But you were so much more.”

      “That’s why you stayed away? Because you had feelings for me that went beyond sex?” My heart started to gallop in my chest.

      “Yes. I had feelings for you. Coming back again wouldn’t have been fair to Lynn.” Her eyes darted around the room and then came back to land on me again. “Did you have feelings for me too?” she asked quietly. “You know what…” she suddenly blurted, “…don’t answer that.” She got up and went back to the bathroom. When she came out, I was still in the same place.

      “I did,” I said succinctly. “I did have feelings for you. I know I wasn’t supposed to, but I did. Of course I did.” I flopped back down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. “I didn’t want to. But I couldn’t stop it.”

      “You like me?” she asked, her voice quiet.

      “I more than like you,” I admitted just as quietly.

      “How many women have you had sex with?”

      I closed my eyes tightly. “Four,” I admitted.

      “So there’s Lynn, and me, and…two more?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Oh.” Silence descended on the room. “During your whole lifetime, there have only been four?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.”

      I covered my eyes with my forearms. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “The other two, they were after you met Lynn?”

      “Yes.”

      “One of them was Ash, right?”

      I nodded, but couldn’t say the words.

      “Jesus, Mason,” she cried. “Fuck! You’ve gone through her entire friend list.”

      “Not the whole list.”

      “You fucked Jamie, too.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Shelly?”

      “No. Never.” I uncovered my eyes. “I have never fucked Shelly. Ever.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “No wonder she hates your guts,” she muttered.

      I lifted my head to stare at her. “What?”

      “Shelly’s a vain bitch, Mason. She’s the only one of us you’ve turned down.”

      “I never turned her down. I just never had any desire to.”

      She snorted. “Why not? Shelly’s hot.”

      But Shelly didn’t further my relationship with Lynn. She couldn’t. “I just never had feelings for her. That’s all.”

      “But you had feelings for the rest of us.”

      “Have feelings, Charlie. Not past tense. Or I wouldn’t be here. You should know this much about me.” My gut churned with my admission. I was married to Lynn, but I knew what I felt for the others was real. I just didn’t know how to process that in my head. I didn’t know how to make it all right. I didn’t know how to get rid of the guilt that came with loving four women, all at the same time, for very different reasons.

      Ash needed for me to love her. She needed to feel cherished.

      Jamie needed someone who saw who she really was, beyond the scars.

      Charlie needed someone who could take charge of her, so she could give up control. Control was a powerful aphrodisiac, and most people sought it. But not Charlie. Charlie took pleasure in giving it away.

      “I love Lynn,” I said simply. “She is the love of my life.”

      “I know.” Charlie took a deep breath. “I stayed away because I was worried you were struggling with that.”

      “What about you, Charlie? What did you need?”

      She shook her head. “I needed for Lynn to be okay. That’s all I’ve ever needed.”

      How did Lynn ever find four such loyal friends, and a husband who was so easily tempted to fuck them all? Well, except for Shelly, and she didn’t really count.

      “Does Lynn know about me?” I suddenly asked.

      “What about you?” Charlie held her breath.

      “About me and you and Ash and Jamie.”

      “Jesus, Mason. You make it sound like we had a foursome. Can you even tell where one of us stops and the other starts?” Her voice had a bite to it.

      I grabbed her and jerked her onto the bed, making her fall across me. She rolled to a stop and I covered her body with mine. “I’ve always known who was who. Always.”

      “I believe you.” She nodded. “It’s just so hard. I have a feeling things are going to change, and I’m already missing you, Mason.” Her voice cracked and she blinked back tears.

      “You’re coming back, right?” I rushed to ask.

      She shook her head. “I can’t be certain.”

      I stared down at her. She’d never shown emotion like this. Passion? Desire? Want? She’d shown me all of those, but never emotional hurt. “I would miss you if you were gone.”

      She leaned up and kissed the tip of my nose. “I know.” She reached over and grabbed the remote. “You want to watch a movie?” She shoved me off her and I rolled, arranging the pillows under me.

      “Sure.” I pulled her to lie across my chest. After the movie, we fell asleep wrapped up in one another, and when I woke up, she was gone.

      She’d sneaked out like a thief in the night. And this time, instead of leaving me wondering when she’d be back, she left me with a fear that she never would.
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      I spent the rest of that week out looking for Lynn. I visited the hospital, because I knew if she showed up anywhere, it would be there. She didn’t have a degree in medicine like I did, but she did a lot of work for the hospital, both volunteer work and paid work. She was a fixture at my parents’ clinic, and the patients relied upon her. I had a feeling she wouldn’t stay away from them for long, but I was wrong. She hadn’t been to the clinic. She hadn’t been anywhere. It was almost like she’d vanished off the face of the earth.

      “Mason,” Mom said, jerking me out of my musing.

      “Yes?” I replied absently, getting up to stare out the window of her office, where I could see the hospital grounds.

      “It might be time to call the police, Mason,” Mom said. “She’s never been gone this long. Not without sending her friends around to check on you. She’s gone silent, and that’s not like her.”

      If I called the police, I’d have to explain everything. I’d have to go through all the red tape, and I’d have to answer a ton of questions about Lynn and my relationships with her friends. The police would dig up everything, and it would become a big deal. Lynn valued her privacy.

      “I keep thinking that Ash will show up.” I stared down at the courtyard. A gentle rain had just begun to fall.

      Mom snorted. “Ash is in love with you. Of course she’ll show up.”

      I spun to face my mother. “You know?”

      She made a very unladylike sound. “Of course I know, Mason.”

      I swiped a hand down my face. “Does everyone know?”

      “If by everyone you mean your father and me, then yes. Mrs. Anderson suspects, although she prefers to remain in the dark. The very idea of you sleeping with multiple women makes her get all red in the face.”

      “Mom,” I groaned. It was one thing for her to know. It was another for her to discuss it so casually.

      “Mason, I’ve always known.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything?” I practically whined. I’d been carrying this burden on my own for so long.

      “I warned you, Mason. When you first met Lynn, and you wanted to invite her out on a date, I warned you that she wasn’t like any woman you’d ever met. But then you broke up with Aubrey, and you fell in love with Lynn. And I’m not gonna lie… A small part of me hoped you could heal all the broken pieces inside her.”

      She heaved out a breath. “I’m sorry this has been so hard for you. I blame myself.” She closed her desk drawer with a flourish and got to her feet. She put her hand on my arm. “I’m worried about you, but I’m also worried about Lynn. What if she went with Ash to a shady part of town? What if something has truly happened to her? Maybe it’s time to let someone know she’s missing.”

      “I will. Tomorrow. If I don’t know something by tomorrow, I’ll call the police.” They’d give me shit because I didn’t call before now, but I could deal with that.

      “Mason, can you think of anything that might have scared her? Anything at all?”

      “No,” I said slowly, digging through the memories in my head of the past few months, the past few weeks, the past few days right before she left. Nothing stood out. I had done nothing that would have upset her. “Mom?” I said slowly.

      “Yes, Mason?” She stared back at me.

      “Do you think she hates me? Because of them?” I turned back to the window, because I didn’t want to see any sadness or shame on her face, not on my account.

      “If she knows about them, she hasn’t said anything to me.”

      My mother used to be Lynn’s therapist long ago, but when Lynn and I formed a relationship, Mom felt like it was better to send her to someone a little more impartial. The doctor was within the same practice, but was ethically bound to tell my mother nothing. It drove Mom crazy, but it was the right way to go.

      “I didn’t mean to fall in love with all of them,” I blurted out. I lifted my hand and used a finger to draw a heart in the condensation on the inside of the window.

      “Well, when they’re that lovable, Mason,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice, “how can you avoid it?”

      “You love them all too, right?” I asked. I needed someone to validate my feelings.

      “Well, obviously not the same way that you love all of them.” She laughed. I smiled as I stared out the window. “But yes, they’re all special in their own way. They all have needs, and they all have feelings of their own, and they’re all dealing with the effects of abuse in their own ways. I find it quite fascinating, the bond those girls have.”

      “I’m afraid she’s finally found out and now she hates me. What if she never comes back?” I stared into the courtyard, my eyes catching on the top of a blond head. The woman was wearing a tan trench coat and a colorful scarf. “Mom,” I called. “Look at that.” I motioned her over, and I wiped the window clean at her level so she could see out it.

      “Is that her?” Mom asked.

      I leaned toward the window, staring down, ready to sprint out of the room. But the woman in the courtyard suddenly stopped, looked up at me, and waved her middle finger in the air.

      Mom snorted. “Nope. That’s definitely not her.”

      I let out a heavy breath. “At least now we don’t have to call the cops.” Because while the woman I loved was nowhere to be found, Shelly was here.

      No one else in the world could flip me off and beckon me to her with the same finger.

      I turned to rush toward the courtyard, but Mom grabbed my arm. “She’s gone, Mason. Save your breath.”

      “I can still catch her.” I jerked my arm free.

      “She’s gone.” She grabbed my shoulders and forced me to look into her eyes. “She’s gone. But at least you know she’s okay. If Shelly’s here taunting you, Lynn’s okay.”

      I nodded. I knew that was true.

      “Why don’t you call one of your friends? Go out for a beer? Maybe by the time you get home, something will have changed.” She nudged me. Then she opened her arms, indicating that she wanted a hug. I bent down and swooped her up, making her laugh. When I let her go, she stared up at me and shook her head. Very quietly, she said, “Mason, I know you love her, but if I had to do it all over again, I would have never let you meet her. It’s too hard for you.”

      “I love her, Mom,” I reminded her.

      “I know you do, Mason. And I love her too. But I love you more.”

      I pretended to gasp. “More than work? Oh, my!”

      She slapped my arm. “More than anything, Mason.”

      I leaned down and kissed her cheek. “I’m going out for a beer.”

      “Take a taxi home, okay?”

      “I will.”

      I went down to the courtyard, still hoping I might catch Shelly, but like my mom said, she was gone. I walked around in the rain until I had to wipe droplets of water from my nose. My phone rang.

      I pulled it out and grinned when I saw my best friend’s name on the screen. “This is Dr. Peterson,” I barked, trying to sound so proper. Then I laughed when I heard a grunt.

      “Rub it in, asshole,” my buddy said. His name was Malcolm and he was a teacher.

      “Did my mommy call you?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “Am I supposed to tell you the truth?”

      “I thought I was too old for my mother to arrange play dates for me.”

      “Apparently not. Meet me at the tavern in twenty minutes.”

      He hung up on me. I should be used to that by now. It felt like people were always hanging up on me, even if they weren’t on the phone.
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      A jazz band played bluesy music from the stage, and memories swamped me as I sat down at a high-top table. I glanced down at my watch. It had been more than twenty minutes and Malcolm wasn’t here yet. I stared at the stage, and memories brought me back to the last time I was here.

      I’d taken Lynn into my arms and pulled her onto the dance floor. The tempo had changed, turning into something slow and delicious, and I was glad I’d tipped the band manager when I first got here.

      Lynn had looked into my eyes, her right hand clasped in mine, and her left around my neck, gently tickling the fine hairs at the base of my skull. She had this way of undoing me, and I was completely and totally undone. Nineteen years I’d known her, and it wasn’t long enough. I needed ninety more.

      “Do you ever regret marrying me?” she’d suddenly asked.

      I’d startled, pulling my head back so I could look down at her. “Why would you ask something like that?” It was unfathomable.

      “Being with me isn’t easy, Mason,” she’d said. “I’m aware of that.” She’d sighed and laid her head upon my chest, swaying slowly with me on the dance floor.

      I took her hand and led her to a table. She looked…troubled.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, staring into her eyes.

      “Nothing,” she said with a soft smile.

      The waitress appeared and I ordered a beer. “Just water,” Lynn said.

      “Are you feeling all right?” I absently reached to touch my hand to her forehead and she ducked, laughing at me.

      “I’m fine, Mason,” she said.

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      She shook her head, a sad smile on her face. “I’m just worried that everything will change,” she said quietly. I could barely hear her over the band.

      “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head again. “Never mind. I’m just being morose.”

      “Talk to me,” I’d pleaded. Something had been wrong for a few days. I just didn’t know what it was.

      “Later,” she’d said. We’d danced some more and then we’d gone home, and we’d made love during the night. There was a quiet desperation in her actions that night. I just wished I’d realized it at the time. The next morning I’d woken up and she was gone.

      The jostle of the table jerked me out of my memory. “Hey man, sorry I’m late,” Malcolm said. He sat down and motioned for the waitress to bring him the same thing I was having.

      Malcolm and I had gone to school together. Our mothers claimed that we used to run around naked together on hot summer days. Only Malcolm always had a nanny trying to wrestle him into clothes, while I had my mom. His mother told the story like she’d been there, but she never had.

      In a lot of ways, I had the best of everything. In other ways, my awesome parents had set me up for failure. Most days I felt like it was the former. But now…now I wasn’t so sure.

      “Dude,” Malcolm said. He knocked his knuckles on the table to get my attention.

      I looked up. “Sorry, man. I’m poor company,” I said. I shook my head, trying to shake the cobwebs and lies from my brain. “Maybe we should do this another time.”

      “No,” he said slowly. “Tell me what’s up.”

      “I’m the shrink, dumbass,” I said. “So stop trying to get in my head.”

      He held up his hands. “I wouldn’t dare. I think you have too many people in your head already.”

      Malcolm knew about them. He knew everything. He’d always known. I’d had to tell him the time that Shelly showed up at his nineteenth birthday party.
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      “I didn’t know you’d invited girls here,” I said to Malcolm when the gaggle of females came in through the front door.

      Malcolm glanced at me askance. “Of course I invited girls. It’s my birthday. What kind of birthday would it be without pussy?”

      I rolled my eyes. The door opened again and Aubrey, my ex-girlfriend, walked in. Her eyes immediately found mine and then they darted away. I groaned. “Why did you invite her?” I hissed.

      “Because she’s hot,” he murmured back.

      We ate a dinner that Malcolm’s housekeeper’s husband cooked on the grill. Malcolm’s parents were out of town again, but the party went on nevertheless. Then we all retired to the pool for high school pranks. Who could get the girls out of their clothes the fastest? Who could make the biggest belly flop? Who could be the first to throw up in the bushes? Apparently, it would be Malcolm on all three counts.

      I spent the next couple of hours taking care of Malcolm while avoiding Aubrey.

      Malcolm finally took one of the girls into the pool house and Aubrey sidled up next to me. “Hey, Mason,” she said quietly. She had a red party cup in her hand and her eyes were a little glassy.

      “Aubrey,” I said.

      “How are you?” Her eyes searched the crowd and then came back to me.

      “Fine. You?”

      She blew out a breath. “Are you ever going to speak to me again?”

      I turned to fully face her. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Us.” She glared at me. “I want to talk about us.”

      I shook my head. “There is no us.”

      “Well, not since her,” she sneered.

      “Lynn,” I corrected. She had a name.

      “Not since Lynn,” she said, but with less venom. Silence fell upon our little area of the pool deck. “Are you going swimming?” she asked casually.

      I was standing there in my swim trunks. Of course I was going swimming. If the noises coming from the pool house were any indication, Malcolm would be back out in a minute or two. “Maybe,” I said, stalling for time. I really wanted to leave. I wanted to go by the clinic and maybe run into Lynn. But it was my buddy’s birthday.

      “You want to go out some time?” Aubrey asked. “Maybe catch a movie?” She looked hopeful and it killed me inside.

      I fidgeted. “I can’t.”

      “Because of her.” She set her cup down on a nearby table and punched her fists into her hips. She was wearing a one-piece swimsuit.

      “Lynn,” I said succinctly, sounding out the word.

      “Are you really dating that freak?” she asked.

      I saw the blur just before it happened, but that was all it was to me, a blur. One second Aubrey was standing there completely dry, and the next she had a pitcher of punch poured over her head. I looked for the perpetrator, and found a girl our age standing behind her. She wasn’t grinning. She just stared at Aubrey as Aubrey blew red punch from her lips. Aubrey’s hair hung down in her face, and she brushed back the wet clumps sticking to her skin.

      “Keep talking about Lynn like that and I’ll toss you into the pool next,” the blonde said.

      She was wearing a tiny bikini and she had a body that was svelte and lean. Little pink triangles with lace covered her breasts, and strings tied on her hips. She had blonde hair with a ribbon tied in it, and even with the bikini on, she had a strand of simple pearls around her neck, and high heels that would look ridiculous on most girls. But on her, the effect was stunning.

      She held up her hand and gave a little friendly wave. “Hi, I’m Shelly,” she said, “and she’s a bitch, so you should stay away from her.” Then she sauntered off toward the house.

      “Who the fuck was that?” Malcolm said as he came out of the pool house. He was wearing swim trunks and nothing else, and a girl from our school slipped out of the pool house behind him and melted into the crowd.

      “I have no idea,” I said. I stared after Shelly’s retreating form, stared at that little pink triangle that covered her butt crack and very little else.

      Malcolm threw Aubrey a towel, and she tried to mop her hair but it was hopeless. “Come on,” I said. I motioned her toward the house. “I’ll show you where the bathroom is.”

      I took her upstairs to Malcolm’s section of the house—yes, he had his own wing. And then I showed her where he kept his shampoo and things in his guest bath. “You should get cleaned up.” I turned to leave, but she grabbed my arm.

      “I shouldn’t have said that,” she said meekly. “About Lynn.”

      I sighed. “No, you shouldn’t have.”

      “You really love her, don’t you?” she asked, and her eyes welled up with tears.

      I looked right at her and said, “I really do.”

      “Even with all her problems?”

      “Yeah. I love all of her problems, too.”

      “I’m sorry I was rude. I just…” She shook her head. “I just miss you.”

      “I’m sorry, Aubrey,” I blurted out. “I really am.”

      She smiled softly. “No, you’re not. You’re in love. With her. I should be happy for you, and part of me is. It’s just hard, you know? You broke up with me and I didn’t even have any warning.”

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      She held up a hand. “I know. The heart wants what the heart wants, I suppose.”

      I smiled a bit sheepishly. “Yeah. You’ll meet the right one.”

      “Are you sure Lynn’s the right one for you?” she asked.

      “Positive.” I’d never doubted it.

      “Then I hope you’ll be happy.”

      “Thanks.”

      I stepped out of the bathroom and closed the door behind me. I ran straight into the girl in the pink bikini. “What were you doing in there with her?” she demanded.

      “Who are you?” I replied.

      “You first.” She cocked her hip and stared at me.

      “You dumped a pitcher of punch over her head. She needed to get cleaned up. I showed her where the bathroom is.”

      She narrowed her blue eyes. “And that’s all you did?”

      I took a menacing step toward her but she just stood up taller. She didn’t retreat. “What else could I have been doing?”

      “Doing her,” she bit out.

      I shook my head. “I have a girlfriend.”

      “Where is she, by the way? Your girlfriend?”

      I glanced down at my watch. “She should be here by now.”

      She took two steps toward me, her gait slow and leisurely. “I have a word of caution for you.”

      I said nothing.

      She lifted her hand and let it play in the light dusting of hair on my chest. Fear shot down my spine. “If you hurt her, I’ll kill you. I won’t even think about it. It’ll just happen. You won’t expect it, and I’ll try to make it quick, but it’ll happen. Do you understand?”

      I grabbed her hand, because her rubbing my chest was making me uncomfortable. When I did, she twisted my hand until she pulled my thumb backwards and then she pressed hard, making me wince.

      I nearly fell to my knees. I didn’t, though. I stood there and fought the urge to punch her in the face. She was a woman, after all. A sadistic, messed-up woman, but a woman nevertheless. She stopped bending my thumb when the dull ache became a roaring pain. I clenched my jaw and took it, shaking out my hand when she finally let go.

      “Do you understand?” she repeated.

      “Who are you?” I asked again.

      She laughed and stepped back a little. “I’m Shelly,” she said. “Nice to meet you.” She stuck out her hand to shake. I didn’t take it. She shrugged her shoulders, smiled at me, and then she strolled away down the hall and disappeared from sight.

      I found Lynn a few minutes later. She was in the kitchen stirring a pot of something with Malcolm’s housekeeper. She smiled at me. She was wearing shorts and a tank top and I’d never seen her look more beautiful. “When did you get here?” I asked, as I grabbed her around the waist and drew her to me.

      “Just now.” She giggled as I kissed the side of her neck. “Stop it,” she hissed, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Daniels, smiled at us.

      I let her go, but only marginally.

      “Did you bring a swimsuit?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I just need to go and change.”

      I took her up to Malcolm’s room, and we passed Aubrey in the hall. Lynn smiled at her. “Aubrey, it’s nice to see you again.”

      Aubrey looked at her askance. “Um, you too,” she said, and then she turned sideways and scurried past us in the hallway.

      “What was that about?” Lynn asked as she followed me into Malcolm’s room.

      “Someone dumped a pitcher of punch over her head,” I said. I watched Lynn closely.

      “Oh, no,” Lynn cried. “Do you think she’s okay? Should I check on her?”

      “Later,” I said. And then I kissed her. Because when you’re faced with that much crazy, you have no choice but to embrace it.
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      “Did Shelly seem like a raging psycho when you fucked her?” I asked Malcolm, watching him closely over the rim of my beer mug.

      He stared down at the table for a second, his hands braced against it as his brow furrowed. Then he let out a long breath. “Shelly is a raging psycho, man. This much you already know.”

      I did know. I just wanted to know more. “But when you fucked her, what was that like?” I’d always wanted to know, ever since the day I walked in on them.

      “I know they look alike, man,” Malcolm started, “but they’re not.”

      “I know they’re not.” I did know, although looking at Shelly was like looking into a mirror with Lynn standing on the other side.

      “You thought it was Lynn that day, when we walked out of my room,” he said quietly.

      “Only for a minute. Then I realized.”

      “Man, I never felt so guilty in my life,” he admitted. He scrubbed his hand across his forehead. “At first, I thought Lynn was playing a trick on me. Then Shelly started to talk, and I knew she wasn’t Lynn. Those two are nothing alike.”

      “What happened?” I asked. “You never really said.”

      “I felt too fucking guilty. I should have stayed out of your shit.”

      “So, you were at that party…” I began. I rolled my hand, prompting him to continue.

      “Yeah.” He coughed into his fist. “We were all at the party, and I had just seen you and Lynn out in the living room. I went to the bathroom, and suddenly the door opened and Shelly slipped in with me. I put my junk away fast and tried to laugh it off, but she didn’t seem to care.”

      “Did she say anything?”

      He looked uncomfortable. “No.”

      “But…” I raised my brows at him.

      “She just jumped on me, man. She climbed me like I was a tree, her tongue in my mouth and—”

      “And you still thought she was Lynn.”

      He nodded. “For a second, I did. But it was weird. They looked so much alike. But I had just seen Lynn in the living room and she was wearing a red turtleneck. Shelly had on a pink sweater with white lace at the neck. I remember because it scratched my skin.”

      “What happened next?”

      “I shoved her away from me, and asked her what she was doing. I said, ‘God, Lynn, what the fuck?’ but she laughed. When Shelly spoke, she had a Southern accent, and I knew Lynn didn’t have one. It was bizarre.”

      I said nothing.

      “She told me she wasn’t Lynn and I said, ‘Yeah, right,’ and I tried to laugh it off, but she laughed louder. She nodded toward the living room. ‘Go look,’ she said. ‘Go talk to Lynn. Ask her about me. She’ll tell you. Then I want to fuck you.’ Dude, I had to go look. But you weren’t in the living room. I walked around the house trying to find you and Lynn, and then I found you on the sun deck. Lynn was wearing red, just like I remembered, and she was sitting in your lap and you were snuggled all up with her and everything. I called her name, and when Lynn looked up, in Lynn’s eyes I didn’t see any of the darkness I’d seen in Shelly’s. That right there should have been enough to make me stay away from her.” He snorted. “But it wasn’t. It wasn’t enough.”

      “Then you went back to the bathroom?”

      He nodded. “She was gone, though. I should have been glad. I was so weirded out by it that I went to my room. When I got there, Shelly was naked in my bed.”

      “How did that make you feel?” I was a psychiatrist. I couldn’t help it.

      “It was like looking at Lynn, but then it wasn’t, at the same time.” He heaved out a breath. “Regardless, it was a mistake. I should have walked right back out.”

      “What happened?”

      “She fucked the hell out of me. Best sex of my fucking life, man.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “But after… You know those spiders that devour their mates after sex? I felt like that.”

      “Like she was going to eat you?”

      He snorted. “Like she was done with me and had no more need for me to exist. At. All. Like, ever.”

      “Did it happen again after that time?”

      He stared into his beer.

      “It did, didn’t it?” I let out a noise that was somewhere between a bark and a grunt.

      “I went back for seconds. And thirds. And a few more times when she needed something.”

      “Like what? What did she need?”

      “A way to get close to you,” he admitted.

      I sat up straight.

      “Right after that, I don’t know what happened but Lynn refused to talk to her anymore. So Shelly wanted to put herself in Lynn’s path—and yours, for that matter. So she would call me up when she wanted to go to a party or something. Sex was my payment.”

      “Was it worth it?”

      He knocked his knuckles on the table. “Man, if I had it to do all over again, I would have stayed far away from that pussy.”

      I shook my head. “It’s all right. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

      “It’s not all right. Because that pussy is crazy.” His eyes suddenly grew wide as he stared over my shoulder. “Fuck,” he swore under his breath and closed his eyes. He squeezed them shut tightly, and then opened them and looked beyond me again. I refused to turn around, because I already knew who was there. “Shelly,” Malcolm said, just as a cloud of sweet-smelling perfume enveloped me. Then a pair of arms did the same.

      “Hey, handsome,” Shelly said, her lips close to my ear. Her breath smelled like spearmint.

      Shelly’s arms twined around my neck as her breasts pressed against my back. I grabbed her wrists and lifted her arms over my head, turning to face her. She pursed her lips and tilted her head at me. “Someone’s in a bad mood.” She pretended to pout.

      Shelly was still wearing the brightly colored scarf and tan raincoat I’d seen earlier. She unwound the scarf from around her neck, then laid it on the table. “This is Lynn’s,” I said. I picked it up and ran the silky fabric through my fingers. I’d bought it for Lynn last Christmas.

      “Yep,” she said, popping her lips on the end of the word. “Aren’t you going to invite me to join you?”

      “No,” Malcolm muttered.

      “Sure,” I said a little louder than Malcolm. I kicked a chair away from me, so Shelly could sit in it.

      She covered my hand with hers and gave it a squeeze. “How have you been?”

      “Fine.” I gently but forcefully pulled my hand back. If I showed any weakness around Shelly, she would pounce on me like that spider Malcolm had just mentioned. “You?”

      “If I was any better, I’d have to be twins,” she said. “Wouldn’t be able to stand it, otherwise.” She turned to face Malcolm. “It’s been a long time,” she said. Then she took his beer and drank a sip of it.

      “Not long enough,” Malcolm said calmly. He motioned to the waitress for another drink.

      “So, what’s new?” Shelly asked. She kicked her feet like a happy kid at a party.

      “Where is she?” I asked calmly, modulating my voice, although inside I felt like I was about to blow apart.

      “Who?” She lifted Malcolm’s beer to her lips again.

      “You’re such a fucking cu—” Malcolm began, but I kicked his shin. He bit back the rest of it.

      She turned her gaze on him. “How have you been, Malcolm?” she asked. Her eyes roamed up and down his body as she licked her lips. Even I felt violated. He ground his teeth and said nothing.

      “What do you want, Shelly?” I drummed my thumb on the table, my hand flat. It was a technique I often used with patients, so I could knock them off center. If they were concentrating on my hands, they sometimes couldn’t concentrate enough to lie effectively.

      She rested her elbow on the table, set her chin on it, and blinked her blue eyes at me. “What makes you think I want anything?”

      “Because you always want something,” Malcolm murmured.

      “At one point, I wanted you,” she said, giving him the brilliance of her silky smile. “And yet you still have such animosity toward me. I just don’t understand it.”

      “Said the spider,” Malcolm replied.

      “Where is she?” I asked again. I tried to remain calm and keep the desperation out of my voice.

      She gave a single bob of her head. “She’s safe.” A single nod. That’s all I got.

      “Where?” I continued to drum my thumb on the table.

      She rolled her eyes. “At my apartment. Where else?”

      I knew Lynn’s friends often went to Shelly’s apartment. Ash stored her bag there when she didn’t want to carry it around. And they all stored their credit cards, provided by Shelly, of course, and their personal stuff. Jamie would leave her tool belt there. And Charlie would leave her combat boots, when she wasn’t wearing them. It was kind of their hub. But Shelly’s apartment changed locations like I changed my underwear. I never knew where it was. No one ever told me, under strict orders from Shelly.

      “Is she all right?”

      “Define all right.” She narrowed her eyes at me, her chin still resting in her upturned palm.

      I was getting nowhere with her quantifying every question. “When is she coming home?”

      “She’s sorting through some things in her head.” She shrugged.

      “What kinds of things?”

      “Not my story to tell,” she sang out. She lifted her hand to roll her pearls between her fingers. It was a habit of hers.

      “Where did you get those pearls?” I asked, out of the blue. I don’t know why I’d never thought to ask before. I’d never seen Shelly without them.

      “From our grandmother. The woman who raised me.”

      “The one in Georgia.”

      “The one and the same.” She sat back, letting her hand fall to the table.

      “What was she like?” Lynn hadn’t ever gone to see her, or at least not that I knew of, so I didn’t know anything about her.

      “Well, she raised a psychopath,” Shelly said.

      “Takes one to know one,” Malcolm replied.

      Shelly narrowed her eyes at him and stuck out her tongue. If I didn’t know her better, I’d have said it was adorable. That was mainly because she looked so much like Lynn when she did it. But she wasn’t Lynn. She was Shelly. She was not my wife.

      “You’re referring to your father,” I said.

      “Yes.” A shade fell across her eyes, and I was almost immediately blinded by the truth. She’d been hurt by him too.

      “In what ways is he a psychopath?”

      She tsked. “You’ve seen the scars, Mason. You know what he’s capable of.”

      “I’ve seen Lynn’s scars. I’ve never seen yours.” I leaned toward her. “Where are they?”

      “On my soul,” she whispered dramatically.

      Her phone chimed in her pocket and she pulled it out, frowning as she responded. “Got to go,” she sang out.

      “Wait.” I sat forward. She couldn’t leave yet.

      She heaved another sigh. “What, Mason? Hurry up. I’m needed elsewhere.”

      “Is she all right?”

      She bobbed her head from side to side, pretending to think about it. “Yes and no.”

      “What’s wrong? Does she need me?”

      “Mason,” she tsked again, “if you were what she needed, she’d be with you right now.”

      “She’s not hurt?”

      She shook her head.

      “Did I do something?”

      She stared hard at me. “Yes.”

      “What was it?”

      “Think hard, Mason. It’ll come to you.” Her phone chimed again. “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she muttered as she responded to someone. She finally looked up. “I can’t leave Ash alone for a second. Always getting into one scrape or another.”

      Alarm shot through me. “What has she done?”

      “She’s about to be locked up.” She put her coat on and wound Lynn’s scarf around her neck.

      “Why?”

      “Who knows?” She turned to leave, tossing the words “Ta-ta” over her shoulder like confetti.

      “It’s going to be all right,” Malcom said, trying to placate me.

      I jerked my thumb toward the door where Shelly had just left. “With that bitch in charge?” I asked. “Nothing is all right. I need my wife back. Now.”

      “Dude,” Malcolm said, “the first time you ever saw Ash, what did you think of her?”

      I’d met Ash right after I met Jamie. She blasted into my life like a bomb going off. And that bomb was still going off, every time she stepped back into my life.
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      I was whipped. I knew it. Lynn probably knew it. I showed up at my mom’s clinic so often that people probably assumed I was a patient. But I knew that was where I’d find Lynn. Well, Lynn or one of her friends.

      I passed my dad in the hallway, and he stopped to glare at me. “What?” I asked. I stopped, because I was only eighteen and Dad still ruled my world.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      I grinned. “Can’t a son come to see his father once in a while?”

      He chortled. “I sincerely doubt it’s me you came to see.” He motioned for me to follow him toward his office. “Close the door,” he said, after I followed him in. I did so, and then sat down across from him.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “Yes and no,” he said on a heave of breath.

      “What is it?” I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees.

      “It’s Lynn,” he said hesitantly.

      “Is she all right?”

      He nodded. “She’s fine. One of her friends is here today.”

      I smiled. “Jamie’s here?” I suddenly wanted to jump up and go find her. She never failed to make me laugh with her grease-smeared face and the dirt under her fingernails.

      “No, not Jamie,” Dad said.

      I jerked my head up. “Not Jamie? Then who?”

      “You know she has more than one friend?” Dad’s glasses fell down his nose a little and he looked at me over the rim.

      I knew she had more than one, but the only one I’d ever met was Jamie. “Who’s here today?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m worried that you’re getting too attached to this girl, son,” he said.

      It was true. I was. I knew I was. I was completely in love with her, or as in love as an eighteen-year-old could be. “Dad, who’s here today?”

      “Son,” he said, “you do know there’s a probability that Lynn will never get to have a normal life.”

      “Define normal, Dad.”

      “It’s more than just a setting on the dryer, son,” he said, his voice suddenly harsh and unyielding. “Normal is the difference between happiness and constant stress. Normal is being with one person, marrying that person, and having a family with that person. Normal is sharing special moments for a lifetime. Normal is never having to worry about which of her friends will show up.”

      “I like her friends, Dad.” I knew it was fucked-up when I said it, but it was true nonetheless.

      “Forbidding you from seeing her would be like telling you not to breathe air,” he muttered, shoving his glasses up his nose. “I told your mother it was a bad idea to ever let you meet her. But she wanted Lynn to have some normal experiences. She wanted Lynn to have friends outside her own little circle. When she brought it up to me, the idea of letting you meet her, I didn’t have a big problem with it, but then I saw you two together, and I saw the spark. I saw you fall in love with her, and I saw her fall in love with you too. As a parent, that’s what we want for our children. But we want it to be a normal relationship, son, not something you have to work quite so hard to make work.” He dropped his pen onto the desk with a clatter. “Now do what you think is right.”

      I got up, feeling a little sheepish as I asked, “Do you know where she is?”

      “Who?” Dad asked, already looking down at his work.

      “Whoever.”

      Dad blew out a breath. “See, son, that’s just it. You don’t even know which of her friends is here today. It’ll always be like that. Always. You will never know which of them is going to show up.” He flipped the page on the paper he was looking down at. “She’s with your mother in the workroom.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I got up and left the room, because while Dad had gotten to say his piece, it hadn’t given me any peace at all.

      I walked down the hallway to the workroom, and stopped in the doorway. A group of children were sitting on a rug in front of someone whose back was to me. She read them a story, but it was more than reading. She acted out all the parts. She made funny voices and she giggled. The children laughed so hard that they clutched their stomachs and rolled on the floor. She didn’t stop. She read to them for about an hour and I watched from behind her the whole time.

      When the hour was up, someone came to get the children and took them away. She sat there on the floor with her legs crossed, the book lying open in the V between her knees. She continued to turn the pages, laughing as she read it to herself.

      “You can come in, you know,” she said. She didn’t look up from what she was doing. I looked around to be sure she was talking to me. “I don’t bite,” she said.

      I stepped into the room. No one else was there, not even Mom.

      “You must be him,” she said. She finally looked up. Her eyes dragged from the bottoms of my shoes to the hair on the top of my head, but not in a lustful way. It was in an I’ll-figure-you-out way.

      Her hair was piled on top of her head. Dark makeup was smudged around her eyes, probably because she had just been laughing so hard she was crying. She wore black clothes and combat boots, and her jeans were ripped over one knee and the opposite thigh.

      “You must be her,” I replied.

      “Mm-hmm.” She closed her book. “You want to get out of here?” she asked, closing one eye and staring at me hard with the other, like something shiny was glaring in her eye.

      “I’m Mason,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you.” I stuck my hand out.

      Instead of shaking it, she grabbed my outstretched hand and used it to pull herself to her feet.

      “So yes or no?” She dusted her butt with her hands.

      “Yes or no, what?” I asked like a dummy.

      “Do you want to get out of here or not?”

      “Are you allowed to leave?”

      “No one tells me what to do.”

      For some reason, I didn’t doubt that at all.

      “Do you have a name?” She didn’t remind me at all of Lynn. Not a bit. There wasn’t a single piece of Lynn in this woman.

      “I’m Ash,” she said.

      And I was immediately afraid that I was the one who would be burned.
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      I picked Ash up the next morning at the police station. I paid her fine, knowing that she would have to reappear at a later date.

      She didn’t say a word as she followed me to the car. She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapped her arms around them, and stared out the passenger side window.

      “Shelly’s pissed,” she finally said.

      “Yeah, well, so am I,” I replied.

      She nodded. It was so small as to almost be imperceptible.

      “What were you thinking?” I tried really hard to modulate my voice.

      “I paid for it. I didn’t steal it. I’m not a thief.”

      “Then why did they say you did?”

      “It was fucking beef jerky,” she said, throwing up her hands. “I can afford beef jerky, Mason.”

      “Then why did you steal it?”

      She groaned and laid her head back against the headrest, closing her eyes. “I didn’t steal it. The clerk was in the bathroom, so I left the money on the counter.”

      “Okay,” I finally said. “I believe you.”

      “Don’t give me that I-believe-you shit, Mason. Either you believe me or you don’t.”

      “I said I do.”

      “Good.”

      “Good.” Truth be told, I was just so damn glad to see her that I didn’t want to fight with her. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes.”

      I reached over and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “I’m glad.”

      Silence fell over the car. After a few minutes, she said, “Mason, can I ask you something?”

      “You can ask me anything.”

      “Why do you do it?” She turned and faced me. Her eyes were bloodshot and rimmed in red.

      “Do what?” I asked absently, although I knew in my heart of hearts what she meant.

      “Why didn’t you find a normal woman to fall in love with?”

      “Oh, that,” I replied. “That’s easy. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “You met Lynn and you just…knew? And even after meeting the rest of us, you still loved her?”

      “Yes. I still loved her. Still do love her.”

      “Even with all the drama.”

      “Even with all the drama, yes.”

      “I love you, Mason,” she said.

      “I love you, too, Ash.” I squeezed her hand.

      “I didn’t steal it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      “Before you, I didn’t know what love was,” Ash said quietly. “I’d never had any of my own.”

      “Ash,” I whisper, shaking my head.

      “I do have some of my own, right?” she asked, her voice so low I could barely hear it.

      “That’s not an easy question to answer.”

      “Would you pick me if she wasn’t around?”

      “Pick you for what?” I pretended not to know what she was talking about, because honestly I didn’t know the answer.

      “Never mind,” she said. She curled her knees up to her chest again and leaned the side of her head against the window.

      There was no doubt in my mind that I loved Ash. But did I love her because she was Lynn’s friend? I didn’t know how to answer that question.

      That first day I met her, I knew there were parts of her that I liked a lot. But there were also parts that scared me.
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      A bullet hit my forehead and I stumbled back, rubbing the paint from my visor.

      “Better run, sucker,” Ash called from behind a nearby hay bale. “I’m coming for you.”

      I had just given her the damn gun and she’d already gotten a shot in.

      I ducked behind the small wooden structure at the back of the paintball lot, checked my gun, and tried to figure out where the hell Ash was. It should have been easy to spot her, since she was wearing a white zip-up plastic jumpsuit over her clothes, but I couldn’t see her anywhere when I peered around the corner.

      “Chicken shit,” I heard a voice call.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket and I ignored it. I couldn’t get to it beneath the jumpsuit anyway. And I kind of knew it was one—or both—of my parents. Ash and I had run hand in hand from the hospital out the back entrance. Apparently, she’d done it before because she knew the way and she knew how to bypass all the alarms.

      My parents were going to kill me, but she was so excited to get out of there. I had to go. I had to see where she would lead me.

      We’d gone for milkshakes, and I found out that Ash had a biting wit and an infectious sense of humor.

      Then she’d seen the sign for paintball and coerced me to take her.

      Suddenly, a paint ball hit the top of my head, and I looked up to find Ash dangling from the branch of a tree above me. “You’re no fun at all,” she groused. “You’re not even trying. I don’t understand what Lynn sees in you.”

      I raised my gun and shot right at her. Paint spattered across the protective visor covering her face.

      She wiped it away with the sleeve of her jumpsuit and grinned at me. “Now we’re talking!” She dropped from the tree, landing on her feet in front of me like a cat. She leaned into my side and nodded toward a couple entering the gate into the playing field. “I think we should go for them.”

      “We should probably ask them if they—” But before I could finish, Ash had taken off and had shot one of them in the shoulder. I realized quickly that it wasn’t a guy and a girl; it was two guys. One of them looked up when he saw Ash in all her gear and gave her an appreciative glance. He lifted his gun and aimed it at Ash. I shot him in the leg.

      He looked up, his gaze stormy. He and I began a battle of shoot-to-kill while Ash ducked behind a hay bale. I looked over and found her on top of it, shooting them both in rapid-fire pulls of the trigger. Her gun made an empty click and she stopped to reload. But they knew exactly where she was.

      One of them cornered me away from Ash, and I watched out of the corner of my eye as she got farther and farther from me on the course.

      “Ash!” I called.

      I could no longer see her, and neither could they.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” one of them sang out as he wandered from bale to bale.

      Suddenly, Ash darted from behind the obstacle and lifted her gun, smashing the butt of it against the guy’s helmet. He covered his head with his arms and fell to the ground, but she kept pounding him. She had fury in her gaze, and angry words fell from her lips, but I couldn’t tell exactly what they were. She made no sense, but there was absolute hatred in her actions.

      “Ash!” I cried and I ran to pull her back from him. She fought me, so I tossed her to the ground and covered her body with mine. “Ash,” I said, trying to get her attention, but she was lost somewhere in her mind.

      Suddenly, she froze beneath me. “I’ll never let anyone take her. Never again,” she said, her chest heaving. She clutched the front of my jumpsuit in her fists and her blue eyes stared into mine, never breaking contact.

      “Take who?”

      “Lynn. I have to protect Lynn.”

      I didn’t let her up. I was afraid to. I held her there beneath me until she began to cry. Someone called the police, and my mom and dad came with two big men from the hospital. But by the time they got there, Ash was a babbling mess. She spoke of closets and darkness and Lynn. She whispered warnings and platitudes, all while sobbing uncontrollably. She alternated between hysterics and complete calm.

      When Mom got there, she motioned for one of the nurses to administer medication. Ash didn’t even flinch. She looked grateful, actually.

      “What were you thinking, Mason?” Mom asked. “Ash isn’t well enough to leave the hospital. She’s there for a reason.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Lynn is the only one of them who’s allowed to leave. And that’s because she’s the only one who can handle the outside world, Mason.” She stared at me like she’d never seen me before. “How could you, Mason? You probably just set her back months in her treatment plan.”

      I watched as they loaded Ash into the back of an ambulance. “Can I ride with her?” I asked. I could at least hold her hand.

      Dad said nothing and got into the ambulance with her. The men closed the door behind them.

      I ran a hand through my hair and yanked hard. “Fuck.” The lights of the ambulance faded in the distance.

      “I need for you to tell me everything that happened, Mason, while it’s still fresh in your mind.” Mom paced back and forth in front of me.

      “It happened so fast.”

      “The guy she attacked. What did he do?”

      “We were just playing paintball.” I tried to remember if anything specific occurred.

      “Did he say something? Do something? Something had to have set her off.”

      Suddenly, it hit me. “He sang.”

      She spun around to look at me. “Sang what?”

      “Come out, come out…”

      Mom finally relaxed. “Okay. We can deal with this.”

      “What happened, Mom? I don’t understand. One minute she was fun and happy, and the next I thought she was going to kill him.”

      “She probably would have if you hadn’t pulled her off.”

      “But why?”

      “Ash is mentally ill, son. She’s very disturbed. It’s impossible to say what will trigger her.” She stopped and stared at me, her hands on her hips. “I still can’t believe you did this. I trusted you.”

      “Mom,” I hedged, “I didn’t mean to.”

      “You meant to, Mason. You blatantly disobeyed me and did something you knew you shouldn’t have done. I’m taking your car for a month. You can take the bus to and from school.”

      “Mom,” I complained. “Can I at least ride with a friend?”

      “The bus, Mason. You can take the bus. I trusted you and you blew it. There are consequences.”

      “The bus…”

      “The bus.”

      I threw up my hands.

      “And I want you to stay away from them. All of them. It’s too much for you.”

      “When you say all of them, you mean—”

      “I mean all of them, Mason.”

      “Lynn too?”

      She nodded her head. “Lynn too.”

      “But, Mom…” She wasn’t going to give in. I could see it in her eyes. She meant it. Every word. “Mom, I’m eighteen years old,” I reminded her. But the argument sounded feeble even to me.

      “You’re still a child, Mason. You proved that with your actions today.”

      She went to talk to the police, and she assessed the injuries of the guy Ash had attacked. His helmet bore the brunt of it, and he was fine.

      But me? I was left with scars from that incident. Mom did let me see Ash again, but I never tried to leave the hospital with her again, after that one night, despite the many ways she begged me. Then she figured out how to hide her crazy convincingly, and Mom let her out for longer and longer periods of time. The hospital staff felt like she was no longer a threat to anyone.

      But I knew deep in my heart of hearts that Ash would always be a threat. To herself most of all. To herself, she would always be dangerous.
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      “Aubrey told me to invite you over for dinner one night soon,” Malcolm said as he settled his bar tab with the waitress.

      I smiled. “I’ll try to, as soon as things settle down.”

      “She’s worried about you.”

      To tell the truth, I was worried about me too. “I’m fine,” I replied. “Lynn will be back soon. Then we’ll all get together and Lynn and Aubrey can try to beat us at cards.”

      “The kids want to see you, too.” Aubrey and Malcolm had been married for ten years. He’d put her back together after Shelly happened to her. Now they had two little boys. The kids were perfect and awful all at the same time. Kids were never in mine and Lynn’s plans, not with her history.

      “I’ll see them soon,” I said as I pulled some bills from my wallet. “How’s Aubrey doing?”

      “Sometimes she still has nightmares,” Malcolm admitted.

      “Bad ones?”

      His head jerked in a quick nod. “Seems like when Lynn’s gone, she has more of them.”

      Of course she did. Triggers followed patterns, and Aubrey’s were obvious.

      “Call me if you need anything, okay?” Malcolm said.

      “Tell Aubrey hey for me, will you?”

      He rapped his knuckles on the table again. “Sure thing.”

      He left, pushing through the doors and onto the street, and I couldn’t help but remember the night Aubrey went missing.

      

      My phone had rung around midnight, jerking me out of post-sex sleep, and Lynn rolled over to hand it to me. “Who is it?” she whispered in the darkness.

      “My mother,” I said quietly. “Mom?” I answered the phone.

      “Mason,” Mom said, her breaths heavy like she’d been running.

      I sat up, the blankets pooling in my lap. “What is it, Mom?”

      “Honey, it’s Aubrey. You haven’t heard from her, have you?”

      “No, why? Where is she?”

      “No one knows. Her mom called. Said she hasn’t been home since yesterday and they’re worried.”

      I lowered the phone from my lips and spoke to Lynn. “Have you talked to Aubrey?”

      “Not for a few days, why?”

      I put my mom on speaker. “Apparently, she’s missing. No one has seen or talked to her,” Mom said.

      Lynn was already out of bed and was getting her clothes on. “Where are you going?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know yet,” she murmured as she walked to the bathroom and pulled her hair into a ponytail.

      “Well, I was just checking, Mason. If you hear from her, call me right away, will you?” Mom said.

      “Of course.” I hung up. “What do you know, Lynn?” I asked, following her to the bathroom.

      “Nothing yet,” she bit out, and then she went back to the bedroom and sat down on the edge of the bed to put her shoes on.

      “What do you think you know?”

      “Nothing yet.” She grabbed her keys.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To find Aubrey.”

      “How the fuck are you going to do that?”

      She stopped and glared at me. “How do you think?”

      My heart jolted. “You think Shelly had something to do with this?”

      “They had words last week,” Lynn muttered.

      “About what?”

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “Why did they have words about me?”

      “Apparently, Aubrey made some disparaging remarks about you in public the other day. Shelly didn’t like it. I’m afraid…”

      “You’re afraid of what?”

      “You never know with Shelly.”

      Then she slipped out the door. I rushed to get dressed so I could go with her, but by the time I turned the corner, she was long gone.

      Twelve hours later, Malcolm and I were sitting on the couch together, twiddling our fucking thumbs, waiting to hear something from Lynn. Still no word. Lynn wasn’t answering her phone, and I had no idea what was going on. Then the door snicked open.

      Lynn walked into the room, towing Aubrey in behind her. She shivered and could barely take a step. Lynn placed a finger to her lips and warned me with a flash of her blue gaze.

      Lynn gently led Aubrey toward the bathroom, and then she stepped inside with her.

      A moment later, Lynn came out. “She doesn’t want help from me. She says I look too much like Shelly. Maybe we should call your mother.”

      “Maybe we should take her to the hospital.” I looked anxiously toward the bathroom door.

      “I tried. She refused to go. She’s not hurt. She’s just tired. She’s been eaten up by mosquitoes and her feet are pretty bruised. But I think she’s okay. Just scared and tired.”

      “What did Shelly do to her?”

      “She dropped her off in the forest.”

      “What the fuck!” Malcolm jumped to his feet. “She just left her there?”

      “Apparently.” Lynn swiped a hand down her face in frustration.

      “Where the fuck is she? I’ll kill her.” Malcolm began to pace.

      “I don’t know. She hung up on me after she told me where I could find Aubrey.” Lynn started to gnaw on her fingernail. Then she winced. “Apparently, Aubrey got in the car with Shelly because she thought Shelly was me.”

      Malcolm shook his head, cursing under his breath as he walked to the bathroom and let himself in. He didn’t come out for the next hour, but when he did, he had Aubrey under his arm, she was wearing his shirt, and his eyes were soft with something I’d never seen on him before. Compassion. Understanding. Maybe a little bit of love.

      “I’m going to take her to my place.”

      “You should call her parents so they’ll stop worrying.”

      “Already did,” he replied quickly.

      “Mal,” Lynn said, “this is all my fault.”

      “No,” he bit out. “This is Shelly’s fault. Not yours. Somebody should have drowned that bitch at birth.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lynn said quietly.

      They left together, and Malcolm helped put Aubrey back together in the days following. A year after that, they were married. Aubrey and Lynn were tight, but Shelly still scared the hell out of her. The police said it was a harmless prank, but they hadn’t seen Aubrey that night. That prank was far from harmless. If Lynn hadn’t gone to find her, she might not have survived it.

      But out of all of it, Aubrey and Malcolm found their way together, and that was what I clung to.

      Out of all the havoc Shelly wreaked, that was one good outcome. Probably the only good outcome so far.

      Lynn refused to see Shelly for a while after that, until the day that she needed her.
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      That day, the day Lynn called upon Shelly to help her, I knew that something was desperately wrong. I’d come home to find Lynn sitting at the kitchen table. She had an open envelope from the mail in front of her, and her hand tightly clutched the letter that had been inside.

      “Lynn?” I asked as I stepped slowly into the kitchen. She stared into space, seeing nothing, I was sure. She didn’t even look up. I called her name again. “Lynn?” I said softly.

      Slowly, she raised her gaze until her eyes met mine. Tears pooled in them, but I watched as she steeled herself. She un-crinkled the letter, folded it neatly, and put it back in the envelope.

      “Everything okay?” I asked, as I set my gym bag on the floor. I was sweaty and dirty, as I’d just come from playing basketball at the rec center.

      She got up and walked toward me, stepping onto her tiptoes so she could kiss me. “I’m glad you’re home,” she said quietly.

      “Tough day?”

      “A little,” she said, her voice not much more than a whisper.

      “You look like…” I stopped. I didn’t know the right words.

      “I look like what?” she asked.

      “What were you reading?”

      She heaved a sigh. “A letter.”

      Well, that much was obvious. “From whom?”

      She used to get letters from her father, but she always returned them to sender. They went straight back to the prison.

      “He got out a week ago,” she whispered. “For a whole week, he’s been out there and I had no idea.”

      I rushed to the letter and held it up so I could read the return address. “Your father?” I asked. I didn’t open it. It wasn’t my letter. But I desperately wanted to. I wanted to rip into it so I could find out what kind of havoc he would wreak on our lives and how soon I could expect it.

      “Yes. My father.”

      My heart began to skip. “Have you heard from him?”

      She looked everywhere but at me. “I think so.”

      “What does that mean?” I brushed a lock of hair behind her ear so I could clearly see her face. “Talk to me. Please,” I whispered.

      “Three days ago, I heard a noise. I was working in the office. I didn’t think much of it. It sounded like a door closing.”

      I pointed toward the floor. “Here? In this house?”

      “Yes.” She started to load the dishwasher.

      “And you think it might have been him?”

      “Yes.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “My necklace is missing. You know, the one you gave me the day we got married? That one.”

      On the day we’d gotten married, I’d given her a blue topaz set with diamonds around it. I wasn’t fancy, but it reminded me so much of her eyes that I had to buy it. I gave it to her after we stood on the beach and said our vows.

      “Did you check behind the dresser? You might have just dropped it.”

      “I checked. I checked everywhere.”

      I stared at her, but she was so damn hard to read. “The last time it went missing, Shelly stole it.”

      “I remember. She doesn’t have it.”

      “You talked to her?” That fact had my heart skipping even harder than the idea of her father coming home.

      “Yes. She doesn’t have it.”

      “And you believe he does?”

      She winced. “Maybe.” She sucked in a breath. “Yes. Yes, I believe he has it.” She pointed toward the letter. “That came a few days ago, but I didn’t open it. I thought it was nothing important.”

      Honestly, I was more worried about Shelly being back in Lynn’s life than I was about her father coming back. Her father’s motives were simple. Shelly’s were just evil and unpredictable.

      “We can deal with this,” I said. Her father wouldn’t get to her, not if I could help it.

      “I need to go and see Shelly,” Lynn said on a heavy breath.

      My heart fucking stopped. “No,” I said slowly, shaking my head. “We can get through this together. We don’t need Shelly.”

      She pointed a finger at her chest and hit herself between the boobs, hard. “I need her. I need her now.” She stood up taller. “I’m sorry, but I need to go and see her.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      She shook her head, sadness settling over her features. “I need to do this by myself.”

      “But—”

      “He was here, Mason! In our house! Going through our things!” Lynn never shouted. She was always calm and collected. So her tone showed me just how much this had unsettled her. “What if he hurt you?” she whispered. She shook her head, like she was shaking it clear. “I need to go and see Shelly. She’s the only other person who knows him. She can help.”

      It had been a few years since she’d talked to Shelly, since the Aubrey incident. And now she’d opened that door again. Shelly would waltz right back in and then we wouldn’t be able to get rid of her. I didn’t know what to do with that.

      She put on her shoes and grabbed her purse and her keys.

      “Lynn,” I protested.

      She walked to me, stepped onto her tiptoes again, and kissed my cheek, lingering long enough that I could smell the peppermint coffee she liked so much on her breath. Her nose tickled my chin and I wanted to grab her and never let her go, but holding on to Lynn was like holding smoke in your fist. It was impossible.

      “I’ll be back later,” she said.

      “Be careful of Shelly,” I said to her as she walked out the door.

      She turned back at the last moment. “She’s part of me. I’m not scared of her.”

      But fuck if I wasn’t.
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      Ash sat across from me on the couch. She had a novel tucked between her knees, and she gnawed, rabbit-style, on a hunk of licorice rope as she read. Every now and then, she’d yank a piece off with her teeth and then she’d turn the page.

      I watched her. Her face was clean of makeup and she was wearing one of my shirts and a pair of shorts. She looked so normal in that moment, like there was nothing wrong with her. Like she wasn’t bat-shit crazy.

      Ash had shown up the night before, and it had been exactly two weeks and two days since Lynn left. I was going crazy on the inside, but I tried not to show it.

      I nudged Ash with my toe. She didn’t look up from her book.

      I nudged her again, and she waved her licorice rope in the air in warning, but she still didn’t look up.

      “Ash!” I called loudly.

      She looked up at the ceiling and growled. “Fuck, Mason, what do you want?”

      “I want to talk to you.” I nudged her with my foot, harder this time. “Put your book down.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Is that code for I want to fuck you? If not, go away. I’m reading.” She looked back down at her book, but I took it from her and held it over my head. She crawled across the couch, trying to snatch it, but I held it out of her reach. When she pressed her body against mine, I grabbed her against me and kissed her cheek, holding her tight. She melted against me. “Mason,” she pretended to sulk.

      “Will you tell me a story?” I asked.

      She froze in my arms. “What kind of story?”

      “Tell me about the day Lynn’s father disappeared.”

      She scrambled back, landing on the other end of the couch. She drew her legs toward her chest. “Why do you want to know about that?”

      “Lynn wouldn’t tell me anything. All I knew was that he was gone. One day he was there. The next he wasn’t. Where did he go?”

      She smiled, and in that moment, she looked so much like Shelly that she scared me.

      “Ash?” I asked.

      “Still me,” she said.

      “What happened to him?”

      “No one is really sure,” she hedged.

      “Is he dead?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Ash, please?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      “Lynn’s life is like a puzzle, and I like to try to fit the pieces together.”

      She snorted. “That’s a puzzle that will never be solved, Mason. You should know that by now.”

      “I’m a glutton for punishment.” I shrugged and tried to look boyish. “What happened to Lynn’s father?”

      “He got what was coming to him.”

      “Which was what?”

      “From what I hear, little pieces of him are scattered from here to his mother’s house in Georgia.”

      “Why?”

      “He stole Lynn’s necklace. Shelly didn’t like that.”

      “What happened?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I wasn’t there. All I know is that Lynn went to see Shelly, and she hadn’t done that in a long time. When she did, she told Shelly how scared she was that he was out of prison. Shelly takes care of Lynn. She always has. So she did. She took care of her.”

      “And he’s…dead?” I knew something had happened to him when his parole officer came looking for him. Her father hadn’t reported for his check-in. But no one ever found him.

      “Probably.” She shrugged like she didn’t have a care in the world.

      “You think he’s dead.”

      “Pretty sure of it,” she chirped.

      “Why?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Shelly never does anything half-ass.”

      “What did you mean about little pieces of him being scattered from here to Georgia?”

      She leaned toward me like she wanted to impart a secret. “Rumor has it that Shelly killed him, then she chopped him up into little tiny bits. Then she dropped pieces of him up and down the highway between here and her grandmother’s house.”

      My gut roiled. “How did she chop him up?”

      She snorted again. “Knowing Shelly, probably with her teeth.” She raised a piece of licorice rope to her mouth, clasped it between her teeth, and pretended to gnaw it like a dog with a bone. She shrugged. “Or maybe a chainsaw. Or a great big knife. No one knows but her.”

      “Was Lynn involved in that whole thing?” I asked. My gut churned at the idea of it.

      She waved a breezy hand in the air. “Not at all. Lynn doesn’t even know about it. She just thinks he disappeared, that he went to live his very normal post-parole life off the grid. If she knew, she’d never speak to Shelly again.”

      My head reeled, trying to put together all the pieces.

      “Anyway,” Ash said, “Shelly got what she wanted out of it.”

      “What was that?”

      “The necklace. Lynn gave her the necklace.”

      I jerked to face her. “My necklace?” I laid a hand upon my chest.

      “The blue one with the tiny diamonds all around? That one. Shelly wears it all the time. Lynn said she could have it. Shelly always wanted it.” She lowered her voice and looked around like someone was going to hear her. “To be honest, I think Shelly was desperate for a life like the one you had with Lynn. When she couldn’t get it, she pretended to have it. She wears that necklace every day. I can’t believe you didn’t know that.”

      I had no idea. Apparently, there was a lot that I didn’t know.

      “Have you ever met Lynn’s grandmother?” I asked.

      “Nana? Of course. She makes the best chocolate chip cookies.”

      “Do you know where she lives?”

      “Yes.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why?”

      “Want to go on a road trip?”

      She squealed and hopped up on her knees. “Do you mean it?”

      “Yes. I want to meet Lynn’s grandmother.”

      “She’ll tell you to call her Nana. She tells everyone that. And she’ll feed you. She’s a wonderful cook.” She hopped to her feet. “When can we leave?”

      “First thing in the morning. I have something I need to do.”

      Her face fell. “You’re leaving.”

      “Just for a little while. I’ll be back.”

      “But…”

      “I won’t be gone long. I promise.”

      “Can I sleep in your room?” She danced from one foot to the other.

      I shrugged. “I don’t see why not.” I bent and kissed her forehead. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

      “Promise?” she said.

      “I promise.”

      I left and went to the office of a private investigator I’d contacted last week. It took me hours to explain everything to him, but he agreed to take the case. I wanted to know where Shelly’s apartment was. I needed for Lynn to come home, and Shelly was the only one who might be able to help me.

      It was late when I walked into my bedroom. Ash was already asleep. I undressed and slipped under the covers, pulling her toward me, her naked skin warming mine. “Ash?” I asked, unsure because she smelled like Lynn’s soap.

      “Still me,” she whispered as she burrowed against my skin.

      I kissed her forehead and held her close. She wasn’t Lynn, but I was getting closer to finding my wife. I could feel it in my heart.
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      Lynn’s grandmother was a stunning woman. She was tall and thin, and her hair was so white that it appeared to be almost blue. It was cut in a short little perfectly coiffed bob that almost touched her shoulders. She had eyes the color of the sky, and she kind of reminded me of Lynn a little, but then she looked straight at me and I realized that she was all Shelly. Deadly.

      She extended her hand toward me. “It’s nice to finally meet you,” she said, her voice strong but quiet, as we stood there on her sprawling front porch.

      I shook her hand, which was bird-like but strong, all at the same time. “It’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. Punter.” But it wasn’t. It really wasn’t.

      She waved a breezy hand in the air. “You can call me Nana, son,” she said.

      I’d rather not. I said nothing.

      Ash was nearly vibrating with excitement beside me. The whole way, she’d talked my ear off about the few times she’d visited Nana with Lynn.

      “She told me I could call her Nana, too,” Ash had explained, her feet drawn up in the seat under her in the car. “I never had my own Nana, so Lynn let me borrow hers.”

      She’d explained to me that Lynn didn’t like to visit Nana, because the old farmhouse in Georgia was Shelly’s domain, and when Shelly was around, things always went drastically wrong.

      They still did, and that was why I was here.

      “Do you have any cookies?” Ash asked her as the older woman drew her into a hug.

      She laughed and patted Ash on the back. “Of course I do. In the tin in the center cabinet, same as always.”

      Ash darted through the screen door and Mrs. Punter motioned toward a small table set with small cakes and a pitcher of what I assumed was sweet tea. I hated sweet tea.

      “Join me,” she said.

      I sat down across from her, watching as the breeze lifted her white hair. “It’s almost as though you knew we were coming,” I said, as she poured me a glass of tea.

      She smiled. Her smile was slow and scary. “The girls keep me up to date on Lynn. I thank God for them, because Lynn wouldn’t have anything to do with me otherwise.”

      I took the glass she passed toward me. “Thank you.” I didn’t drink it. For one thing, I hated sweet tea. For another, I was afraid she’d drug me and drop me in a dark, deep hole.

      “I’m guessing that you have questions for me.” She sat back and sipped her tea.

      “You have a lovely home,” I replied.

      She smiled at me again, but it was a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “It was my mother’s, and her mother’s before that. A family legacy.” She shrugged. Then she stared into my eyes. “Kind of like mental illness.”

      I knew that some types of mental illness were hereditary. But other kinds were born from trauma, and I was pretty sure that Lynn’s mental illness was the latter.

      “Have you lived here your whole life?”

      She set her glass of tea on the table. “Why don’t you cut the shit, Mason? Ask me what you want to know.”

      I startled a little, but tried not to let it show. “Why doesn’t Lynn come and see you?” I assumed that Shelly came often. Shelly was raised here.

      “Lynn would prefer to lock the past in a dark room, rather than sitting and petting it, taking the chance it might bite her.”

      “What does that mean to you?”

      She smiled again, this time showing lots of teeth. Yet she didn’t reply.

      I sat back in my chair and said nothing. I did look her in the eye, though it pained me to do so.

      Finally she said, “Shelly came to live with me when she was six. She scared her father, they said. And a few times, she’d scared Lynn.”

      “In what way?” I picked up the iced tea glass out of habit, then set it back down when I realized what I was doing.

      “Her father started cutting up animals when he was six, we think. We didn’t know about it until some of the neighborhood dogs went missing.” She shrugged. “We tried to get help for him.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “The kind that would make him a gentle, kind, loving son. It didn’t work, obviously. I didn’t know how bad it had gotten.”

      “Why did you end up with Shelly?”

      “One day, after a particularly bad beating which Lynn took the brunt of, my son woke up to find his arms and legs tied to the bedposts with heavy cords. He had a knife pressed to his throat.” She shivered lightly.

      “Lynn or Shelly?”

      She snorted. “Oh, definitely Shelly. Lynn couldn’t hurt a fly. She would catch bugs in the house and carry them outside to let them go. Shelly, on the other hand, was just as bad, if not worse, than her father.”

      “You haven’t called him by name yet. Why is that?”

      “If you give evil a name, it has power over you.”

      “So, he woke to find himself tied up and Shelly holding a knife to his throat,” I prompted.

      She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

      “She was six. What kind of threat could she have posed?” It made no sense.

      “You’ve met Shelly, yes?”

      “Yes.” Too many times.

      “My son was evil. But he wasn’t smart about it. He couldn’t hide his crazy. It came out at the most inopportune times. He let anger get the best of him, and then he would hurt people, animals, anyone who stood in the way of what he wanted. Shelly, on the other hand, has always had cunning. She thought about her words before she spoke. And she planned everything, down to every last detail.”

      “And that day?”

      She shook her head. “Well, I wasn’t there, but I heard about it later.”

      “Will you tell me about it?”

      “He’d beaten Lynn pretty badly. Left a few wounds. Shelly patched Lynn up while their mother drowned herself in a bottle. Then, when everyone was sleeping, Shelly crept into the room, tied him up—their mother was passed out on the couch downstairs—and then woke him very gently. She looked into his eyes as she told him that one day, she planned to kill him.

      “She told him that no matter how good he might try to be from that moment forward, he could never make up for what he’d done to Lynn, so he should expect to die slowly and painfully at her hand. She told him that she would chop him into pieces so small that no one would be able to find anything left of him. She told him that he had better watch out, that she’d be watching from that moment on.

      “Then she smiled at him and walked into the room she shared with Lynn, dragging her teddy bear by one arm. She got into bed, and went to sleep. The next day, after his wife untied him, she brought Shelly to me. She left her on the doorstep with nothing more than a stuffed bear. Shelly never saw her again. She died of liver disease when the girls were teenagers. She did see her father, though.”

      “When?”

      “When she killed him, of course.” She got up, adjusted her blouse, and looked down at me. “My son was evil. He was pure evil, and I was glad when he found a wife and became her problem. Then they started a family, and I spent my days waiting for the call that something had happened to my grandchild. I knew it was coming. I just didn’t know when.”

      She leaned toward me and braced her arms on the table in front of me. “What you don’t understand is that Shelly is just as ruthless as her father. Only, in her case, her homicidal tendencies only come out when someone threatens Lynn. The rest of the time, she’s a darling girl. She has friends, she goes on dates, and she hangs out with Lynn and the others. She takes care of all of them. That’s her purpose in life. So, Dr. Peterson…”

      She stopped and stared into my face, and I saw that she believed every word she was saying. “Please know that you’re alive because Shelly lets you stay alive. You make Lynn happy. Well, until recently.”

      My back straightened.

      “Yes, I know about that, too.” She let out a light laugh.

      “What do you know?”

      She laughed again and turned, opened the screen door, and stepped into the house.

      I finally let out the breath I’d been holding.

      Mind-fuckery. These people were so motherfucking good at it. But what they didn’t know was that I had my own brand of crazy deep inside. I just hid mine well. You can’t live, day in and day out, with someone like Lynn and not change a little on the inside. By that time, I was desperate, full of worry, and willing to dig deep inside for strength I’d never needed. Until now. I needed my wife back. And I was going to make it happen.

      These people hadn’t seen crazy yet.

      

      I sat on the porch until Mrs. Punter came back out. She cracked the screen door and held it open wide enough for a person to slip through. “I have something here you might want to see.”

      Ash. Oh, my God. My mind immediately jumped to Ash. It had been at least a half hour since the last time I’d seen her. “Is Ash all right?” I got to my feet.

      “Ash is fine. She’s in the kitchen, raiding the fridge.” She opened the door another few inches, beckoning me inside without saying a word. “I have missed that girl. She has a pureness, a lack of artifice, that the others don’t have. She’s sweet and gentle, and yet she can kick some serious ass. When she’s gone, I miss her. I imagine you do too.”

      I stepped into the house and a cold chill slipped up my spine. It made me think of the cold rooms you saw on ghost hunter shows. But there were no ghosts here. These were living people. Cunning, deadly, living people. And my wife was gone. I was stuck with the cunning, deadly, living people until she came back. I rubbed my hands up and down my arms.

      “What did you want me to see?” I asked.

      “Shelly’s room. If you want to.” She stared at me.

      “Okay,” I said quietly, but inside, I was terrified.

      I followed her up the winding staircase and stepped into a room that looked like a blast form the past. There were pom-poms on the bed and hand-drawn pictures on the wall of the two girls, side by side. In pencil drawings, I couldn’t tell who was who. I stared hard at them.

      “It’s uncanny how much they look alike, isn’t it?” she remarked.

      I had always been able to tell them apart in person. “They don’t look anything alike in real life. Not to me.”

      “You’re the only one who’s ever said that. When Lynn would spend summers here, no one could tell them apart. They made a game of it, trying to play pranks and terrorize the neighborhood.”

      “Why didn’t you try to get custody of Lynn? After they brought you Shelly and you knew how bad it was, why didn’t you try to get Lynn?”

      She heaved a sigh. “I did try. I hired lawyers. I went to judges. I spent money. I did everything I could, but the investigators for the state where they lived found no wrongdoing. Besides, my son went to prison a couple of years after Shelly came to live with me. He was out of Lynn’s life for a while. Then he got out on parole, and then went back. He never got out again after that. Not until right before he died.”

      “You’re sure he’s dead.”

      “Positive.”

      “Because Shelly said so?”

      She shook her head. “Because Shelly didn’t say so. That was all I needed to hear. He was gone. She was in good spirits. Lynn was happy with you. Life was good. I chose to let it rest. I wanted to have a normal life, for once.” She turned to face me. “Do you want a normal life too, Mason? Don’t you, sometimes, wish Lynn were normal?”

      “I’ve always known about Lynn’s friends. Through them, her past was revealed to me. And Lynn has become my new normal. She’s my everything, and she has been since the day I met her.”

      “You might love Lynn, but you just tolerate the rest of them.”

      “Not true,” I rushed to say. “I love all of her friends.” I picked up a shred from the plastic pom-poms and started to run it through my fingers. “I probably shouldn’t, but I do. They’re all a part of her.”

      She nodded. It was a slow movement. “I believe you.”

      “Frankly, Mrs. Punter, I don’t give a damn if you believe me.”

      She smiled. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      “Why did Lynn cut you out of her life? You weren’t even invited to the wedding. Why was that?”

      “Lynn didn’t tell you?”

      I shook my head.

      “I told Lynn she needed to disassociate from all her friends. That if you two were going to be happy, she would have to stop seeing them, because they would rip you apart. I was adamant about it. What man in his right mind would want to marry a woman and put up with all her friends? Rather than argue with me over it, she stopped talking to me. Entirely.”

      I felt the need to remind her. “I didn’t marry her friends. I married Lynn.”

      “And her friends came with her.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re as crazy as they are.”

      “Yes. Probably.”

      My eyes landed on a big box on the bed with writing on it. Lynn’s Letters, it read. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Lynn’s letters. What else?”

      “What letters?” I asked, but I was already walking toward the box.

      “When Lynn started therapy as a young child, her therapist suggested that she write letters recounting her day to herself. Kind of a diary, but they had to be in letter format. She would write them and mail them all here.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out an envelope. “She still does that. Matter of fact, this one just arrived.” She opened the box and laid the unopened letter on the top of a huge pile of envelopes. “No one has ever read them. They arrive, and I put them in the box just like she asked.”

      My fingers tingled with the need to open the letters and read their contents.

      “She doesn’t want anyone to read them,” she said, her voice unyielding.

      “I understand.”

      I walked toward the door and let myself out of the room. We went back toward the porch, and I was stunned to find Ash asleep on the porch swing.

      “Whoops,” Mrs. Punter said. “I think she might have drank your tea.”

      I looked at the empty tea glass and back to Mrs. Punter. Not an ounce of remorse showed on her face.

      “Ash?” I said, leaning down to check her vitals.

      “She’ll probably sleep the whole way home.”

      I rounded on her, my hands in fists. “What did you give her?”

      “Nothing dangerous,” she said with a smile and a shrug. “Just a very mild sedative.”

      “What were you planning to do to me after you knocked me out?” I couldn’t refrain from asking.

      “Search your car, your pockets, get to know you a little better. You know. The usual.”

      “I would have let you do all that without having to drug me.”

      She shoved her hands into her pockets. “Maybe. I couldn’t be sure.”

      I hoisted Ash into my arms and she didn’t move a muscle. Her head lolled back and her mouth hung open, but she was breathing.

      I put her in the car, and Mrs. Punter brought me a tin of cookies. “You’ll forgive me if I decline,” I said pointedly.

      She tossed them into the backseat of the car. “They’re for Ash.”

      “Who you just drugged.”

      “That was meant for you,” she said petulantly.

      “And that makes it so much better,” I muttered.

      “It was lovely to meet you, Mason.”

      I wished I could say the same.

      I pulled away from the curb and drove a little way down the street. I parked where I could see her front door, but she couldn’t see me. Finally, about an hour later, she left in her car. I walked to the back of the house, broke a window, and crawled through it. I got the box of Lynn’s letters from Shelly’s room and carried it to my car, tucking it safely into the back seat. I put the seatbelt around the box, because it was precious to me, in that moment.

      Then I went home, my heart in my throat, Ash snoring softly beside me, and my wife still missing. But I’d put together a few more pieces of the puzzle today, so that made it all a little more bearable.
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      “Your precious Nana drugged you,” I explained to Ash when she finally woke up.

      She snorted. “Nana wouldn’t do that.”

      “You slept for five hours, Ash. Why do you think that happened?”

      She laid a hand on her belly. “I’ve been really tired lately.”

      “Have you seen a doctor?” I stepped toward her, ready to place my hand upon her forehead.

      “I don’t do doctors,” she explained, shying away from my hand.

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Do you know why she drugged me?”

      “It was meant for me. You drank my tea.”

      “Oh.” She drew a circle on her belly with her fingertips. “Do you know what kind of medication she gave me?”

      “She didn’t say.”

      She began to gather her things.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to talk to Shelly.”

      “About what?”

      “Stuff,” she said absently. She already had her backpack over her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to drink the tea. I didn’t know. I hope I didn’t fuck anything up.”

      Sometimes, following Ash’s train of thought was incredibly difficult.

      Normally, I’d be trying to talk her into staying, but tonight, I wanted to take a look at the box of letters from Lynn, and I needed some privacy in order to do that.

      “How long will you be at Shelly’s?” I asked.

      “I have no idea.” For some reason, she wouldn’t look at me.

      “Ash,” I said, touching her chin gently to make her look up at me. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “We all thought we could make it work. But none of us are willing to risk it. It’s the most precious thing in the world to Lynn. Well, aside from you.”

      “What?” My head was spinning. None of the puzzle pieces aligned.

      “I have to go,” she whispered. Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked them back.

      “You’ll come back, right?”

      “I don’t know.” Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat. “I don’t know,” she said again. “I’d like to come back, but…” She shook her head. “I just can’t be sure.” She stepped onto her tiptoes. “Will you kiss me goodbye?”

      “I don’t like this,” I protested.

      “Neither do I. Kiss me, Mason. Kiss me like it might be the last time.”

      I pulled her to me and stared into her upturned face. She looked so much like Lynn, but she wasn’t Lynn. “I love you,” I said, and then I claimed her mouth with mine. Her chest rumbled against mine as she held back a sob. Her lips were firm but soft, and I kissed her like it might be the last time. I poured all my feelings into that kiss, and she kissed me back with abandon.

      Finally, she pulled back, and I wiped the dark smudge stains from her tears from under her eyes with the pads of my thumbs. “I love you,” she said, and then she turned to walk out the door.

      “Ash,” I called.

      She turned back. “What?”

      “If you should happen to see Lynn when you’re at Shelly’s, will you tell her I miss her, that I want her to come home?”

      A watery smile tilted her lips. “I’ll tell her.”

      Then she closed the door.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and called the private detective I’d hired. “She’s leaving now. Follow her, please. Find out where she’s going. Don’t let her get away from you.”

      The box of letters I’d set on the coffee table beckoned me forward. I stared down at it. Lifting the lid, the scent of Lynn’s perfume wafted out at me and I stopped to breathe it in. The box could hold nothing of importance, or it could hold everything. There was only one way to find out.
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      Dear Diary,

      Today I met a boy. His mother is a doctor at the hospital where I’ve been getting therapy. Dr. Peterson is amazing, and so is her husband. Today, Dr. Peterson, the Mrs, asked me if I wanted to go to her son’s birthday party. Her son is turning sixteen, same age as me. She assured me that it would be all right, that nothing could go wrong because both she and her husband would be with me the whole time.

      Dr. Peterson, the Mrs, assured me that her son would be fine with me being there. That he wouldn’t mind having a crazy person at his party. Those are my words, not hers. She prefers to call me “traumatized.” But I prefer crazy, because it’s how I feel most of the time.

      I think the party was a way to test my sanity, to see if I could fit into real-world situations. She used her son as an excuse to expose me to real people and real situations.

      Anyway, it was supposed to be a small party, and it was. He was there alone with his girlfriend when the three of us arrived late. They left me to find the table on my own. There I was in a sea of people I didn’t know, but I did it. Somehow I knew when I saw him sitting there with another girl about our age that he was the birthday boy. I walked across the room, introduced myself. I met Mason’s—that’s his name, Mason—I met Mason’s girlfriend, Aubrey. She was nice, but I got the feeling she didn’t like me very much. I don’t know why.

      Mason and I talked the whole time. He’s funny and charming and smart, and if I were a different person, I’d love to get to know him better. But I’m not a different person. I’m me. And I’m them. And as long as I’m them too, I can’t be anything more to anyone else. I’m not willing to give them up. I need them too much.

      But for the first time ever, I feel like I might need more, too.
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      I could still remember, vividly, the day that I learned the truth about Lynn. That first day at my birthday party, Mom told me Lynn was a volunteer at the hospital, but that was only part of the truth. She was also a patient.

      I went to Mom’s office to ask for Lynn’s phone number, since I couldn’t find Lynn anywhere at the hospital.

      I knocked gently on the doorframe of Mom’s office, jerking her out of the file she was reading. “Mason,” she said with a smile. “What brings you here?”

      “Can’t a guy just drop by to see his mom once in a while?” I sat down across from her.

      “Did you wreck your car?”

      I smiled. “No.”

      “Fail algebra?”

      I shook my head.

      She tilted her head to the left and looked at me. “Mason,” she said. She didn’t say more than that. Just my name.

      “I was actually hoping I could see Lynn.” Heat crept up my face and I hated it.

      Mom’s head tilted a little to the right. “Lynn?”

      “Yes. I wanted to see if she might want to go get an ice cream with me or something.”

      Her brow furrowed. “That’s really sweet, but Lynn can’t leave the hospital.”

      “Why not?” I didn’t understand at all.

      “Mason,” Mom said, “why do you want to spend time with Lynn?”

      I shrugged. “She was really nice.” And pretty. And she made my heart do calisthenics in my chest. “I’m old enough to date, Mom.”

      This time, it wasn’t just her brow that furrowed. Worry lines defined all the edges of her face. “No, Mason.”

      “Why not?” I still didn’t understand.

      “Because I said so, Mason. That’s all I can tell you.” She closed the file she’d been reading. “What about Aubrey?”

      “We broke up.”

      “Why?”

      Because Lynn is all I can think about. “It was time.”

      “Whose idea was it?”

      “Mine.”

      “Why, Mason?”

      “I like Lynn,” I admitted, my teenage voice cracking the way it hadn’t in years. “I’d like to get to know her better.”

      “That can’t happen. I’m sorry.”

      “Mom,” I complained. “You have to give me a reason.”

      Her voice rose about ten levels. “Because I said so, Mason.”

      “You just used the because-I-said-so routine on me,” I felt the need to point out.

      “Because you’re not listening.”

      “Give me a reason, Mom. Why can’t I see Lynn?”

      “Son…” she began. She massaged her forehead with her fingertips. “I can’t tell you.”

      “Can’t tell me what?” I threw up my hands.

      “Mason,” she said, her voice leveling out, “Lynn’s not just a volunteer. She’s a patient.”

      “What are you treating her for?”

      “I can’t tell you that. I’m sorry.” She suddenly sounded defeated.

      A small voice from behind me broke the tension in the room. “May I tell him?” Lynn asked.

      Mom startled. “Lynn, this isn’t a good time.”

      Lynn walked into the room. “I brought the file you asked me to find.” She laid the folder on Mom’s desk.

      “Thank you,” Mom said.

      Lynn turned toward me and smiled. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said softly. “I’d hoped I’d get to see you again.” She shuffled her feet.

      “Lynn—” Mom started to interrupt her, but Lynn held up a hand.

      “Mason, have you ever heard of Dissociative Identity Disorder? DID?”

      “You mean like Multiple Personality Disorder?” I asked.

      She nodded. “A horse of another color is still a horse.”

      I’d been exposed to people with DID in the hospital before. “Who do you know that has DID?” I asked.

      “Me,” she said quietly.
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      Dear Diary,

      I met Mason a week ago at his birthday party. I’ve thought a lot about him, but I really didn’t think I’d ever see him again. Then he came to the hospital today, just to see me. He wanted to ask me out on a date.

      It was important for him to know the truth. So I told him about my disorder. He listened patiently, maybe with a little disbelief in his eyes, and he asked a lot of questions. I told him about Ash. She was the first personality that ever appeared. Then I told him about Jamie and Charlie. I didn’t mention Shelly, because the less he knows about her, the better.

      I told him a little about my mom and dad, though I don’t like to talk about them at all.

      Anyway, I thought he would run screaming from the building, but he didn’t. He asked me out for ice cream. His mother was very upset about it, and reminded both of us that I wasn’t allowed to leave the hospital. Instead, Mason left, went down the street, got some milk shakes, and came back. We went to the lounge and sat and talked while we drank them.

      His mother hovered like she was afraid I would kill him. I didn’t want to kill him. Shelly might, but I didn’t. I wanted to get to know him. Hope was blooming inside my chest for the first time ever, and I wanted to grab hold of it. I didn’t want to let it get away.

      I don’t know what will happen with Mason, but I know I want to find out.

      Does that make me a bad person?

      

      Dear Diary,

      Mason kissed me today. We had been playing ping pong in the hospital lounge, and I crawled under the table to retrieve the ball. We bumped heads, because he’d crawled under to get it too. Then he kissed me, right there under the table. It was sweet and soft, and I nearly passed out right then. I imagined myself falling to the carpet, unconscious, and one of my friends taking over. Would he know I wasn’t me anymore? Would he care? Or would he be able to tell us apart? My heart believes he could. My head disagrees.

      

      Dear Diary,

      Mason met Jamie today. Jamie is the one who bears the physical scars. She wears them out in the open, and she is not ashamed of them. She lets people touch her. I wish that I could do that. Jamie asked me if I’d like for her to show Mason all of her scars. I don’t want to share him. Does that make me selfish?

      

      Dear Diary,

      Some people with DID don’t share thoughts with their alter egos. They don’t share experiences. I’m a little different in that regard. When my friends are here, I can see and experience everything they see and experience. While I am autonomous, they are not. They are never alone with anyone. I am always there. They allow me to have experiences I could never have otherwise, because alone, I am not strong enough. I am weak. I am selfish. I use them to make myself more comfortable.

      They are in love with Mason, just like I am. The question is…can he love them back? Or will his guilt prevent him from loving all of them. And all of me at the same time.

      He is not cheating on me when he is with them. I am them. They are me. We are one, although we don’t seem to be.

      It’s hard to explain, but I think that Mason gets it. I do worry, however, that this will be too much for him. Sometimes I think I see worry and fear in his eyes.

      That makes me hurt inside, that I could be harming him without even meaning to.
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      I wasn’t aware that Lynn knew about my guilty feelings regarding the alters. Reading her letters helped me to understand a lot about her feelings and her thoughts. I hoped that Lynn was aware of everything that went on when she was gone, but I could never be sure. She never brought it up.

      I slept with the alters because I didn’t want them to sleep with anyone else. I didn’t want them to go looking for relationships. I wanted them to be mine, just like her, because they’re a part of her.

      Ash was the chameleon. She could fit in anywhere. She was also kind and funny and thoughtful.

      Jamie was the one who wore the scars, just like Lynn said in her letter. But Jamie wore them with pride, which was difficult for Lynn. She wouldn’t even show them to me until after Jamie showed them to me first. After that first time with Jamie, Lynn was more open about the scars. Jamie eased the way.

      Charlie was the one who was willing to give up control. Lynn clung tightly to order. Charlie was the opposite. She wanted someone to protect her, thrill her, and tell her what to do. She wanted to give up any semblance of autonomy.

      And together, they made up Lynn.

      They made up the woman I loved.

      And I loved them all.

      As much as I loved them, though, I wanted Lynn back. Something was desperately wrong, and I didn’t know what it could be.

      I kept reading. I read for four hours before my phone finally rang.

      “Hello?” I said.

      “I found the apartment.”

      I jumped to my feet. “Really?”

      “Yes. The lights are out now. I think they’re asleep.”

      I wished I knew if Lynn was there. I needed to see her face. I needed to hold her in my arms. I needed for her to tell me that everything was all right.

      My mental health had never been in question, not until I met Lynn. Then my friends, the few who knew the situation, like Malcolm and Aubrey, began to question the relationships I had with Lynn and all her friends and the damage it could do to me.

      I never really felt damaged until Lynn was gone.

      That was when the darkness crept in.

      That was when I doubted my own mental health.

      They all thought that Lynn’s crazy would break me. But I was pretty sure that mine would break me first.

      The private investigator gave me the address for Shelly’s apartment, and I wrote it down. It wasn’t far from here. At least Lynn had been close all this time.

      Tomorrow, I would go and get my wife back. I wouldn’t take no for an answer.
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      Dear Diary,

      Mason had sex with Ash today. Not gonna lie…it surprised me a little that it happened when it did. They’d been flirting for a while, every time I was gone and Ash was here. The last time I was gone, she kissed him. I could feel it deep inside me when it happened, and my heart grew soft and mushy at the idea of it. He kissed her back, and I could feel everything she felt. I could feel the way he loved her, and I could feel how much he wanted her.

      They didn’t have the same experience that Mason and I have when we’re together. They had a Mason-and-Ash experience. He loved her differently than he loved me. She is different, so that should have happened the way it did. That part made me happy. What didn’t make me happy was the guilt he felt afterward.

      I knew the moment I came home that something was wrong with Mason. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. He held me tighter than he’d ever held me before.

      I didn’t tell him that I knew. I probably should have. Instead, I let him wrestle with the guilt. That might be where I went wrong in all this. I could have eased his heart a little.

      Mason began to change. He went from being the sweet man who loved me to being the sweet man who loved several women. He would always be mine, but little parts of himself…he gave those to my friends. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel bad about all that I put Mason through. When I met him, he was a happy-go-lucky young man. Now, he’s a man who has to deal with so much. He’s a man who keeps secrets.

      Only they’re not secrets. I know about all of it. Well, except for what happened with Shelly, and no one will tell me about that.
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      Shelly was my nemesis. Where Lynn was goodness and light, Shelly was evil and darkness. There was a place in Shelly’s soul that had been broken from birth. The crack in her soul had scarred over, and the scars kept the light out. Or so I thought.

      I was at the hospital one day, helping my mother lead a group for victims of assault, when Shelly waltzed in the door. I’d met her before, but I’d never been alone with her. Honestly, she scared the hell out of me. In my estimation, Shelly didn’t have a conscience. She did whatever suited her at the time, and she didn’t care what anyone else thought. She didn’t care who she hurt, as long as the end justified the means.

      But that day, when she came into the group, my mother thought that she was Lynn. How she thought that, I didn’t understand. But she did. She let Shelly waltz right in and sit down in Lynn’s seat. Shelly took a seat in the circle, and she crossed her legs. She was wearing high heels, but her signature pearls and pink sweater were gone. She was pretending, and she was damn good at it. Or at least she would be if I didn’t know Lynn so well.

      Shelly wasn’t Lynn, and she couldn’t pretend well enough to fool me.

      Shelly answered all the questions in the group, using words that Lynn would have used in the way that Lynn would have used them.

      “Lynn,” my mother asked, “when you think about the future, where do you see yourself? It’s important to have goals and plans. What are yours?”

      “I see myself old and alone,” Shelly said. Her eyes stared into mine as she talked. “I see myself being so fucked-up that no normal man will ever choose me for a lifetime. Since no normal man would ever be crazy enough to pick me, I’ll settle for someone who’s less than normal, someone who is a little crazy himself.”

      Mom began to fidget.

      “There’s no such thing as normal,” Mom began. I’d heard this phrasing my whole life. Mom always said that normal is a precept that people try to achieve. That it’s an uncompromising, jealous finish line that no one will ever reach.

      “Yes, there is. Normal is real. It’s just not meant for someone like me.”

      Mom set her clipboard on her lap. “Define normal for me, Lynn.”

      “Normal, for me, would be finding a husband. Together we would make a family. Our children would make more children, and we would all live happily ever after in a big house on a hill. It would be neat and tidy, just like the mother’s mind. It’s not cluttered and junky like mine. The dad’s mind would be rigid and strong. He would not be wishy-washy or duplicitous. He would be stalwart and solid and dependable. He would be a man that I could trust.”

      She stopped talking on a big breath of air, kind of like a balloon that suddenly loses its fullness.

      Mom stared at her so long that it became uncomfortable.

      Other people in the group began to talk, and the silence was broken. I stared at Shelly all through the rest of the therapy session, and she didn’t say any more. She winked at me once, and it was such a Lynn thing to do that it startled me.

      Maybe Lynn did feel all those things. Maybe Lynn didn’t think life could ever have any semblance of normalcy. If that was the case, then what were we doing? Where would this lead?

      After group was over, Mom left to speak to one of the group members in her office. Shelly lingered. I started to put the chairs away.

      Suddenly, arms wrapped around me from behind. Shelly laid her cheek on my back. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.” I placed my hands over hers and gave hers a squeeze, even though I knew they weren’t Lynn’s hands. Shelly had an agenda, and I needed to know what it was. “What you said during group, did you mean that?”

      “Every word.”

      I lifted her hands so I could turn around in her arms. She pressed her face against my chest and held me even tighter. It was a very Lynn thing to do.

      She dragged her fingers down my side, and her thumb slipped into the waistband of my jeans. My back stiffened, but I tried to stay still. It was hard, though, with Shelly’s hands exploring my body. It brought about equal feelings of helplessness and overwhelming hatred. Hatred seemed like such a harsh word at the time.

      “I think we should get out of here and go to your apartment.”

      By this time, I was doing my residency and I lived alone.

      “Why?”

      She tipped her head back so she could look up at me. “Why do you think?” she said on a laugh. Her hand slipped around to the front of my pants and her thumb began to work the button on my jeans.

      Bile crept up my throat. “Stop it,” I said.

      She froze. “What? Why? What’s wrong, Mason?”

      I grabbed her face, my grip rougher than I wanted it to be, yet lighter than she deserved. “Stop fucking with me, Shelly.”

      “Stop it, Mason,” she said, but I could already see the apprehension in her eyes. “You know I’m not Shelly.”

      I wrapped my hands around her throat and pushed her back from me, but I didn’t let her go. Fear sharpened her gaze. My thumbs pressed the front of her throat.

      “You’re hurting me, Mason,” she said. She wrapped her hands around my wrists and started to pull. When she realized I wasn’t going to let go, she softened her grasp. “Mason,” she purred. She stepped onto her tiptoes and brought her lips closer to mine. I pushed her back, and finally let her go.

      “Go home, Shelly,” I said, my voice tight. I was filled with shame because of the absolute rage that flowed through my veins.

      “Why, Mason? Why can’t you love me too? You love the rest of them.”

      “Because you’re not her, Shelly. You’ll never be her. You should really stop trying.”

      She stood up tall and adjusted her clothing. “Sometimes I think you’re the crazy one, Mason.”

      I agreed with her. I just didn’t say so.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Shelly asked, her voice softer than normal.

      “No.” I continued to put up chairs.

      “Why do you do it?”

      I heaved out a breath. “Doing it was never a choice for me. I love her.”

      “When you’re with them, do you use condoms?”

      “That’s none of your fucking business.”

      “You should, you know. It’s the fair thing to do.”

      Fair. What did she mean by that?

      “If you get one of them pregnant, you want to be sure which one of them it is.”

      I fucking hated Shelly so much in that moment, because she’d just brought up my greatest regret. Lynn and I would never be able to have a family, because no one with any sense would bring children into a world like ours.

      My mom walked back into the room and she froze just inside the doorway. “Everything okay in here?”

      “Fine,” I said as I stacked the last chair.

      “What’s wrong?” She glanced from Shelly to me and back. “Lynn?” she said.

      “That’s not Lynn, Mom,” I said. “It’s Shelly.”

      Shelly lifted her hand and waved. “Hi, Dr. Peterson.”

      “Mason, I’d like to have a word with Shelly.”

      I left without saying anything more.

      Every day that Shelly showed up turned to shit. But that day was nothing compared to the day that Lynn found Shelly in my bed.
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      Malcolm sat next to me at the bar. I rarely ever got this drunk, but Lynn was gone and Mal had called, and I couldn’t figure out a reason not to go. Sitting with Mal beat being alone, and the burn of the alcohol beat the feeling in my gut that something wasn’t right.

      This time, Lynn had been gone for forty-eight hours, and not one of her friends had come to see me. Not one of them had graced me with her presence. I missed them. I missed her.

      “She’ll be back soon,” Malcolm said. “She always comes back.”

      “When?” I shouted. I said it loud enough that several people turned to look at me. I brought my voice down a few notches. “When? When will she come back? Or one of the others? They never leave like this. Not all of them. One of them is always here.”

      “Have you seen Shelly?”

      I snorted. “I see her every-fucking-where I look. But she’s not the one I want to see. Or the other ones I want to see.”

      “Can I ask you something about that?” Malcolm said. He winced and I knew he was worried about asking.

      “Ask me any-fing,” I slurred. “I’m an open fucking book.” I propped my elbow on the bar and set my chin in my palm, because my head was suddenly too heavy to hold up.

      “When you’re with them, do you ever feel guilty?” he asked. He winced again, almost like he’d hoped he could bite the words back. But it was too late.

      “No. I never feel guilty. Not anymore.”

      “But you did, early on?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “I felt like an asshole. Here I washhh, a smart man wif a beautiful girlfriend, and I coulda said no fank you, I don’t want to fuck four beautiful women. I just want my one beautiful woman. But my woman, she wasn’t just one woman. She was four of ’em. She was four fucking p-people. Why wash she four people? Because her father was a shadis… shadis…” I stopped and stared at Mal. “What’s the word?”

      “Sadistic?” he supplied.

      “Shadistic. That’s it.” My chin fell off my palm and I had to reset it.

      “Her father was sadistic?” Malcolm prompted.

      “He was a shadistic bassstard who made my beautiful Lynn split into four beautiful women. And what’s bad is that I want to fank him. Why? Because I luf all of them. Every. Last. One.” I picked up my drink and tipped it up, but most of it ran down the sides of my mouth. Malcolm lifted the tail of my t-shirt and wiped my face with it.

      “We had better get you home, dude.”

      “Home?”

      “Yeah, you know that place where you live with Lynn? The love of your life? And the three other loves of your life? That place. Let’s go there.” He grabbed my elbow and helped me to stand. I fell back onto the barstool.

      “I might oughtta stay here a sec,” I said.

      Malcolm motioned toward the bartender. “Can I get a cup of coffee? Strong?” he asked.

      The bartender gave me a look and came back with a steaming cup of hot coffee. Malcolm reached into my glass and took some ice cubes from it, and dropped them into the cup. “Fanks,” I said.

      “I’ve never seen you get this shit-faced, dude,” Malcolm said.

      I knew it. It was usually me holding Mal’s head over the toilet, wiping the puke from his face, and cleaning up his mess.

      “I fink it was my turn,” I replied with what I hoped was a grin.

      Mal laughed. “I think I owe you a few.”

      I drank my coffee and felt a little better.

      “You ready to go?” Malcolm said.

      “You should go on home,” I said, standing a little better on my feet after the coffee. “You got a wife and baby to tend to, you lucky fuck.”

      “Why did you say it like that?”

      “A wife and baby? That’s my dream, dude.”

      “You want children?”

      I nodded. “Pieces of me and Lynn. Damn straight.”

      He laughed. “You can have that, man. You’d just have to manage it.”

      “Too hard,” I replied. “It would be too much.”

      “For you or for Lynn?” He stared at me as we walked back to my apartment.

      “Both.” I took in a breath. The night air was cold and it stung my lungs. “And the rest of them.”

      “You worry about all of them, don’t you?”

      “Yes. All the time.”

      I let myself into the apartment. Malcolm followed me in. “Go home, dude,” I said. “Thanks, but go home. I’m not even feeling pukey. I’m just going to go to bed.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” I made a quick jerk of my head, but the room started to spin.

      “I’m going to go stink up your bathroom before I go. Those tacos aren’t sitting too well.”

      “Let yourself out when you’re done, will you? I’m going to sleep.”

      “Yep.” He disappeared into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.

      I walked into my bedroom, and my heart soared when I saw the lump beneath the covers, And hair the color of honey draped across my pillows. Lynn was home. I quickly got undressed and slipped between the sheets. I grabbed Lynn’s warm body and pulled her toward me. Naked skin skipped across mine.

      She opened her eyes, and I could see her in the glow of the streetlight through the open window. “Fuck,” I said. I pushed back, stumbled from under the covers, and stood up beside the bed, holding a pillow over my junk. “What the fuck are you doing in my bed?”

      Shelly sat up and let the sheets puddle around her waist, her breasts standing tall, her nipples dusky pink in the pool of light.

      Suddenly, the overhead light turned on. I looked up, and my heart nearly burst from my chest when I saw Lynn standing in the bedroom doorway. She froze. Her mouth dropped open. Shelly yanked the covers up to cover her breasts.

      “What’s going on?” Lynn asked.

      I was stunned speechless. I knew what it looked like. And I also knew what it wasn’t.

      “I didn’t think you’d be home yet,” Shelly said, scrambling to grab a t-shirt from the floor so she could pull it over her head.

      “Well, that’s obvious,” Lynn said. She looked over at me. I still held the pillow to my junk. “Please tell me this isn’t what it looks like.”

      “It’s not what it looks like,” Shelly began, still scrambling around.

      “No.” I held up a finger. “It’s exactly what it looks like.”

      “It looks like Shelly’s in my bed.” She tilted her head. “Why is Shelly in my bed?”

      “Fuck if I know,” I said, suddenly feeling defeated. I sat down on the edge of the bed. “I just got here.”

      The bathroom door opened down the hall and footsteps sounded on the hardwood. “Oh, holy fuck,” Malcolm said, his gaze jumping from Shelly to Lynn and back again. “You’re both in the same room.”

      “Not for long,” Lynn said. She picked up her purse and turned to leave.

      “Wait!” I cried. “Don’t you dare leave me with her!”

      Lynn stopped walking. She looked at Malcolm. “What’s happening here, Mal?” she asked. “Why was Shelly in my bed?”

      “Dude,” he said, turning to stare at me with wide eyes. “She was in your bed?”

      I nodded, still holding the pillow over my junk.

      “Lynn,” Malcolm said, “we just got here. Nothing happened. I’m sure of it.”

      “Did anything happen?” Lynn asked me.

      “I rolled over and thought she was you, and then I saw her face and realized she wasn’t. Then you walked in. That’s it. That’s all that happened.”

      She turned to face Shelly. “And what do you have to say about all this?”

      “It was a poor decision on my part,” Shelly said quietly.

      “It was a poor decision on my part,” Malcolm mocked, lifting his voice to a higher pitch. “You’re such a cunt.”

      “You liked this cunt when you were pounding it,” she tossed back.

      His face colored, but he didn’t say anything else.

      Lynn closed her eyes, sucked in a breath, and held it much longer than I’d ever have thought possible. She let it out slowly, and finally I felt like I could breathe again.

      “Shelly, I don’t ever want to see you again,” Lynn said. “Get out.”

      “But—” she protested.

      Lynn pointed her forefinger toward the door.

      Without a word, Shelly went to the bathroom, changed back into her clothes, and then she left. Lynn didn’t speak to her again after that night. The alters went to see her. But Lynn… Lynn wouldn’t have anything to do with her.

      Being separated from her twin nearly killed Shelly.

      If only we could be so lucky.
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      Dear Diary,

      Sometimes, coming back is difficult. I go away, and then I return, but occasionally, getting back can be harder than someone might think. It’s like there’s a wall up between me and the rest of the world. The wall’s names are Ash, Jamie, and Charlie. They put up a barrier between me and anything that could hurt or confuse me. They hold the water at bay when we’re destined for a flood. They are the dam that keeps me safe. But when I try to come back, I sometimes find that the dam is a high climb from a low spot. It’s work to get back.

      Today, I came back in a big rush. Why? Because Mason got hurt. I’d been fighting for days to return, trying to climb the hill to come back to him. But then I saw in Jamie’s mind that Mason was injured. He’d been in a car accident. In seconds, I was back. My worry for Mason overrode my fears and my anxieties. In seconds, I was holding his hand as he got x-rays.

      He was fine, but even the thought that he might be injured made me return. Instantly.

      I didn’t tell Mason that it happened this way. He just thinks it was a lucky break that I came back when I did.

      But what Mason doesn’t know is that he will always be able to bring me back, if he needs me badly enough. I will always come to him. I will always put my own fears to the side and return.
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      Three more letters still lay in the bottom of the box when my brain finally forced me to sleep. I dreamed of women with honey-colored hair and ice-blue eyes. I dreamed of a future I might never realize.

      When I woke, my neck hurt from the awkward position on the couch. I went and took a shower, had a cup of coffee, and glanced at my watch. I called the private investigator, and he assured me that Shelly and one other person were still at Shelly’s apartment.

      Maybe I should let it ride and let Lynn come back on her own. As long as someone was watching them, I could be sure she was safe. I could protect her, and let her protect herself at the same time.

      I knew Lynn’s disappearances were all about her trying to protect herself from harm. But knowing it and understanding it were two different things.

      I lifted the lid of the box and took out the last three letters. One of them was the one that Lynn’s Nana had just gotten. The other two were a few days older.

      I picked up the oldest one.

      It had been quickly scrawled and was barely legible.

      

      Dear Diary,

      I am terrified. Something has happened that I didn’t anticipate. It could change everything. I don’t know what to do.

      

      That was it? I had no idea to what the letter referred. I rushed to open the next one.

      

      Dear Diary,

      I had a talk with my therapist today. He wants to admit me for a little while, until I sort some things out in my head. I declined, but I’m starting to think that he might be right. I might need some inpatient time in the hospital. I don’t know how to tell Mason about it.

      

      I set that letter to the side and tore open the last one.

      

      Dear Diary,

      I was late. Now I’m really late. And now there are two pink lines.

      

      Two pink lines? What the hell did that mean? I picked up the phone. I could call my mother and see if it was girl code for something I didn’t know about. But I didn’t. I called Malcolm. He answered on the first ring.

      “Is she home yet?” he asked.

      “Not yet. Hey, can you do me a favor?”

      “Anything. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Ask Aubrey what two pink lines means.”

      Silence.

      “Mal?” I prompted.

      He cleared his throat. “Dude,” was all he said.

      “What? Is Aubrey there?”

      “Hang on,” he said. I heard him talking to her, and then Aubrey answered.

      “Mason?” she said.

      “Aubrey, what does it mean when someone says there were two pink lines?”

      Silence again.

      “Aubrey!” I shouted.

      “Who said it, and in what context?” Aubrey asked.

      “Lynn, and I don’t know the context.” But I’m pretty sure it’s why she left.

      “Well…” Aubrey cleared her throat. “Maybe you should talk to Lynn about this, Mason.”

      “She’s not here!” I cried. “She’s fucking gone, Aubrey, and this is the first clue I’ve gotten. What does it mean?”

      I heard a muffled, “Here, Mal. You talk to him. I can’t.”

      “Dude,” Mal said again. He sucked in a breath.

      “Tell me,” I bit out.

      “If you take a pregnancy test and you’re not pregnant, you get one pink line,” he said slowly, like he was talking to someone holding a knife.

      “And if you get two?”

      “Two means…the opposite.”

      I dropped the phone from my hand and it clattered to the floor. His voice sounded very far away as he called my name. I didn’t pick the phone back up. I left it there.

      Two pink lines. She’s pregnant. Lynn is pregnant.

      Inside, my heart filled with happiness. But it was short-lived, because Lynn wasn’t here. I couldn’t celebrate with her. I couldn’t celebrate at all.

      I grabbed my keys and ran for the door. Fuck waiting. I was going to get my wife back, no matter what.
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      I didn’t buzz the apartment when I got to Shelly’s building. I waited until someone else was going in and I slipped in behind him. I raced up the stairs and banged hard on Shelly’s door. She didn’t answer. I rapped again, and she still didn’t answer. I lifted my foot to kick the door open, and suddenly it opened wide. Shelly stood behind the door, staring out at me.

      “I was wondering when you would get here,” she said. She left the door open and walked back into the room.

      “If I’d known where you live, I’d have come the first day.”

      “Mason, you and I both know it’s the only time I get with her, and when she’s here, she’s not even herself. She’s one of them. But I take what I can get. I’m not going to give her back when I just got her.”

      Shelly was dressed the same as always. She had on a tan pencil skirt, a pink shirt, and she wore a strand of pearls around her neck. For the first time ever, I noticed the pendant hanging near her cleavage. That was my necklace. I’d given it to Lynn, and I hated that it was around Shelly’s neck. She lifted her hand and wrapped her fingers around the pendant, as though she could protect it from my gaze.

      But I didn’t really care about the pendant. I just wanted Lynn.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      She snorted. “Which one?”

      Any of them. “Lynn.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know where Lynn is. I can promise you that she wouldn’t come here on purpose. She hates my guts. But you know that already, don’t you?”

      She walked to the fridge and got out a bottle of water. She offered me one, but I remembered the tea. I had to decline. “No thank you.”

      “Are you sure?” she teased. “You look kind of parched.”

      “I’m positive.” I looked around. The apartment was sparse, but clean. Ash’s bag lay near the door. “Is Ash here?”

      “In the shower.” She jerked her head toward the bedroom door. “Have a seat, Mason. I promise not to try to fuck you.”

      I danced from side to side. I really just wanted to get to Lynn. Or Ash. Or whoever was here.

      “I never really wanted to fuck you anyway.” She sat down and crossed her legs primly. “I just wanted Lynn to think you wanted me. I wanted her to finally worry that you were cheating. I wouldn’t have gone through with it.”

      I nodded my head, but said nothing.

      “I never thought you were good enough for her. Particularly not when you started sleeping with the rest of them.” She uncrossed and re-crossed her legs on the other side.

      I still said nothing.

      “And then the fear arose that one day, that Lynn might want a family with you.”

      My eyes jumped to meet hers. She knew. The bitch knew.

      “I know,” she said. She laughed lightly. “You could have pushed her away for good, Mason. You understand that, right? Your carelessness might have made her go away and not come back.”

      I wasn’t careless. I’d never been careless. Lynn was on birth control. She always had been.

      “I made an appointment to take Ash—or whoever is around—to the doctor. I think she needs a check-up.”

      “Thank you, but I’ll take her myself.”

      “Now, now, Mason. That’s not very fair, particularly since I’ve been taking such good care of them.”

      “Fuck you,” I snarled.

      She leaned toward me. “Fuck you, Mason. Fuck you.”

      The bedroom door opened and Ash stepped into the room. Her hair was wet and combed back from her forehead. She was wearing what I recognized as a pair of my boxers and one of my t-shirts. “Mason!” she cried. “What are you doing here?” She started toward me, but stopped when Shelly made a noise deep in her throat.

      “Ash,” I said. I held my arms open to her and she walked into them. I held her close, the ache in my chest easing a little when I held her in my arms.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked again. “Shelly hates you,” she whispered.

      Yeah, I didn’t feel very kindly about her, either. “I’m here to take you home. With me. Where you belong.”

      She smiled, her head tilting as she regarded me with a quizzical expression. “What? Why?”

      I caught her hands and held them. “Until Lynn comes home, I’d like for you to stay with me. And only me. Would that be okay with you?”

      She smiled wider and I thought I had won her over, but then her face fell. “That’s not my house,” she said. “It’s Lynn’s. And yours. Both of yours together. I feel like a guest. I’d kind of rather be a guest right here.”

      She pulled herself out of my arms and went to get a bottle of water from the fridge. “Wait,” I said, taking it from her. I checked the seal and passed it back.

      Shelly laughed from behind us. I ignored her.

      “I really would like for you to come with me.”

      She turned to get something from the cabinet and I walked up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist. I laid my hand upon her belly.

      “I want to take care of you,” I whispered.

      She laid her hand over mine. “You know?” she whispered back.

      I nodded and set my chin on her shoulder. Her stomach didn’t have the smallest bit of swell to it, but I knew there was a life in there. I could feel it.

      “Do you want to keep it?” she asked quietly.

      Did I want to keep it? Of course I wanted to keep it. Then a cold chill slipped up my spine. What if Shelly talked Ash out of keeping it while Lynn was gone? What would happen to our child? Shelly could be very persuasive. She was conniving and vindictive. She was devious.

      “I want it. And you. And everything.” I kissed her cheek, but the cold grip of fear still clutched my heart.

      “I love you, Mason, but…I don’t know.”

      I needed to act. I needed to do something. I held her face in my hands and I kissed her. “I need for you to know that I love you so much,” I said to her.

      “I love you,” she said again. Like I hadn’t heard her.

      “And I hope you can forgive me for what I’m about to do.”

      She stepped back, her brow furrowing. “What do you mean?”

      “I love you so much, Ash.”

      “Mason, what are you doing?” She took another step back from me.

      I took a moment to plan it in my head. I would sing out the words, and then she would punch me. I would be hurt. Lynn would come back to save me, just like after the car accident.

      “Don’t be crazy, Mason,” Shelly warned from behind me.

      She hadn’t seen crazy yet. I was a man possessed by fear. By grief. By insecurity. And I needed my wife back.

      I began to sing very softly. “Come out…come out…wherever you are…”

      I made sure there was a tiny, playful little lilt to my voice.

      I watched as Ash’s face transformed. As fear overwhelmed her. As the past came back to haunt her. I saw it all flash across her face in the space of a heartbeat.

      What I didn’t see ahead of time was the knife that lay on the counter. Had I seen that before I started to sing, I might have planned a little differently.

      As I waited for the first blow to strike, I sang out again, “Come out…come out…wherever you are…”

      Ash turned and picked up the knife. She lifted it above her head, and brought it down with deadly precision. I felt the slice of my skin, like a knife slicing butter. The pain nearly brought me to my knees.

      “No!” Shelly screamed from behind me, just as another blow from the knife hit my skin. I sank to my knees as Shelly knocked the knife from Ash’s hand and pushed her to the floor. She covered Ash’s body with hers.

      “Don’t hurt her,” I said. “Take care of her.”

      “I’ve spent my whole life taking care of her, Mason!” she screamed.

      She worked to calm Ash, to stop her flailing, trying to stop her from getting to me as I bled out on the floor, the red of my blood staining the white tile floor, slipping into the cracks between the tiles.

      Shelly was still trying to calm Ash as my eyes closed.

      This wasn’t at all how I’d hoped this would go.
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      Shelly

      

      Through the years, I had learned to have a grudging respect for Mason. I might have hated his guts—and I seriously did—but I respected him as a person. My sister loved him, and all her alters did too. They didn’t love him just because of his broad shoulders or his quirky grin. It wasn’t because of his advanced degrees or his compassion. It was just because he was their Mason. All theirs.

      And more important, they were his. He accepted them just as they were. He never, not even once, looked at Lynn like she was broken. He never tried to push the alters away. He never tried to change her. She’d been changed enough.

      Our father had made her into what she was today.

      That’s why I killed our father.

      I made it go away. I always did. Anything that could hurt Lynn…I made it go away.

      I probably should have made Mason go away too, but then I realized that the son of a bitch was just as fucking crazy as me. And, like me, he’d do anything to keep Lynn safe. He’d even get himself killed by one of the alters.

      I was afraid that’s what he’d just done.

      When I saw Ash pick up the knife, I knew immediately what he’d done. He’d used the song. The song was the one thing that could make Ash go crazy. She was happy-go-lucky all the rest of the time. She was kind and sweet and kick-ass awesome. But let her hear that song, and she went berserk. Mason knew it. And he used it.

      I saw it happening, almost like a slow-motion movie playing in my head. One moment, he had his hand on her belly, and Ash knew that he knew. Yet Lynn didn’t know that he knew, so knowing wasn’t as important in that moment as what he did next.

      At a very young age, Ash had been sitting in the closet with Lynn, sharing a space inside her head, when our father sang that song. Then he’d grabbed Lynn by the hair and dragged her from the dark space. In her mind, Lynn closed Ash off from harm. Lynn hadn’t let Ash see what he’d done to her. He’d beaten Lynn to within an inch of her life. Then he’d left her bleeding on the floor, permanently scarred in more ways than one.

      Ash heard the song, grabbed the knife, and brought it down on Mason’s shoulder. The look of surprise on his face almost undid me. He hadn’t seen it coming. But he saw the next one. He lifted his arms to block her blow, and the knife slid along his flesh, cutting it wide open.

      The man was a fucking lunatic, because right before I caught Ash and pushed her back, covering her body with mine, I saw him smile and I read the words, “Thank God…finally…” on his lips. He was fucking nuts. Certifiable. People always said I needed to be in the nut house. But no… Mason had me beat.

      I held Ash down on the floor as Mason sank to his knees, and then he dropped onto all fours. He couldn’t hold up the weight of his body. A river of dark red blood seeped onto the tile. It started as a big red blob, but then it trickled into the grout lines and spread like a map made of blood.

      Deep inside me, I felt the moment that Ash left and Lynn came back. Lynn went completely still beneath me, and the knife clattered to the floor next to my head as she let it go. Her eyes met mine. Confusion marred the blue depths.

      “What…” Her brow furrowed, but she wasn’t fighting any more so I eased my grip on her.

      “You’re back,” I said, relief settling deep inside me.

      She looked over my shoulder and saw Mason. She screamed his name, shoved me off her, and scrambled to his side. “Mason!” she cried.

      The front door flew open and a man stood there. He had a phone to his ear. He was the private detective that Mason had hired. I’d realized he was following me a few days ago. I could have slipped past him. I could have stayed hidden, but it was time for Lynn to come back. It was time for Mason to put the gears in motion. There was a baby to take care of, and Lynn needed to do it.

      The PI grabbed towels from the counter and bent down, pressing them to Mason’s wounds. Lynn held the cut on his wrist in her bare hands, squeezing tightly. Ash must have hit an artery, because he was bleeding like a stuck pig.

      “Stay with me, Mason,” Lynn said.

      His eyes didn’t even flutter. He was still, cold, his lips tinged with blue.

      Paramedics and the police arrived minutes later. It felt like hours, but I know it was only minutes. The police showed up with guns drawn, pointed at me and Lynn.

      “Back against the wall,” an officer said. “Both of you.”

      I pried Lynn’s hands from Mason’s body and pulled her back with me, half in my lap, half stretched out across the floor as she struggled to get back to him.

      “Stop it,” I said close to her ear. “Let them fix him.”

      The paramedics began CPR and Lynn sat next to me, our backs against the wall. She didn’t leave, though. I’d almost expected for Jamie or Charlie to appear, but they didn’t. Lynn stayed, blinking her blue eyes, pleading with Mason to hang on.

      “Stay, Mason,” she whispered. “I need you to stay.”

      They lifted Mason onto a gurney, his hands falling limp by his sides. He wasn’t bleeding anymore. I didn’t think there could be any blood left in his body.

      The police officer still had his gun pointed toward me and Lynn in warning as they pushed Mason from the room. I could tell Lynn wanted to go with him, but they wouldn’t let her. She just huddled against the wall, tears streaming down her face.

      “One of you had better start talking,” the officer said. Others started to arrive, more police, more EMTs. More and more people showed up.

      The PI ran his hands through his hair over and over, his forehead tinged with Mason’s blood. The front of his t-shirt, stretched across his broad shoulders, was marred by what might be Mason’s last few drops of life. I couldn’t stop looking at him. He looked so normal.

      He told them what had been happening, his words quiet. Every now and then, he looked over at us, his eyes avoiding ours.

      The officer finally came toward us. “So, which one of you is responsible for this?” he asked.

      I didn’t even have to think about it. I did what I always did. I took care of Lynn.

      I raised my hand and said, “I did it.”
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      Lynn

      

      I sat on the edge of the hospital bed, clutching tightly to Mason’s hand. His hand was cold, and it had been cold for days. Last night, I’d tucked it beneath the covers, but it didn’t warm up, not the way I’d liked.

      Mason’s mother sat on the other side of the bed, shooting daggers at me with her eyes. She’d asked for me to be removed from the room, but since I’m his wife and I technically didn’t do anything, or so they all thought, I was allowed to stay.

      After the police took Shelly away, they’d brought me to the hospital where I’d been given scrubs to wear. Mason’s mom had helped me wash the blood from my hair. That was where her kindness ended.

      “Lynn,” she said quietly over Mason’s still body.

      “What?” I whispered back, still clutching his hand.

      “You should let him go.”

      I didn’t even look up at her. I didn’t need to. The tiniest grin tugged at the corners of my lips, but I pushed it back. She wouldn’t appreciate it.

      “I couldn’t let him go if I tried.”

      Countless stitches and multiple pints of blood later, Mason still wasn’t awake. This morning, they’d done scans to be sure he had brain function. His brain was fine. He just wasn’t ready to wake up. I knew what that felt like.

      I was determined to hold on to him. I’d never let him go.

      “I wish I’d never introduced him to you,” she said.

      His mother had always loved me. In fact, she’d taken on the role of a mother in my life long before I even met Mason. She’d cared for me, taught me, accepted me, and loved me. And now she wished I wasn’t here.

      “I do too, most of the time,” I admitted. But now, it was done, and there was no way to undo it.

      “When Mason wakes up, I think you two need to have a very serious conversation about the future.”

      I nodded, but said nothing. We would. We would talk about everything. I laid a hand on my stomach. No one else knew about the baby. No one would until I could talk to Mason about it.

      His mother got up, suddenly looking older than her years. Regret pierced my heart like a dagger, painful and abrupt. “I’m going to get some coffee,” she said.

      “Okay.” I stared at him, willing him to wake. But I knew in my heart that he would, as soon as he was good and ready.

      She left, and then the door snicked open a few minutes later. I turned to see Malcolm walking toward me. He’d been here most of the time since it happened. He sat in the waiting room while Mason’s mom and I sat by his bedside. Aubrey had been by twice.

      “How’s he doing?” Mal whispered as he came over and kissed my forehead.

      I reached for the hand he laid on my shoulder and covered it with mine, giving it a squeeze. “Same.”

      “How about you?” he asked. He took a seat next to me.

      “Same.”

      “I’m glad you’re back.”

      I yawned. “Me too.” I smiled at him, because it was what he wanted to see.

      We sat in silence for a few minutes.

      “Hey, Mal,” I finally said.

      “Hey, Lynn.” He grinned.

      “Do you think you could do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Could you go and check on Shelly?”

      “Anything but that,” he replied. He shook his head. “No way, no how.”

      “I need to be sure she’s okay.”

      He probably didn’t care if she was okay. She’d done some pretty shitty things to him.

      “I can’t do it, Lynn. I’m sorry.”

      “Okay,” I whispered. I blinked back tears that pooled in my eyes. “I understand.”

      He let his head fall back against the back of the chair. “Fuck,” he growled. “You know I can’t resist a pregnant crying woman.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to.”

      He blew out a breath. “I’ll do it.”

      I turned to face him. “Really?” I tried to bite back my excitement, but it was impossible. I’d been so worried about her. She’d taken the fall for me. I would set it all to rights, though. I would tell the truth about what really happened, as soon as Mason woke up. I couldn’t let her sit there when she’d done nothing wrong. She didn’t stab him.

      “Yeah, really.”

      A knock sounded on the door and Malcolm got up to open it. The private investigator stood there with two police officers. Malcolm stood between me and them. “Not now,” he said. “Her husband is still unconscious.”

      “We just want to talk,” one of the police officers said.

      “About what?” I asked.

      “About what happened.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I stared hard at him.

      “Can you give me a second, guys?” the PI said. With some low spoken words, he ushered them from the room. Then he turned back. “I’m trying to help you here.”

      “I don’t need your help.” I turned back to Mason, taking his hand again.

      “You do need my help. I’m the only one who knows what really happened.”

      “You weren’t there until the end. You don’t know anything.”

      He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a memory card. “I was as good as there.”

      “What’s that?” Malcolm asked.

      “Surveillance video.”

      “Where did you get it?”

      “A few days before the event, I installed some cameras in Shelly’s apartment.”

      I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t do anything. He knew what happened. Even I didn’t know every detail. I’d only seen what Ash had shown me.

      “That can’t be legal,” Malcolm protested.

      “I didn’t give it to the cops.” He stared hard at me. “I can help you.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Because I think that, deep down, you’re good people. Even Shelly.”

      Malcolm snorted. He jerked a thumb toward the PI. “Has he met Shelly? Apparently not.”

      “I saw her today.” He looked down at the floor. “She’s doing well, considering.”

      I laid my forehead on Mason’s chest, relief flooding my heart. “She’s okay?”

      “She’s fine. In good spirits. Doesn’t regret a thing.”

      “Regret really isn’t her thing,” Mal muttered.

      “When Mason wakes up, I’m going to tell the cops the truth. I’ll explain everything to the police. But I don’t want them to take me away yet,” I told him.

      “She’ll never let you take the fall for this,” he said. He shook his head. “She loves you. Desperately, dearly, devotedly. It’s absurd, the bond you all have, really. I don’t understand it, but I want to.”

      “Why?” Mal asked.

      “I can’t tell you that. Let’s just say that I have a lot of sympathy for your situation.”

      “Are you working with the cops now?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I’ve always worked with the cops. They bring me in for special cases, like this one.” He took a chair and spun it backwards, straddled it, and rested his arms along the back. “Why don’t you start at the beginning? Help me understand.”

      I don’t know why I did it, but I started to talk. I told him everything. He already knew some of it. He’d learned it from Mason, when Mason had first hired him. What he didn’t know was my side. Shelly’s side. He didn’t know any of that, but I told him.

      When we were done, I turned and laid my forehead on Mason’s chest. I breathed in the scent of antiseptic and Mason. I needed for him to wake up.

      Suddenly, his chest flinched beneath me. I lifted my head and looked at him. He looked back at me, blinking his dark eyes at me. “Have to…get Shelly…out,” he said. “No matter…what.” He held my gaze long enough that I understood. He knew. He knew Shelly had taken the fall for me. He knew she did it out of love. He knew I needed her.

      “You’re awake.” Tears pooled in my eyes and I didn’t even try to brush them back.

      He lifted his hand and touched the side of my face. “You’re back.”

      “I’m back.” I smiled at him. I was a watery mess.

      “I missed you.” He puckered his lips and waited for me to lean forward and kiss him.

      I touched my lips to his, lingering just long enough that it felt real.

      “Is Ash mad at me?” he asked, his voice little more than a croak.

      “I don’t know,” I said slowly. “I haven’t heard from any of them since it happened.”

      His brow furrowed. “Not at all?”

      I shook my head. “Not at all.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “I’m not sure.” I had no idea where they’d gone. They’d never done this before.

      Silence fell upon the room, because neither of us knew how to feel about my friends being gone.

      Suddenly, Malcolm spoke. “Does this mean I’m off the hook?” he asked. “I don’t have to go see Shelly?”

      “Yes, Mal,” I said with a sigh and a roll of my eyes. “You’re off the hook.”

      “Good, because that bitch scares the fuck out of me.”

      What scared the fuck out of me was the thought that Ash, Jamie, and Charlie could just leave me. And I didn’t know what to do about it.
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      My parents were overjoyed to find me awake when they came back. They came into the room and made a big fuss over me, and I was beginning to think they’d never leave. I faked a yawn, making sure I didn’t cover my mouth. My arm and shoulder hurt too much to lift them far anyway. Being stabbed hurt like a bitch.

      “Maybe some of us should leave so that Mason can get some rest,” my mother announced.

      “Mom,” I said. “You and Dad should go home and go to bed.”

      “I don’t want to leave you,” she said cautiously, her eyes sweeping the room and meeting everyone’s but Lynn’s. I had a feeling that they’d had words, but I didn’t know what they were. I wanted to find out.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured her. “I need to talk to Lynn about some things.”

      Her face fell. “I think a talk would be a good idea.” She nodded her head and sat down in a chair.

      I caught my dad’s eye and nodded toward the door. He nodded his head, a subtle movement, but one I caught. “Come on, honey,” he said. “We need to go home.”

      “But,” she protested, “I’m not ready to go.”

      “We can come back tomorrow,” he said, gently taking her elbow to lift her from the chair.

      “But,” she tried again.

      “I love you, Mom,” I said. Her eyes filled with tears but she blinked them back.

      “I was so worried about you,” she said.

      “I know you were. But I’m fine.” Despite all I’d been through, I was sitting up. I was damn tired, though.

      She bent over me and adjusted the covers, and lifted the hair from my forehead so she could press her lips there. She lingered long enough that I heard her breath catch. Then Dad ushered her out of the room. He winked at me on the way out.

      Malcolm stood up too. “I’m going to go home. Aubrey’s going to kill me if I don’t come and help her.” He grabbed my knee and gave it a squeeze.

      “Thanks for staying,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

      “I’d do just about anything for you, numbnuts.”

      Lynn held up her finger. “Except go see Shelly.”

      He cringed. “Except that. I’ll drop by tomorrow.”

      He kissed Lynn’s temple and then he left. We were suddenly, very fiercely, alone. Except we weren’t. We were three now.

      A sob built in Lynn’s chest and I opened my arms to her. She crawled on her knees up the bed until she could lie down beside me, my good arm around her. I rolled so that we could be face to face. “I missed you,” I said.

      She pressed her lips to mine. “I missed you too.”

      “I didn’t know why you left.”

      “You know now, though, right?” Her chest heaved with a sob. “I didn’t mean for it to happen.”

      I laughed. “Well, I’m pretty sure you didn’t get pregnant all by yourself.”

      “I never missed a dose, Mason. Not even when I was gone.”

      “I know.” I shushed her with my lips against hers. “Nothing is one hundred percent. We both knew it.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      I didn’t know the right answer. “The same thing we’ve always done. I’m going to love you like crazy and you’re going to love me back.”

      “And the baby?”

      “We’re going to love him too.”

      She laughed, snuggling against my chest. “Him? It’s definitely a her.”

      “I think I have enough women in my life, thank you very much.”

      “I can’t feel them anymore, Mason,” she whispered. “I can only feel me.”

      “They’ll be back,” I said. But I wasn’t sure of that. Not at all.

      “I hope so.”

      I hoped so too. And then again, I didn’t.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      Lynn

      

      Three days later, the PI, whose name was William, got me in to see Shelly. She was being held behind bars, but she was in the area set aside for mental patients. Mason’s job helped some with that, getting her separated from everyone else until she could be adequately evaluated. Evaluating Shelly would be like evaluating a rock. Or a chameleon. She could be anyone or anything. She would give up nothing, unless it served her purpose.

      What her purpose was, I had no idea.

      I sat down in a room to wait for her to arrive.

      After what seemed like hours, they finally brought her to me. They sat her down across from me, and hooked her handcuffs to the table in front of me. She could use her hands, but she couldn’t grab for anything, so I took her hands in mine.

      “You look like shit,” I said.

      She blew a lock of hair from her eyes. “Yeah, well, this place lacks some of the amenities of home.”

      “You’ll be going home soon. I’m going to turn myself in, as soon as we’re done talking.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      She said nothing else. She just said no.

      “Yes. I am.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Shelly…” Damn it, she was going to make me cry.

      “They’ve sent three therapists to see me so far,” she said. “You know how much I hate having someone poke around in my head.”

      “I know. I’m so sorry.”

      “It was kind of interesting, actually.” She shrugged and her face turned pink.

      “Why are you blushing?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” She grinned.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “That nice PI guy has been by a few times.”

      “Oh my God,” I said. “You like him!”

      “What’s not to like? A bald head and a broad chest. That man is in fine physical form. And he was good in a crisis. I kind of like that.” She shrugged.

      “I think he likes you too. He’s been doing a lot to help you.”

      “Well, I’m bat-shit crazy, so he probably feels sorry for me.”

      “I don’t think so. I think he truly wants to help. I don’t know why, though.”

      Shelly said nothing. She just stared at me. “You seem different,” she finally said.

      I swiped a hand beneath my nose. “They’re gone.”

      Shelly’s brows rose. “All of them?” She rocked in her seat a little, squirming.

      “Yes. I haven’t heard from any of them since that day. Not one.”

      “Not even Ash?”

      “No. But I had an insatiable desire to run ten miles this morning.”

      “That’s Charlie for you.”

      “And yesterday, I felt the need to paint my nails black. I don’t even like black.” I wiggled my newly blackened fingernails in her face.

      “That’s Ash.”

      “And I got the stuff to change the oil in Mason’s car. I don’t even know how, but I bought the stuff.”

      “It’ll come to you. That’s Jamie.”

      “And their memories, the ones that had seemed fuzzy to me, they are really clear now.”

      “No missing parts. That’s good.”

      “I don’t even know what’s happening.”

      She squeezed the hand she still held. “They’re integrating. They’ve always been a part of you, but now they’re really part of you, rather than separate from you.”

      “Why do you think they’re doing this?” I asked.

      “They realized your baby is the most important thing in the world. That’s why.”

      I snorted. “You make it sound like he’s the messiah or something.”

      “He’s not the messiah, but he’s the truth and the light. He’s you and Mason, because your love grew so big that it spilled over and made someone new. Something beautiful. And they know how important he is to you. They know he’s worth it.”

      “Worth what?” I chewed on my lower lip.

      “Worth integrating. They don’t have to go away. They just have to become part of you. Easy peasy.”

      “It’s not easy peasy.” Nothing about this was easy peasy.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I’m going to go to the police when I leave here. I’m going to tell them I did it. I’m going to get you out of here. It’s the right thing to do.” My voice cracked. “I know we haven’t been close in a really long time, but I do love you.”

      This time, it was Shelly whose eyes filled up with tears. She blinked them back quickly. “I wasn’t going to sleep with him, you know?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t know. “None of that matters right now.”

      “He’s good for you.”

      “He is.” I nodded.

      “Everything I’ve ever done was me trying to protect you.”

      “Well, now it’s my turn to protect you. I’m going to tell them. You’ll be able to go home.

      She kicked the table so hard that I jumped. “You won’t tell them anything. You’ll keep all that shit to yourself, Lynn. You know why? Because if you tell them, they’ll lock you up, either here or at a mental ward, and then they’ll take your baby. Mason will have to raise him alone, because they’ll decide that you and your friends could never care for a child. They’ll keep you from him.” Spittle flew from her lips. “So for fuck’s sake, Lynn, listen to me.”

      “I can’t let you rot in here.”

      She laughed. “I’m not going to rot in here. I’m going to get out. I give it six months, tops.”

      Even six months was too long.

      “I can’t let you take the fall for me. I just can’t. It’s wrong.”

      “No,” she said quietly. The room fell deadly still. “Do you know what was wrong? Leaving you alone with him was wrong. That day, when he nearly killed you? I begged Mom to take me out. And to only take me. I wanted to be alone with her. I wanted to have her all to myself. And he nearly killed you. That’s what’s wrong, Lynn. That is why I’m staying. I owe you for all that. I owe you.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “I’m taking the fall for this one. And if you stir shit up, I’ll make you look so crazy that they’ll take that baby regardless. Do you understand?”

      I suddenly remembered why I’d stopped talking to her. She had a way of overriding every decision I ever made. And she did it using logic.

      “I’m going to be the best aunt ever!” she sang out. The guard looked into the room to be sure we were all right. I waved at him to reassure him.

      “It doesn’t feel right,” I said quietly. A tear tracked slowly down my face.

      “Call it my penance.” She shrugged again. “Now get out of here and go have sex with that beautiful man of yours. I hear pregnant women are really horny.”

      I laughed. “I might be if I could get over the puking.”

      “Eww, gross,” she said, scrunching her face.

      I stared at her, seeing her as someone new. Everything she’d done, she’d done for me. She might have gone about it the wrong way, but it was for me.

      “I get major points for this, right?” she teased.

      “Major,” I confirmed.

      “You will let me see him, right? When he gets here? You’ll let me hold him at least once, won’t you?” This time, it was her who had the tears. I reached over and wiped them from her cheek.

      “I’ll let you see him. I promise. But you have to stop trying to kill people.”

      She pretended to pout. “You’re no fun.”

      “Can I ask you something?” I said quietly.

      “I’m an open book.” She waited, smiling softly at me.

      “Did you kill him?”

      “Him who?” she asked, but I was pretty sure she knew.

      “Our father. Did you kill him?”

      “Are you sure you want to know the truth?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “Yes, I killed him,” she said on a big rush of air. “He’s dead. He’ll never bother you again. Ever. He won’t bother anyone.”

      “Thank you.” I knew it was wrong, but I was so damn grateful he was gone.

      “Don’t tell anyone about that. I’ll deny it if you do.”

      “Understood.”

      She kicked me lightly under the table. “Go home. You look tired.”

      She called for the guard before I could say anything else. He began to lead me toward the door, and Shelly called out, “Lynn!”

      I turned back.

      “I love you. You know that, right?”

      I nodded. “I know it. I love you too. You know that, right?”

      She nodded too. And then I let the guard lead me from the room. I held back my tears until I’d turned the corner where she couldn’t see me. And then I took the time I needed to get it all out, pull myself back together, and go home.
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      7 ½ months later

      

      My mother was hovering. Lynn’s grandmother was hovering too. I don’t know who was getting on whose nerves the most. The doctor looked at both of them. “You guys should go and get something to eat,” he said. “We still have hours to wait.” Then he left the room, presumably to come back when things had progressed a little.

      Lynn stood in the middle of the hospital room, wearing her hospital gown and fuzzy slippers. “Yes, please go,” Lynn said. “Might as well eat while you can. The cafeteria will close soon.”

      Lynn’s water had broken three hours before, and she was only at two centimeters. The family had shown up almost immediately.

      Lynn was huge. I’d never seen her more beautiful, but her belly was like a basketball sticking out in front of her. And she was so damn beautiful that I couldn’t keep from touching her.

      Suddenly, the door burst open and Shelly blew into the room like the storm she was.

      In the end, Shelly had gotten six months of inpatient hospitalization so she could get treatment for her PTSD, which had been caused by her father. That part was true, so no one doubted she needed it. She’d gotten out a little more than a month before, and we’d seen her several times. It was odd being in a room with Shelly, though. Really odd.

      The door opened and Malcolm stepped into the room. “Oh, fuck,” he said, as he laid eyes on Shelly. “Who let the wicked witch out of jail?”

      “Careful, Mal, or I will sic my flying monkeys on you.” She snapped her fingers and he flinched.

      “Fuck you, Shelly,” Mal grumbled.

      “You already did. Several times.”

      My mom cleared her throat. “I think we’re going to get some dinner.” She, Lynn’s Nana, and my dad all left the room.

      “You’re welcome,” Shelly said flippantly. She put her hand on Lynn’s belly and gave it a poke. A smile lit her face. “He poked me back!” she cried. “Such a smart boy. It’s hard to believe Mason is the father.” She laughed at her own joke, and to be honest, the more I got to know her, the more I appreciated her brand of humor. She turned to face Malcolm. “Where’s your lovely wife, Mal?”

      “As far away from you as she can get,” he replied.

      When Shelly was in therapy, she’d actually asked to have a meeting with Aubrey, so that she could make amends. She knew it was important to Lynn, and Aubrey actually went along with it. They would never be friends, but they could be in the same room together. Although right now was not one of those times.

      “I just came by to check and see if you guys need anything,” Malcolm said. He looked around. “Drinks? Food? Anything?”

      A contraction hit Lynn, and she reached for Malcolm’s hand, since he was standing the closest to her. He let her grab him and squeeze, wincing as her black fingernails nearly pierced his skin.

      When it finally stopped, he took a breath. “Holy fuck,” he breathed.

      “Sorry,” Lynn said, grateful for his help as he helped her waddle to the bed.

      “Oh, don’t mind me. It was just a hand. I didn’t need it for anything.”

      Shelly grinned. “That’s not what Aubrey said. In fact, she said you like to stick that hand right up her—”

      “Shelly!” Lynn said.

      Shelly stopped talking and turned to face her, smiling politely. “Yes, Lynn.”

      Lynn laughed. “Stop it.”

      “You guys are no fun.” Shelly flounced to the windowsill and perched on the ledge. “I’m staying. All the way to the end. Just so you know.”

      Malcolm raised his hand. “I’m not. I’ll be outside.”

      Lynn laughed.

      I walked close to Malcolm. “So, you stick your whole hand up there?” I asked with a grin. “How does that work?”

      “Wait until this kid gets here, and you’ll understand.” Malcolm laughed.

      “Can you do me a favor and keep the grandparents and great-grandparents to be in the waiting room as long as you can?” I asked.

      “You want me to entertain them with my biting wit and effervescent charm?” Malcolm asked. He clapped his hands together. “I accept the challenge.”

      He left, and he did what he’d promised. He gave me and Lynn time to bring a new life into the world. I’m not sure if Lynn could have done it without Shelly’s help. Shelly pushed when Lynn needed it, and she wiped her brow when it was sweaty. She was…there. She was a sister.

      And when Lynn finally pushed that little life into the world, Shelly was a sobbing mess. “He’s so perfect,” she cried. She buried her face in Lynn’s neck, and Lynn cupped the back of her head in her palm, holding her close. “You did such a good job, Lynn,” Shelly said over and over. “Such a good job,” she finally whispered.

      I cut the cord, still in awe of all the pink skin and goo, and they passed the baby to Lynn. She took him in her arms and held him, and I knew, in that moment, that this was where we were supposed to end up. I kissed her cheek, and she looked at me, her eyes shimmering.

      She whispered something to Shelly, and Shelly replied, “Ash? Really?”

      “What?” I interrupted. I had no idea what they were talking about.

      “Oh, nothing,” Shelly said. She waved a breezy hand in the air. “Let’s go tell the family so we can keep them out of here for a few more minutes.”

      Shelly and I went out to the waiting room, where Mom and Dad gave us hugs, and Dad gave me a cigar. Lynn’s Nana was nearly beside herself with joy. She hugged me and whispered in my ear, “I promise I’ll never try to drug you again.”

      Well, thank God for small miracles.

      Shelly stayed in the waiting room so Lynn and I could have a few minutes alone, and I walked back in to find her sobbing, holding the baby close to her.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She looked up at me and I knew, instantly, that Ash stared back at me. “He’s so perfect,” Ash said, as tears rolled down her face. “You two made a perfect baby.”

      I sat down next to her and gathered her in my arms. “Where have you been?” I asked softly. “I’ve missed you so much.” My chest filled with emotion and I had to swallow past it.

      “I’ve been around. Don’t tell me you haven’t seen me.” She rolled her eyes, and then she went back to staring down at the baby.

      I had seen her. I had seen her in small moments. I had seen her in Lynn’s gaze as she looked at the sunset, and I’d heard her in Lynn’s laugh. I’d seen and heard all of them. But Ash… Ash was special. She was more, and I’d missed her. “I missed you,” I said again, overcome with joy. “I’m so sorry for what happened. What I did to you was wrong.”

      She shook her head. “What you did to me was necessary, Mason. It had to happen. I’m glad it did. I’ve never felt as much at peace as I do now. You have no idea what it was like, having to go back and forth.”

      I looked at her, holding the baby, and the clench that tightened around my heart like a vise every day since the stabbing eased a little.

      She looked down at the baby. “Does he have a name yet?”

      “Not yet.” Lynn and I were still deciding.

      “You’ll come up with something amazing.” She smiled at me, and it hurt me to see it. Because I knew she wasn’t staying.

      “You’re leaving again.” I pulled her close to me and tucked her head under my chin, the baby between us.

      “I’m not leaving. I’m staying. I’ll still be here, just not separate.”

      “Thank you for coming back today.” My voice cracked. “I needed to see you. I really needed to see you.”

      “I’m so tired, Mason. I’m going to close my eyes.”

      “Wait,” I said, and I pressed my lips to hers. She kissed me back, but it was fleeting. She went soft in my arms.

      A minute later, the door opened and Shelly walked back in. “Everything okay?” she asked.

      I wiped my face. “Fine.”

      Lynn blinked her eyes open, and I knew that she was here.

      “Thank you,” I said to her. I hadn’t even realized how much I needed an opportunity to apologize.

      “You’re welcome,” she said. She wiped her wet face.

      People began to pour into the room. Malcolm and Aubrey came in together, and they held the baby. Shelly was amazingly quiet during it all.

      When everyone else had gone, she asked for a turn. I handed the baby over. She must have seen the worry on my face.

      “Mason,” she scolded, “I’m not going to hurt him. I’d give up my life for him, just like I would for his mother.”

      Yeah, but she’d also kill anyone who wronged him, and that was the part that scared me.

      She held him after Lynn fed him, and I didn’t think she would ever leave. She talked to him and patted his bottom and cooed at him. Then she rested him in her lap, lifted her hands to the back of her neck, and she unhooked the necklace I’d once given to Lynn from around her throat. She held it out to me.

      I looked toward Lynn. She shrugged.

      I took the necklace from Shelly’s outstretched hand. “I think I need my own life,” she said. She looked down at the baby. “Maybe I could get one of these.”

      I jerked my gaze to Lynn’s. She looked as panicked as I felt.

      “Or maybe I could just get a job,” Shelly said.

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Lynn replied.

      I couldn’t imagine her with a job either, but it was probably better than a baby.

      “I can be normal.” Shelly rolled her eyes. Then she started to laugh.

      I’d believe it when I saw it.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Coming Soon!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      
    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Tammy Falkner

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Reed Brothers Series:

        Tall, Tatted, and Tempting

        Smart, Sexy, and Secretive

        Calmly, Carefully, Completely

        Just Jelly Beans and Jealousy

        Finally Finding Faith

        Reagan’s Revenge and Ending Emily’s Engagement

        Maybe Matt’s Miracle

        Proving Paul’s Promise

        Only One

        Beautiful Bride

        Zip, Zero, Zilch

        Christmas with the Reeds

        Good Girl Gone

        While We Waited

        Holding Her Hand

        Yes, You

        Always, April

        I’m In It

        

        Stand-alone Romance

        Feels Like Summertime

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/wsdk.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents



    
      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Synopsis
        


        		
          Chapter 1
        


        		
          Chapter 2
        


        		
          Chapter 3
        


        		
          Chapter 4
        


        		
          Chapter 5
        


        		
          Chapter 6
        


        		
          Chapter 7
        


        		
          Chapter 8
        


        		
          Chapter 9
        


        		
          Chapter 10
        


        		
          Chapter 11
        


        		
          Chapter 12
        


        		
          Chapter 13
        


        		
          Chapter 14
        


        		
          Chapter 15
        


        		
          Chapter 16
        


        		
          Chapter 17
        


        		
          Chapter 18
        


        		
          Chapter 19
        


        		
          Chapter 20
        


        		
          Chapter 21
        


        		
          Chapter 22
        


        		
          Chapter 23
        


        		
          Chapter 24
        


        		
          Chapter 25
        


        		
          Chapter 26
        


        		
          Chapter 27
        


        		
          Chapter 28
        


        		
          Chapter 29
        


        		
          Chapter 30
        


        		
          Chapter 31
        


        		
          Chapter 32
        


        		
          Chapter 33
        


        		
          Chapter 34
        


        		
          Chapter 35
        


        		
          Chapter 36
        


        		
          Chapter 37
        


        		
          Chapter 38
        


        		
          Chapter 39
        


        		
          Chapter 40
        


        		
          Chapter 41
        


        		
          Chapter 42
        


        		
          Chapter 43
        


        		
          Chapter 44
        


        		
          Chapter 45
        


        		
          Chapter 46
        


        		
          Coming Soon!
        


        		
          Also by Tammy Falkner
        


      


    
    
      
        		
        Cover
        


        		
        Title Page
        


        		
        Copyright
        


        		
        Table of Contents
        


        		
        Beginning
        


        		
        Also by Tammy Falkner
        


      


    
  


OEBPS/_page_map_.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/images/wsf.jpg
TAMMY FALKNER

DAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR






