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Chapter 1
Watching
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Present

There she sits again, eating in her living room, completely oblivious to the fact that I—and everyone else for that matter—can study her every move. After dinner, she waltzes through her modest craftsman bungalow in her navy sweatshirt, even though it’s the dead of summer, looks over a letter that seems to upset her, then tidies up, completely unaware that I’m just outside, watching and waiting. 
I open the app for the camera I set up in front of her house. A squirrel set the sensor off. Then I check the time again. Seven o’clock on the dot. From my car, I scan the street for potential onlookers as the sky darkens, and she washes the dishes. 
If this is going to work, it’s imperative that I know what she’ll wear, who she’ll be with, and what kind of state she’ll be in on the day of the festival. Doing my homework for this isn’t a choice—it’s a necessity. Otherwise, I could end up in prison. 
I think she’ll appreciate the new life I can give her and the promises it brings. God knows her on-again-off-again boyfriend doesn’t give her the attention she needs or deserves. From the outside looking in, I think her reasons for staying in her current life are trivial at best. I’ll actually be doing her a favor because she needs to be rid of this loser for good, and I can give her so much more.
The Tennessee River Festival downtown is less than a day away, and so far, I’ve concluded she’s definitely going, despite how brutally hot it’s supposed to be. The weatherman said it would be in the upper nineties by lunchtime, which sounds miserable. But the event brochure I slid into her mailbox that was originally placed in mine ended up magnetized to her refrigerator by the next morning. 
That same day, I saw her rummaging through a bathing-suit-filled laundry basket on her couch. She lingered on her red string bikini the longest, then eyed the blue one-piece that zips up at the chest. I’m guessing it’ll be one of those two. But my bet’s on the red, because she won’t miss a chance to show off her toned stomach. 
I noticed her by chance a month ago when I was traveling for work. Her long brown hair, athletic frame, and the way her feet slightly turned out when she walked made her a flawless choice. I was just minding my business in aisle three of Kroger browsing for some cereal when she breezed past me. The scent of coconuts caught my attention, so I whipped my head around to see what creature carried around such a sweet aroma. 
She sauntered through the store, looking exactly like what I’d been searching for. The way she charmingly interacted with customers mesmerized me, and I felt my jaw drop with a revelation. The idea hit me like a lightning bolt, and I felt as if I’d been waiting my whole life for her to single-handedly change my dire circumstances. My heart raced, and a smirk grew on my face. I knew what I had to do.
My phone vibrates, and my entire car is illuminated. I hurry to hit Ignore. It’s almost eight o’clock now, and I’ve got over an hour drive to get home. Besides, there’s nothing exciting going on here anyway. Her on-again-off-again stopped by for a few minutes to pick up a few things, but it seems as if they’re off again at the moment. From what I could make out, the fight they had a few days ago was over his many late nights away. There were plenty of times in which she slaved over a delicious meal all evening only to wait around for him like a chump. 
I start my engine and let out a sigh as I spot her guy rounding the corner once again. He creeps past her house, windows down, with his headlights turned off. Apparently, even though he doesn’t want her right now, he wants to make sure no one else gets her either. Typical. 
Relationships are complicated and messy, no matter who you are, and that's God's honest truth. That’s why I’ve decided to take things into my own hands by removing the element of chance. I’m planning my own life the way I want, the way it should’ve been the first time around. Soon, I’ll end up far away, in the countryside, with one person and one person only. The only one who truly matters to me anymore, the one who’s now a part of me forever. She’s all I need.
I roll down the windows on my lengthy drive home. The mountain air is extra crisp for a summer night, and I feel a misplaced sense of calmness rush over me despite my inner turmoil. In just a day’s time, it’ll be done, and things will never be the same. 
Part of me can’t wait, and part of me wonders if I’ll actually be able to pull it off. To be safe, I’ll plan on him being with her that day but count myself lucky if they’re apart. I only hope I’ll catch her for just a moment alone. Thirty seconds to a minute is all I need. Less than a minute to change our fate, redirect the future, and manipulate the sense we all instinctively trust the most: our sight.
I’ve planned things to the best of my ability and feel confident with the educated guesses I’m making based on the evidence I’ve witnessed. I turn down the street to my house an hour later and am surprised to see that the light in my study is still on. I leave my keys dangling in the ignition as I turn off the car and grab my belongings from the passenger seat. 
“Hey, babe. How was work?”
Startled, I jump. The sound of my car dinging must have masked their footsteps approaching from the open garage door. 
I take a deep breath then smile. “Oh, you know, the usual.”




Chapter 2
Leighton
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Present

My stomach feels queasy and empty. I can tell Owen is downstairs making eggs because the smell makes me even more nauseated than the sick feeling of dread in my gut. I can’t seem to stop going over our relationship’s demise and where it went wrong. He claims he has “back pain” and is now more comfortable sleeping on the guest room bed’s firmer mattress, and work has kept him out late more than a few times a week over the past several months. 
But trying to figure out how we got here is mentally exhausting and unproductive, and the answer likely dates back to when we first got together under less-than-desirable circumstances. But our relationship blossomed after all that initial drama, and things have been good. Great, even. So what changed? And when?
“Lay, you want some scrambled eggs?” he yells up the stairs as if things haven’t been incredibly awkward between us for a while now, like it’s quite the norm for us to simply coexist as friends who no longer sleep in the same bed together. He’s called me Lay since high school, like everyone else, except for the few who ignorantly thought Leighton was pronounced like Lee. Nothing drives me crazier than being called Lee-ton.
“No, I’m good,” I yell back, wondering if he really knows me at all. I’ve never been a fan of eggs, so why would he happily ask me that this morning? It’s as if he suddenly hasn’t got a clue about my disdain for them. I assume it’s just another way to create small talk, sweep everything under the rug, and hope for the best, as if either of us could be capable of change at this point.
I groan and want to gag as I roll out of bed and set my feet on the white faux fur rug. Having never been a morning person, I’ve always found the peppy way Owen gets up and goes to be extremely irritating, but today I find it especially annoying. 
I shuffle over to my custom-built white-and-gray marble bathroom vanity only to discover that my long brown hair looks like I teased it on the right side. I wrinkle my nose at my reflection then try to calm my strands by wetting my brush and running it through my hair. But my wrist stings, and I suddenly remember my new injury.
“Pouring cold wine into a hot glass straight from the dishwasher is never a good idea,” Owen said as my blood soaked through a small dish rag within seconds, staining it so badly that I ultimately had to throw it away. 
On the nightstand, my phone buzzes as I’m rewrapping my wrist with gauze and skin-colored tape. I stumble toward it, still feeling barely awake. It’s a text from Marnie, my longtime best-ish friend who’s likely wondering whether we’re still making an appearance today.
You still going to the River Festival? I think I might melt. Ninety-five degrees! Ugh. 
Yeah, are you going to show for sure? I take a seat on the duvet and wonder if I want her to be there or not. Our relationship is complicated at best, very on-again, off-again, and when we’re off, we’re really off. And even when we’re on, we still remember the gut-wrenching reasons that pulled us apart to begin with. We both keep our feelings from the past floating at the surface of our memories, just waiting to crash with a huge splash of words we can’t take back. 
Can you love someone and not like them? I think it’s an age-old question that describes a very specific kind of tumultuous love many of us experience in life at some point, whether it’s with a best friend or a lover. 
At the same time, the opposite can be true as well. Can you like someone and not love them? I know I’ve found instances in my life where either fits. The first appears to describe Marnie and me, and I suspect the latter now describes Owen’s feelings toward me, his own wife. Or to be more specific, can he like and love me but not be in love with me?
Owen’s fit frame fills the doorway to our bedroom. “Hey, you want me to make pancakes or something else for you?” 
I jump off the edge of the bed and clutch my phone to my chest. “Damn it, Owen! You scared me half to death. No, I’m good. I don’t feel much like eating right now.”
“I’m sorry. I thought you heard me. You looked awfully focused on your phone.” He steps toward me.
“It’s just Marnie. She’s wanting to know if I’m going to the festival today.” I lock my phone and place it on the nightstand, disinterested in her impending response while Owen’s around.
“Y’all having another tiff?” Owen asks with raised eyebrows.
“No. I’m just in a weird mood today. I guess.” I really don’t feel like getting into another conversation about my thorny friendship with Marnie, especially with him. 
“Well, we don’t have to go today if you don’t want to.” Owen grabs his Ray-Bans off his dresser and tucks them on top of his head. 
I know the true intent behind his suggestion. He doesn’t feel like dealing with his parents today. They already work together daily on his dad’s political campaign, and they can be a bit extra to someone as private as Owen. However, since my parents passed when I was in college, his parents are the only parental figures I have, so I don’t mind spending time with them. 
“I want to go. And we already promised your parents we’d be there.” I stroll back to the bathroom to finish primping. 
He follows me. “All right, whatever. It’s going to be a scorcher though.” He shrugs as he grabs some sunscreen from the bottom drawer of the vanity. 
I usually despise the southern heat when it gets over eighty degrees. It’s a good effort on his part to sway me while making it seem like it was my decision to back out, but it isn’t going to work today.
“That’s okay. I’ll dress accordingly.” I smile and head to our walk-in closet. 
I placed my festival outfit in a white grocery bag the other day so it would stick out in the plethora of designer everything in here. But I don’t spot it immediately. I start digging through the custom shelving on my side of the closet. 
Something falls to the floor. I sigh as I bend over to retrieve it, but I freeze when I realize what it is. My eyes well up, and my chest tightens. The black sleeveless sheath dress barely touches my right foot. It’s the first time I’ve laid eyes on it in years, and dread fills my body as if the garment has now cursed me with some sort of bad luck. 
I’ve kept it all these years for sentimental reasons, and I don’t know why since they’re all negative ones. Thinking of the memories it represents and how those events drastically impacted my life in ways I’ll never be able to fully comprehend or get over only brings me more heartache. With shaky hands, I place the dress on a wooden hanger and put it back in its place. 
I take a deep breath as I envision all the people who came to say goodbye that day. I smile when I picture my aunt Kate. She selflessly stayed with me for a few days afterward to make sure I was okay, and I’ll never forget her generosity. 
She was my mom’s best friend when they were younger, and they stayed in touch, even though they grew apart as they got older. Aunt Kate always had a special place in her heart for me, and she took extra care of me during those first few months my parents were gone by constantly calling to check on me. 
I squeeze my eyes closed and will myself to think about anything but the two days I wore that dress. Flashes of two large coffins and one tiny one fill my uneasy mind, and I desperately try to think of something else, anything else. I grab the dress from the hanger, wad it up in my hands, and consider throwing it away for half a second but decide against it. I can’t. It was her dress. 
After taking another calming breath, I smooth the fabric and place the dress back on the rack. I can keep my cool. I know I can. This is not a good time to have an emotional breakdown, not that any time really is. But being with Owen and Marnie at the same time is always a bit of a challenge, and I have to bring my A-game today.
Returning to my original task, I find some old sweaters and yoga pants I’ve been missing and finally the white grocery bag. I pull out my crocheted black cover-up, black flip-flops, and red string bikini. Owen loves that suit on me. 




Chapter 3
Marnie
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Present

“Twenty-five hundred square feet, partially wooded lot on two acres, built in 1909, remodeled in 1967, and it’s selling for ninety-nine thousand. It needs a big overhaul, but your daddy thinks he can renovate it for a hundred twenty thousand,” Mom says as she twirls her Tammy Harrison-inscribed pen between her middle and index fingers. She’s always valued my opinion on these types of projects, but I think she would take this one on all by herself if she had to.
“What do you think we can sell it for? Four hundred?” Buzzing from the lawn crew distracts me, and I look out the massive kitchen window at the pool and tennis courts in the lower backyard. As a kid, I always found the familiar sounds of the workers mowing and weed-eating soothing, probably in the same way some people find waves crashing on the shore of the beach relaxing.
“Four hundred easily with the way the market is right now,” Mom replies rather loudly. 
I bounce my attention back to her with a grin. Looking down at my laptop, I study the pictures she took yesterday. The house is as cute as a button: worn white siding, black shutters, beautiful stone landscaping, plaster walls, heartwood-pine flooring, plenty of built-in shelves, and rustic fireplaces in the main and master. The place needs a ton of sprucing up, but it has good bones. The thing about really old homes is they always seem to be full of surprises, some good, some bad.
Dad’s been a contractor for thirty-five years at his self-named company, Harrison Construction, and Mom’s been his business manager for over thirty of those years. I’ve been their go-to interior decorator and stager for about five years now, and we’ve enjoyed every second of our projects together. Not to toot our own horn or anything, but we’re pretty darn good at flipping houses in our community, and people love our work.
I nod at her. “I think I can probably stage the entire house for about fifteen to eighteen thousand.” I could probably do it for closer to ten, but I’d much rather pleasantly surprise her than let her down. 
The house was a quaint but sizable farmhouse in its heyday. So I’m thinking I’ll go with a cottage-farmhouse style with loads of antiques and classic pieces of furniture. The great thing about that style is we can save money by buying items at estate sales and online for a lot less than new furniture. Most of the old pieces are just one or two coats of chalk paint or wood stain away from looking brand new anyway.
“Doesn’t it just ooze charm, Marnie?” Mom beams as she closes her folder with an upbeat slam then hops to her feet and heads into her white and yellow kitchen.
“It’s really cute, Mom. I think this will be a fun one for sure.” I truly mean it, but my voice comes out sounding monotone and disinterested because the dread of going to the River Festival later today keeps popping back into my mind. It’s going to be so awkward seeing Owen and his parents there, and I’m not sure how to act. 
“Well, I’m just so glad you’re on board with this one, Marnie.” Mom pours us both glasses of iced tea. 
The buzzing outside halts. They must have needed a break from this intense heat. If I were them, I’d just say screw it, jump in the pool, and hope I wouldn’t get fired.
I shake my head and pick up my things as I rise from my seat at the mahogany table. “Sorry, Mom. I can’t stay. I promised Lay I’d go to the River Festival with them today, and I want to squeeze in a quick workout before I go.”
“Oh, how nice. How is Lay, by the way?” she asks with a head tilt, the same one she’s had for discussing my friend ever since Lay and I met in high school. Mom’s always had endless empathy for her, even when we were on the outs. Not that she took her side over mine or anything. She just found the whole situation gut-wrenching, especially considering Lay’s parents had just died in a freak car accident the year before, and Lay had always struggled to find “her people,” as Mom put it. 
Mom took Lay under her wing, maybe even more than I did, which was a lot. She claimed she wasn’t mentally wired like we were, and she needed extra support. Lay didn’t make friends easily, and she came with a family who struggled with money. So her confidence level was always low. 
Lay and I were practically sisters for years, joined at the hip. If it weren’t for me showing her the ropes and integrating her into high school society, I don’t think she would’ve made but two other friends in four years.
I gulp with apprehension as I consider how to answer. Mom will undoubtedly study my response and the way in which I deliver it. “She…she’s good. I think she’s happy.” 
Mom shoots me a look of concern. “Anything you want to talk about?” 
“No, Mom. I really need to go, or I’m going to be late.” I kiss her on the cheek and try not to run as I make my way to the foyer. 
Talking about it wouldn’t help. It is what it is, and we’re trying to make the best of it and move on. I had no choice but to accept Lay and Owen as a couple after what happened to her. She was at an all-time low and needed her best friend. None of us saw what happened coming, and there was no taking it back once it had.
Two hours later, I pull my Lexus into the parking lot of Calhoun’s and eye the Ferris wheel, the diving boards, the pavilion, and the various groups of people already paddleboarding in the Tennessee River as the sun beats down on their pink faces. 
The glare from the water blinds me as I grab my change of clothes from the back seat. Climbing out of the car, I push my Ray-Bans up the bridge of my nose. I lock the car and sling my Chanel handbag onto my left shoulder before turning back toward the festival. 
As I start across the parking lot, Owen is the first person I see.




Chapter 4
Marnie
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October, Seven Years Earlier

“I think I need a break…from us.” Tears of regret are already streaming down my face, some landing on the blue linen couch. I know this might be a mistake, but if I don’t take the time to learn who I am and what I want, I’ll never forgive myself.
“A break or a break up?” Owen’s voice cracks, and he’s picking the skin around his fingernails. 
I’ve been agonizing over this for a month while considering making permanent decisions based on temporary circumstances. “We’ve always been together. For all of high school and half of college. Aren’t you a little bit afraid we don’t know who we are on our own?” 
I sense he feels caught off guard and didn’t see any of the signs. But it’s like they say: love is blind. I reach for his hand.
He jerks it away and rubs his pale face. “I don’t ever worry about that. When you meet the love of your life, you don’t ever want to see what life is like without them.”
His words pierce me in the heart and make me feel like the biggest jerk in the world for not thinking of it that way since he’s the love of my life, too. “I’m not saying let’s break up. I’m just saying let’s cool things off for a few months and make sure we know who we are as individuals before we sign up for forever together.” 
Owen stands like he’s made a decision and walks out of the house. I follow him outside to the large wraparound porch and panic starts to set into my body. As teenagers, we spent endless nights out here, rocking and staring at the stars while dreaming of our future together. The crisp fall breeze washes over me like a new beginning, terrifying and refreshing at the same time. 
Owen is wiping his eyes with his back turned to me. My heart sinks even further when I realize he’s looking out at the old farmland as if he’ll never see it again. Hurting him like this is the last thing I want, and letting him go forever was never my intention. 
Things have just gotten intense over the past year with endless family talks of an engagement and marriage. Our families love each other as much as we do and clearly want nothing more than to see us happily married. But the mounting pressure of meeting everyone’s expectations is suffocating me, even if Owen is who I really want to be with. Once Owen started researching rings, my throat started to close up, and I knew I had to pump the brakes before I was completely smothered. 
Being one of those women who gets married young and ends up divorced with a kid or two by the time she’s thirty scares me to death. Owen means far too much to me. I’d rather take the necessary time now to figure out what we really want than regret it later. 
I take a deep breath. “You’re the love of my life, too, Owen. I’m not saying you aren’t. I’m only saying let’s make sure we aren’t rushing this. We’re only twenty years old, and when I get married, I want it to be a forever thing. Don’t you?”
Owen turns and looks at me with a quivering lip and glassy eyes. “Yeah, I do. And the difference between you and me is that I’m in love with you enough to commit for the rest of my life right now, and you…aren’t.” He starts toward his Jeep.
“Owen, wait!” More tears stream down my cheeks as the wind sends leaves blowing toward me.
“No, Marnie. Don’t you think I know how this ends? I don’t want to put it off just because you feel bad. I know how you feel now, and you’ll ultimately decide to break my heart down the line anyway. Nobody ever takes a break and has it end up working out, so let’s just sever ties now and get it over with.” He slams the door of his crimson Wrangler, starts the engine, and takes off down the driveway. 
His Jeep comes to a halt a few seconds later at the gate. Now I have to decide whether to let him go or not with one telling gesture. I stare at his car, my finger hovering over the gate button, hoping he’ll jump out and suddenly be willing to see things differently, but he doesn’t even look back. 
Finally, I close my eyes and push the button as my chest aches. When I hear him drive through, I collapse to my knees with a scream as grief washes over me. Owen continues onto Maple Grove Road, away from me, away from us. 
[image: image-placeholder]Owen and I still text each other often, and even though I love and miss him terribly, it’s been nice to focus on me and my goals for the last month. I’m a business major unsure about what line of business I want to be in. My original plan was to be a clothing boutique owner, but my heart isn’t in it anymore. 
Mom and Dad’s house-flipping gig is pulling at me. And as much as I’ve tried to explore other business options to make a name for myself, I can’t deny that I love making old homes beautiful again. I’ve taken a few interior design classes in the evenings, and I really seem to have a knack for it. 
Leighton texts that she and her roommate, Mindy, are having a UT game day viewing party at their house in Karns tonight. Though I’m not certain it’s appropriate, I decide to invite Owen to come with me as friends. 
I have class tonight, but would you wanna meet me at Leighton’s after for their game day party? It starts at 7. I’ll come as soon as class lets out. I could be as late as 8.  
He replies ten minutes later. Not too quick like he’s sitting around waiting to hear from me, but not so slow that he comes off disinterested. 
Sure, need a ride? 
No, thanks. I’m good. I’m not sure what time we’ll let out, and I’d hate to make you wait. I’ll just meet you there. That ok?
He answers curtly with a thumbs-up emoji, which makes me wonder if he thinks I’m avoiding being alone with him. Sometimes my design instructor, Rick, who’s also a local realtor, lets us out at seven o’clock, and sometimes, it’s more like eight. And I honestly only suggested we meet at the party so Owen wouldn’t potentially have to wait around for me in the parking lot for over an hour.
[image: image-placeholder]Class wraps up at seven thirty, and just as I’m about to text Owen that I’m on my way, Rick approaches my desk with a look of concern on his scruffy face.
“Hey, Marnie. I don’t suppose you could do me a huge favor, could you?” He’s probably pushing forty but looks like he’s about thirty. He’s still fit on top of being very good-looking. 
My stomach twists into a knot. From his expression, I can tell this favor is going to be something unpleasant. “Um, sure.” I surreptitiously check the time on my phone. “What’s up?”
Rick smooths his shaggy hair back as if he’s stressed. “Well, I just found out I’ve got to stage a house tonight all by myself for a showing in the morning. Jen, my stager, is sick but she already has all the furniture and décor at the house. I just need some help organizing what should go where. I have a few guys lined up for the heavy lifting, but is there any way you can come help me out with the placements? The potential buyer is a younger woman, and I want to make sure we stage it perfectly. I think it’s going to need a woman’s touch.”
I grin enthusiastically, knowing what a great opportunity this is for me, but I grimace inwardly at the thought of letting down my friends. Especially Owen. However, Rick is well connected in the housing industry and having a credential like this under my belt could really escalate my standing in their world. 
I briefly wonder whether he truly thinks I’m the best one in class for the job, or if he simply admires my hourglass figure and platinum-blonde hair like a few other pervy professors have. He’s never hit on me or acted creepy, though, so I’m going to assume it’s my talent that grabbed his attention and not some ulterior motive. 
“Yeah, sure. But how long do you think it will take?” I ask, hoping I’ll have time to make it to the party and help Rick.
Rick lets out a relieved-sounding breath, and his tense shoulders lower. “Phew! You’re really saving my life here. It should only take an hour. Two, tops.”
“Um, yeah. That should be fine.” I eye his hands and notice his lack of a wedding ring. Part of me is still wondering how true his intentions are, despite the fact that my gut is telling me he’s fine. A girl just never knows.
“You can ride with me, and I’ll bring you back here to your car after. The house is kind of difficult to find, and parking is pretty limited. Are you okay with that?” He takes a step back, almost as if to prove that his intentions are honorable.
“Sure.” I smile, deciding it will be fine. I can be a tad late. Knowing Leighton and Mindy, I’m guessing the party will probably last until two in the morning anyway.
A few minutes later, Rick and I start walking across the parking lot, heading for his car. Another car turns in and blinds me with its bright lights. I squint, trying to get my night vision back, but step right into a pothole. My ankle rolls and I start to fall, but Rick grabs my arm to steady me.  
“Thanks,” I say, gently pulling my arm free. “I’m good now.”
We both head to the passenger side of his car, where he opens the door for me. I step inside, pulling my sore foot in gently, like a true damsel in distress. It’s like I’m living out my biggest pet peeve in romantic comedies, even though this is not romantic or a comedy. I absolutely hate being seen in this kind of light, even though I know he was only trying to be polite by helping me.
I text Owen as Rick pulls out of the parking lot. 
Hey, I’m going to be a few hours late, but I’ll be there eventually. Class is going a little long. I’ll explain later. Do me a favor, and tell Lay. 
[image: image-placeholder]Three hours later, Rick and I are wrapping up the staging of the quaint craftsman house in downtown Knoxville. It turned out absolutely beautiful, and I had the time of my life, placing every piece of furniture and decoration where I thought they would blend seamlessly. Rick is still raving about the aesthetic I created, and I feel so accomplished that I can’t help but mentally decide that this is my calling.
After Rick drops me back at my car, I get behind the wheel and wave to let him know I’m fine as I start the engine. Before pulling out, I reach into my bag to check my phone. Owen never texted me back, but I do have a missed text from Leighton from seven forty-five.
Saw Owen at school earlier. He said y’all were coming tonight. Guess you changed your mind? Talk to you tomorrow?
Owen must have flaked when I said class was going to be late. He probably didn’t want to hang out with the “party crowd” without me, which is understandable. It’s not exactly our scene on our own, but it’s certainly doable when we’re together. 
He’s not much of a drinker or socializer in large crowds. Also, he and Leighton have only ever had a handful of words to say to each other because she’s just as introverted. It’s cute how Lay still gets nervous around him, even though he’s been my boyfriend for years. He was naturally one of the “it-boys” in high school because of his looks, kindness, and money, and I think her crush on him secretly lives on, despite the fact that he’s always been mine.





Chapter 5
Leighton
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November, Seven Years Earlier


“Woohoo! Go, Balls! I mean, Vols!” Mindy slurs as she tosses some beer out of her red Solo cup with her animated hand gestures. 
It’s only eight thirty, and so far, my phone has died, my charger is nowhere to be found in a house full of at least fifty strangers, Mindy is toasted, and my best friend is a no-show. 
I’ve never been a partier, but Mindy’s always the life of the party, and her enthusiasm tends to be contagious after a while. I love her and find her endearing, in a motherly kind of way. She does manage to get me to loosen up a little bit every now and then, with the help of alcohol, that is.
“Take a shot, Lay! Take a shot!” she yells as everyone else turns to watch. 
Two tequila shots later, I’m lying on our black coffee table because everyone’s movements are making me dizzy. But I continue to drink because the night is already a bust, and for once, I don’t feel pressed by the weight of my emotions. I was really looking forward to seeing Marnie tonight and reconnecting because I haven’t laid eyes on her since the night she broke up with Owen. 
Marnie’s always been busy. Too busy. But it seems she’s even busier now that she’s single, and I’m feeling lower than normal on the totem pole of everyone’s priorities. I’m tired of the dark cloud that has been looming over my head for the past year. It’s time for me to live a little and forget the pain.
I turn up a shot glass and then another as everyone cheers me on with screams so loud they drown out the blaring music. And somehow, I feel a bit better. Another shot finds its way down my raw throat fifteen minutes later as ongoing encouragement from the tipsy crowd gives me the wrong kind of strength and motivation. 
I would feel remorseful, especially after that one beer I had earlier, if I could feel anything at all. But it’s only nine o’clock on a Friday night, and I’m already spent. I stumble my way into my bedroom and plop down on the bed. It’s like Marnie’s always said: I’m never fun when I’m drunk or even buzzed. I just find the nearest dwelling and take a long nap.
Something shuffles next to me on the bed, and with a very delayed reaction, I jump to my unsteady feet and scream in exaggerated horror. 
“Lay, stop screaming. It’s just me!” Owen stands up. He has a red Solo cup of his own in one hand as he covers one of his ears with the other. 
“Oh my god! You scared me half to death. I didn’t even see you sitting there.” I clutch my chest, and my heart rate finally begins to slow. I take a deep breath and plop back down on the bed. With all the screaming going on in this house, no one would’ve come to check on me if I really were being attacked by someone. What a scary thought.
“I’m sorry. I came in here to get away from the crowd and drink away my sorrows alone.” He uses his cup, sloshing a little, to gesture toward some bottles of beer on my nightstand. “I came prepared.” 
He stops and studies me. “You’re never drunk, Lay. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this. You okay?” He’s showing the same concern everyone’s had for me for the past year and probably will have for the rest of my pitiful existence.
“What do you think? I’ve just had the worst year of my life. What would be the worst year of most people’s lives. It’s like living in a nightmare every single day.”
Owen looks down at the floor and takes another swig from his cup. “I’m sorry, Lay. I know it can’t be easy. I mean, I honestly don’t know what I’d do without my parents here to—”
“Enough about me. What are you so bummed about, Owen? You don’t exactly seem sober either.” The last thing I want to do is have another therapy session where I wear my emotions on my sleeve for all to see and hear one more exhausting time. 
They say talking about your feelings helps, even if it’s only to yourself, because it forces you to hear how ridiculous or inaccurate some of your thought processes can be. But that’s just a load of shit because it never really helps. All it does is bring the memories back to your already fragile mind—the good, the bad, and the tragic—threatening to drown you in your own sea of endless longing.  
He drapes his arm across my hunched back. “You sure you don’t want to talk about—” 
“No!” I wiggle out of his side hug. “I’d rather talk about you. Why are you drinking your sorrows away?”
Owen sighs deeply, and I feel strangely drawn to him and our shared misery. He’s broken, completely wrecked, just like me. 
“I stopped by to surprise Marnie and pick her up after her class tonight, only I saw her walking with some older guy to his car. Her hot professor, I think. He was holding her arm, Lay. He even opened the car door for her. She was laughing, he was laughing, and she looked…really happy.” Owen’s face falls, and he lowers his head. 
My swimming gut hurts on his behalf. “Well, if it helps, I’ve never heard her mention moving on with him or anyone else.” I have to take up for Marnie, even though I think she’s an idiot for risking letting Owen go in the first place. Everyone adores him because he comes from an affluent family but is somehow still kind, sensitive, and down-to-earth. The complete opposite of his father.
Owen snaps his head around, seeming equally angry and wounded. “Then she had the audacity to lie to me about the whole thing! She texted me that her class was going late, just so she could go hang out with this random guy without me knowing about it. And she’s the one who invited me to this stupid party. God, Lay, she could’ve been seeing that guy all this time for all I know. He’s probably the reason she cooled things off with me. I mean, I don’t even know what to do now. I’ve been such an idiot. She’s clearly moved on, and I’ve got to face the fact that we’re never getting back together.”
I have no words. It seems out of character for Marnie to move on so quickly and to lie about it, but she’s been pretty out of character in general lately. She’s always been a little selfish, but this is a bit much, even for her. I wonder if she really is moving on. It certainly sounds that way from what Owen is saying. Maybe he’s not wrong.
“Well, maybe we can be lonely together,” I suggest with a laugh. 
When I grab one of Owen’s beers, he pulls an opener from his pocket and passes it to me. I pop the cap and take a long swig.
“Maybe so.” He sets down his empty cup and opens another beer. He holds out his bottle, and we clink them together.
“Marnie’s insane if she lets you go, Owen. You’re like the perfect guy,” I blurt without thinking. It’s the truth, but it’s not something I’d openly admit to him under normal circumstances, especially behind Marnie’s back. I’ve had a crush on him for years. Who hasn’t? But I’m not that kind of girl. Or am I? Because here I am, spilling my guts to him in my bedroom.
Owen perks up a bit and turns his body toward me. “You really think so?”
“Yeah, I do. You’re Owen-effing-Marx!” I pat his upper thigh and let my hand linger. I realize I wasn’t just thinking about touching him but have actually done it, so I slowly move my hand back to my duvet and hope he doesn’t think it’s a big deal.
 “I think you’re pretty great, too, Lay. You’ve always been in the background, though, in Marnie’s shadow. And I think it’s time you step out and step up. Let people see how special you are, because you are.” Owen places his hand on top of mine and squeezes it.
“Special?” I lean toward Owen, hyperaware that our hands are still touching.
“Yeah, you’re like the perfect best friend, so loyal and supportive.” He leans toward me a bit more.
I inhale sharply and can smell the beer on his breath. “Well, I’ve always had a major crush on you. Marnie’s always been a lucky girl, you know,” I admit wanting nothing more than for him to lean forward more and kiss me. Marnie’s out getting hers with her professor anyway, and we’re not obligated to let her have her cake and eat it too.
“Marnie and I are done, Lay,” he whispers, and we slowly lean toward each other until our lips meet. A few seconds later, our soft kisses intensify into open mouths and heavy petting. Soon, we’re ripping off our clothes and losing ourselves in each other’s bodies, along with our troubles. And just like that, our tiny spark of interest in one another ignites into a full-fledged forest fire of deception.




Chapter 6
Marnie
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Present

It’s still difficult for me to be around Owen, even all these years later. It always feels like everyone studies our moves and wonders how in the world Leighton and I were able to rekindle our friendship after such destruction. But the truth is that the only way we’ve been able to manage so far is to keep our interactions private as often as possible. And by private, I mean Leighton and I hanging sans Owen. Well, until now. Recently, we’ve all coexisted in a few social situations, and no one has imploded yet.
Leighton is talking to Owen’s parents, Rita and Trent. Owen stands a few steps in front of their huddle, seemingly looking around for someone in the crowd. Our eyes meet and lock, and I make my way over to him as a soft smile breaks across his face.
“Hey, M.” He opens his arms for a hug, because to not greet me with open arms would be even more awkward. After our embrace, he takes a step back to nudge Lay in the ribs with his elbow to let her know I’m here.
She spins around and gives me a warm grin as she steps away from Trent and Rita. “You made it. Fashionably late as usual.” She gives me a tight squeeze then eyes my white sunhat, white lace cover-up, and black string bikini that can easily be made out underneath. 
I tip my hat and raise my shoulders in response to her compliment with a smirk, knowing I do, in fact, look good. “What have you guys done so far?” I scan the huge crowd. Sweat is already beginning to build around my chest and hairline. The number of people here must be in the thousands this year.
“Rita and I paddle-boarded a bit when we first got here, and Trent and Owen ate some hotdogs.” Leighton laughs as she wipes her glistening forehead.
I turn to Owen and giggle sarcastically. “Still a daredevil, huh, Owen?”
He rolls his eyes and smiles at us. “Haha. I just love it when you two gang up on me.” Owen turns and joins his parents’ conversation behind us, leaving us girls to our business. Probably for the best. 
“So, what are you up to next?” I ask.
“They’ve got those super-high diving boards. I think we should try those out, especially since we were all too chicken last year.” Leighton’s eyes sparkle. 
As if jumping off a high dive is something I’d ever consider doing. Paddleboarding, maybe. But heights I don’t do. On top of that, I don’t like to get my hair wet at public events unless I’m absolutely roasting and about to collapse and die of a heat stroke. I usually tough it out because beauty is pain, and there’s nothing worse than looking like a drowned rat in public. I do have a reputation to keep. 
Leighton’s silky brown hair somehow looks great wet, and she can always throw it back into a cute bun if it doesn’t. But my double-processed, medium-length, baby-blond tresses are much more delicate. They turn into the texture of straw unless treated with the utmost of care.
“You go right ahead. But I don’t think you’ll find any company for that one.” My eyes grow large just looking at the huge temporary diving boards people are lined up behind. Something built in just a few short hours seems sketchy to me. And I, for one, am not about to be the guinea pig who’s on it when it snaps.
“I’m so hot already, I think I’m going to head that way. Make sure and watch so I don’t drown or anything. There’s a ton of people out there in the water already. It’d be easy to get lost in the shuffle.” She peels off her black cover-up, revealing a red bikini, and reaches back to drape it over Owen’s shoulder. The move was a bit seductive in my opinion, but he didn’t even turn around. 
Lay makes her way over to the diving line, and I can’t help but notice that her body looks as fit as ever. Those strength classes she’s been teaching are really paying off for her as well as her clients.
Rita leans to the side to talk around Owen. “How are you, Marnie?” 
She and Trent always make a concerted effort to avoid speaking to me when Lay’s around because when Owen and I were together, Rita and I were the best of friends. It was more than difficult for me to lose having them in my life, on top of everything else I was dealing with all those years ago. The love I have for them has never wavered.
“I’m doing great, Rita. How are you guys?” 
After a few minutes of small talk, Trent says, “Oh, look. Leighton’s already near the front of the line.” He points at the largest diving board’s eternally long line with one hand and, with the other, fans himself with a paper he snatched from Rita’s purse. 
Owen and I turn. Lay has moved up to be third in line. Suddenly, a hand grabs her by the arm and jerks her away. 
Owen gasps. “What the hell?”
I glance at Rita and Trent. “Did you see that?” 
“I saw someone yank her out of line,” Rita says. 
“Where did she go?” Trent asks.
I rise up on tiptoes, trying to see over and around all the people. “I see her. She’s headed toward the bathrooms or the parking lot. I’m not sure which.”
Someone dressed in a dark hooded jacket is walking next to her. Leighton’s gait looks stiff and awkward, and the person with her stays glued to her side, too close. No one they pass is acting concerned or like they even notice her at all, but the whole scene is off. 
“I’m going to see what’s going on.” Keeping my eyes on Lay, I start to push through the crowd. 
A group of people walk right in front of me, and by the time I manage to get around them, Leighton is nowhere in sight. 
“Do you see her?” Rita asks in a frantic tone.
I didn’t realize they followed me, but of course they did. I shake my head. “I lost her!” I yell. But I can’t even hear my own voice over the cacophony created by the masses.
Owen moves up to stand beside me. “Mom and Dad, you check back at the diving boards while Marnie checks the bathrooms, and I check the parking lot. If anyone finds her, text the rest of us. If not, then…” He rubs a hand across his jaw. “Then we’ll meet back here.”
Drenched not only from the sun’s heat but from the mass confusion of what’s just happened, I run to the women’s bathroom. I stop at the sight of an out-of-order sign hanging on the door. I turn the door handle anyway, just in case, but it’s locked. Spinning left, I barge into the men’s room, not caring what any of the men in there think of me. I check every inch of the place, but I find nothing out of the ordinary.
I exit the men’s room empty-handed. Terrible thoughts and questions race through my mind at a pace I can’t control, then my hat flies off my head as someone yanks me toward them.
“Have you seen her?” Owen squeezes my hand then bends over, panting. 
I shake my head. “The women’s is locked, and she’s not in the men’s.”
“I looked all over the parking lot but nothing. Absolutely nothing. Our car is still there, so she didn’t leave in that. This just can’t be happening!”
I place a hand on his shoulder even though I’m freaking out just as much as he is. “Breathe, Owen. We should find a police officer. Let’s go get your parents.” 
Our heads constantly swiveling, we stride back to where we separated from Trent and Rita. We stand there, scanning the crowd, but don’t spot her. Owen’s parents join us, looking pale-faced and scared. 
“Did she have her watch on?” Trent asks Owen, ignoring the onlookers. 
For a second, I wonder why Trent cares if Lay knows what time it is, then I remember Lay’s smartwatch.
Rita holds up her bag and shakes her head. “Oh God. She gave it to me earlier to hold because she left her purse in the car.” 
“Shit. We need to call the police. Now!” Owen says. 
Trent pulls out his phone and dials 911. Rita pulls up a picture on her phone and begins showing it around to the people who’ve gathered nearby, asking if they’ve seen Lay. 
I grab Owen’s hand. “Let’s go find one of the officers working the festival. They can start searching now.”




Chapter 7
Taking
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Present

I’m not fully engaged with anyone around me because I’m constantly looking around, trying to make sure she’s here. I pray she wore the red string bikini. If she didn’t, I’m screwed. I’ll never spot her in such a large crowd. A fake smile is plastered on my face as others try to converse with me, but my eyes are darting back and forth as I search. 
I finally spot her. 
She’s here with him, as I suspected she might be, but that doesn’t really matter or change my plan. If I know him at all, he’ll disengage with her soon enough, and then I’ll have my chance to approach her. 
Thirty minutes pass with me trying to appear calm while watching her. As I expected, he leaves her side to do his own thing while she goes off alone to have fun. He starts talking with some other chick within two minutes. He’s so damn predictable. 
She walks over and gets in line for the wonky-looking diving boards next to the pavilion. She’ll be waiting there awhile, so this is my chance.
I excuse myself from the little group I’m in and head to the bathrooms. When I first arrived, I hid some clothes and a few other items in the last stall in the ladies’ room, then I stuck an out-of-order sign on the door. It’s blazing hot out here, and the last thing I want to do is throw on more clothes, but I can’t screw up this part.
I linger outside the door, trying to act casual. As soon as I think the coast is clear and no one is looking, I duck into the restroom, lock the door behind me, and go to the correct stall. I yank on the pants over my swimming attire then pull on my hoodie. 
When I exit the bathroom, I head straight for the line at the diving boards. She’s made her way toward the front, and there are no familiar faces with her. I take one last look around then let out a heavy breath. It’s now or never. 
I worry my pants and hoodie will draw attention in this heat, but no one seems to be particularly interested. I put my hand in my hoodie pocket and grip the handle of my knife. With sheer determination and focus, I stride in her direction with purpose. No hesitation. No turning back. This will work. It has to. 
I walk straight up behind her and push the knife against her back. My hoodie is thick, and I take care to ensure I don’t push so hard that the blade pokes through. I can’t take it out, as that could cause mass panic if anyone sees.
I lean over her shoulder so I can talk right in her ear. “Yes, it’s a knife,” I say, using the deepest whisper I can muster. “And I’ll stab you straight through the kidney without a second thought if you don’t come with me right now.” 
She gasps and nods. I take her arm and half push her through the clueless crowd. Sweat drips down my face and chest as I steer her toward the women’s bathroom. I can almost feel her heart bursting through her body, and her breaths are so close together I fear she might hyperventilate before I can finish telling her what to do. 
We pause at the door, and I put an arm around her in an attempt to look natural. After a quick scan of the area to ensure no one is looking, I shove her through the door. She stumbles and falls to her knees. I lock the door then take in a shaky breath. 
She climbs to her feet and turns to face me. Her eyes widen. “Why?” 




Chapter 8
Leighton
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Six and a Half Years Earlier

It’s finally here, the happiest day of my life…February 11, 2011. The weather is exceptionally warm for winter, which is fitting, because everything good in my life begins today. Even though Knoxville is in the South, it isn’t the Deep South, where temperatures in the upper fifties might be common this time of year. So I’m taking this as a good omen for our marriage, and I think it’s safe to say this wonderful, but unexpected, surprise was simply meant to be—just like Owen and me. 
Some people will assume Owen’s only marrying me because he knocked me up or that his dad made him put a ring on it to maintain their clean reputation, but I know the truth. Owen truly loves me, and he never considered starting a family with me as a mistake. 
Getting someone pregnant outside of a marriage wouldn’t hinder Trent or Owen from running for office one day anyway. I mean, society has evolved a bit more than that. It isn’t the 1950s anymore. 
I brush on more bronzer and check my glowing reflection in the gold-rimmed mirror. The sounds of my guests talking as they arrive are muted by the skeptical voices in my head. 
Part of me still wonders if I’m lying to myself, and the naysayers are right. What if Owen’s only telling me what I want to hear to maintain his upstanding reputation? Would we really be getting married right now if I wasn’t pregnant? I mean, we’d be dating, sure. But if I’m honest with myself, we probably wouldn’t be rushing down the aisle just yet. 
We have a great time hanging out, and we’ve grown to care a tremendous amount about each other in a short amount of time. That, I know for certain, no matter what anyone else says. And really, it doesn’t matter if I’m wrong about his initial motivations to marry me because I know our new family will be together forever once this baby arrives. And that’s all that matters to me now.
I wonder what Mom would say if she were here. I hope she would be proud of me for getting married and starting a family, but I worry she would think that doing it without Marnie’s blessing is a bad thing. I would give just about anything to have a conversation with my parents as I get ready to walk down the aisle into my future.
My flower girls shuffle down the stairs of the old Blossom Hill farmhouse in their royal-blue swing dresses so they can march outside and into the rose garden as violins play. Nearly five hundred people are there waiting for the big event. 
Trent offered to walk me down the aisle, but it felt right for me to do it alone, to allow my parents to guide me in spirit. I glance down at my father’s watch on my left wrist then at my mother’s pearl bracelet on my right and imagine they are linked to each side of me as I walk down the stairs. Just as I’m about to cross the threshold of the farmhouse, I hear a familiar voice call out from behind me.
“You look beautiful, Lay.” 
“Marnie?” I turn with a wide grin. Tears instantly form in the corners of my eyes.
Marnie steps toward me. “It felt wrong to be here, but it felt worse to not be here.” Her normally sturdy and confident voice shakes.
I reach out and wipe the tears from her cheeks. “I know. I mean, this whole thing…it’s just so…surreal. I still don’t know how I ended up here without you by my side. I’m so…I’m so sorry. We never meant to hurt you.”
Marnie dabs my face with a tissue from her dress pocket. “No, no, no. I didn’t come here for another apology or to give you a hard time. I…I came here to give you my blessing, I guess. And to say I hope we can find a way to be friends again…one day.”
I open my arms and pull her into a hug. As we both cry, I’m thankful I decided to wear waterproof makeup. I squeeze her tightly. I didn’t realize how much Marnie’s blessing would mean to me. This is one wedding gift I never expected to receive. “It means the world to know you don’t hate me, especially since my parents aren’t here. I mean, you’re my family, too, Marnie. You always have been.”
She steps back and clears her throat. “I still need some time, Lay.”
I take a deep breath and nod. I should have known it wouldn’t be so easy for us to move on, to just go back to being best friends. “I understand.”
“But I wish you only the best. Really, I do.” Marnie sniffs and backs away. She gives me a little wave and leaves.
My heart sinks that she isn’t staying. But I square my shoulders and turn back around. Marnie showed up to relieve me of any lingering guilt before I headed down the aisle to my future, a future she thought for years would be hers.




Chapter 9
Marnie
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Present

“So, you two used to be in a serious relationship? Can you tell me more about when exactly that was and to what extent you were involved with each other?” Officer Wade Elliott asks. 
Owen and I are sitting on a velvet couch in his and Leighton’s new craftsman-style home. It’s been a few hours since Leighton’s disappearance, and I’m fidgeting nervously, wondering why my old relationship matters when Lay is missing.
I take in a calming breath and look the thirty-something-year-old investigative officer right in the eyes so he can see I have nothing to hide. “Yes, for several years. Before Leighton and Owen got together.” 
Owen nods but continues to stare at the wall without blinking. He’s obviously still in shock. The clean-shaven, muscular Officer Elliott turns a page of his notebook to jot something down. 
I clear my throat. “We’ve been questioned for two hours now, and I don’t know about you, but it feels like we’re nowhere near any real answers to why this happened. Shouldn’t we be doing something?” I ask, getting more and more impatient that no one here is physically out looking for Lay.
Officer Elliott ignores my outburst and asks, “Did Mrs. Marx have any conduct with anyone suspicious online?”
Owen finally snaps out of it and picks the skin around his fingernails like he always does when he’s worried. “Are you talking about chat rooms?” 
The officer slides back on the gray wingback chair and unknowingly scoots his dirty boot on the white rug, leaving a mark. “Not necessarily. Email, Facebook groups, Reddit chats, Twitter…anything that has private messaging capabilities where she may have developed online friendships.” 
Owen shakes his head. “No, not that I’m aware of. Leighton didn’t really have much to do with social media at all. She barely even kept up with her own Facebook page, much less anything else.”
Elliott looks at me. “Is that true from what you know of her?” 
I nod. “Yes, Officer. I really don’t think that’s likely. Not with Lay.”
Owen’s parents are clanging some pots and pans around in the kitchen, cleaning up a mess that doesn’t exist. They probably want to avoid hearing the questions about Owen and me.
Elliott takes a long look around the pristinely decorated room then turns his gaze back to me. “One more question about your previous relationship. Did that end completely before Mr. Marx married Mrs. Marx, Ms. Harrison?” 
My entire body grows warm with rage over him wasting time questioning Owen and me when he should be out there looking for Lay and her kidnapper. “What exactly are you suggesting? That we did this to her?”
“I’m just asking a simple question, Ms. Harrison. Can you just stick to answering and drop the speculation?” He leans in a bit closer and studies my face.
I take a deep breath and blink slowly. “Yes. Our relationship ended before they got married, Officer. Months before, actually.” 
Elliott looks to Owen, who nods, and then he writes something else down in his notebook.
An hour later, the officer finally leaves. Owen sits in silence as I rack my brain for some sort of answer to all this chaos. We’re both exhausted in every way possible: mentally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. And although Officer Elliot is very curious about us and our past, it seems like the police force is leaning toward a random abduction, based on what Trent’s inside sources were able to find out. 
There are no words to make any of this any easier on anyone, and our past does make this case seem suspicious to those looking in from the outside. I only hope the media won’t try to blow this story up against us somehow because we both know neither of us had anything to do with Leighton’s abduction. Maybe they’ll focus on the facts and try to help us find Lay. Trent should be able to help with that.  
Trent walks into the living room. “They’ll be extending the search radius downtown around the festival area today. They’ll also be scouring the web for more information and clues based on other recent disappearances. I’m told we should sit tight at home in case Lay tries to reach us.” 
He goes on to explain that there is a “dark web,” where sinister deals involving sex, drugs, murders, and even selling body parts are made. After hearing all that, I feel light-headed, and Owen looks like he wants to puke. 
“Maybe they grabbed the wrong person, and they’ll let her go,” I say, knowing it’s a silly suggestion. At best, she was taken by a basic stalker who took her away only to lock her up and treat her like a queen. At worst…well, I try not to go there, but my brain fills in some scenarios anyway. 
I realize we should stop discussing potential theories because Owen looks like he’s on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I wonder if his thoughts about her are as dire and unspeakable as mine are. Maybe he’s incapable of thought at all right now. That would probably be a blessing.
Knowing Owen, I’m sure that if he does have thoughts, they’re probably very realistic, which means they’re dark as well. Anyone who has seen any true crime documentaries knows what’s happening to Lay right now is probably unspeakable.
Owen suddenly jumps out of his seat and rushes to the bathroom. 
Rita walks in from the now spotless kitchen, wringing her hands. “Is he sick?” 
“I’m sure he’ll be okay,” I say. But I’m not so sure he will be. 
He’s distraught, rightfully so, and I don’t think he can mentally or physically handle trying to hire a PI or do any investigating. He’s too fragile and raw to think straight, and I don’t know how much more of this endless waiting he can take. That’s the thing about Owen most people don’t realize. Although he’s a respected businessman and future politician, he’s about as sensitive as they come underneath his layer of confidence. 
“He’ll make it through this. We’ll find her.” Trent rubs Rita’s back as tears well up in her already bloodshot eyes.
I suddenly feel I’ve been intruding on what should be a family moment. Owen isn’t mine to take care of. That’s Leighton’s job, and I can’t help feeling like I shouldn’t be here. “I think I’m going to head out, guys.” I get to my feet, not sure if they even heard me. “I want to give you all time alone to process everything. But call if you need me, okay?” 
Trent gives me a quick nod then turns back to his wife as I head out the door.
I stand on the sidewalk, looking up at their gray-and-white stone house, and wonder how I can help. All throughout my life I’ve thrived on having a plan, but I have no idea what I can do to make any of this better. 
I climb into my car, start the engine, and pull out onto the street. As the cool air from the vents hits me on the drive home, an idea does as well: I can look for her. 
Marnie, you’re always so strong, Lay always used to say when we were younger. But she didn’t know everything, not all the sides to me, not the parts I kept hidden. I’m no detective, that’s for sure, but I hope I can at least rule out her disappearance being a random abduction. If it truly were random, we’d likely have no hope of ever finding her, and I just can’t go down that road right now. Besides, I have a gut feeling that there’s still hope, that there’s more to the story.
Maybe there are things only I can dig up. Things she, too, kept hidden from everyone. All I know for sure is that time is of the essence, and Lay needs me. 
[image: image-placeholder]Later that evening, after a few hours of epically failing to get some much-needed rest, I grab some Chinese takeout from a place down the road and walk back to my condo. Although I pass all the usual shops, restaurants, and people living their lives, everything looks and feels different, like I’m in an alternate universe. 
When I get back home, I sit on my olive-green living room rug and open the carton of orange chicken. Mom’s been calling and texting since the festival, but I just don’t have the energy to try to explain what happened to her all over again. Not until I eat something. I was there, and I don’t even understand it.
Leighton’s face is the first thing I see when I turn on WKNX, and my eyes immediately well up. This is really happening, and I can’t believe it. It seems to be toward the end of their piece on her “alleged kidnapping,” and I turn the volume up. 
“Police and Leighton Marx’s family are asking that anyone with any information on her disappearance to please call this number.” A phone number flashes on the screen. The news anchor casually reads the intro to the next story as if Leighton were just another face, another name, another story. I don’t think I could ever read something like that on live TV and not be emotional about it. That’s someone’s wife, someone’s daughter, and someone’s best friend.
Once the news is over, my phone starts to blow up. People are coming out of the woodwork to text, call, leave voicemails, and write private and direct messages about Leighton on my Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and Twitter. Some of them contact me out of legitimate concern for Leighton, me, and her family, but many hardly knew her at all. 
Nosy people just looking to be the go-to person with all the information on Leighton Marx’s disappearance make me sick. They reach out with fake concern just so they can spread information around town and feel important. 
I turn my phone and the TV off. With no idea what to do next, I stare at the exposed brick walls of my condo. 
“Lay, where are you?” I whisper.
[image: image-placeholder]Mom is biting her nails as we watch TV for the latest update on Leighton’s disappearance. “They say no news is good news.”
I give her a frown as I lay a rustic chandelier on the floor next to the pendant lights for the kitchen. We both know that phrase doesn’t apply in a missing person’s case. And it’s now been three weeks.
I tilt my head to make sure the matte-black colors complement each other. “I just wish we had a clue as to why it was her they took? Was there a reason, or was it just totally random?”
Mom looks out the window of the farmhouse. “Wrong place, wrong time.” 
I sigh as I mentally decide the pieces do look excellent together. Every time I start to enjoy anything like the flawless collaboration of colors on the floor before me, I remember that Lay is gone, and the joy is sucked out of every would-be joyful moment. Leighton could be screaming for help as she’s being ruthlessly tortured, wondering where I am, where Owen is, and how we could let this happen to her.
The first two weeks, Owen and I searched relentlessly. We scoured all the bad parts of town, asking everyone and anyone if they’d seen Leighton. We searched all the online threads we could find, anything sent to our social media accounts or emails, and through all of Lay’s things, only to end up nowhere just like the police had. 
On the sixteenth day, Owen collapsed and had to be hospitalized for exhaustion. He was there for three days. His family kept it quiet. According to Trent, who still put the family’s image and Owen’s political future first, the public could see a health issue as a sign of weakness in a future politician.  
Mom looks away from the window and nods at me in approval of the black pieces matching each other. “I know the police are now operating on the notion that it was a trafficking abduction. It makes it hard to find out who took her if they had no motive other than to sell her. If it wasn’t personal in any way, no amount of digging into her past is going to help the investigation.”
I sigh and rub my temples, feeling helpless and frustrated that I’ve run out of leads and theories. “I know.”
Mom sniffs, wipes her eyes, and starts opening the lanterns we bought for the exterior of the old farmhouse. “What I meant before was…I guess no news is good news in that they haven’t found a body, and she’s likely still out there somewhere. But…and I hate to say this…she may rather be dead if she’s been sold into some sort of trafficking ring. Even if by some miracle she does come back, she’ll never be the same.”




Chapter 10
Leighton
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Six and a Half Years Earlier

“Maybe they’ll be able to tell us the gender today.” I clap with excitement as Owen and I make our way toward the OB-GYN downtown. My heart leaps in my chest when we pass the Mast General Store just as a sweet family of four walks out the front door because my dream of having kids is not so far away.
“Lay, you’re only thirteen weeks. I don’t think the genitals have fully formed yet,” Owen replies in his usual sensible tone.
“I know. I know. But I kept feeling something like kicks the whole time we were on our honeymoon,” I remind him, wishing he’d allow himself to be half as excited as I am. Even just for a moment.
“I thought we decided that it was just gas bubbles from all the Mexican food we ate in Cozumel.” Owen scrunches his eyebrows. 
I swear he remembers every damn thing we’ve ever said to each other, and at times, that can be so annoying. “It wasn’t gas. I just know it was a kick.” I roll my eyes. He should get on board with the fact that I know what I’m talking about. It’s my body after all. “Maybe our baby is ahead of its time somehow.” I smile and shrug. I’m looking on the bright side, or what Owen would kindly refer to as me “living with my head in the clouds.”
“Maybe.” He smiles.
I know he’s lying to appease me, which makes me love him even more. I can’t keep my mind from wondering whether our baby will resemble him or me, but I don’t care. I’m just thankful I landed such a kind and stable force in my life as Owen. And even though nothing makes me happier than finally having a family again, I know it has cost me something I never thought I’d lose: Marnie. I tried reaching out to her via text the other day, but she never responded. I guess she needs a little more time than just a week after the honeymoon. 
Owen drops me off at the hospital door and drives away to go park in the garage. As I head for the door, a few flakes of snow begin to fall for the first time in months. A single snowflake lands on my outstretched palm, and I feel even more excited about our new life together. 
When I enter the Lysol-scented lobby of my doctor’s office, my smile grows when I see that it’s nearly empty due to the unusually cold weather. We won’t have to wait long to see our little bean on the ultrasound screen for the first time. 
My pregnancy confirmation at eight weeks was done via Doppler, which wasn’t nearly as exciting as it will be seeing the baby on the monitor. On the screen, we’ll be able to make out its shape, heart, and its tiny little movements, according to what I’ve read online. It won’t just be a static-like thumping sound that strongly resembles white noise. Our sweet little baby will take shape and come to life right before our eyes, and that moment will be etched in our hearts forever. 
When Owen makes his way into the waiting area a few minutes later, I’m staring at one of the TVs on the wall, already sucked into a HGTV show. Ironically, the episode features a couple who are also expecting their first child. 
Owen plops into the chair beside me. “It looks dead in here. Maybe I can get back to my last class on time after all.” He shows more excitement about getting back to his class than he did when I told him we might learn the gender today. He pulls a book out of his backpack and starts reading.
The receptionist calls my name, and I get up and walk over to her desk. 
“Is your husband a student?” the receptionist asks, nodding toward Owen, whose nose is deeply buried in his textbook. 
“Yes. He’s doing undergrad classes at UT while he works for his dad at his law firm. His dad plans to run for mayor next year, and Owen is assisting him with his campaign.” I realize I’m giving out way more information than she asks, so I close my mouth. I hope she knows I’m just excited. 
The receptionist tells me she’s now considering doing physical therapy instead of nursing. We chat a minute, which makes me happy I’m not the only one to overshare. 
Back when I learned I was pregnant, I decided to drop out of school and continue teaching my part-time fitness classes at the gym to stay in shape while carrying the baby. I want to focus on taking care of our little nugget at home while Owen finishes law school. 
Owen has lots of options, all good ones. There are many benefits that come with belonging to a well-to-do family like the Marxes. And luckily for us, the main one is that money will never be an issue. Rita and Trent have made it crystal clear that they’ll be taking care of us during this season of life, and we won’t want for anything, especially when it comes to the baby. 
That knowledge allows me to rest easier at night, since I have no family of my own to fall back on. I’m finally at peace and seeing the glass as half full for the first time in my life.
The door to the exam room section opens and an older brunette nurse with thick glasses pokes her head through the opening. She glances at the clipboard she’s carrying then calls “Leighton Marx?” 
Owen gets up and joins me, and we follow her through the door.
“The restroom is right over there, and your exam room will be right here.” The nurse points to each door as we walk down the hall. She stops at a scale. “Let’s get your weight, and then I need to get a urine sample.” 
I remove my shoes and coat. “Owen, you can go on to the room.” I love him, but I don’t want him seeing how much I weigh. Once he’s gone, I step on the scale.
After I give the urine sample, I head into the exam room. Owen is thumbing through a parenting magazine instead of his textbook, and my heart soars. I slip into the gown the nurse laid out and perch on the table, kicking my legs back and forth. 
Three weeks after Owen and I hooked up, Marnie wanted to speak with him about why he’d been so distant with her, not knowing he’d been on several secret dates with me at that point. Owen and I kept our hangouts a secret because we wanted to make sure we had real potential as a couple before we told her. Also, he wanted to tell her in person, which I respected. 
During their chat, Owen found out Marnie hadn’t been seeing her teacher like he thought—or anyone else, for that matter—and he was full of guilt because he hadn’t trusted her. Marnie was beyond hurt and upset when he told her about us, and she wouldn’t take either of our calls for days. Even though I felt terrible, I was also really happy, happier than I’d been since my parents died.
I had just found out I was pregnant, but I didn’t want Owen to pick me by default just because he knocked me up. So I didn’t tell him. Instead, I told him I wanted him to take some time to decide what he wanted and that I would be there if he decided he still wanted to see where things went with us. 
After a few days, he came back looking like he hadn’t slept the entire time. He told me he’d realized he couldn’t pursue Marnie anymore, even if she did decide to forgive him. It just didn’t feel right any longer. He said he wanted to move on, and if they were meant to be, then they’d work out. But in the meantime, he wanted to continue to see how things developed with us, if I was still interested. 
I appreciated his honesty. I felt guilty because I didn’t share the fact that Marnie told me she wasn’t seeing anyone when I’d casually asked her about it the day after Owen and I hooked up at the party. But in my defense, for all I knew, she was lying about it to me, too, so Owen wouldn’t find out. Owen did catch her red-handed with the guy in a parking lot. At the time, the evidence against her seemed pretty damning.
After he chose to part ways with Marnie and see me, I told him I was pregnant. Once the initial shock wore off, he said he loved me and our baby, and we should just go ahead and make it official and get married. 
Deep down, I knew that Owen’s dad never would’ve let him have a baby with some orphaned girl he wasn’t married to. That would ruin all their plans for Owen’s future in politics and tarnish their upstanding reputation in the community. 
Luckily, Owen did love and care for me, and I was obsessed with him. We probably would’ve continued dating and eventually gotten married anyway. The baby just sped things up a bit.
I shake my head and bring my thoughts back to the present. I need to focus on my baby, on my family, not the past. I cross my legs to hold them still, but my right heel taps the bed every second it takes the nurse to return. I turn and study the poster on the stages of development. All babies truly are miracles. 
I bought a copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting the day after I found out I was pregnant, and my number one priority since has been filling my mind with knowledge about our baby’s growth. Always be prepared, I like to say. As much as you possibly can be at least.
I point at the poster. “At thirteen weeks, our baby is starting to form its own fingerprints, and if it happens to be a girl, she’s already got two million eggs sitting in her ovaries.” 
Owen continues to flip through his magazine without looking up. “Oh, that’s nice.” 
I frown. “Are you not excited about this?” 
Owen drops the magazine on his lap, and a more convincing smile grows on his now attentive face. “Of course, I am. I just don’t like all the waiting around and high expectations.”  
Even though I don’t want to, I can’t help but wonder if his smile is one of those fake politician things.
The door swings open, and Dr. Davenport pokes her head in. “Is this a good time?” 
I wonder if it’s something she always asks or if she heard my raised voice from the hallway. “Yes, please come in. I’m a bit antsy today,” I explain with a wince of embarrassment as I shift on the table.
The corners of Owen’s mouth turn upward as nervous laughter comes out. “Yeah, just a little.” 
“Well, we’re going to check everything out, and you’ll get to hear that little heartbeat soon enough.” Dr. Davenport pats my knee with a smile and has a seat on the rolling chair next to me. “How have you been feeling? Any nausea?”
“At first, yes. Around the five- to six-week mark, it started, but by week ten or so, it faded away.” I feel lucky to have escaped an entire pregnancy of feeling like shit with my head buried in the toilet every day.
“Well, that’s nice.” Dr. Davenport types some notes on her laptop. “Let’s go ahead and take a listen.” She reaches into a drawer and pulls out the little Doppler. 
My heart sinks. “No ultrasound today?” I ask as the dream I’ve built up in my mind shatters like a broken mirror full of bad luck.
“If we really need to, we can. But I’d rather not at this point unless it’s necessary. Your insurance won’t want to cover it unless there’s a good reason.” She places the warm jelly on my stomach and listens for the baby’s heartbeat. She moves the instrument all over my abdomen, but we don’t hear anything but static. She glances up at us. “Sometimes a full bladder helps when it’s early on. You just gave a urine sample, right?”
“Yes, I did.” I grin, knowing I may get my wish now that she can’t find the heartbeat with the Doppler.
“Well, let’s bring out the big guns and see this baby.” She goes over to the corner and rolls the ultrasound machine over beside me. Next, she opens a different drawer and pulls out a wand that looks way too long to go where I think it goes.
“Whoa. Are we trying to see the baby, or poke the baby? Where is that going? I thought you would just rub something over my belly,” I say and realize I’m clenching my thighs together. 
“We do a transvaginal ultrasound at this stage.” She lubes up the wand. “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. You’ll just feel a little pressure.” She looks over at Owen squirming in his seat looking like he might be sick. “Do you want to stay for this?”
Owen glances at me. When I nod, he says shakily, “Yeah, I’ll stay.” He steps closer and takes my hand.
Once the wand is inserted, and we see the outline of a baby on the monitor, I forget all about how uncomfortable I am. 
“There it is,” the doctor says. 
I beam at Owen. The color finally returns to his cheeks as he leans over to gaze at the baby with what seems like genuine excitement. 
I look at Dr. Davenport and notice she isn’t smiling. “Is everything okay?” 
She studies the screen and doesn’t look up when she speaks. “The baby is measuring a little small. Let me try just a few more things here.” She maneuvers the mouse a little and hits a couple of buttons. 
After a few more seconds, she straightens and sighs deeply, and I stop breathing as I realize what’s coming. If I don’t take another breath, time will stop, and this won’t be real. She won’t say it. 
She finally turns to look at me. “I’m very sorry, Leighton, but it looks as if the baby stopped developing around week ten. There isn’t a heartbeat anymore.” 
“No. It can’t be that. Try again,” I beg. 
Tears fill my eyes, and ironically, my pregnancy nausea is back. “Are you sure? Can you check again?” I yell as Owen pulls me close to him. 
She looks at me with sympathy then at Owen for backup. “I’ll give you two a moment.” 
Dr. Davenport steps out of the room. And just like that, all the mended pieces of me fracture in that cold room, and I know I’ll never be the same. Our future as a family is gone in mere seconds, and my dreams crash into a brick wall they can’t break through or climb over. 
Gender reveals, first kicks, baby names, and first birthday parties vanish with all my hopes and dreams for us as a family. The nagging thought that Owen would never have rushed into marrying me if I weren’t pregnant won’t stop popping up in my distressed mind. 
What if I can never successfully carry a baby? What if he realizes he was only settling, and our marriage is now doomed? I’m stuck in a tailspin of fears that sit heavily on my weakened chest, and I can’t seem to catch my breath. Everything in front of me suddenly goes black like before…like when I lost my parents.
[image: image-placeholder]I roll over and clutch my white duvet cover. I glance at the ticking clock on the wall. It’s two thirty in the afternoon, and I’m lying here without the will to do anything. I’ve been in the same place for a week straight, and I don’t even care or feel ashamed. A week after the ultrasound, Dr. Davenport performed the surgery that took away the remains of my pregnancy. Since then, I’ve felt empty and blank.
The physical pain lasted for a few days, but the mental anguish and constant grief remain and probably will forever. The voice in my head is one of depression only. It fills my entire mind and tells me lies and half-truths every minute of every day. Even though I’m aware of that, it still convinces me that I’m nothing.
I know my entire future is at stake, even though Owen tirelessly insists he’s with me for the long haul. But I know him. He’s always politically correct, gallant, virtuous, and all that. He would never want to be perceived as that jerk who dumped his pregnant bride after she turned out not to be pregnant anymore. 
He can’t leave me high and dry at my lowest point without any family of my own, especially with the public attention his father’s last name draws. I feel mentally and physically ill every day knowing that he must feel stuck with me, so I lie here and stare at the ceiling, not sure how to go on.
Owen rounds the corner of my bed, takes a seat on the edge, and places his hand on my thigh. “You up for a visitor?”
“Mindy again?” I raise my head from my pillow, expecting my old roommate to appear in the doorway.
He shakes his head. “No.”
“Your mom and dad? They were just here a few hours ago.” 
“No.” 
I hear the floorboards creak in the hall.
“It’s me, Lay,” Marnie says as she steps into the room.




Chapter 11
Marnie
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Present

“Yay, a diaper genie!” Lila squeals with excitement and holds up what looks like a glorified trash can. “Thanks, cuz.” She leans over and gives me a hug. 
It was favorited on her registry, so that’s what I got for her. I never figured she’d get quite this worked up over it, though. 
The front door to Aunt Sheila’s house creaks open behind us. 
I pass the gift list to Mom. “Can you jot down the names while I go greet the newbies?” I whisper.
“Sure, honey.” She takes the pen and notepad. 
I stand and make my way toward the door with my most welcoming smile.
“Hi, I’m Marnie. You must be Lila’s friend, Bridget. I can take your jacket for you if you like.” My smile fades as I glance past her and notice a police cruiser creeping down the street. I can’t see inside the vehicle to make out who it is, but I imagine it’s Officer Elliott still keeping tabs on me.
“Yes, I’m Bridget, an old friend of Lila’s from high school.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “And really quick, my sister, Sarah, is in town from Johnson City today, so I brought her along. I hope that’s okay.” She winces as a second girl comes around the doorjamb. “Sarah, can you grab the gift from the car? Sorry. I forgot.” 
Her sister rolls her eyes, and her black maxi dress catches under her shoe as she whips around to return to the car. Bridget’s wearing a pink-and-white floral dress that couldn’t give off a more different vibe than her sister. She makes her way inside the house to join the party, and I follow her in but leave the door open for her sister. Lila meets us halfway and hugs Bridget.
Bridget says in a low voice, “Sarah just went through a major breakup, so she isn’t in the best mood. She even dyed her hair that platinum color yesterday because she’s really going through it. It’s a bit much. Just act like you like it, please.”
Lila whispers, “Is she falling back into old habits again?”
“Well, not like before, exactly, but she’s been really reclusive and paranoid. She also quit her job because of her depression. And now she appears to have a secret new boyfriend she refuses to talk with anyone about, which is so concerning. I’m trying to look after her while she’s in town, make sure she’s okay.”
I spot Sarah coming through the door with the gift in her hands. “Hi, Sarah,” I say loudly to warn Bridget and Lila. 
Lila rushes over to give the depressed-looking girl a tight squeeze. “It’s so good to see you, and your hair looks amazing. It’s so much shorter and so blond. Very Marilyn Monroe.” 
It truly is pretty, thank goodness, or the opposite would have shown on Lila’s nonexistent poker face. Lila’s a natural red-head, and as a general rule, you never have to wonder where you stand with a ginger.
I imagine Sarah’s hair used to be the same shade of brown as her sister Bridget’s waist-length locks. As a self-proclaimed blonde connoisseur, I find it quite impressive that someone could get her to such a white shade if it started out that dark. 
The newcomers take seats close to Lila, who resumes opening her gifts. As I write down the gifts and the names of the givers, I can’t help but notice Sarah’s gloomy expression. Something about her sad demeanor reminds me of Leighton.
Once all the presents have been opened, everyone starts to chat about babies and the best kinds of burp cloths and bottles. Bored, I go into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of sangria. 
When I return, their conversation has changed into a discussion about Leighton’s disappearance. I immediately feel uncomfortable. For me, she’s not just a face or a name on the news. She’s my dear friend, about whom I’m still worried sick. I stand there awkwardly, sipping my wine, hoping they’ll change the subject again. 
Lila spots me in the corner and says, “Hey, um…Leighton was Marnie’s best friend. Let’s talk about something else.” 
I give her a grateful smile and take a seat with a now empty glass.
“Wait.” Sarah perks up a bit for the first time all afternoon, although she’s been pounding down the sangria like I just did since she arrived. “You know that girl who disappeared at the River Festival a few weeks ago?” 
“Yeah, like Lila said, Lay was my best friend,” I answer a bit curtly as I comb my fingers through my blond mane then fold my arms across my chest. “It’s been pretty difficult to see her family suffer through this whole thing. I was there with them when it happened. It was quite traumatizing for all of us.”
Sarah doesn’t seem to notice my uneasy body language or the reluctant tone in my voice. Or maybe she does, and she simply doesn’t care. “So all they know about the person who took her is that they wore a dark hoodie and that they walked off together, right?”
I shuffle in my seat. “Yeah, basically,” I answer without looking her in the eyes, then purse my lips. 
“So the person she left with could’ve been a man or a woman. And they don’t really know if she went willingly or not, right?” 
Lila’s friends dart their heads back and forth between us as if they’re watching a tennis match.
I take a deep breath and force myself to reply calmly, though I wish she’d just get an effing clue and shut up. “Yes, technically. They do highly suspect she was abducted, though, because we all saw the force with which she was taken, and the rumors on the news about it possibly being a trafficking scheme are possible. They think that’s more than likely what it was.” I hope the gruesome images the word “trafficking” conjures in her head will be enough to end the conversation. What is Sarah trying to get at anyway? Leighton wouldn’t willingly allow herself to be abducted by someone. 
“I was there, too, that day. At the festival.” Sarah takes another sip of sangria, something I immediately regret suggesting to Aunt Sheila as a beverage choice for a baby shower now that this unfiltered lush has ruined my afternoon.
“Oh, really?” I set my empty glass on the table beside my chair. I wish I could just tell her to shut up, but Bridget asked us to be extra nice to her, so I’m holding back. 
Sarah nods. “Yeah, and I was on my way to the bathroom when I actually did see someone wearing a dark hoodie.” She stops and takes another swig of her drink. 
Bridget leans over and whispers something in Sarah’s ear. 
Sarah yells, “Okay, Bridge. I’m sorry I’m embarrassing you!”
But now, my interest is piqued. I’m wondering if there’s anything she saw that we didn’t. “Did you see what they looked like?”
Sarah looks at Bridget, who is now glaring at her with pursed lips and narrowed eyes. “Nah, not really. I just saw them from behind and thought it was weird someone was dressed so warmly on such a hot day.” Sarah is obviously trying not to slur her words but fails epically, making me question the legitimacy of everything she’s saying.
Lila clears her throat. “Okay, how about another game?”
We play another baby shower game then have some cake. A while later, Bridget announces that she and Sarah have to go. She gives Lila a hug then takes Sarah by the arm and tugs her out the door.
Later, I get a moment alone with Lila. “Does Sarah always get like that when she drinks?” I ask. 
“God, no!” She shakes her head. “I’ve never seen her that drunk before. I guess she’s got a lot more going on than I realized, and she’s taking her breakup pretty hard. She used to have a bad eating disorder in college. They had to send her away and everything. I just hope she doesn’t fall into that again.”
My face falls. I imagine Sarah kicking and screaming as she’s being forced away for treatment against her will by her parents, and I suddenly feel sick to my stomach. “Oh, how horrible. That must have been so hard on her family.” 
Lila nods with a frown. 
“Did it seem like she maybe knew something about Leighton’s disappearance and wasn’t letting on? Like maybe something was about to slip out that she shouldn’t have said. Or was that just me?” Maybe I was just being paranoid and looking for things, but something was off today with Sarah. And I don’t just mean her being toasted and depressed.
“No, I really didn’t think so. I think she was only a little weird talking about the festival because Bridget was clearly embarrassed by her behavior. That’s probably what you were picking up on. And I got the impression Bridget suspected Sarah was lying about seeing the person in the hoodie. Sarah’s always had a problem with seeking everyone’s attention, negative or positive. Those two girls are really nothing alike, honestly.”
“Yeah. Maybe you’re right.” I pick up some dishes to take to the kitchen. 
I think about Lay and her own struggles with depression, but as I’m scraping food off a plate and into the trash can, it hits me that the reason Sarah’s words bothered me so much was because she seemed to be insinuating that maybe Leighton left willingly with her abductor. Lay would never have done that, even if she was severely depressed again.
[image: image-placeholder]I’ve never felt so helpless or scared in my entire life. Lay’s parents are both dead now, and I have no idea how to take care of her. The screaming, the hysteria, and the breathlessness I just heard over the phone sends me out of the house and into my car. Soon, I’m flying down the highway at eighty-five miles an hour to get to her as quickly as I can, even though I know that there’s really nothing I can do to make things better. 
I can only be there as a warm body to cling to as my best friend’s whole world unravels. I know she’s feeling like she’s all alone with no hope. But I’m her person, her only person now, and it’s up to me to take care of her. Every minute that goes by has me more worried about what might happen, what she might do all by herself over there.
The only reason I’m not talking to her is because her cell phone died in the middle of her meltdown. Well, and I really need to concentrate on keeping my car on the road so I don’t follow her parents to the grave. Reliving what happened to them over and over on the phone wasn’t making things any easier for her anyway. Maybe now that she’s not saying the words out loud anymore, she can at least breathe.
Thirty minutes later, I pull into the driveway of her parents’ house. The front door is ajar, which increases my anxiety. I slam the gearshift into park and jump out of the car. Leaves crunch under my boots as I cross the yard. I take the porch steps two at a time and rush into the house. Shrieking sobs are coming from the kitchen, so I head that way. As I pass the living room, I notice smeared blood on the bricks of the fireplace. 
“Lay?” I scream, hoping she’ll let me know she’s okay before I get there. But she only continues to wail.
When I reach the kitchen, I don’t see her and start to panic. Bloody fingerprints cover the pantry door, and I know I must go in there, no matter what I might find. I open it with dread and gasp at the sight of her. Her quivering body is lying on the tile floor, a small pool of blood dripping from her clenched hands. I’ve never seen someone so ripped apart and raw. 
“Lay, what did you do to your hands?” 
My eyes widen, and I feel dizzy when I realize she must have been hitting the fireplace with her fists. Years ago, Lay’s dad told us he left for a few months with Lay when her mom was suffering from severe postpartum depression. Back then, they didn’t know what it was or what to do about it, but based on what he said, she was inconsolable and a danger to herself. I walk over and kneel beside Lay.
Her red, desperate eyes plead with me as she clasps my shirt with a bloody grip. “They’re gone. They’re both really gone. What am I going to do without them?” 
Her sorrow and desperation are like a toxic gas that fills the entire house. I’m almost afraid to breathe in case it gets into my lungs too. If I lit a match right now, the whole place would explode in a mushroom cloud of grief and consume both of us. I close my eyes and pull Leighton close to my chest, where I rock her back and forth until her sobs become weak, tired cries. 
“I’m here. You’re not alone. I’ll always be here.”




Chapter 12
Leighton
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Six and a Half Years Earlier

“I thought you needed more time,” I say as Marnie approaches my bed.
Owen backs toward the door. “I’ll leave you two alone.” He leaves, closing the door behind him.
Marnie sits in the chair next to the bed. “Owen told me about the baby. I’m so, so sorry. He called and thought maybe we could talk…like when your parents…well, like before.” She clears her throat. “You’ll have another chance for a baby. I just know it.”
I roll my groggy eyes at her. The things people say during the hardest moments in your life are always much easier said than done. “You don’t know that. Remember when you told me everything would be okay before? When you promised you’d always be there for me?” I narrow my eyes. Things don’t always work out in the end.
“That’s not fair,” Marnie says, tilting her head. 
“Yeah, well, if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that life’s not fair.” I pull the covers up to my chin and roll over. 
Marnie’s likely to throw out a line about God’s plan for my life, which I also believe in, but I don’t want to hear it right now, especially from her.
“You know everything happens for a reason, Lay. Do you think I planned on us being like this? Do you think any of us really wanted it to end up this way?” 
I turn back over to face her. “I know I certainly didn’t, but it still happened.” 
“Right. It did. Those are the cards we got dealt, and we did just that—we dealt with them. It wasn’t perfect, and it was really ugly at times, but we all dealt with things in our own ways and kept living our lives. And that’s what you have to do now. Grieve, but keep living your life.”
“Well, maybe I need more time.” 
“The time is now. We don’t know how much time we have, and I’m worried about what might happen if you go on this way much longer. Try to focus on being grateful for what you do have instead of dwelling on what you don’t, as hard as that may be right now.” 
More than anything, I want someone to talk to about Owen, Marnie, and the baby, someone who would be on my side. There’s always Mindy, but she usually just tells me what she thinks I want to hear, and with this, I need the harsh truth, whatever that may be. I need my mom.
I torture myself daily, wondering if Owen regrets marrying me and feels like he settled. I’m afraid he’ll want to leave me now that I’m beyond repair. Like how my dad left my mom for a while after I was born because she couldn’t get it together. Or even worse, I worry Owen will do the “honorable” thing and stay out of pure obligation when his heart truly isn’t in it. 
It’s probably just my crazy hormones making me feel this way, because I know Owen loves me. He tells me every day, and he’s shown me incredible patience during my time of grief. But maybe the love he feels for me is different now, more platonic. 
His love for Marnie all those years ago was full of passion, and I don’t know that ours has ever been on that same level. I think that in Owen’s mind, she’s “the one that got away” while I’m simply the one who stayed. 
My feelings for Marnie are so complicated that I never quite know what I want from her. Half of me wishes she would just move away so I don’t have to see or think about her ever again. The fact that she and Owen discussed her coming over here behind my back makes me feel threatened, even if it was for my benefit. But the other half of me misses our sisterhood and wishes we were as close as we used to be.
“What is it you’re the most down about?” Marnie asks as if reading my mind.
“I guess all of the loss I’ve endured and the fear of it never stopping.” 
Marnie frowns and bends forward to give me a hug. “I get that, Lay. I really do.” 
And I realize she probably does, because she lost Owen and she lost me.




Chapter 13
Sarah
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Seven Years Earlier

The weather says the wind chill will make it feel like it’s thirty-three degrees today, which is perfect. I can wear my workout pants, a sweatshirt, and my huge puffy coat to lunch. The last thing I need is to make my weight loss more noticeable to my sister. 
Now that I’ve lost twenty-five pounds, the cold weather does bother me more. But with this many layers on, as far as anyone else can tell, I only look like I’ve lost ten pounds or so. 
A slew of cheerful students are walking a little ahead of me. Chatting about some party they went to last weekend. I realize I have nothing in common with them even though we’re the same age and it makes me feel…jaded. 
Of all places Bridget could have chosen, she picked a pizza joint. I’m certain it was a calculated move. Even though I’ve been there countless times growing up, everything is different now that I’m a student. The people, the school, my outlook on life, my friends, and even my own sister are different here. 
In high school, we both excelled and made our parents proud in different ways, but she was always a notch better than me at everything. Although I’m more introverted, I shined in dance and drama club. But she was the head cheerleader and one of the most popular people in our school just like our parents. She earned a 3.9 GPA and was a member of Beta Club, while my “less than” GPA of 3.4 consistently inched me out of awards. 
Now that we’re in college, it feels like the one-year gap between us has exploded, and we’re on two different planets. She’s well-integrated into her sorority with a plethora of friends, and I…well, no one knows the true extent of it yet, but I’m not exactly thriving. 
My friends from high school have scattered since graduation, and everyone’s so busy trying to find their “new normal” that we can’t find time to endure the difficult journey together. My high school boyfriend and I broke up when he decided to attend the University of Florida after I’d already committed to the University of Tennessee. He’d be a whopping ten hours away, so we went ahead and pulled the plug, but having an amicable split doesn’t make missing him any easier. 
When I enter the restaurant, Bridget’s already sitting in a booth, studying the menu. I catch her eye, and she waves happily with a Stepford-like grin, even though we just saw each other two days ago at our parents’ house. We haven’t even spoken yet, and this already feels like a pity date. 
I can imagine the thoughts in her head as I walk toward her: 
Poor Sarah, she hasn’t made any real friends her first semester, and I have so many. Maybe I should ask her to lunch with my sorority sisters so she can feel more connected through me. That would make me look like such a great big sister to all my friends and family. 
She’s getting skinnier than I am, and that’s not going to fly. I’ve always been the skinnier one. If she tries to order a salad, I’ll insist on splitting a pizza to see how she reacts. If she is starving herself or something, I’m definitely telling Mom and Dad. They’ll put an end to this nonsense.
Bridget stands when I approach the table and gives me a big hug. “Hey, how were your elementary education classes today? Still feeling good about finally declaring your major?” she asks. 
I don’t mention that I slept in until eleven, skipped all my morning classes, and had to force myself to get out of bed for this meeting. “They’re calling it Child and Family Studies now. Personally, I think Elementary Education made a lot more sense.” I shrug. 
“I’m starving. Want to split a pizza?” she asks as she studies the menu without making eye contact. 
I try not to smirk at the fact that I was totally right about her. I wonder if she even heard a word I just said. That’s Bridget, always planning out her next comment instead of paying attention to yours. Sometimes I wonder if there was some mix-up at the hospital when I was born, and we aren’t even sisters at all.
I peruse the salad choices. “Actually, I was thinking of getting the grilled chicken salad. I’m not super hungry.”
Her eyes dart up, and she puts on a worried expression. “You sure? They’re kind of notorious for their pizza here.” 
I’m not falling into her trap of caloric sabotage. A slice of pizza would add an additional half-hour to my cardio session. I hold up a finger to a waiter rounding the corner. When he comes over, I say, “I think we’re ready to order,” even though he hasn’t asked what we want to drink yet.
To his credit, he doesn’t miss a beat. He just takes down both our orders and leaves. 
Once he’s gone, Bridget starts in on me. “Are you okay? You seem on edge or something.”
“I’m fine.” 
“Well, you seem a little unhappy in general lately, and I’m concerned about your weight. How much have you lost now?” 
I roll my eyes and sigh with exhaustion. Mom just gave me the third degree over this same shit last weekend, and I’m not about to have another knock-down, drag-out over my weight. It’s none of their business anyway. For as long as I can remember, Mom has always treated me differently from Bridget. She looks at me like I’m a ticking time bomb waiting to explode all over her perfect life.
“Seriously? Are we really going to go there? Did Mom put you up to this? Because I’m done talking about my weight. I’m fine! And that’s all anybody really needs to know.”
Bridget shifts in her seat like this conversation is making her uncomfortable. “No, she didn’t put me up to this or anything. Honestly, I thought she was being too hard on you last weekend. I mean, of course you’re a little down. It’s only natural to be anxious during your first year of college, and a lot has changed for you lately. But I’d be lying if I said I haven’t seen some concerning red flags. I mean, you’re so irritable, so scheduled with your workouts, no matter what, and you seem really down and miserable when I see you around campus. I just want to make sure things aren’t starting to get out of control here.”
“Thanks for your concern, Bridget, but I’m fine. Am I a little depressed? Yes. And maybe I’ve dropped a few pounds because I finally learned how to work out properly, but I’m not dying. And for the record, the last thing a depressed person needs is everyone ganging up on them.”
The waiter drops off our drinks, and I’m grateful for the interruption. I pluck the lemon wedge from the rim of my glass and squeeze the juice into my water.
After taking a sip of her soda, Bridget says, “I get that exercise is a stress release. But just like smoking, drugs, and alcohol, it can be an addiction, Sarah. You know that, right?”
“Just because I’m smaller than you right now doesn’t mean I have an addiction problem. God, Bridget! You always have to be one step ahead of me at everything.” 
I suddenly realize I don’t want her studying me while I eat so she can stab me in the back later by reporting to Mom that I do, in fact, have a problem. I stand and gather my things. “I don’t need your sympathy lunch either. I’m better off on my own than with someone who’s out to judge my every move.”
The waiter appears, carrying a tray of food. “Here we go, ladies.” 
I ignore him and bolt for the door.
“Sarah, wait!” Bridget calls, but I just keep walking.




Chapter 14
Marnie
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Present

“Do you think they know about…?” Owen starts to ask as soon as Officer Elliott leaves his house after another update on Leighton’s investigation. An update that felt more like a surprise interrogation for his only real suspects. Owen and myself.
I shush him with my finger over his lips. “Not here. I have to go to the bathroom,” I say as I motion for him to follow me upstairs. I lock his front door on my way up, and we both rush to the master bathroom. 
“What was all that shh-ing about? Do you think the police bugged the place or something?” Owen asks as I run shower water and close the gray-and-white shower curtain with force. 
“We can’t be too careful. He was coming down on us hard with the questions about our history again. They haven’t really zeroed in on us since she first disappeared, and I can’t imagine what could’ve changed in the past month to steer him away from the trafficking thing.” 
Owen stands next to the vanity and sighs. “Maybe nothing at all. He probably just saw your car here and wanted to see our reaction to some more probing since they haven’t found any useful evidence yet.”  
“Do they really think we’d do something to harm her?” I ask.
Owen runs both black faucets at the double vanity for additional noise while the hot shower steams up the room so badly I switch it to cold. “Have you told anybody? I mean anybody?” Owen asks with exhausted eyes full of desperation.
“Not a soul, you?” I ask, although I’m pretty sure I know the answer.
“Never,” he answers as he wipes his pallid face with the towel hanging on the rack behind him.
“Thank God we were paranoid. You sure you got rid of all of yours?” I ask as I picture all the notes I burned or shredded from him over the past few months. 
“I did. God, Marnie, it would look so bad if they found out. Our asses would be on the line for murder,” Owen says, his face draining of color.
I start to freak out as tears sting my eyes, and I can’t catch my breath. This is what happens when you have secrets and tell lies.
“You know I never stopped loving you,” Owen says with tears of misery as he cups my face with his hands. “Maybe I should’ve divorced her after the baby. It would’ve been gentler than all this. I just, I couldn’t. She was so broken, and she had no one else…not even you. I love her, just not the same way I’ve always loved you.”
My mouth wrinkles up, and I cry even harder. “I know, I love you, too, and I never should have let you go that day at my parents’ house. It was the biggest mistake of my life. And us thinking we could be just friends again was the second biggest.” 
Owen takes a deep but shaky breath. “And now all this with Lay. I can’t believe any of this is real. I didn’t know I could love two people like this, and I know it makes me a horrible husband.” Owen starts to cry. 
“It’s not just you, Owen. Why can’t I love you and not hurt her? It just isn’t fair.” I look at myself with disgust in the mirror above the white marble vanity. “This is all my fault, really. I wish I could go back. I’d never let you out of those gates.”
Owen wipes his eyes with his hands and starts to panic. “We’ve made such a mess of this now. And poor Lay, what are we going to do if they never find her? If the police find out about our affair, we’re going to look so guilty for lying about it.”
I pace around the bathroom floor knowing I’ve got to be the one who keeps it together. “Listen, we both know we didn’t do anything to Lay. We’ve only gotten together a few times and there’s no evidence to prove it. We just need to keep looking for her and keep our distance from each other.”
Owen sighs as he looks in the mirror, rubbing his eyes. “Thank God you actually did bring me dinner tonight.” 
I nod my head and sigh knowing Officer Elliott will likely look into my story about it being my night to bring food for the church’s meal train. It’s a good thing I actually signed up. 
I desperately don’t want them to find evidence that Lay was trafficked, however, a new lead in that direction is the only thing that will take the heat off Owen and me unless I can find her myself somehow. Plus, I have an overwhelming amount of guilt for betraying her not just once but several times.
“This is the last time we’re discussing this with each other. It’s just too risky to do it again,” Owen says with a sudden sense of calmness as he turns off the shower. I notice his expression in the mirror as he aggressively wipes his hand with the hanging towel, and for just a second, I wonder if there’s any way he could’ve harmed her without my knowing. I turn the water off at both sinks as I shake my head at my own disturbing intrusive thought. No, there’s no way.
“Agreed. We’ll lay low. We’re just friends.” I smile unconvincingly as Owen nods back in agreement. And suddenly I’m unsure whether I’m trying to convince Owen or myself that we can stop.
[image: image-placeholder]It’s the season opener for the Vols, and I’m walking toward the stadium with Lila and a few members of her crew in the blistering Tennessee heat. Memories of classes in each of the historic buildings wash over me like I was a student here only yesterday. 
Owen and I walking hand in hand around campus, making out in his dorm room, and studying together at the University Center come to mind because he was a huge part of my life for so many years, and it’s hard to forget who we used to be together.
“You want to go watch Salute to the Hill?” Lila asks, knowing it was something Leighton and I always used to do together since one of her friends in her major was the head majorette.
“Umm, sure,” I hesitantly agree, wanting to go but also feeling down that Leighton and I may never enjoy our old tradition together again. She’s been gone for over a month and a half now, and the police have all but lost hope in finding her with no real leads. They stopped zeroing in on Owen and me and all but closed the case for now, but that damn Officer Elliott seems to be on a mission of his own to catch me doing something incriminating.
We make our way down to Salute to the Hill where the band will march down to the stadium, and the majorettes will give an exciting performance. The crowd is huge, and Lila worms her way through the masses of people who’ve been holding their spots for hours toward the front row with her bulging belly. I follow her, appreciating the fact that I don’t have to be the overly-assertive bad guy here. 
No one can call out a pregnant lady for being too pushy because they’d only end up looking like the jerk in the end. But Lila’s even more firm than I am, even when she’s not pregnant. This is probably how Lay always felt around me, like she could just sit back and enjoy the ride while I made things happen.
“I think Bridget may join us down here. She just texted asking where we are,” Lila says as she types on her phone, and I wipe beads of sweat from my dripping forehead. 
“Oh, okay. Sounds good to me,” I say as I scan the orange and white crowd to see if there’s anyone around I know. 
“Oh wait, isn’t that her right there?” I ask as I spot Bridget craning her neck across the street seemingly looking around for Lila. I wave my arms above my head to signal her our direction, and she crosses the street in a hurry while the band rounds the corner up the street at the library. 
“Um, can you scoot over some?” Lila furrows her brows at the sweaty man crowding her as Bridget squeezes in the extra space.
“Thanks, sir,” Bridget says to the man who now has a scowl on his red face. She’s probably trying to make up for Lila’s rudeness even though he was unnecessarily all up in her business.
“Hey, Marnie. Good to see you again,” Bridget screams over the crowd with a wave and a warm smile even though we’re only separated by Lila. Then, she gets a funny look on her face and leans in toward me. 
“Hey, I’m so sorry about how Sarah behaved at Lila’s shower. She’s been so messed up since her breakup, and I think she saw her ex at that festival your friend disappeared at because she was especially screwed up after that day,” Bridget yells over the blaring band coming down the hill straight toward us.
“No, no, no, don’t be sorry. We’ve all been there. Breakups and depression are horrible.” I assure her I understand, because I do. Losing Owen was one of the worst things that ever happened to me, and I’m still suffering to this day because of it.
I can’t shake the overwhelming feeling that something feels off to me about Sarah and her story about Leighton’s disappearance at the festival. I’m not sure why, but it feels like she knows something about her abduction. My gut keeps telling me. I ask Lila to switch places with me for a minute so I can press Bridget.
“Why do you think she saw her ex there that day? Wouldn’t she tell you about it if she did?” I pry as I cock my head to the side to study her response, trying my best to sound concerned for her fragile sister.
“Umm, not necessarily. She doesn’t really like to talk about him, says it’s too painful. But I can’t think of anything else that’d get her so worked up. My theory is she saw him there with another girl, or maybe her new secret boyfriend is equally as sketchy as her ex, and there’s something going on with him. Who knows? All I know is she had her life back to a manageable place despite dating that creepy ex of hers, and then after the festival the depression and secrets started again.”
“Poor thing. She must have been crushed if she saw him with someone else…I don’t know if Lila’s mentioned it, but like I said before, I went through a terrible breakup once and went to a really dark place over it. So, if she ever needs someone to talk to who’s been there, I’d be more than willing to talk to her. Maybe it could help…” I offer, hoping she’ll give me Sarah’s information.
Bridget purses her lips, seemingly contemplating my offer as my heart races for an answer that could possibly change Lay’s future. The band blares “Rocky Top” in front of us, and Bridget holds one finger up in the air as if to put our conversation on hold while Lila works her way back to the middle of us as she claps and sings along. And just like that, I feel my window of opportunity to question Sarah close. 
Bridget grabs Lila’s phone and begins to type, and I half-heartedly clap along with the cheering crowd feeling defeated. My face falls even further when I notice a police officer staring at me from among the crowd across the street. It’s Officer Wade Elliott. God, I thought he’d stopped tailing me and Owen. Adrenaline soars throughout my body, and I look away so he doesn’t know I’ve seen him. 
Maybe he’s just working the event as security and just happened to spot me. I try to talk myself down. Or maybe he’s been following my every move around town for weeks still thinking I’m guilty of murdering my best friend even though the rest of the police have dropped it.  
My phone vibrates a few seconds later in my pocket, so I give it a quick glance and see a new text from Lila. 
Hey, It’s Bridget. Can’t hear but wanted to give you Sarah’s info. before I forgot. Any help would be welcome and appreciated, you’re so sweet to offer. She’ll be in town again next weekend. Sarah Burnes 555-5824. 
I can’t believe my eyes, it worked! My heart soars, but my gut sinks when I realize how badly Sarah must be doing for her sister to be willing to seek help from a friend of a friend she just met. When I look up again, Officer Elliott is gone, and I can’t help but wonder if he personally has something against me or if I’m just being paranoid. I feel guilty as I save Sarah’s number in my phone, but promise myself I’ll try to help her somehow. 
[image: image-placeholder]A week later, I pour my buffalo chicken dip out of my crock pot into a white bowl, where I top it off with a sprinkle of parmesan cheese. You can never have too much cheese on anything, I always say. After I straighten my boho-style throw pillows, give them a good karate chop down the middle, and set out organic crackers and chips on my island, the doorbell rings. She’s right on time.
I open the door and see that her white-blonde hair now has an inch or so of dark growth at the roots, but it still seems to suit her coloring.
“Sarah, hi.” I smile as I open the door and try my best to welcome her, hoping she’ll confide in me if I’m doting enough. Earning someone’s trust isn’t easy though, especially when you’ve only met them one time that didn’t even go well. 
But Lay’s life could depend on this, on her, and it’s up to me to get to the bottom of what Sarah knows. And luckily for Lay, I’m known for my ability to lay on the Southern charm better than anyone, and this encounter will be no exception.
“Hi,” she answers back with a timid smile as she walks into my condo clutching her purse.
“Feel free to lay that anywhere you want,” I offer and notice she still looks apprehensive.
“Or have a seat over there on the couch and take it with you if you’d rather keep it,” I offer, trying to make her feel comfortable.
She takes her purse with her, and I realize I have my work cut out for me.
“Just make yourself at home. I hope you like buffalo chicken dip and sparkling water.” I beam knowing just about every Southern girl loves both. It’s a surefire way to bring us together and ensure a certain level of likeness and familiarity.
She perks up a bit after taking a seat on my golden velvet sofa where she eyes the appetizers. “Oh, I love that dip. It’s one of my absolute favorites.”
I smirk with my back turned, then turn toward her and act surprised. “Oh, really?” I scoot the dip and crackers right in front of her on the coffee table. “Eat up.”
Now that she’s disarmed, I casually steer the conversation where I ultimately want it to go. “So, Sarah, I couldn’t help but notice how down you were at the shower, and I told your sister I’ve been in a similar situation. So I know how awful it is. I came out on the other side alright though with help and support, even though at the time it felt like it would never end. I honestly didn’t think I’d ever be able to find my old self again, and it was really hard.”
“Yeah, it’s just…I saw us having a future together, and not just a future together, the future, our future. Marriage, kids, the whole nine. We were together for three years off and on, so I was really banking on forever in my mind, and now I feel like…it’s like I’ve lost my whole life. A life I didn’t even get to live out.” Sarah’s lip quivers when she speaks.
I hand her a tissue. “I’m so sorry, Sarah. But the truth is you still have a future, just not the one you thought you’d have. Something I had to learn the hard way is that God’s plan doesn’t always match ours, and that’s one of the hardest things to accept. But once you do, and you just go with it, you’ll see that his plan was better than yours all along.” 
Sarah blows her nose then frowns.
“That’s probably not what you want to hear right now, but it’s true. And that little tidbit is what got me through it. I mean, after I tried everything else first, of course,” I say with a laugh.
Sarah dabs the tears on her cheeks. “Yeah, I mean, I get that. I really do. It’s just so much easier said than done, you know? But I’m seeing someone new now anyway. It’s not the same, and I don’t want to talk about him yet, but he’s keeping me busy.”
“Definitely easier said than done, and that’s great about the new guy. For the record, don’t think I just accepted my breakup and moved on with a perfect little life. I took the hard road, the one with flat tires, fender benders, and speed humps the size of Texas. It wasn’t easy, and I’ve made a lot of mistakes, and I hope you don’t make the same ones.” I grab a cracker, slop a big hunk of my dip on top of it, and take a huge bite. “A lot of mistakes. Believe me,” I say with my mouth full.
Sarah chuckles, and I’m relieved she finds my honesty humorous. “So, your sister thinks you saw this guy, your ex, at the festival or something. That you were really having a particularly hard time after that day. I know watching my ex move on was the hardest part for me by far…” And it still is, I think to myself as I wait for her to take the bait.
Sarah fidgets with her hair, and it seems like I’ve made her nervous again. “He was there with me that day. He met me there at the festival.”
“Oh, so you didn’t see him with someone else, then?”
She shifts around on the couch and glances at her phone as it lights up. “Umm no. We weren’t officially done yet then. I think Bridget assumed we had a fight that day or that he did something bad at the festival, but he didn’t. We were still okay then. Well, okay enough. I mean, we fought a lot there toward the end, it was our new normal.”
“So did something else happen that day, then? Bridget seems to think it triggered a big change in you…” I cock my head to the side and lean in with a look of concern like Oprah does when she goes in for the kill questions.
Sarah scratches her face and starts to say something as tears form in her eyes. “I saw the person…” But her phone lights up again, and she hesitates to share more. I’m about to fall off the edge of my chair with curiosity when she grabs her phone and slams it down with a face full of fear. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’ve got to go…rain check?”
My shoulders fall with disappointment as I stand to escort her out the front door she’s practically sprinting toward. “Well, yeah. Come back anytime, okay?” I beg with a frown by the door as I watch her rush out to the busy sidewalk.
“I will, for sure.” She grins with a pale face, seemingly scared to death of whatever she saw on her phone. 
I have a sinking feeling I won’t be hearing from her anymore, so I decide to really push while I’ve still got her in my sights. 
“Sarah, can I ask one little thing before you go?” I yell to the street from my stoop.
She stops and turns to face me before she reaches her car. “Okay?” she says with a wince.
“Is someone threatening you because you know something about Leighton’s disappearance?”
Her eyes grow large, and her mouth parts while she clutches her bag to her chest. She seems shocked, like I figured something close to the truth out, but I might be jumping to illogical conclusions. 
She looks down at the sidewalk then from side to side as she contemplates her next move, and I can’t help wondering if she’s looking around for somebody who may be watching her. She opens her mouth as if she’s going to tell me something just as my neighbors round the corner, walking straight toward us like a ticking time bomb.
“You’re way off, and I’ve…I’ve got to go,” she stammers and hurries to her car. 
I’ve never been more certain of someone’s guilt before. Guilt for what? I don’t know, but she knows something. “Bye, Sarah. Rain check soon,” I say as my neighbors reach their door and give me a strange look.




Chapter 15
Warning
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Present

Some people don’t know what’s good for them. Something toxic and all-out unhealthy can be standing right in front of them with a sign around its neck saying DON’T DO IT in flashing, red lights, and they’d still pursue what they must know in their gut is wrong. I know this because I, too, am one of these unfortunate people who live their life thinking everyone has good intentions when they, in fact, do not. 
I didn’t plan to live my life this way. I was pushed, no, shoved into making this decision. And taking her was my only option. The only way I could get my happily ever after and my own little family.
I knew having loose ends would come back and bite me in the ass later, and now it has. I slam my phone down as I read a threatening text from a new enemy who could ruin everything I’ve worked so hard for. But I hope I’m right, and she’s only bluffing. 
She has to be, there’s no way she knows…she’s simply not capable. Right? Ugh, I’ll have to deal with her later because I have plans to pluck a different thorn from my side tonight. 
If this plays out the right way, I’ll make sure Marnie stops digging around in places she shouldn’t. Unfortunately, she doesn’t scare easily, so it won’t be painless, but I’ve got to do what I’ve got to do. It’s self-preservation.
Gravel gets tossed in the air as I pull into the long driveway of a charming, cottage-like home. It’s still in the middle of its renovation, and there’s only one car here at the moment. Her car. So with my headlights off, I stop well ahead of the house to keep the sound of gravel at bay. 
I’ve done enough homework by now to know the days she’s here by herself, and Tuesdays are always consistent. She’ll be blaring music inside without a care in the world while she works, so this should be fairly easy.
My metal blade feels heavy in my hand as I tiptoe toward her car. With any luck, she’s left it unlocked. Then, I can really send her a message she won’t forget. A grin grows on my face after I peek in the window and can tell it’s unlocked. Then, I open the door slowly and begin to slice through the leather seats in the back with one long stroke, exposing the stuffing underneath like a maimed stuffed animal. 
It’s for her own good though. She needs to keep her nose out of my business before she screws everything up for everyone. A little bit of justice fills the air in her car as the sound of the leather tearing meets my ears. I shut the door with care when I’m finished and stab my knife into the left front tire and jerk it back until I hear air escape with a long hiss. Finally, I tape my typed-out note on her dashboard and hope she listens to the message behind all my artwork. 
STOP LOOKING FOR HER. 
When I walk up to one of the back windows of the house, I see her painting away on the drywall inside. Funny how that works, you can be a persistent, nosy nuisance who’s hell-bent on a mission to find her poor, tortured friend one day and happy as a clam without her the next. Typical. 
She’ll be singing a different tune soon enough if she doesn’t get the hint and let it all go, because the last thing I’m doing is giving my girl up. I reach my car and take a sip of my bottled water as adrenaline flows through my veins. I wish I could be here when she discovers what I’ve done. It’d be helpful to read the look on her face and gauge whether it was enough to stop her or not. 
Splattering some paint on the walls she’s spent so much time on would be fun, but after what I’ve done tonight, they’ll likely install a security system and set up hidden cameras until the house sells. So, I’ll just have to mess with someone she loves. Her mom. Perhaps her car also needs a tune-up, or maybe their business needs a little investigating.
A text lights my phone up as I start the car with shaking hands and leave. I drive down the road and pull into the nearest parking lot to read my next demand. 
Don’t Forget. I know who you are, what you did, and where you are. You better give me more than that. 
I open my app to PayPal and make another transfer knowing I’ve got to get rid of this problem. Forget tying up loose ends. They should always be burned off before they unravel and ruin everything.
[image: image-placeholder]Marnie. You should’ve just listened to me the first time. You gave it a few good days after I destroyed your car, but then you just had to start digging around again. You’re really forcing my hand here, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone else. Your mom’s a nice enough lady, but I know hurting her will get to you. The family business will get to you, too. That I know. And desperate times call for desperate measures. 
I did a little digging in Mommy Dearest’s office and found she made a few “mistakes” I could easily make public. It seems one of her properties received some major storm damage a few months ago, and oddly enough, the insurance check she was given didn’t seem to fix any of the problems yet. 
Perhaps Daddy frowns upon Mommy spending too much on vain things like blown up lips, facial fillers, and Botox, or maybe she wants him to think she’s all natural and hasn’t required the assistance of a good syringe or two. I don’t know, and I don’t care. But she didn’t pay for her new additions with their joint account, and the numbers perfectly add up to the tune of insurance fraud. And that could get very ugly for Mommy. 
[image: image-placeholder]Email is too risky, as is snail mail. Too many ways to trace it I think as I park my car and convince myself I’m doing the right thing. The sky is still a bit dark, and I’m positive my typed note will slip perfectly under the antique door of their office downtown. 
When I make it to their building, I spot their secretary walking toward me down the road as I plant the note. She’s digging her keys out of her bag and doesn’t look my way, so I pivot and walk the other direction before she spots me. 
Risking her seeing my face as we pass on the street is not a chance I’m willing to take, since Marnie will no doubt ask questions later about who may have been outside the office this morning and what they looked like. I pull my hood down further and continue down the road toward the pink and coral fall sunrise even though my car is parked in the other direction. “So far, so good,” I say aloud as I inhale the crisp morning air and feel hopeful this will all end soon.





Chapter 16
Sarah
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One Month Earlier

“What do you mean you’re leaving?” I scream at Chad as he tops his duffel bag off with the remainder of the clothes he normally keeps in the bottom drawer of my dresser.
He picks up his bags from the bedroom and heads toward the front of the house where he opens the creaky front door to leave. I follow behind him as my mouth falls open. After three years spent trying to work out our differences, he’s just throwing in the towel again?
He turns to look at me with one eyebrow raised. “I mean just that…I’m done. I’m leaving.”
“But why? What happened? I thought you were happy again,” I say with drooped shoulders and puffy eyes. When I hear the desperation in my voice, it makes me sick to my stomach, but I can’t stop.
“It’s just not working out, babe. I love you. I do. I need to see what else is out there though, and not be tied down. I’m just not that guy. I’m sorry. I tried to be. I really did,” Chad says in an even tone while he walks to his car, opens his trunk, and throws all of his stuff in like the past three years were just a waste of time. 
We’ve been off and on several times during our time together, but this time feels different…like it’s for good. Usually, we fight and break up for a week or so, and life goes on, but this isn’t even a fight. He’s not mad. In fact, he’s perfectly calm, and I can’t help but think he’s had this planned in his head for a while now because there’s already someone else. I assumed and hoped our tumultuous relationship was going somewhere, that we would grow and learn each time we broke up and got back together. That maybe next time, things would finally stick. But I was wrong.
The security and safety I feel when Chad’s around is gone now. And it’s the worst possible time for him to leave me here all alone. “But you can’t leave now!” I beg as I approach his car with a quivering chin.
Chad steps toward me with a knowing smile and gives me a kiss on the cheek before he hops in his car. “You’ll be fine. You always are.”
“But this time it’s different…I’m really…” I want to tell him how scared I am, scared from all the texts I’m receiving threatening to tell everyone about my sordid past if I don’t keep my mouth shut, but I can’t tell him that without telling him the whole truth.
“Bye, babe. We’ll talk soon,” Chad yells out the window as I stand on my street shocked and afraid. I’m in this big mess all on my own now, and it’s time to pivot. I have dirt on my blackmailer, and I can threaten to use it against them. 
I lift the ivory pillow on the bench closest to the front door and retrieve the letter I hid beneath it. I count the one-hundred-dollar bills, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven…and re-read the instructions given to me on how to spend it. 
Use this to cut at least eight inches off your hair. Also, have them bleach it as blonde as they can. The rest is yours to spend however you want, just keep your mouth shut.
[image: image-placeholder]“Yeah, it looks…great,” Bridget says with a disgusted look on her face before she plasters on a false smile.
She grabs her gift bag as I open her front door and step outside into the sunlight. “Thanks,” I say as I run my fingers through my much shorter and blonder hair as she locks the door behind us. 
“So, are you going to be looking for another job soon? I still can’t believe you quit,” she says as we hop in her new Honda.
I throw my purse on the floor and turn on my heated seat, knowing my hot-natured sister is about to freeze me out. “No, not yet. I need more time to think about what I really want to do. Besides, I have some money saved up for a rainy day.”
I don’t have any money saved up from my years of teaching third grade for a rainy day, not even for a rainy hour, but I do have some hush money coming my way to get me through this difficult time while I come up with a new plan. 
Bridget starts the car and cranks the AC up even though it’s barely in the seventies. “Well, I hope today will be fun for you. Maybe being around the girls will do you some good.”
Bridget promised an entire day to “bond” as sisters, but forgot about this baby shower. This morning she dragged me over to Target to buy swaddles, burp cloths, and onesies so we could “drop by,” but I have a feeling we’re going to be stuck there forever. We’re already a good thirty minutes late, so maybe it’ll be over soon. 
“Chad was such a loser anyway. You’re better off without him,” Bridget says then bites her lip as if she’s scared to say something. “Are you sure there isn’t anything bothering you besides Chad?” She turns to look at me as we approach a traffic signal.
I smirk and point to the light above us that just turned green. “Isn’t that enough?”
[image: image-placeholder]This party is so epically lame except for the sangria. The sangria is good. Why on Earth is Lila excited about these lame ass presents? Sheets, baby clothes, diapers, wipes, and that big trash can. If and when I ever have kids, people better be gifting me store credit to Nordstrom, cases of Biltmore red wine, and money to go toward my tummy tuck. 
I’m a bit surprised at meeting Marnie Harrison and seeing how nice she seems. She and her wealthy parents don’t have to be nice to anyone. Everyone knows who they are, and everyone knows what they’re worth. They’re not only loaded, they’re well connected, too, and they could probably get away with being rude and entitled without it harming their prosperity.
“How are the Marxes doing?” one of the girls asks another in a rather loud whisper while Marnie is in the kitchen, and Lila squirms in her seat. 
Another girl answers, “Mom said she heard that they’re doing as well as they can be. I mean, Leighton was like a daughter to them, you know, and it’s been hard on them watching their son go through hell. I can’t believe she was sold into trafficking. Can you even imagine?” 
Marnie sighs when she reenters the room, and Lila says, “Hey, um…Leighton was Marnie’s best friend. Let’s talk about something else.” 
But I turn to Marnie, anyway. “Wait. You know that girl who disappeared at the River Festival a few weeks ago?”




Chapter 17
Leighton
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Seven Years Earlier

“Hey,” Mindy calls from the worn leather couch as I burst through the front door and speed past her to my room. 
“Well, fine then,” she says loudly enough for me to hear through our paper-thin walls, only I don’t care. My hand digs into the paper bag, rips open the cardboard box inside, and then the wrapper. 
I almost laugh at the thought of how feral I must look, tearing into everything, but this moment could change my life forever, and I have a gut feeling it will. 
I’ve never done this before. And I don’t even know if I’m sure how to do it correctly. That’s why I got the digital one that spells it out. I mean, how many different ways are there to pee on a stick? I guess the error comes in reading the results and second guessing yourself for the regular tests with the lingering question: Is there a second line, or isn’t there? 
It’s been three weeks since the party, and I’m only a few days late, but I have to know. Pee trickles down into the toilet, and I hunch over to make sure I’m hitting the test. Now, I have to wait for the magic eight ball of pregnancy tests to give me the answer I’m seeking. All I know is “try again later” better not be an option.
As I wait, I consider how I’ll feel if it says not pregnant because so far all I’ve considered is the devastation it’ll bring to Marnie and Owen if it’s positive. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but if I’m one-hundred percent honest with myself, I’m going to be a little disappointed if it’s negative. 
Did I intend to sleep with Owen that night at the party? No. Did I want him to knock me up? Not at all. But one thing I do know is I’ll strangely be happy if I’m carrying his child, despite the mass chaos it will cause. 
The thought of starting a family when I have no one makes me feel one step closer to being whole again, even if it is with my best friend’s ex. But when I put it that way and really hear myself, I sound like a horrible person.
I’ve been through a lot, though, and maybe I am a bit lost right now. But maybe a drastic storm like this is just what I needed to point me back on my path. It’s not my fault Marnie happened to find him first. Don’t I deserve something for finding him and keeping him? Marnie already had her chance.
“Everything okay in there?” Mindy asks outside my bathroom door.
“Yeah, I’m just…busy.”
“You sure?” she asks, and all I want is for her to shut up and leave me alone.
“No, I’m good. Using the bathroom,” I say, hoping my short answers will convince her to butt out.
“Okay. Well…give me a yell if you need to talk or something,” Mindy says as her voice fades toward the living room.
When my time’s finally up, I poignantly feel like I need to pee again as I think about reading my result. I take a deep breath and shake my hands as I walk toward the test on the counter. Then, without reading it, I snatch it in my palm face down. 
I close my eyes as my heart flutters for the answer, then with a quivering hand, I turn the test toward me in slow motion. The word PREGNANT is in all caps, as clear as day, but it doesn’t quite register in my mind yet because I know I can’t share this with anyone.




Chapter 18
Marnie
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Present

Mom’s going to be so excited when she learns I saved over five thousand dollars painting the interior walls myself. It took over a week, but it was worth it. The clouds are sparse, the fall air is cool, and the stars light up the sky on my way to my car. 
Only I can’t help but wonder whether Leighton can see the same stars somewhere else. I think about her all the time and try my best to imagine her in unlikely, but blissful, scenarios. Most of the time I go with she fell after she escaped her kidnapper, got amnesia, forgot who she was, but is being well taken care of by new friends and is more than happy. Kind of like Goldie Hawn in Overboard.
Leaves crunch in the woods next to the old farmhouse, and it gives me a start. I feel like a panic attack might be coming on even though it’s probably just a squirrel or a fox or something. I stop and take three long heavy breaths, knowing that will break the cycle. 
It makes me nervous being anywhere alone after what happened to Leighton, but I’ve been forcing my way through my anxiety anyway because living in fear isn’t really living. And the last thing I want to do is allow her abductor to steal my peace for the rest of my life. He’s already taken enough from me.
My face scrunches when I reach my Lexus, and the door doesn’t unlatch. It opens with too much ease, like it wasn’t closed all the way to begin with. When I climb in, lock the doors, and start the engine, I notice my seat feels rough and weird. So, I turn the overhead light on and step out of the car to study it. 
I gasp when the light brightens my car, and I see that my tan leather seat is ripped to shreds, and so are all the other ones. It looks like a wild animal got in here, but the lines, they’re so clean. Too clean. 
When I study the outside of my car, I see my front tire has been sliced as well. Then, I look toward the woods where I heard the sound, but see nothing. With shaking hands and a racing heart, I climb back into my car and lock the doors again. The lump in my throat burns as I pick up my phone to call for help, and Owen is the first person who comes to mind. I bring up his name and stare at it for a few seconds, but ultimately call Mom.
[image: image-placeholder]Stop Looking For Her, and Look what Mommy did. Both notes shake in my trembling hands as I look them over for the millionth time today. Even though they’re typed, they must be from the same person. Leighton’s abductor. He’s made it clear that I have a choice to make now. Stop looking into Lay’s disappearance, or he’ll ruin the people around me until I do.
When I first read the note he left at our office this morning, I didn’t believe it was true. My mom would never commit insurance fraud, not in a million years. But I guess you never truly know, because once I dug around, I found out it was nothing but facts. 
I don’t know what Lay did to get herself into this mess, and at the end of the day, I’m not sure I really know anyone. Not even myself. I never thought I’d stoop to being the other woman or that I’d be scared to continue searching for my best friend…but here I am. 
Maybe I can just make it look like I stopped digging around and do my searching somewhere safe, because it’s time to find more information on Sarah. I’m going to do my research where this sick stalker and Officer Elliott won’t see me. Assuming they aren’t the same person, that is.
I thought for a second about telling Officer Elliott about the threats, but I fear it’d only make me look more guilty in his eyes, and like I said…who’s to say it isn’t him doing it? It seems like he has it out for me which makes me suspicious of him, and I’m not sure I feel safe after catching him watching me at Lila’s shower and the UT game.
Why is he so interested in keeping an eye on me if the police have all but publicly declared the case trafficking and closed it. Why still keep tabs on me unless he’s involved in it somehow? 
Maybe it’s just that he senses Owen and I lied to him, and he can’t quite put his finger on why. I don’t know. But I want to stay as far away from him and the police right now as possible, and unfortunately that means not asking them for help either.
It’s not like I could do a worse job than they are, and the fact that someone trashed my car and threatened my mom only proves I was onto something with Sarah. I should probably listen to their threats and drop everything, just so nothing bad happens to anyone else I love. But what kind of person would I be if I quit now? 
Everything I’ve done so far to piss this mystery person off was obvious, foolishly done out in the open like a rookie. I’m just going to have to change up my strategy and get smarter. Meeting with Sarah and pushing her for more information could easily be seen as a mistake in hindsight, but now I realize it proved she knows something about the person who took Leighton, and they’ll do anything to prevent me from figuring out what. 
I hope Lay’s still out there and this isn’t all for nothing because my mom has a lot to lose if this doesn’t play out well. She doesn’t know about the letter threatening to expose her, and I plan to keep it that way. 
She could probably hire a good lawyer and only end up paying a fine or doing community service for her crime. I seriously doubt she’d get stuck doing lengthy jail time for a first offense. Or maybe I can clean up her mess before the shit hits the fan…get in front of the story. Cover it all up and delete the records somehow. 
I must weigh all of my options carefully because people’s lives are hanging in the balance, but the answer I’m looking for is easy when it comes down to it. I take a deep, but shaky, breath and finally face what I know in my heart. I don’t think I could live with myself if I didn’t try everything possible to save my friend.
[image: image-placeholder]Walking down an unfamiliar sidewalk on UT’s campus lined with fall foliage where there was once street parking makes me feel old. It’s like I’m not at the same place I attended college just a few short years ago. I stick close to a group of sorority girls making their way up the brick steps leading into the library and try my best to blend in. 
I’m dressed in a baggy logo tee, leggings, and have my hair in a messy top knot, because it seems new moms, college girls, and women working from home have the exact same aesthetic these days. I manage to get inside the library door, which now requires a student badge, by sticking to the pack of girls like I belong. 
Once I’m inside, the girls ditch me for Starbucks, so I make my way up into the computer lab. But unfortunately, I’m met with yet another place to scan your student ID before entering. What do they think this is, the FBI? I linger around the elevator with my head down as I try to concoct a plan. 
After waiting a few minutes with no luck, a young guy with red hair and freckles steps out of the elevator beside me. “Hi,” I say as I smile and test my Southern charm. A little flirting never hurt anyone.
“Hi.” He looks me up and down with a smile and raised brows. “You need some help?” he asks as he scans himself in and lays his things down on the table inside the door labeled Library Staff. 
“Well, I do, but I doubt it’s anything you’re allowed to help me with. I don’t want to get you into any trouble or anything,” I say with a wince then lean on the badge scanner with my hip out.
“Well, try me out. Maybe it’ll be our little secret,” he whispers, and I know I’m as good as logged in.
“I seem to have forgotten my id, and I’m in an awful bind here cause my class starts in an hour and I’ve got an assignment due online. Is there any way you could let me in?” 
“I think I can let that slide.” He winks, and I’m flattered I’m passing for a twenty-two-year-old. 
“Thanks so much…umm…” I pause, waiting for him to tell me his name.
“Aaron,” he answers. “And you are…”
“Natalie.” 
“Well, go right on in, and I hope I see more of you here.” He adds with a smirk as he scans me in with his badge. 
“Thanks so much.” I smile back then make my way over to a girl unloading her backpack at a computer in the back row. I pretend to fix my messy hair in my phone camera as I sit beside her, and film her typing on her keyboard in slow-mo. 
There’s no way that threatening psychopath is going to track anything I research now. I have my bases covered. Luckily, the library will allow a user to be logged into multiple devices at a time, or I’d be screwed. Plus, I can now use her login at home to search for things, too, if I get desperate, although my IP will show up if anyone really looks into it. 
But why would they? Whoever this girl is, we have no connections, and no one would ever think to look at her searches and internet activity. Besides, I think I can find what I’m looking for while I’m here, and I won’t end up needing to search from home anyway.
I move to the corner of the lab once I’ve finished filming and review the video with high hopes. Let’s see here. Looks like her username is EmmaRogers@utk.edu, and the password is Yogi4321. Probably her cat or dog. 
Maybe I’ll get lucky and discover she uses the same username and password for her Facebook account as well. I open the Facebook website and squeal with delight when it opens up to her profile picture with her Goldendoodle. I was right! Now, let’s search for the mysterious Miss Sarah Burnes without it being traced back to me. 
After scrolling through several other Sarah Burneses, I find her and luckily her page is visible even though she and Emma aren’t friends. I scroll down as I bite my nails to look for red flags or inconsistencies but find nothing out of the ordinary. 
Generic posts with generic people, nothing sketchy or suspicious. Or helpful for that matter. My shoulders fall with disappointment when I notice she hasn’t been posting on her account for at least a month and that this is a bust. Other than changing her profile picture a few times, I’m not finding anything on this girl.
With low expectations, I click on her photos and start scrolling through one by one. Her current collarbone-length, white-blonde hair is nowhere to be seen, and I can’t help but think her sister Bridget must’ve just been jealous when she said pretend like you like it. Who wouldn’t like it? It looks great on her compared to the brunette hair she used to have in my opinion.
A picture of her in a bathing suit with butt-length, straight, deep-brown hair pops up. She looks like a completely different person, and with her dark hair I do notice her baby blue eyes more. 
Then, as I study the photo, it hits me like a ton of bricks. I scoot my chair back and gasp when I realize…she looks eerily similar to Leighton if you squint your eyes. Same build, same eyes, same hair, and similar small facial features. It could confuse someone looking for one and seeing the other. Especially at the same place at the same time. My heart starts to race, and my chest burns.
Sarah’s big makeover was right after Leighton disappeared at the festival. It’s like she didn’t want to look anything like the girl who disappeared anymore, but why? What if the kidnapper intended to take Sarah all along, and Sarah figured that out, and for some reason they settled for Leighton anyway after they screwed it all up. 
Sarah changed her look and stayed away from her house in Johnson City long enough to feel safe again. But once she realized they were keeping Lay, she returned to her life. I guess it’s been since before the day Leighton disappeared that Sarah’s posted anything new or changed her profile picture. She isn’t even tagged in any new photos by her sister, and I know Bridget took several with her at Lila’s shower. I cover my gaping mouth with my hand as I speculate the story in my head. This just got very interesting.
I use Emma’s school account to search the white pages for Sarah Burnes in Johnson City, and there are twelve choices. Lila said she thought Sarah moved back up there a month ago after a stint at her parents, so I start scrolling through hoping to catch a break through process of elimination. 
Sarah Burnes, married to Frank, approximate age is listed as forty-seven to fifty. Nope, not my Sarah. Next. 
Sarah Burnes, approximate age seventy-five to eighty years old. No again. 
The next Sarah Burnes’s approximate age is twenty-two to twenty-five years old. Okay, maybe it’s her if the information online is a few years old. Also has a daughter listed as June Burnes…nope. Well, not that I know of at least. 
Then finally, I catch my break. Sarah Burnes, approximate age twenty-five to thirty years old who is associated with Mike and Cathy Burnes and a sister Bridget.
[image: image-placeholder]My Lexus slowly approaches her adorable, freshly painted army green, 1920s craftsman house which I can’t help but price around $250,000 at approximately 2,000 square feet, but I shake my head and force myself to focus on what’s important here. Finding Sarah and finding Lay. 
Based on our last bizarre interaction, I think she’ll ignore the doorbell and maybe even hide if she realizes it’s me. So, I park on the street a few houses down to be safe even though it’s pouring rain, not knowing whether she’ll recognize my car. 
I walk up her brick paver sidewalk, lay my pink umbrella down on the vast front porch surrounded by thick white columns, and reach for the doorbell. Ode to Joy sings inside as I shake off my umbrella and take a deep breath with my back turned. 
Footsteps echo across the aged hardwood floors inside, and I hear Sarah clear her throat before she unlatches the dead bolt. The old door creaks as she pushes it open a little bit further, and Sarah finally speaks to me in a friendly, but cautious, tone. 
“Can I help you?”
I turn to face her as sweat drips down the back of my neck. She’s only poking her head out a little, but I can see her whole face grow paler when she recognizes me.
“How’d you know where I live?” she asks as she cranes her neck to look down the road in each direction. 
“I’m sorry, but I just had to,” I say with tears forming in my desperate eyes.
She sighs, looks me up and down, frowns, then steps onto the front porch and begins to shiver as a gust of wind blows the rain toward us. 
She glances down the road each way again. “Expecting a friend?” I ask, knowing good and well she’s nervous about someone watching us. Someone who isn’t a friend.
“Umm, yeah. I am, actually,” she lies unconvincingly with a nervous stammer as she folds her arms around her body. 
“I won’t keep you long. I just have a few questions.” I take a seat on a rustic bench and cross my legs, letting her know I’m not leaving until I get some answers.
She hunches her shoulders and pulls her sweater tight before she takes a seat on the bench next to me. “I don’t have the answers you’re looking for, Marnie. You’ve somehow gotten the wrong impression of what I might know. I mean, I’m sorry your friend’s gone, but I honestly don’t know anything about what happened.” 
“Something tells me you do…and that you’re scared shitless to talk about it.”
Sarah stands and starts toward the door. “I’m sorry, I can’t do this. I have somewhere to be.”
“I thought you said you were expecting someone?” I tilt my head.
“Yeah, I am. I need to get ready before they pick me up. Listen, I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.” Sarah reaches for her black, antique doorknob and turns it. “I hope you find your friend though. I really do.”
“Do you?” I walk to the front door. “Do you really?”
She takes a step inside and pushes the door between us. “Yeah, that’s what I said. Isn’t it?”
“Then help me find her,” I beg as tears start to form in my glassy eyes, and my hand pushes the door. “Tell me what you know, even if it seems like something trivial or stupid. Even if it scares you. Sarah, a woman’s life is at stake. Help me save her!” 
Sarah gulps, and her cheeks grow pink. I swear I can see the inner turmoil inside her growing, so I press some more because this might be my last chance. “You used to look a lot like her, Sarah. So why’d you change so much after the festival? Tell me the truth…did they take the wrong person?”
Sarah opens her mouth and takes a deep breath as if she’s going to say something important, but then her face falls like she’s changed her mind. 
“Good luck, Marnie,” she says with droopy shoulders. Then she shuts and locks the door in my face.




Chapter 19
Leighton
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Six Years Earlier

It almost seems too good to be true when I sit down and think about it. Over the past six months, I’ve gone from losing my first child and not having my best friend in my life anymore—to healing from the loss of my baby thanks to my rekindled relationship with my best friend.
Owen and I are doing much better since my spirits have been lifted, and I can’t say there’s much to be down about right now. Life’s been hard on me, sure, but I feel blessed to be where I am…and the antidepressants don’t hurt either.
Is it awkward when Marnie and Owen run into each other? Yes. Do we keep the chances of that happening to a minimum by hanging out at her house or somewhere out in public sans Owen? Yes. 
But it works for us, and that’s all that matters, and I think we’re happier having each other in our lives, even if we’re never best friends again. Best friends talk about everything, and my entire marriage is pretty much off limits. But it’s like they say, something’s better than nothing. 
“You ready to go?” I ask as I step out of my car dressed in white skinny jeans and a gorgeous orange lace tunic. 
“Don’t you know it?” Marnie says as she spins in a circle on her condo’s stoop showing off her orange dress. “Cute, right?” she asks before she locks her front door.
“Very,” I say, wondering if she even noticed the new outfit I meticulously planned out weeks ago. That’s Marnie though, always the center of attention. 
For as long as I’ve known her, she’s had everything handed to her on a silver platter. Sure, she works hard, and she’s no dummy, but she has greatly benefited from rich and pretty privilege her entire life. And her designer dress probably cost three times our monthly mortgage payment growing up.
“You going to be able to walk in those all day?” I ask with a wince when I notice her espadrilles have four-inch wedges. I went for comfort and opted for my Vans since we usually end up logging several miles before game day is all said and done.
“Beauty’s pain, Lay.” Marnie shrugs as we begin our descent to UT’s campus from her new and completely renovated condo in the heart of downtown Knoxville.
When we approach the huge sea of orange in front of the stadium, I quickly realize we’re a tad too late for one of the good spots up front at the corner for Salute to the Hill. Unless you’re in the front, or are over six-feet tall, you’re not going to be able to see the majorettes twirl—there will only be glimpses here and there of batons flying through the air as people cheer.
“Ugh, we’re going to have to stand way back here and won’t be able to see anything.” I stop on the grassy hill ahead of the sea of people.
“Nope, we’re going in.” Marnie continues toward the massive crowd and waves me along. When I run to catch her, she grabs my hand and weaves us through until we’re almost at the front of the line. I suck in a deep breath and hold it in as people look at us with irritation. And for a moment I question whether I’m still willing to go along with Marnie’s antics, but ultimately decide what the hell. Why shouldn’t I reap the benefits of being friends with Marnie Harrison? She is great at doing whatever it takes to get what she wants.
“Excuse us, we’re part of the band. Excuse us, we’re part of the band,” she lies and everyone kindly steps aside, probably assuming we’re the majorette or color guard instructors. My stomach turns as I start to feel the guilt of her deceit rising up, but I continue to wear a smile and push it down because if I’m being honest with myself, I’m secretly glad she’s doing it. We’re in the front row now.
The band rounds the corner at the top of the hill by the library and makes their descent toward us and a few thousand other Vols fans who smile and clap along to Rocky Top like it’s the tie that binds us all together for life. I glance over at Marnie, and she beams back as she pulls me close to her for a squeeze. “I’m so glad we’re here together, Lay.” 
I give her a tight hug back, and it’s just like old times. “Me, too, M. Me, too.”
[image: image-placeholder]Two Months Before the River Festival

“So, how’s your dad doing with his campaign? Is he nervous about the election next year?” I ask Owen as I dish out the baked spaghetti I made onto two white, lace-patterned plates we picked out at Macy’s together not too many years ago. 
Owen drops a stack of papers on the white kitchen table and grunts like he’s exhausted. “It’s…a lot,” he says, clearly not wanting to elaborate. 
“Well, at least you’re home earlier tonight. Wanna talk about it?” I ask with a smile, truly trying to work on our lackluster communication skills even though Owen always seems too tired or uninterested to participate.
“Not really, babe. What’s for dinner?” He peeks over my shoulder and gives the air a whiff. “Oh, my favorite,” he says with a smile then takes a seat at the kitchen table. 
I lean toward him for a welcoming peck on the lips, but he backs away and covers his mouth with his hand. “I had garlic chicken for lunch,” he explains, then stands to take off his jacket and hang it on the back of his chair. My face falls, and my heart sinks at his blatant rejection. 
We’ve been fighting more due to his long hours at work for a while, but we keep brushing things under the carpet. For years, our differing interests have caused a wedge, and now, it seems we’re also having intimacy issues since he’s throwing out excuses not to kiss me. Sex was the only thing we had left that wasn’t problematic, what’s going to happen to us if that goes away, too?
“What did you do today?” he asks as if he’s actually interested. When we do communicate lately, it’s always me opening up to him. Sharing about my day, my feelings, my beliefs. He seems to be doing an awful lot of listening and not much sharing. 
I mean, some women might find that dynamic appealing, talking about themselves all the time. And I know I sound crazy for saying my husband is too great a listener, but what I’m growing increasingly suspicious of is why that is because it’s not the norm. Why doesn’t he want to share his life with me anymore? Is there something he’s hiding?
“Umm, nothing too special. Taught my classes this morning, had lunch with Marnie, trained some clients this afternoon, ran to the store, and caught up on some laundry. Oh, one of my personal training clients, Mrs. H, weighed herself this morning, and she’s lost fifty pounds after working with me.” I smile with pride as I set the dinner table with chargers, plates, cloth napkins, wine glasses, water glasses, and silverware as he seemingly tolerates it.
I hope Owen will show some genuine curiosity about what I do with these people during their training sessions because he’s never actually asked me. You’d think he’d wonder what kind of workout plans I do and how I come up with them, especially with the great track record I’ve developed as a trainer. But he never asks me one single question. 
I guess it’s good he doesn’t show too much interest in Marnie when I mention our lunch date today. Although today would be a good day to press me about it because she was very upset about her dad. His latest checkup didn’t go so well, and it seems his cancer is back. It’s likely treatable, but still, it’s back, and they didn’t see it coming.
Owen thumbs through his stack of papers when I look up. “Oh, that’s nice, babe.”
I sigh when I realize he hasn’t listened to a word I just said, so I purposely knock one of the forks off the table to get his attention. When it hits the floor with a deafening ring, he jumps with a start. 
“Jeez, Lay, that scared the shit out of me.”
I smile on the inside but apologize profusely. “I’m so sorry, honey, it just slipped. You ready to eat now?”
Owen gathers his belongings and lays them over on the kitchen counter. “I guess so, I’m starving.” 
I’m going to give having a real conversation with him one more shot, and then I’m done. We can sit in silence for all I care if that’s what he wants, but I can’t nag him into taking an interest in me anymore. 
“So, what did you do today?” 
Owen shoves baked spaghetti into his mouth and moans with pleasure. “Thanks for making this, it gets better every time, I swear,” he says while looking me in the eyes with what seems to be genuine gratitude. Maybe he’s just been stressed and busy, and I’m making mountains out of molehills. 
Maybe things aren’t so bad after all, and this is just a rough patch. 
A phase.
I laugh as he uses his spoon to shovel his food in. “I’m glad you like it. I used real parmesan cheese in it this time, then I sprinkled a tiny bit of the fake kind you like on the top.”
“Nice, I like it,” he mumbles through a mouth full of food like a teenage boy going through a growing spurt. 
“Oh, and to answer your question…” He pauses and holds one finger up to take a drink of water like he’s actually going to engage in a meaningful conversation with me afterward. “Dad and I went door to door through a bunch of neighborhoods trying to rally up some more votes today. It was kind of fun in a way, but time consuming and emotionally exhausting by the end of the day. It was just too damn hot to walk around in suits, and I had to lose my jacket more than once to keep from passing out, but, of course, Dad stuck to his guns like a champ.”
I find it hilarious to imagine Owen tagging along with his charismatic dad asking people for votes since he’s so painfully introverted. They’re truly nothing alike and asking others for any kind of favor is one of Owen’s least favorite things in this world to do. 
Once, we went out for a ride on one of his dad’s boats and ran out of gas mid trip, and instead of calling for help or admitting defeat in any kind of way, he tied a rope to his body, jumped in the water, and swam backward until he successfully pulled us back to shore. 
“Did your head implode after all the socializing you had to do?” I spoon a bite in my mouth and giggle.
“Eh, it was alright. Not my thing, obviously, but doing it occasionally is bearable I guess,” Owen admits with a half grin.
“Well, my day wasn’t so fun. Marnie was really upset at lunch, and I feel so horrible for them.” I share, hoping he’ll fish for more information about why she was upset. Even if it is a conversation about Marnie, at least we’ll be talking and sharing more. It feels good that he shared a bit about his day with his dad. We just need a few interesting topics to break the ice, that’s all.
“Her dad is tough. He’ll get through it again,” Owen says as he walks to the sink and rinses his spaghetti-stained plate off without realizing I hadn’t divulged what Marnie was upset about yet.
“He’ll get through what again?” I ask as I turn in my chair to study his face, only his back is turned to me as he scrubs his plate in the sink way longer than necessary.
“His cancer, of course,” Owen says nonchalantly as he places his clean plate on the white marble countertop. I cock my head to the side. I didn’t tell him that, and Marnie told me explicitly at lunch that she and her mom were the only ones who knew. Besides her dad, of course.
“How’d you know about that?” I stand and walk toward the sink with my own empty plate to watch his reaction. 
He grabs my plate and starts washing it for me, which raises another red flag. I love this man dearly, but he notoriously leaves dirty dishes lying around the house all the time and expects me to clean up after us both. So, the fact that he’s willingly cleaning both of our dishes in the sink means he’s stalling. 
“You just said so, babe.” He laughs. “Earlier, when you were telling me what you did today.” 
He looks at me with confidence as he dries the dishes, hoping I’ll buy it.
I play along with my own smile of contentment, aware of his gaslighting, and make a mental note in my head of his attempted deception. “Oh, did I? I must’ve forgotten.”
[image: image-placeholder]Has he been talking to Marnie behind my back? The sound from Owen’s post-dinner snore fest while I load the dishwasher gives me the confidence I need to dig around for clues upstairs. I pick up his phone on the coffee table and take a few stabs at the passcode. Six numbers…God, it could be anything. 
First six of his social? No. 
Our anniversary? No. 
His birthday? No. 
My birthday? No. 
I lay the phone back down before it locks up and head upstairs to our closet instead. I can probably check his emails on the desktop later if I need to.
Am I jumping to irrational conclusions, or am I simply paying attention to some very real red flags? I’m more so doing this to prove myself wrong because I honestly don’t think there’s any way it’s true. 
They couldn’t, they wouldn’t, do this to me. 
There’s no way.
I’m just being paranoid. 
When I reach the laundry basket in the closet, I take a deep breath, hoping I’m wrong, while also trying to prepare myself for what I might find. 
I pick up Owen’s clothes and give them a look over for lipstick marks, a feminine smell, anything that seems off or suspicious. But they all reek of Owen, a combination of Dolce and Gabbana’s The One and Degree deodorant. Maybe he’s right, and I did mention Marnie’s dad earlier in our conversation and forgot about it. I have been pretty tired lately.
I toss his clothes back in their designated basket and turn out the closet lights. But a soft thud on the floor catches my attention before I step away, so I flip the light switch back on to take another look. I barely missed the basket when I threw his clothes back, and now his pants lie on the floor in a wad. Evidence of my meddling. When I reach over to place them back in the basket, a crumpled-up piece of paper falls from one of the pockets.  
My trembling hands snatch and unfold the paper as I imagine it saying something silly like pick up stamps or grab some milk. But my heart races because deep down, I know my gut is telling me it’s going to be something bad. 
“Perhaps it’s simply a note from his dad, or a reminder about a dentist appointment next week,” I say aloud to try and fool myself one last time, but when I flip the paper over and smooth it out, I can’t believe my eyes.
Need to talk. My place. 2:00 p.m. today. Miss you.
The words themselves could mean anything. 
They could be written by just about anyone, possibly even Owen himself. 
But it’s the endless notes passed to me in high school that flash through my distressed mind as I study the letters on the page. The distinct loopy handwriting I know almost as well as my own makes my heart gallop almost right out of my chest as I start panicking. 
Visions of countless unmistakable letters written with excessively long tails on every Y by my best friend Marnie make my dinner creep up my throat as tears of rage form in my heartbroken eyes…
And then I feel something inside me snap.




Chapter 20
Sarah
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Present

Ode to Joy plays over the doorbell speakers in my house as I’m getting fresh, bleach-scented, white sheets put back on my bed. I look out my bedroom window to the driveway but see no cars. It must be a solicitor or something, they’ll probably give up in a minute and go away if I just stay back here. 
I sneak to the living room where I can get a better look out the main window by the front door, and they push the doorbell again. The letter I don’t want anyone to see lies on my coffee table, so I tuck it inside the drawer just in case someone comes in.
When I peek outside the closed blinds, I see a nicely dressed blonde woman with her back turned to me as the hymn continues to blare throughout the house. When I first moved in, I found it difficult to be in a bad or sad mood with that happy song playing any time someone popped by, but now I find the perkiness of it extremely irritating. Especially when I don’t want to be bothered. 
The blonde woman doesn’t strike me as a door-to-door salesperson, so I decide to suck it up and see what she wants. Maybe it’s just a neighbor who needs help with something. God, I’ll do just about anything to get her to go away and shut that doorbell up.
The aged floorboards creak under my step as I stride toward the front door to get rid of the woman, and I clear my throat while I unlatch the dead bolt. 
“Can I help you?” I ask, only poking my head out the now cracked door just in case she’s some kind of psychopath. 
The woman turns to face me with a familiar smile, and suddenly I know exactly who she is. I feel the blood drain from my face. It’s Marnie Harrison. She’s standing right there on my front porch. Here, in Johnson City. She’s come to confront me again about what I saw that day at that damn festival. I knew I should’ve kept my mouth shut at that baby shower.




Chapter 21
Threatening

[image: image-placeholder]


Present

I must admit I’m impressed with your tenacity, Marnie. I’m still not sure how you went around me, found Sarah’s house, and showed up there without tipping me off first, but let me assure you—she’s not telling you a damn thing. I like your mom, Marnie, I do. She’s always seemed like a stand-up lady to me who probably doesn’t deserve this, but you’ve pushed me to my limit, and now I must go big or go home. 
That beautiful old farmhouse she loves so much…the one you’ve both tirelessly worked on for quite a while now. I think it might be the key.
[image: image-placeholder]Wearing a respirator under a ski mask makes sweat pour down my face as splashes of fuel hit the historic hardwood floors and freshly painted walls. I’m not sure if it’s the smell of the kerosene that sickens me or the fact that every beautiful thing here is about to be destroyed. 
You had it coming for sure, but a part of me wants to rip off some pieces of shiplap from the walls and save them for later. But I certainly don’t have the time or energy for any of that nonsense. I have a message to send.
My thoughts bounce around in my head like multiple pinballs set loose at the same time as I continue to spread the poison all around the house. 
Will the police think you or your mom set this fire deliberately? They’ll conclude it was arson for sure if they have any brains at all, but who will they think did it? 
Why you didn’t install cameras here after I vandalized your car is beyond me. That wasn’t wise, and I thought you were smarter than that. This blaze of glory in conjunction with the insurance fraud could add up to some serious consequences for your mom, thanks to you.
You’ll both be licking your wounds when all your hard work blows up in your faces, and you’ll end up being owed more insurance money. I imagine there will be a lengthy investigation into all that’s happened after I tip them off to the last house, and the family business and its reputation will be all but ruined.
You won’t be able to replace all the years of history and charm here either, you can’t rebuild character like that with fresh boards and newly constructed beams. The hundred-year-plus story of this house that the two of you value so much will be gone, and it will haunt you forever because you did this. You made this happen. And you’ll realize this is just the beginning of your atonement if you don’t back off trying to find your “friend.”
I’m not a monster. I’m really not. But certain times and situations call for certain drastic measures, and you’re testing me, Marnie, and I can’t fail now. If I do, it’s all over for me…and for her. 
A match creates a tiny flickering flame when I strike it on the box, and it makes me think of you. All this time you’ve been pressing down harder and getting warmer, until it was too hot for you, and the fire spread out of your control. And at that point, Marnie, it’s up to someone else to put the flames out that you caused, because when you play with fire, you’re eventually going to get burned. Didn’t anyone ever tell you?
Smoke and heat waves fill the house behind me as my boots hit the gravel driveway leading to my car. I imagine neighbors will be calling the fire department soon, so I’d better get the hell out of here before I’m spotted. Against my better judgment, I turn to admire the burning house and inhale the fiery fall air with a smile on my face. It reminds me of going camping as a kid with my parents. 
But my face falls when I look at what you made me do. The original chimneys, staircases, trim, and floors of this antique treasure will all be ablaze in no time at all. What a waste.
[image: image-placeholder]News anchors sound shocked and intrigued when they read the titillating story I provided them, and I want to reach through the TV and say, “You’re welcome.” I always wonder how they all seem to have the same voice when they speak on camera, and why it is that their universal tone of voice is deemed desirable. Is there a class in some type of anchor school where they teach you how to hide all your emotions and put the same fake inflections on your words as every other news reader out there? 
It’s funny because for everything else like singing, dancing, writing, acting, illustrating…it’s how you’re different from all the rest that lands you the gig…not how you’re all robotically the same with zero emotion or empathy. Why hasn’t news reading evolved into appreciating the unique voices and speaking patterns of individuals? And why do I even care?
Footage of the house ablaze lights up the screen on my laptop as well, and I wonder how you’re reacting to the news. Whether you showed up last night when you heard and placed your hands over your mouth in shock and disgust as you watched it burn or whether you were oblivious to the horror in real time and only learned of it once it was all said and done.
Either way, I know this will haunt you, and that was the whole point. You’ll know that you personally caused this devastation to your mom, and that it’s only going to get worse for her if you don’t quit inserting yourself where you don’t belong. Do you know I did it, or are you trying to convince yourself it was just a strange coincidence? 
Will you finally back off when you stop lying to yourself, or will I be forced to send an even stronger message? Just so you know, Marnie, I don’t plan on leaving any of this open for interpretation. You’ll spell out your stance for me soon enough. One way or another.




Chapter 22
Marnie
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Present

“How could this happen?” Mom cries to Officer Elliott who looks unrecognizable dressed in his running attire. The fire inspectors are packing up to leave the smoldering scene and police are scattered around the roped-off area.
Officer Elliott waves to a fellow officer driving off, clears his throat, and looks back at us. “Ladies, they’re saying there was kerosene all over the house. So, I think it’s safe to say that someone did this deliberately. We’re lucky it’s not dry out so it didn’t spread into the woods.”
“I’m just, I’m just so confused,” Mom says as she looks at me with disbelief written all over her face as my stomach curls with guilt. 
I start to form a lie that I, too, am equally shocked that anyone would do something like this but decide to keep my mouth shut instead, because I was warned.
“Can either of you think of anyone who could have a vendetta against this particular house, or against you?” 
Mom answers no, but Officer Elliott looks directly at me when I don’t answer right away and makes a note on his phone.
“I can’t think of anyone except….” I finally say, and Mom begins to openly sob. 
I hold her close to me, and Officer Elliott prods me for more. “Except for who?”
I’m not sure if I should mention her or not, but something tells me I should. “There is this girl who was at the festival. She’s been acting suspicious about it and what she saw, like maybe she knows something that happened. Honestly, you should probably be questioning her if you’re not already. Sarah Burnes. She lives in Johnson City, but she’s here a lot with family since she quit her job up there,” I share, wondering if I should trust him with this information and whether he’ll take me seriously. 
Part of me is still concerned he may be the one trying to scare me off Lay’s scent, but it seems like a stretch for him to do something that terrible as an officer. Plus, why would he be so concerned about me being involved in Lay’s disappearance somehow if he were involved himself? Just to throw everyone off and make sure I don’t learn too much?
Officer Elliott points to his car. “Okay. I’ll look into it. Let me know if you think of anything else later, ladies,” he says as he starts to walk away to his unmarked vehicle. 
Another officer approaches him after he’s just a few steps away, and I overhear him ask if he was training for the Barkley Marathon before he arrived. Officer Elliott glances back a few times as the guy continues to ask him about the race and about his new girlfriend like he doesn’t want me to hear him, so I try to listen for his reply, but Mom’s continued crying covers up the rest of their conversation.
I try my best to calm her down even though I’m fighting a losing battle. “I’m so sorry this happened, Mom. I know how much that house meant to you,” I say with glassy eyes as we both turn to look at what’s left of the house from the street one last time. 
The framing remains intact, but all the contents inside and the siding are toast. There’s no doubt this is beyond hope, a complete tear down, and my heart breaks knowing I’m to blame for not listening.
I know who did this. Well, I kind of know who did this—I just don’t know who they really are. It’s the same person threatening Sarah, who took Leighton, sent me a threat at work, and sliced their way through my car. I’m close to something, too close, and whoever they are, they’ll stop at nothing to keep me off their trail. 
The question now is…is it time for me to let them win?
I normally never give up, and I want more than anything to save my friend, but logically, this person may have a point. Leighton’s already gone, perhaps dead by now, and if I stop digging around, maybe the casualties will end there. 
But if I keep looking, I could be putting myself, my mom, my dad, Owen, Trent, Rita, Lila, and God knows who else in Leighton’s shoes, or worse. The scare tactics get more sinister each time I don’t listen, so what am I to assume is next…murder?
As much as I hate to admit it, I think it might be time to quit while I’m ahead. The person who did this is clearly unhinged and dangerous, and it feels like the police have all but given up hope of finding Lay. This could very well be my last warning before someone else dies or disappears, but the other question I have is…can I live with myself if I stop looking for Lay?
“Thank God no one was in there,” a new voice says behind me and Mom as we’re looking at the rubble.
“Owen!” I tear up again and throw myself at him for a bear hug without thinking. Realizing my emotions have taken over, I cut the hug short and create space between us before Mom or anyone else questions it. 
“Yes, thank God. Well, unless you count the house as a person,” Mom says with frustration as she wipes her eyes and pulls another tissue from her handbag.
“I’d dare to say it’s about as close to a person as a home could be with its history,” Owen sympathizes and pats her on the back. 
She turns to Owen with arms wide open, and he pulls her in for the big hug she clearly wants. It’s weird, though, because it feels like old times here with the three of us. Back before the whole Leighton thing happened and everything changed. 
Mom and Owen were quite close then. But once he settled down with Lay, he understandably had to quit all of us Harrisons cold turkey, and my parents were no exception. We were a tight-knit foursome all those years, even Dad. He is notoriously hard to please, but even he excitedly gave Owen his blessing when he asked his permission to marry me. 
“Let me take you two out for brunch. Maybe it’ll lift your spirits. God knows it’s been a terrible time for all of us these past few months, and I know I’d enjoy it,” Owen asks, then Mom gives me a hopeful grin that begs for my approval.
“Is that wise?” I ask because we all know good and well our small town will talk about the irony of us three being together again. 
“Should we just call Dad up, too, and go down to Aubrey’s and sit at our old table and pretend it’s 2010 again?” I suggest in a harsh tone full of sarcasm.
“It’s only a big deal if we make it one. And I, for one, think people will understand that we’ve all been through a lot lately. Sharing a simple meal together shouldn’t start any rumors anyway…unless there’s something I don’t know about?” Mom asks and studies my reaction while Owen stares me down in a panicked way.
I roll my eyes and sigh. “Fine. I guess it’ll be ok to eat a meal together.” I cave to hide our indiscretions, then walk toward Mom’s Mercedes by myself. 
“Are you two coming or not?” I yell as I reach the car, and they both hurry toward me with their arms linked together, clearly a united front.
[image: image-placeholder]My palms are clammy, and I bite my nails as we follow our hostess toward a table at Aubrey’s Café. I was being sarcastic when I suggested coming here, but of course these two decided it sounded delicious. And wouldn’t you know the first people I happen to lay eyes on are the notorious “mean girls” from high school who apparently still look everyone up and down and whisper behind cupped hands like two fifteen-year-olds who get high on crushing the souls of others. 
I know Mom and Owen have seen them openly talking about us as well because they rightfully avoid walking past their table behind the hostess on the way to ours, even though doing so would be the most direct path. But I’m a firm believer in confrontation when it’s necessary, so I take the path less traveled.
“Oh, look. It’s all the news headlines,” Mitzi says to Annie loud enough for me to hear, so I pause at their table.
“Annie, Mitzi,” I say with a high pitch of fake excitement. “Anything you want to share with the entire class?” I regurgitate my favorite teacher’s response to their constant gossiping in algebra class after she witnessed them poking fun at another girl. 
Mitzi’s jaw drops at the audacity of me repeating the familiar phrase they weren’t keen on, and Annie gives me a soft smile full of guilt as I continue toward our table without missing a beat. 
Mitzi doubles down by showing me her phone. “A house fire and an insurance fraud claim all in one day. Y’all have been awfully busy, Marnie. Not to mention you being here with your dead friend’s husband.”
My eyes widen when I see the headline reading “FRAUD” with my mom’s picture next to it, then all the blood drains from my face. The story must have just dropped. Not only did this unhinged psychopath burn the house down, they also made good on their promise to out my mother if I didn’t listen. God, now everyone is naturally going to assume she had this house burned down to collect even more fraudulent money. 
Annie gives me a look of sympathy, and Mitzi doubles down with a scheming smirk. I turn to walk away with my head held high, determined to get through this lunch without Mom finding out that her world is about to completely implode. 
In a perfect world, this lunch would be a light at the end of a dark tunnel, but we’re not living in a perfect world. Not by any means. We all have secrets, big secrets. Secrets that would break the hearts of the people we love, especially the ones we’re sitting with right now. 
I mean, poor Owen has no idea how close I’ve come to finding out the truth about Lay, and he has no idea that I’ve decided to quit that search now. And Mom has no idea the fire is all my fault in a sense, and that all my plans to make things right have failed miserably.
How can I be loyal to my loved ones and to Lay at the same time? It’s obviously not possible. So, now I’m forced to make these big decisions alone. Decisions they all should technically be a part of. But I’ve learned that what helps one person in this game hurts another. And if I stay quiet now, maybe no one else will get hurt. 
If I stay quiet everyone can move on, and maybe one day the police will figure everything out that happened to Lay. I figure my conscience will eventually stop torturing me, and I can forgive myself for giving up on my friend after enough time passes because I know I kept everyone else safe to the best of my ability. I mean, what other choice do I really have?
[image: image-placeholder]“I really needed that. I forgot how much fun we all used to have together,” Mom says with a smile as we drop Owen off at his car. “I think he had a good time, too, talking about the good old days, and I honestly can’t remember the last time I laughed so much.” 
I grin back at her but my stomach is in knots. She’s bound to get a phone call any minute that will shatter her heart into even more pieces, but I can’t bring myself to warn her. All I want is for her to enjoy this little sliver of happiness, this window of reprieve, even if it only lasts for a few more minutes.
“Poor Owen, it must be hard to feel like you’re not allowed to smile, laugh, or enjoy your life because of what happened,” Mom adds, and for just a split second, I selfishly contemplate this new dynamic without Lay. How moving on from that nightmare seems to make us all a little lighter and how I hate myself because I truly miss my friend at the same time.
“There seems to be a ticket under my windshield wiper on your side, Marnie. If I pull over, would you be a dear and grab it for me?” 
“Yeah, just stop right there at the travel agency, and I’ll get it.” 
After she pulls over, I get out, lift the wiper, and reach for the white envelope underneath it but it almost blows off with the wind. Since when do they enclose tickets in nice envelopes like this, I think to myself as anxiety begins to creep into my body knowing something about this seems off. 
I grab the envelope and open it with my back turned, and as soon as I do, ashes spill out. I retrieve the note inside with trembling hands. 
Ashes, Ashes…Last Chance, Marnie.
I drop the letter in the wind and gasp in horror at what I already knew in my heart to be true. They did this. All of this. Because of me.
Mom rolls down my window, and I struggle to maintain my composure. “Jeez, how much is it, Marnie?” she asks, and I bend over to pick the note back up. I turn to face her with a forced smile as I stuff the note in my back pocket.
“Don’t worry, Owen can get his dad to take care of this for you since it was a mistake. I’ll ask him later.” 
It’s the perfect response for two reasons. One, she clearly wants Owen and me to become friendly again, and two, she knows Trent can and will take care of it.
“Oh, that would be nice. Thanks. One less thing to worry about,” she says with a grin as I buckle up for a ride full of lies. 
“Yeah, it would be nice to speak to Trent again,” I respond with a grin as my world crashes inside. I take a deep breath and shake my wrists as Mom’s phone beeps in her purse. 
“Mom, I have to tell you something,” I finally say, knowing it’ll hurt less coming from me than someone else. The person who did all of this is clearly crazy, and I honestly don’t want anything to do with any of it anymore. They win. I’m officially out. 
“Okay, but can you see who that was on my phone first? It might be about the fire.”
I reach into her purse on the floorboard hoping the text had nothing to do with the incriminating news headlines. “Oh, it’s a text from Aunt Sheila…” 
I open the phone with her obvious passcode 111111. “Oh, god!” I say as I cover my mouth with my hand. Then, I finish reading the whole text.
“What? What is it? What’s wrong?” Mom screams at me like she’s about to lose it, and I can’t comprehend how terrible this day is turning out to be.
“It’s long, Mom…give me one second. I just can’t digest it all. It seems as if Lila tripped on a baby toy going down the steps today and fell the rest of the way down. They’re at UT hospital making sure she and the baby are okay.”
“Oh my god, poor Lila. Poor Sheila.” Mom pulls over at the high school parking lot to catch her breath. 
“What’s going on, Marnie? Why are these awful things happening all at once? Leighton, the fire, Lila…it’s like an endless streak of bad luck all around us, and I don’t know how much more of it I can take.” 
A pang of dread runs through my body. She’s already reached her limit. She’s having a full-blown panic attack without even knowing her fraud issue is now public knowledge. I take a deep, shaky breath and suck in the tears that build in my eyes. 
“I know, Mom. It’s a lot. But I promise, it’ll get better. Just get it all out, it’ll make you feel better. I’ll drive us to the hospital, okay?” 
I can fix this, and I will. Maybe Trent can shut down the fraud thing. As much as I love Lay, I can’t allow this threatening maniac to destroy everyone else I know and love as well. I’m in over my head and out of my league, and now I can’t help but wonder if this crazy person placed a rogue toy on the steps for Lila to trip on. If they were trying to teach me yet another lesson about quitting while you’re ahead. 
I think about the fire, the envelope, the ashes, the letters, and Lila’s fall, and it all makes sense. 
Ashes, ashes, we all fall down. 
The person I’m dealing with is clever and sick. Two ingredients that make up a psychopath I’m not willing to piss off any further. Rage fills my veins as I drive us toward the hospital praying that Lila and the baby will be okay. 
I want nothing more than to post YOU WIN, I’M DONE LOOKING. YOU CAN STOP NOW in all caps on one of the billboards we pass to make this all go away. And I can’t shake the feeling that the message I want so desperately to send is intended for Officer Wade Elliott.




Chapter 23
Leighton
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I already knew who she was in high school because she was Marnie Harrison, the Marnie Harrison. Beautiful with a Marilyn Monroe-like figure, smart, well-liked, and a bit on the vain side. 
I wasn’t ugly or anything. I was just a bit plain and ignorant about how to do my hair and makeup. And it’s not like I had no friends of my own either. I had acquaintances in all my classes, and I could be fairly sociable at school. I just didn’t hang out with anyone outside of school because I was introverted and needed my time alone. 
Mom and Dad didn’t have extra money for me to blow on cool clothes and beauty products like Marnie did. Her mom let her start bleaching her hair blonde in the seventh grade and bought her designer clothes all the way back in elementary school. 
I did well in school and was hyper-organized, but I kept to myself. My parents and I were close and made the most of what we had, but we’d never be the family with the big house where all the kids went to hang out. That was Marnie and the Harrison estate.
“Are they bothering you?” Marnie Harrison turned and whispered from the chair in front of me as Mrs. Finn wrote our vocabulary words on the chalkboard. Ironically, one of them being oppression. 
Mitzi Wells and Annie Nelson sat on either side of me giggling as they used my desk space to pass notes to each other without acknowledging my presence. Every time I started to write a definition down in my notebook, a new note soared onto my desk for the umpteenth time, and at that point, I wondered if their notes contained any content at all—or if they were just a means to harass me.
“It’s fine,” I muttered under my breath to Marnie, then leaned forward so my hair hid my pink cheeks.
Marnie sighed and turned back around in her chair, looking beyond frustrated with what was going on behind her. Although all three of them were considered popular, she was clearly not a fan of them or their bullying. She had standards, which most popular people didn’t care a lick about as long as they were deemed somebody. 
After a few seconds of remaining silent and minding her business, Marnie whipped her head around to face Mitzi again after she threw yet another note on my desk.
“Why don’t you cut the shit, Mitzi. How effing old are we now…fifteen going on eleven?” Marnie whisper-yelled with narrowed eyes.
Annie looked embarrassed while Mitzi snarled her nose up at Marnie, clearly pissed but afraid to challenge her. Marnie gave me a wink before she retrieved the last note, threw it back at Mitzi, then turned back around in her seat to listen to the rest of the lecture. 
And that’s how it all started. From then on, we were inseparable. 




Chapter 24
Marnie
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Present

“I’m so glad you’re okay. Thank God you fell backward and not forward, right?” I rub Lila’s arm as she scoots herself up into a sitting position on the hospital bed. 
“Yeah, I mean, they said I fell just right, and that the baby is very protected in there. More than you’d think,” she says as she rubs her basketball belly and smiles.
“How’s Ed doing with all of this? I bet he’s dying this happened while he was traveling.”
Lila frowns. “He’s kicking himself for not being here, but he’s just glad I’m okay. I need to call him back again. He’s flying back from his convention in London even though they said I’m fine, but you know Ed.”
“I’m not surprised, I’d feel the same way. He’s a good one for sure.” 
I take a deep breath full of relief that Lila and the baby are going to be okay and that this crisis, for now, has been averted. 
“Hey, I’m going to run and let you get some rest. Call me when they discharge you. How much longer do you think they’re going to keep you here for observation?” I ask as I gather my things, and a nurse says something about a code brown on the intercom.
“Probably another hour or two, I would guess,” Lila replies with furrowed brows. “Code brown? You think that means some old person shat the bed?” 
I burst out laughing with a snort and give her another hug, glad she hasn’t lost her innate sense of humor and grateful the Lord spared her from a world of grief today. 
“You know? I can’t think of anything good that a code brown could possibly mean,” I reply as her nurse walks in and gives me a side-eye.
“Love you.” She laughs and blows me a kiss from her bed as I open the door to leave.
“Love you, too,” I echo and latch her door shut behind me. 
Aunt Sheila and Mom are right outside the door with fresh cups of coffee when I exit. “I think she’s going to try and take a nap, and I got the impression from her nurse’s glare that she thinks Lila needs a break from visitors.”
Sheila starts to give me a hug, but just as she pulls me in, I spot a girl’s head peeking around the corner at us down the hall. “I appreciate you coming by. You girls have always been like sisters. She loves you so much.” 
“Okay. You, too, Sheila. Bye,” I murmur back, not sure what she said as I start toward the girl. Only as soon as I do, she vanishes. 
I swear it looked kind of like Leighton for a second, or maybe Sarah. It was hard to tell because her hair was covered by a ball cap, so I can’t be sure. So, I sprint around the corner after her to find out. 
The girl has her back to me down the hall as she waits for an elevator, and I continue to run as fast as I can to catch her before she escapes. I’m almost there when the elevator door opens, and she walks inside with her head down, looking like she’s furiously pushing the door close button on the other side. Out of breath, I stick my hand in the elevator door’s tiny opening at the last second and scream as the door opens back up just before it crushes me.
In what seems like slow motion, the girl turns her back to me as I step inside the small space. “Leighton?” I ask, hoping it’s her, some way, somehow, but she doesn’t answer or turn around. 
I grab her shoulder and jerk her around with force as sweat builds all over my body. Then see a familiar face…just not the one I was hoping for. 
“Sarah, what are you doing here?” I pant and take a step back.
She stammers with apprehension, “I was in town, and Bridget told me Lila fell, and I, I just wanted to see if she ended up being okay or not.” 
I narrow my eyes, not believing a single word she says and wonder how she’s really involved in this whole mess. Did she have something to do with Leighton’s disappearance and Lila’s fall? 
“Then why did you run from me?”
Sarah sighs as if talking to me is exhausting. “Because I knew you’d want to ask me a bunch of questions again.”
“Why do you care what happens to Lila anyway? She’s not your friend.” I furrow my brows feeling angrier than I thought I would, then realize how harsh I must’ve sounded.
“Because she’s close to Bridget, and I do know her. I’m a good person, Marnie, and I care what happens to people despite what you think.” She sulks and pushes the lobby button again like she’s scared of me.
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. It just…it seems like you know more than you’re sharing. Like you’re scared of someone…someone besides me and my questions. It honestly feels like there’s something else going on here, something bigger.” 
I brush my hair away from my sweaty face and sigh with frustration at the impossible situation we both seem to be in as she stands in silence. “Has someone done something to you? Because they’ve done things to me, too, and they may have done this to Lila. Maybe you suspected that, and that’s really why you’re here? You wanted to find out if it was ‘them’…and whether she lived through it.”
Sarah looks down and continues to say nothing as we descend.
“Well?” I finally say, begging for some response. Any response.
“It doesn’t matter what I say, Marnie. You’re going to believe what you want to believe. Your friend is gone, and you’re grasping at straws to make sense of things. I get it.” 
“Did someone tell you to say that, Sarah?” I ask, moving closer so she’s forced to look me in the eyes.
But before I can press her for more, the elevator dings, the doors open, and Sarah pushes her way through a slew of people rushing in toward me.
[image: image-placeholder]I press End on my phone and stare at the four brick walls of my condo as if I’ve never seen them before. Everything’s different now. This condo, this town, and my whole world. It’s during intense moments like this that I anticipate a powerful physical reaction from my body. 
A fit of tears, vomiting, diarrhea, fainting, a panic attack, something…but nothing is all I feel and all I can think about. Life as I know it is forever changed. I ask Siri to call Mom. 
She answers on the first ring with an unsuspecting tone, having no reason to expect more disturbing news after the last blow she was dealt a few weeks ago. She escaped that mostly unscathed, though, because of Trent and his contacts in high places. 
To be fair, she did get some community service time, a hell of a fight with my dad, and a hefty fine after the whole fraud was revealed, but her team was able to spin the story to the media and her public image is still intact for now. I guess they’re right about rich privilege, huh? But Trent can’t help either one of us with this news. It’s just going to have to hurt. Deeply.
“Hey, honey. What are you doing?” she asks with excitement, probably anticipating good news about our latest house project.
I mumble with no inflections on any of my words. They seem to melt together as one large, horrific sentence delivered in a dull, lifeless manner. 
“The blood she left on the dish towel when she cut her hand the day before she disappeared…they matched it to some clothes they found in an abandoned drug and trafficking house, Mom. They found her red bikini there, too…with her blood all over it.” 
Mom gasps, and I can tell she’s about to start bawling, so I continue on. 
“They’re officially declaring her dead because there were massive amounts of her blood all over the house, and the police say there’s no way she could’ve survived such a loss.”
“Oh, Marnie! Oh my god. I don’t…I don’t have any words…this is just so…awful.”
“I just wanted to let you know. I have to go.” I say in an out of body, robotic tone as I push end on my phone even though Mom’s still talking.
[image: image-placeholder]Owen, Trent, Rita, Mom, and Dad sit in the front row looking up at me with the same glazed expressions of disbelief and sadness. The tone of the room is somber and grim, emotions Leighton knew all too well and never would’ve wanted us to experience. 
Everyone knows there isn’t a body to view or ashes to spread, and that the last moments of Leighton’s life were likely gruesome and horrific. Her disturbing death is the big elephant in the room no one wants to talk about, and it’s also the reason Owen lost eight pounds in the last four days. 
His eyes are red and sunk into his thin face as he looks up at me with a blank expression. I face the room of grieving people and feel like I’ve failed everyone. I should’ve found her before it was too late, I shouldn’t have let myself fall in love with Owen all over again, and I shouldn’t have let him go at that gate all those years ago. Now the guilt of her loss will eat at the both of us forever, like we somehow willed it to happen just so we could be together. 
We’ve kept our distance so the police, especially Officer Elliott, wouldn’t think we were somehow connected to this whole thing or try to pin it on us, but what we both really want and need right now is to have each other to lean on and cry with—because life will never be the same for either of us without her in it.
I take a deep breath from the podium at the front of the room and scan the mourners, feeling it’s my civic duty as her best friend to somehow make the atmosphere lighter and more positive. 
Lay wouldn’t want to be remembered for the last tragic moments of her life like her parents were, that always bothered her. She’d want us to remember the good times and learn something important about ourselves from all of this. She’d want me to tell the truth with a Marnie twist. So, I clear my throat and run my trembling fingers through my hair before I begin to speak.
“When the Marxes asked me to say something about Lay, a part of me wanted to say yes, and a part of me wanted to say no. What will people say? What will people think? But with all due respect, none of your opinions about us and our unconventional friendship really matter to me. What matters is what Lay would say and think, and she’d tell me to get my butt up here and say my piece. So, this is what I wrote down…
“Lay and I have a complicated history, but what’s important for you all to know today is despite all that, she was always my best friend. What is the definition of a friend? It’s a term we throw around loosely and rarely consider what it started out as. 
“Well, a friend is defined as a person whom one knows, likes, and trusts. And I found those characteristics, and plenty more, in Leighton. A good friend improves your life and makes you a better version of yourself by being there to support and love you during the hard times and the good times. They’re the family you weren’t born into, but always felt like you’d be able to rely on. And Lay was all those things for me.
“Were we always on good terms? No. 
“Did we always like each other? No. 
“Did we always love each other and truly wish the best for one another even if that meant we weren’t involved in each other’s lives? Most definitely. 
“That’s the thing with true friendship. It has its ups and downs, but you never give up on the ones you love. Even if I couldn’t be around to see it sometimes, I always wanted Leighton to be happy, and now I can find a little peace in the midst of my grief knowing she’s reunited with her mom and dad. 
“Heroes emerge from such tragedies as this, and Leighton was always one of mine. She overcame so much loss in her life, yet never let it completely take her down. Let’s all be heroes like she was and rise up on her behalf. Let’s make sure we never take for granted one precious day God’s given us with the ones we love. And although it breaks my heart to lose her here on Earth, I know Heaven has gained a gem and that I’ll see her again one day.” 
[image: image-placeholder]“Marnie?” a familiar voice calls behind me as I sign the guest book. With the pen still in my hand, I turn and see a face I haven’t seen for years. Mindy Warner, Lay’s old college roommate. 
“Mindy, hi. It’s so nice to see you…although I wish it were under different circumstances.” I open my arms for a hug and step toward her, but she takes a step back and doesn’t return the gesture. 
“It was ballsy of you to have the audacity to speak at Leighton’s funeral. Don’t you think? Very disrespectful given your recent public ‘friendship’ with Owen if you ask me.” She folds her arms in front of her chest and her curly brown hair looks like snakes might come out of it to strangle me.
“I knew it wouldn’t be for everyone, Mindy, but I can assure you…” I start to respond but she interjects as she takes a step forward with anger in her narrowed eyes.
“Word on the street is you two had a date recently at Aubrey’s. How can you all jump back into a relationship before Lay’s even had a funeral?” she rebukes me with a raised voice as people start to notice and look our direction. 
One onlooker in particular catches my eye, Officer Elliott. He’s holding hands with some girl I can’t fully see across the room, but I make a point to figure out who he’s with once I escape Mindy.
“Mitzi and Annie aren’t the best sources for reliable information, Mindy. You should check out the validity of what you’re saying before you start spewing lies at someone’s funeral and cause an unnecessary scene. I mean, don’t you think you’re the one who’s being disrespectful to Lay right now?” I say with a smile plastered on my face as I pat her on the back and walk away.
Mindy gives me a glare, stomps toward the front door, and storms out. “You never deserved her,” she spews before slamming the door shut behind her, and I can’t say I’m too surprised at this interaction, as unpleasant as it was. She never did like me very much. 
People are starting to look my direction, so I make my way over to see the girl on Officer Elliott’s arm across the room. But I stop dead in my tracks when she turns her head and I can finally see her face. It all makes sense now.
Sarah’s secret boyfriend she didn’t want to talk about to her friends and family yet. Officer Elliott’s new girlfriend he was talking about with his friend the day of the fire when I said he should look into a girl named Sarah Burnes. He never looked into her because he was with her.
Is this why she was so interested in Leighton’s disappearance and Lila’s fall? Why she seems so scared of me. Because she’s dating the one person who thinks I’m guilty. 
Is she spying on me for him, and are they the ones who were threatening me? Or was she simply obsessed with Leighton’s disappearance, and sought out a relationship with Officer Elliott to keep tabs on what the police knew? All I know for sure is he’s Sarah’s new boyfriend. And I cannot believe my eyes.
[image: image-placeholder]I’m never going to go to sleep. It’s been hours since the funeral and my dark thoughts are still running wild with questions. 
Why would Officer Elliott be threatening and following me? Is he the person Sarah’s scared of? Is he holding some kind of information over her head as a bribe, or is she working with or for him in some way?
Something isn’t adding up because Sarah has no connection to Leighton. So, it would only make sense that she must have something to do with the person who took and killed her. And now that Lay’s dead and buried, I’m not sure there’s a point in trying to figure it all out. But Sarah and Officer Elliott cannot be trusted, that much I know. 
It had to be him who started the fire, left the note on Mom’s car, and planted the note at our office…it just has to be. He’d certainly have access to investigate Mom and figure out the whole insurance fraud thing. But why? 
He must be a dirty cop who is somehow involved in drugs, trafficking, or both. And somehow, he has Sarah snowed into thinking his nice-guy façade is real. Maybe she’s trapped into being with him because he has dirt on her, too, that, or he’s brainwashed her into joining him in his evil bidding. Knowing firsthand how scared she seems to be of someone watching her every move, I’m going to go with him having something on her. Something bad.
I know she’s been in a dark place and recently quit her job, but what if he forced her to quit? The questions, motives, and possible explanations are endless, and I can’t seem to shut them off and get some rest, so I grab my phone and try scrolling through Facebook to distract myself from my infinite theories I can’t do anything about without causing everyone I love more trouble.
Search for missing runner at Frozen Head State Park still ongoing one headline reads on my news feed, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s another girl like Lay. I remember Lila saying she had a friend who tried their hand at the infamously brutal and controversial Barkley Marathon that is held near here each year. I think it’s always at Frozen Head. A quick Google search of the race refreshes my memory. 
The race is held within the 24,000-acre Frozen Head State Park which is bordered by the abandoned Brushy Mountain Correctional Complex, formerly a maximum-security prison that operated for more than a century. The annual Barkley race was inspired by escaped convicts who fled prison into the woods of Frozen Head and didn’t get very far. 
The race is limited to only 40 participants who are to complete five 20-mile loops around the Frozen Head area in less than 60 hours. During the off-trail race, runners are left on their own to navigate through dense forests with only a paper map. After each lap, runners must turn and run the next lap in the opposite direction. The entire course nears one-hundred-and-thirty miles. 
In order to prove they complete the entire course, runners must take certain pages from books planted at unmanned checkpoints, and everyone has to get the race creator’s email address from someone who has participated in the race before to even apply. 
Chosen applicants will then be told when the race will be and will learn the race’s course only the day before the race. The quirky race creator and director blows a conch shell to signal that the Barkley Marathon will begin in one hour, and when he lights a cigarette, the race begins. The Barkley course has only been completed eighteen times by fifteen runners throughout its thirty-one-year history.
The race and history of the state park officially have me distracted into a rabbit hole of information, and I’m now wondering why anyone in their right mind would want to be a part of this race. 
You’d have to be a real glutton for punishment or think you’re the exception to the rule of not finishing to apply. Why would anyone ever do this, I think, and then it hits me. The day of the farmhouse fire, that’s why Officer Elliott was late getting there and why he was dressed in running gear…because he was training for the Barkley race.




Chapter 25
Revealing
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Present

The eulogy you gave two days ago brought me to tears and almost made me feel like everything I’ve done might’ve been a mistake. Like taking her away may have been wrong, but then I remembered why I had to do it. That it wasn’t for me, it was for her. 
I must admit, it looks like you’re finally done searching now—thank God. I mean, what else could I do to get you to give it up already? I knew you were stubborn, very stubborn in fact, but I’ve done everything but throw a dead body your way to get you to quit, and quite frankly, it’s been exhausting.
I had to go watch it for myself, truly experience the ambiance of the funeral. It finalized things for me, and now I can relax and enjoy my time with her knowing no one can ever take her away. And you’d do that if you knew the truth. You would. You’d try and take her away from me, wouldn’t you? If not for yourself, for him.
I didn’t go to the trouble of drawing my own blood for weeks and planting it in some dilapidated house just to let you ruin everything for me afterward. If I’d known I was going to luck up with Lila coincidentally falling down the stairs and spooking you into quitting your search and thinking I could cause something so sinister, I never would’ve gone through the risk and trouble of leaving those clothes in that awful part of town for the police to find. 
Well, no. That’s a lie, I did still need the police to give up, too, although they didn’t seem to be doing much anyway. All you have to do is hint at a trafficking incident, and they all but give up. Sad, isn’t it? When people go that way, they’re hardly ever found again.
But talk about sketchy, that whole neighborhood I planted the blood and clothes in needs its own zip code, and no one should be allowed to go there without a security team and a few gallons of bleach. Seriously though, I don’t even want to tell you how I managed to pull that part off.
There’s a pounding at my door. And just like Pavlov’s dog, my reaction is to run and hide in the corner. If that doorknob so much as turns, it’s fight not flight, and I’m ready for anything. I give my baggy shirt an extra tug forward, attempting to conceal my secret while thinking this is it, they’ve finally come for me. No one is supposed to know I’m here.
Then…nothing…no more knocks. 
Everything is quiet again. 
I go to the door, open it with apprehension, and see a stack of mail bundled with a rubber band as a mail truck drives off. The cabin’s owner must have all their bills sent to this address. 
I sigh with relief. I suppose I’ll lay their mail out on the kitchen island so it doesn’t get misplaced…but one thing catches my eye in the pile, and I have to check it out first.
The newspaper headline reads Leighton Marx declared dead, laid to rest. And the article underneath says… 
Leighton Marx, 27 years old of Knoxville, Tennessee, has passed away and was finally laid to rest this week by her friends and family. She was born to the late Eve and Gregory Warner on February 11, 1992, and was known to others as shy, but kind. 
Leighton grabbed headlines this summer when she suddenly disappeared at the Tennessee River Festival. The incident was witnessed by her husband, father-in-law, mother-in-law, and best friend. 
She was abducted as she was preparing to jump off the diving boards set up by the river. Her kidnapper, who could only be described as tall, strong, and wearing a dark hoodie which covered their face, appeared to grab her at random which frightened many locals.
Friends and family were hopeful for weeks, but were ultimately devastated when police found clothing Marx was wearing at the festival the day of her disappearance in an abandoned trafficking house in South Knoxville. Marx’s blood was found in quantities large enough that police declared her dead.
Leighton, an only child, was best known for surviving her parents’ own tragic accident in 2010, when they were killed while driving through a catastrophic rockslide accident on I-40 toward Asheville. 
She was a talented fitness coach and personal trainer to many clients in the greater Knoxville area who described her as one of the most encouraging and uplifting people they knew. 
Marx is survived by her husband, Owen Marx, son of notorious, longtime Knoxville attorney and future political candidate, Trent Marx, and his wife Rita. Trent Marx has already made a statement regarding Leighton’s death, promising he will do all he can if elected as mayor to put a stop to the trafficking problem Knoxville faces. 
“This tragedy has brought light on the growing trafficking problem in Knoxville and in the United States as a whole. I will personally make sure we are striving for ways to destroy this epidemic in Knoxville, and make sure all citizens of Tennessee and America can once again feel free to live their lives without the constant fear of impending abductions if I am elected to represent our great city.”
Owen Marx requested the funeral be private to friends and family who personally know Leighton or her family. And in lieu of flowers, Owen Marx also humbly asked mourners to donate money to Leighton’s favorite charity in Memphis, Tennessee, St. Jude’s Children’s Research Hospital at stjude.org/donate. 
The funeral was held this past Saturday morning at nine o’clock at First Baptist Church of Downtown Knoxville with the receiving of friends held afterward. 
The article was decently written and gives me a definite sense of closure concerning my old life. Although, I can’t help but wonder how I actually pulled this whole thing off. I mean, I know how…through diligent planning, hard work, and patience. 
Hey, M. Did you know you can get a little cash back at every store you go to for months when you checkout, and it’ll add up to quite a lot in just a little bit of time? And no one will be the wiser to your money hoarding either, because it simply looks like you’ve run all your errands as usual. 
Someone like Owen, who’s rolling in family money, would never realize the difference, so it probably wasn’t necessary. But I wasn’t taking any chances. 
The idea hit me once I caught you two together with my own two eyes right after I learned I was pregnant. Again. And there was no way in hell I was going to put up with sharing my girl with you two liars for eighteen years.
I lay the newspaper down and rub my belly as I make my way to the bathroom to pee for what seems like the millionth time today. My first pregnancy never got this far, and I had no idea how much I’d be peeing at just seventeen weeks. 
Gosh, M. I wonder what you’d say if you could see me right now with my growing belly sitting on a Pottery Barn sofa in a quaint cabin not even thirty miles away from you. Not kidnapped, not abducted, not taken at all. Just sitting here reading about my own death. Or better yet, I wonder how you’d feel…probably shocked at my counterplay.




Chapter 26
Leighton
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Present

I hardly recognize myself in the mirror these days since my belly is starting to pop, and I traded my long, brown locks for a shoulder-grazing red bob that gives Emma Stone a run for her money as far as the perfect shade of copper goes. But it was necessary to make drastic changes before I emerged from this cabin in the woods. I’m a completely different person now, and I don’t intend for anyone to ever find me where I’m going next—somewhere three hundred miles away from home.
[image: image-placeholder]Lewisburg, West Virginia, is nothing like Knoxville, Tennessee, and not just because I don’t have to be faced daily with the two liars who cut me to the bone, twisted the knife, then poured salt in my open wounds every day, but because things are much slower-paced and pleasant here. People are more engaged, and their conversations are unrushed.
Being the new girl has its benefits in a town this small for someone like me. I’m able to make up the past I wish I had, which is nice, and people seem to like me since I’m pregnant. But at the same time, I’m constantly aware that I’d better keep my stories straight because people in small towns talk.
“Are you the girl who’s going to be renting the old blue Monroe house on Dennis Street?” a lady asks at Main Street Grocery on my first day of shopping in town.
“I am. I just started moving some things into the house yesterday. I’m Charlotte, Charlotte Daniels.” 
I introduce myself, knowing my regal, but fake, name gives me a certain sense of classiness I probably don’t quite deserve. I feel sad for the real Charlotte Daniels, she could’ve been one of my best friends if she’d lived. 
She was born the same year and month I was. Her mom was my mom’s friend, my Aunt Kate, but little Charlotte only lived to be one-and-a-half due to a horrible case of pneumonia and RSV. And now, twenty-six years after her death, she gave me a second chance by allowing me to take over her identity.
After I learned of Marnie and Owen’s affair, I wanted a permanent way out of my old life and decided I’d steal Charlotte’s birth certificate while visiting Aunt Kate. It’s almost like Charlotte lives on in a way now…like we both gave each other a new life.
“I’m Anna Freeman,” the dark-haired, middle-aged woman says as she extends her hand from the handle of her bright blue buggy. “I thought I recognized you. I drove by there just yesterday when you were unloading some of your things. You move here for work or…?” she fishes for more information, but her demeanor is so sincere and warm I don’t mind giving her some.
“No, just an admirer of the town. I thought maybe I’d find a job in fitness once I got here, despite my current condition,” I say as I stroke my growing belly.
“Oh! Well, yeah. That’s only going to get bigger, hon.” She gives me a smile that wrinkles her nose and forehead, and it makes me wonder what my mother would look like now. 
Anna seemingly searches for a ring on my finger as we chat. “Well, if you need a job, I own and manage The Historic General Lewis Inn just up the road from your house, and I could use a young thing who knows about Facebook and all. I desperately need to hire a social media manager. It’s a salary position too if that’s something you’re interested in. You could even work from home some days…especially when the snow starts.”
My eyes widen, and my jaw drops at the thought of such a perfect job actually existing. “Are you serious? That place is beautiful. It looks like something from a dream. Could I really interview for that?” I ask with excitement even though this wasn’t in my plan at all.
“Sure thing. Come by sometime this week when you get settled in, and we’ll talk.” 
“Okay,” I answer and smile, thinking this town seems meant for me. What could possibly go wrong?
[image: image-placeholder]“I love what you’ve done with the Instagram page, Charlotte,” Anna gushes two weeks later as she studies the photos I captured. 
The grounds of the Inn are now clad with the fairy lights I suggested, and their warm tones flawlessly complement the historic building’s classic décor. The pictures make the Inn look like it belongs on a Southern Living cover, and I was able to upload them using the same harmonious filter I’ve already used throughout the Instagram page, so everything has the same aesthetic.
“It looks so elegant.” Anna giggles with delight.
“I’m glad you like it.” I smile as I pull up the Inn’s Facebook page so she can see the consistency of the brand there as well.
“I added the photos over here, and we also have a contest running right now to drive traffic. Someone who likes and shares the photo post will win a two-night stay. This way they have a chance to win something, and we also win with all the free marketing and publicity. Well worth the cost of giving up a two-night stay,” I explain as Anna’s eyes widen. It’s honestly amazing how little she knows about social media.
“Wow, what a clever idea. And do people participate in these giveaways very often?” she asks as I pull up the original post.
“Two hundred and fifty-seven shares and four hundred likes in just four hours. So, I’d say yes.” I beam as I watch Anna take a step back in shock at all the free marketing.
“Woah! So, what are you doing with Twitter then?” she asks with excitement in her voice.
“Well, I’m posting the same giveaway. People can enter on every platform, but on Twitter, I can be more interactive because it’s more acceptable there. Audiences like a witty Twitter, a gorgeous/moody Instagram, and an informative Facebook account from what I’ve learned. So, I’ll be taking those characteristics on for each,” I explain as Anna pulls me in for a giant hug full of gratitude.
“Thank you so much. You’re going to be a game-changer for the Inn.”
“Just doing my job. I think you’ll find you draw in a younger crowd this way, which is what we want. Millennials love historic houses and inns, and they love social media, so I think we’re on the right track for success.”
“That’s a good point. I already had the baby boomers in my pocket, but they’re getting older and less mobile, and now I need to expand my horizons so to speak. This is going to work, Charlotte. I just know it.” Anna claps her hands together then eyes my belly and swollen feet.
“Why don’t you take the rest of the day off and put those feet up? You’ve already taken all the photos you need for the next week anyway. Why don’t you just run the social accounts from home for the next few days,” she suggests, and I can’t believe how blessed I am to work here.
“Well, if you’re sure?” I ask with my head cocked to one side, hoping she’ll insist because I could definitely use some rest.
“Yes, go! I’m more than sure. Go explore the town or go baby shopping if you want to. You’ve done a week’s worth of work in just one day, and you need some time to adjust here and settle in.”
“Well, I suppose I do need to find a doctor in town for the baby.” I wince, knowing it could be difficult to find someone good so late in the game.
“You don’t have an OB-GYN yet?” Anna raises her voice with concern.
“No, I haven’t had a chance to do any research here yet,” I start, and she excitedly butts in.
“The only doctor worth seeing in these parts for a pregnant lady is Dr. Williams. Go and see him today, I’ll get you an appointment. We go way back, and he owes me a favor anyway.” Anna digs her phone out and starts dialing.
“No, you don’t need to go to all the trouble of…” I say, but she’s already making the call.
“Dr. Williams?” Anna says not five seconds later, his phone couldn’t have rang more than two times. 
Poor little Dr. Williams, he must be some lonely, old geezer who tends to all the knocked-up broads in this town. It sure seems like he freely gives out his direct phone number for the best of service like a true, old-school gentleman. I bet he’s over seventy and will retire before I push this baby out. 
Anna walks outside and holds her finger up to signal she’ll be back in just a minute, so I go on the website and add a section for event planning while I wait. I look through pictures of the Inn over the years, and notice the grounds are even more majestic when they’re coated in snow. Even when it snows like crazy up here, the interior remains charming and cozy and has a great view of the wintry wonderland outside—we should be pushing for weddings and private parties here, even in these winter months. 
I add the event section complete with pictures of the pergola, the light-covered patio area, and the dining hall for festive inspiration. Then I smile knowing this place is about to be a go-to for local celebrations.
“He’ll see you at two o’clock. Go on home and rest until then,” Anna says as she looks at the computer screen.
“Wow, okay. Thanks so much,” I answer as I open the new event section of the website. 
Anna gives me a wink. “I think you’ll like him.”
“Great. Can’t wait. Hey, what do you think of this?” I ask as I show her the new tab.
“It’s like you read my mind, dear,” she answers.




Chapter 27
Sarah

[image: image-placeholder]


Present

Elliott’s been missing in the woods of Frozen Head State Park for over a day now, and I’m beside myself staying at his house alone with my anxious thoughts. His parents are flying back from vacation in Canada tomorrow, and his estranged sister is in prison, so I’m all alone waiting to find out what happened. 
Since we’ve been dating, he’s gone up there at night to train for the Barkley race, and he always pushes himself to reach the Chimney Top Mountain faster each time he goes. I tell him all the time that he shouldn’t go alone after dark, because if something were to happen, no one would know about it for a long time. But he insists on training this way because race day is just as unpredictable, and he needs to be prepared for the worst possible conditions. 
After Leighton Marx’s funeral yesterday, I thought he might put off going to train for once, but after a quick lunch together he was re-charged and packing for his usual Barkley practice. The race isn’t until April, but he always says, “If I can get through it in the fall and winter months, the spring should be a cinch.” 
When the evening news starts, I turn the TV off, and with a growling stomach I haven’t fed in over six hours, I scan through the pictures on my phone of our Dollywood date two weekends ago to torture myself. Tears form behind my eyes when I see our smiling faces in front of the Blazing Fury ride, and I wonder how I got here.
I know what they’re going to say when they inevitably call with bad news, and I know none of this would’ve happened if he’d just listened to me. What if you injure yourself out there and have no cell service? What if you pass out and fall off a cliff? What if you have a stroke or a heart attack, and no one knows?
I already miss the way he made me feel safe from my past, even though I never told him about any of it, and I surprisingly miss his annoying drive to succeed. With shaky hands, I tuck my phone in my back pocket, grab my letter I always keep with me off his coffee table, and take the keys to my car. 
The police won’t let me assist them in their search for Wade, but I’m driving myself crazy sitting in his house waiting for them to call me with an update, so I’m going to go get takeout before I make myself sick. Only, when I pass by Wade’s laptop, coat, and work bag on the bench by the door, my stomach tightens. I’ll never see him scoop these up on his way out to work ever again. 
I shut my eyes and will myself to think about something else, anything else, then take a deep breath and walk out the door to my car where I breathe in the cool crisp air. As soon as I turn the key and start the engine, my phone lights up in the passenger seat of my car, and when I look at the name of the caller my heart drops. Officer Stanley Miller. 
Stanley, Wade’s former partner on the force and one of his very best friends. My stomach churns and tears form behind my eyes as I turn the key back over and answer his call, even though I already know what he’s going to tell me.




Chapter 28
Leighton
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Present

My feet dangle from the bed as I desperately try to adjust my useless paper gown. Whoever thought these things were a good idea for a pregnant person didn’t think it through. I’m not even halfway done with my pregnancy, and my entire ass is already hanging out of the back of this tiny thing.
There’s a knock on the door before it opens. “Hi, I’m Dr. Jack Williams,” a beautiful, scruffy, but tall creature says as he graces me with his angelic presence. Upon seeing him, I’m suddenly aware of how unflattering I look in this paper nightmare, and I wish I’d taken extra time to put some more makeup on my puffy face before I came.
“Charlotte Daniels,” I reply softly in a delicate whisper as I reach one hand out toward him as the other cinches the back of my gown, desperately trying to make the ends meet.
He takes a seat after our handshake and rolls his chair toward me. “So, Charlotte. I hear you work for Ms. Anna up at the Inn.”
“Yeah. I do all of the social media marketing.” 
I sit up a bit taller, feeling proud I actually have a big-girl job all on my own in a new town and don’t need to depend on anyone else to make ends meet. I don’t need Owen anymore, and I don’t need Marnie either. My life without them is going to be so much better, even if I did have to tell a million lies to get here.
“She’s a wonderful lady, so you’re in great hands there,” he adds as my eyes dart back and forth from his face to his left hand to see if he is wearing a wedding ring or not. 
Why do I even care? Damn hormones. Men cannot be trusted, that I know, and the last thing I need is to get into another toxic relationship with someone who can never really love me anyway.
“She’s the best, isn’t she? I owe her a lot. She sort of adopted me into this town.” 
I giggle nervously as he thumbs through my minimal paperwork, finally revealing a ringless left hand. I realize I’m screwed with absolutely no medical history as Charlotte, but it’s okay, I’ve already planned this out.
“So, you think you’re about nineteen or twenty weeks now, but you haven’t had any ultrasounds yet?” he asks, sounding confused as to why I’ve not been to the doctor even once.
What am I supposed to do, tell him the whole truth? God knows what he’s thinking of me right now, probably that I’m the worst mother ever or an idiot. And honestly, I can’t blame him, because it does appear that way on paper…if you don’t know the whole story.
“I’m pretty sure I know which night the conception was, yes. I moved a few times recently and had to leave a less than pleasant situation to start all over. It’s a bit complicated,” I answer somewhat honestly, and it’s the same vague story I gave to Anna. Just enough concerning information to keep people from prying for more dark details.
“Say no more, I understand.” 
He closes my file with a look of pity and likely has me pegged as an abused wife, which isn’t untrue. Cheating with your wife’s best friend behind her back for God knows how long and living a deceitful, double life is abusive in my opinion. Owen’s no better than a man who hits his wife. Emotional trauma is still trauma, and it hurts just the same. Sometimes even worse.
“We’ll get you taken care of. A friend of Anna’s is a friend of mine.” He smiles as he prepares the ultrasound.
“Thanks,” I say as I go to lie all the way down, finally feeling safe.
“There you go, just lay back and get ready to see your baby for the first time. Are you excited to find out the gender?” he asks as he places the now warmed gel on my stomach.
“I already know it’s a girl,” I answer with confidence as the baby gives him a strong kick. She’s going to be a fighter like me.
“Oh, then you have had an ultrasound?” he asks with furrowed brows.
I smile knowing he’s going to think I’m crazy. “No, I had a dream about her.”
“Ah, mother’s intuition. It’s often right, I’ve learned.” He smiles and nods as he takes a look at the baby on the sonogram. “Measuring about nineteen weeks, so you were right about that. Strong heartbeat, everything looks great, and let’s see here, it looks like you nailed it…it is a girl,” he says, accidentally grazing my arm with his, and I jerk back in a reflex. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” he apologizes and looks at me like I’ve been through abusive hell. 
“No, no. I’m sorry. I’m just a little bit jumpy about the ultrasound is all,” I apologize, knowing I’m not used to much contact anymore, and remembering that the last ultrasound I had went terribly wrong and changed my life forever.
I came today with every intention of telling the doctor about the bleeding I’ve been experiencing, but now that I’m here, I feel awkward talking about my nipples to a handsome, single man who happens to be around my age. 
“I do have one question for you…” I start, not knowing how I’m going to explain such a weird symptom without sounding like a complete freak.
“Yes…” he prompts me. “Nothing too small to ask about, it’s often the little things patients don’t share that wind up being rather important later.”
“Well, that’s my concern. My nipples have been…bleeding,” I explain with a cringe of disgust, wondering if this is some plague I’m suffering as penance for torturing Owen and Marnie with my fake disappearance and death. 
He pushes a button on the wall, and a nurse walks in. “Let’s take a look then. Any lumps or anything in the area? Go ahead and open your gown and sit up for me.”
“No, just the random bits of blood leaking,” I answer with a shake in my voice, wondering if he thinks it’s cancer.
He puts his gloved hands on my breasts, and I can’t help but squirm and feel highly uncomfortable with him seeing me half naked.
“No lumps, it’s probably rusty pipe syndrome. Can you express it?”
“What does that mean?” I ask as my cheeks grow warm.
“If you squeeze them like you’re trying to express milk, does blood come out?” he asks as he gives one a squeeze to see. “Ah, yes. Classic orangey-red. That’s rusty pipe syndrome for sure. It’s nothing to worry about. It’ll go away once the baby is here or maybe even before.”
I sigh with relief as I close my gown, and the silent nurse in the corner of the room walks back out. Thank God. I guess I’ll have to serve my punishment later for all my lying.
“I’ll give you a pamphlet on it before you go—it should answer any further questions you might have. But the baby looks great. Congratulations. I’ll see you back here in three weeks for your anatomy scan,” he explains as he gathers his papers and folders. “Call me if you need anything,” he concludes, then offers me a card with his cell phone number on it.
“Thanks so much,” I say as I take his business card in my hand. “Your personal phone number? You must trust your clients not to bug you.” 
“Yes, only the best care for my patients. Call any time you have a legitimate concern.” He smiles and walks out the door with a wave. 
“Great to meet you, Charlotte. And welcome to Lewisburg.”
“You too,” I answer with a smile. What the hell kind of town is this?
[image: image-placeholder]The atmosphere is dark and intimate with candles on every table, but since there are very few windows here, it makes me feel less pathetic about the fact that I’m sitting here all alone. Well, unless you count the baby. I’m sitting at a corner table alone at a restaurant named Food and Friends and can’t help but notice I don’t have any except Anna.
It makes me think of that day I wore men’s oversized sweats with a ball cap and a fake mustache then left a threatening note on Tammy’s car for Marnie to find. There they sat when I looked in the window, just the three of them at Aubrey’s Café, eating without a care in the world. It was almost as if I’d never even existed.
I was feeling a bit guilty about the fire because I never intended to do such damage in the beginning, but Marnie backed me into a corner with her endless persistence, and I had to do something drastic. Something that wouldn’t physically harm anyone. And that beautiful, empty house seemed like my best bet. Well, that and exposing Tammy’s lies.
That guilt I’d been feeling quickly faded when Owen, Tammy, and Marnie shared laugh after laugh at lunch that day like they were all quite pleased I was gone and out of their way. Happier without me, they could finally move on and be the family they always wanted to be. 
That’s when I knew I had to leave the cabin in Townsend and go on to Lewisburg without looking back. My makeover was complete, and no one would recognize me. I needed more distance to truly sever all ties with them without being tempted with second thoughts. My paperwork as Charlotte Daniels was finally ready, and it was time to start my new life.
“Your food should be out any minute, ma’am,” the waitress says as she pops by with a friendly grin. She can’t be but eighteen years old, and her freckle-filled face and natural red hair make me smile thinking how adorable she is. Like Opie Taylor.
“No problem.” I smile back just as a hand lightly touches my shoulder from behind.
“Charlotte, hi. Good to see you again,” Dr. Jack Williams says with a warm smile as he holds two to-go bags full of food. Probably for him and his girlfriend to eat by a cozy fire at home, I imagine.
“Oh hi. Good to see you, too,” I reply with embarrassment that I’m sitting here alone just hours after my appointment with him.
“Please, call me Jack if you’re comfortable with that. Are you dining alone tonight, too?” he asks in a friendly tone.
“I am.” I wince, wondering why he said too.
“I just picked up my food to take to the house. Do you…want some company? If not, that’s okay. It might be weird for you. But I was thinking I could tell you more about the town if that’s helpful.”
“No!” I shout and catch myself sounding overeager. “I mean, no, it wouldn’t be weird. In fact, it’d be great.” 





Chapter 29
Marnie
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Present

Three months have passed since Leighton was officially declared dead, and I still think of her at least once every single day. Being able to have a public friendship with Owen again is like taking a deep breath of fresh air I haven’t allowed myself to enjoy for years. Even if we hadn’t been drawn to each other again while Leighton was still around, her disappearance and death would’ve brought forth our reconnection anyway. 
Befriending and getting to know one another’s families again has brought us out of the darkness the fall and early winter tried to suffocate us with, and now that spring is approaching, we get to begin again together. I’m not saying I’m never haunted by mental images of Leighton’s final days spent in a drug and sex trafficking den, because I am, but I try not to let my mind go there because it’s far too painful to fully consider for even a moment. I can only hope and pray she didn’t suffer very long and remembered the great times we had together. 
The stars are out tonight, and the late winter air is crisp and cool, so I pull my coat around my neck with one hand as my to-go bags weigh down the other. Owen is working late with his father, so it’s a perfect night to grab a late dinner to-go, walk home, and watch some chick flicks.
As I’m making my way back to my condo, a girl stumbles out of one of the bars on Gay Street and almost falls face first on the concrete sidewalk right in front of me. She’s clearly had too much to drink, and I almost expect her to vomit as I stop to let her pass. Only one of the sewer grates catches the heel of her wobbly stiletto booties, and she faceplants on the concrete with a loud moan. I set down my bags and reach out to pull her back up.
“Oh my god, are you okay? That was a bad fall,” I ask as I tug on her dead weight, but she doesn’t budge. At this point, a few people are starting to stare at both of us, and I suddenly feel like everyone assumes she’s my friend whom I allowed to get this toasted. 
“Hey, are you okay?” I ask as she starts to giggle with her face still firmly planted on the ground.
She manages to make it up to her hands and knees. “I’m fiiiine.” She laughs as she stumbles up to her shaky feet. “Thanks for the help, ma’am.” 
She slurs her words and turns to look me in the eyes as she leans on a telephone pole. “Oh, wait. I know you.”
My eyes bulge as I stare at the hot mess of a girl in front of me who I now recognize as Sarah Burnes. “Sarah?”
“It’s meeee. You going to ask me a bunch of questions about your dead friend now, Marnie?” she mumbles as she puts air quotes around the word dead. 
“Or are you going to ask me about my dead boyfriend, and how he died running on that stupid cliff. I told him a thousand times it was dangerous to go there by himself at night, you know.”
I blink slowly, not believing what I’m hearing as Sarah suddenly begins to cry. “No…I’m not. All that’s over now with Lay. And for what it’s worth, I’m so sorry about what happened to Wade. I mean, Officer Elliott. About his fall. I’m sorry for your loss. I know you two were close, and you’re really going through it, but I think you need to go home now. Sleep it off,” I suggest as she digs in her bag for something. I can’t even tell if she hears me with the ruckus she’s making as she searches for whatever it is she can’t seem to find.
“Ah, found them!” she sniffs and wipes her eyes with one hand while she dangles her keys in front of me with the other, then steps off the curb toward the road.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What do you think you’re doing with those?” I snatch the keys from her hand and force her to stop.
“Going home to sleep it off, just like you said,” she answers as if I’m a total idiot then tries to grab the keys back from me.
“Oh no, you’re not. I’ll call you an Uber or a taxi or something, but I’m not letting you step behind the wheel like this.”
“Fine, I’ll go back to your place and wait for a cab there then. Your treat?” she asks with unfocused eyes as she stomps toward my condo.
“Umm. I meant here, but that’s fine. I’ll start the fireplace when we get there since you look half frozen. Why didn’t you wear a coat?” I ask as I study her surroundings to see if she dropped it somewhere. 
“What are you looking for, Marnie?” 
“Nothing. You clearly don’t have one or lost it. Let’s just go.” I pick up my bags and clutch her arm to support her as we walk home together.
[image: image-placeholder]Sarah’s platinum hair sticks straight up on my golden couch after her body slides down the velvet fabric into a deep slump. 
“Why did you put dead in ‘my dead friend’ in air quotes earlier? Do you not think Lay’s dead?” I ask after she overshares that she’s been getting drunk regularly since Wade died. Clearly, she’s not in a good place. 
“Yeah. It’s all over now, so I guess I can tell you. I think it was her who pulled me into the women’s bathroom that day while I was in line for the diving boards. She wore this hoodie thing and sunglasses, but I remember thinking we looked kind of similar after she threw me down. Then, when I saw her picture on the news later, I put it together. It was her. No one will believe me, but I swear it was.” 
I scratch my head as I scoot closer to the fireplace trying to make sense of what she’s saying. “What? Somebody threw you down in a bathroom?”
“At the festibel. I mean, festival.” 
“The River Festival?” I ask as my heart leaps with hope that there’s more to the story just like I thought all along. Maybe Lay is okay. 
“Yes. Somebody grabbed me at the diving board line and forced me to go to the bathroom with them. They had a knife pressed to my back the whole way and then they pushed me down and forced me to change into these clothes they had stashed in there. 
“They made me take my hair back down out of my bun, give them my cell phone, and leave. It was so weird, but they scared the shit out of me, so I did it. They kept threatening to tell my family, friends, and my work about something I did a long time ago afterward, too,” Sarah says with less of a slur, and my jaw drops.
“Even after that day, she still threatened to tell. She sent me money to cut my hair off and dye it platinum, which I actually like, but still—who does that? So, I never said anything to anyone because I was afraid she’d come after me and tell the world my secrets.” 
I take a seat on my olive-green chair as sweat builds on my forehead, and suddenly I feel like vomiting. “Wait, so you’re saying you think Leighton did all of this? Why would she make you change your hair and clothes and take your phone? That doesn’t make any sense. She had just been abducted herself.”
“So, she could threaten to tell everyone about my past if I didn’t keep my mouth shut about seeing her in the bathroom that day, and so she’d know everything about me from my phone and have all my contacts for future threats. I started dating Wade, thinking that would protect me and scare her off, but now I think she might have killed him, too,” Sarah cries with frustration as I scoot back even further in my chair and force myself to take a deep breath.
“But why you? Because you resembled her? Why would that matter?” I think but can’t come up with anything. “This can’t be right because we saw someone take Leighton by the arm at the diving board that day…unless…wait a minute. Sarah, what were you wearing the day of the River Festival?”
“My red bikini,” she says, not remembering what it has to do with anything.
“Oh my god! And you said your hair was in a bun.” I stand to my feet and pace as I piece the puzzle together bit by bit. 
“It was you we saw get snatched, not Leighton! And by her! She must have somehow planned for you two to look exactly alike that day, so we’d think it was her who was taken. So it would look like she was kidnapped.” I rub my sweaty face and neck with my hands in disbelief. Could any of this be possible or true? Could Leighton actually be alive and well somewhere? And why in the world would she do this?
Then it hits me…why else she might have wanted Sarah’s phone. “Sarah, can we trade phones for a day?”




Chapter 30
Leighton
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Present

She’s not the sharpest tool in the shed, but she does know how to keep her mouth shut when she needs to. Of course, knowing about her brief stint as an exotic dancer who sometimes got paid extra to sleep with her clients and dabbled in drugs doesn’t hurt in persuading her either. She says she quit her teaching job due to fear, stress, and paranoia that I’d eventually sing, and she’d end up all over the news for a mistake she made years ago, but I didn’t. 
I’ve even been helping her out financially as much as I can, in exchange for her continued silence. I think she really quit her job because of her poor choices and mental instability. She’s clearly unhinged, likes to play the victim, and make excuses for her behavior.
I’m not out to ruin the girl for Pete’s sake, and I do feel badly that my threats affected her already messed up life, but it turns out she’s doing okay now. Thanks to me. She knows I have her old phone and the ability to contact everyone who matters to her at a moment’s notice if she misbehaves, but what her poor, little self hasn’t figured out is that she never should’ve gotten another phone and signed onto it using the same id. 
I can track her wherever she goes and see all of the things she takes videos and pictures of. Poor thing, she probably thinks I have someone following her all the time keeping tabs for me. On second thought, being blonde is certainly a better fit for her personality. 
As soon as she went to Marnie’s condo one day, I texted her pictures from her stripping days on her old phone as a reminder of what I’m capable of, and she left in a big hurry. I always wondered why she had those photos. Maybe as a reminder of what she used to be, motivation to be different, or maybe she wanted them as insurance to blackmail someone who was in the pictures with her. Who knows. Who cares.
When Marnie paid her a visit at her house in Johnson City, the hidden camera I planted on a tree in Sarah’s yard picked up the motion on her porch right away, and I made sure she knew I was aware of what was going on due to my magical, all-knowing powers.
I must admit, messing with her when she tried to veer off my meticulously planned path was easy and highly entertaining while I was all alone in that cabin feeling bored to death. Bless her heart, I kind of miss keeping up with her in a weird way, it was like a constant live reality show. That is until she got smart one day, put together who I was, and started her own plans of trying to blackmail me back. 
Eventually I figured out she was bluffing about knowing my location. She had no idea where I was, and she knew if she told anyone it was me who was threatening her and that I faked my death, I’d leak her secrets. No one would believe her after that anyway, with no real evidence and her unreliable track record, she had nothing. Without knowing where I was, she knew I was still in control.
So, things went back to normal. She kept quiet, and I kindly kept her paid enough to make ends meet thanks to the money I’d siphoned from Owen. But I’m not going to lie, it did make me scared for a second that maybe she could figure out where I was when she was dating that cop. But now he’s out of the way anyway.
The perfectly timed and intentional cut from my wine glass the day before I disappeared sealed the deal for my death declaration just like I anticipated it would. As if I wouldn’t know not to pour cold wine in a hot glass. Come on, Owen. Do you really think I’m that dumb? 
He and Marnie will forget me as they move on together in a perfectly blissful life that no longer includes me. It makes me sick that it had to be this way, but I’m getting over it because I’m happy. Now everyone is getting what they want.
[image: image-placeholder]“Old phone of yours?” Jack asks as I study Sarah’s phone with a million thoughts about my past life.
I nod as he wraps his arms around my bursting belly from behind, and I stick the phone back in my pocket. “Something like that, yeah.” 
“I’ve known you three months, and there are still so many secrets I still don’t know about you.” He smiles and kisses me on the top of my head as my heart soars. 
He knows about Owen and Marnie cheating and that I managed to “leave” with Sarah’s “help”, but he doesn’t know I keep paying Sarah money to keep her quiet, or that her help wasn’t exactly voluntary. In his head, she’s just a loyal friend willing to help me. Maybe I’ll divulge the truth at some point later on, or maybe I won’t. Maybe he doesn’t need to know everything. Knowing who I am now seems to be enough.
“Ugh, I can’t reach,” I whine after I turn to face him and try to make our lips meet. “My belly won’t let me.” I laugh.
“Well, you’re at thirty-two weeks. Your belly’s supposed to be big,” he says as he rubs my shoulders then bends down to kiss me on the lips. “Need anything from the store? I’m about to go.”
“Maybe some pie?” I ask in a tone of shame because I no longer have, or desire, any self-control for my unreasonable cravings.
“Pie?” He laughs. “Chocolate, apple, pumpkin, or pecan?”
“Yes!” I answer with excitement.
“Yes, to which one?” 
“All of them. A smorgasbord of pies.” I smile.
“Lord, what am I going to do with you? What’s your doctor going to say when your blood sugar sends you into a diabetic coma?” he asks with a smirk.
“He better say, ‘Well, at least she died happy’.” 
“I’ll let him know.” Jack winks as he walks out my front door and past the white picket fence to warm up his car.
[image: image-placeholder]Once Jack’s out the door, I grab Sarah’s old phone out of my pocket feeling curious about what she’s up to. I wonder if she’s still wallowing in self-pity from the death of her cop boyfriend. 
I ultimately decide to track her current phone for the first time in a while, just to check up on her. To tell the truth, I actually grew quite fond of her despite her attempts to get even with me. But honestly, if I was her, I’d try to do the same thing. So, maybe we’re more alike than I thought.
Her current location shows up on my screen when I open the app, but I can’t believe what I’m seeing. This can’t be right. 
I close the app and reopen it only to see that her dot is here in Lewisburg all over again. That’s clearly where my dot is, not hers. I must be looking at this the wrong way or something, I think there’s been a glitch. When I refresh the screen again my dot shows up in Lewisburg, but so does hers.
I turn Sarah’s old phone and my phone off and reboot them, but her new phone still shows up in Lewisburg, and not only that, it looks like her dot is coming straight toward mine. I feel like I might throw up, and my heart begins to race as I peek out the windows and continue to hit refresh over and over. Only the dots continue to grow closer together despite my efforts to wish it away, and I’m suddenly so light-headed I have to sit down. 
Did she finally catch on to me tracking her and decided to give me a dose of my own medicine? Damn that Sarah Burnes. I force myself to my feet and throw on the baggiest shirt I can find to try and conceal my substantially sized belly. But now I just look fat, like I’ve been eating pies for the last few months, which I have. 
I wait for the dots to meet and look out the windows again as nausea spreads throughout my entire body. An unfamiliar car approaches my house and parks across the street from Jack, who’s still making room in the back of his Land Cruiser for his grocery run.
He finally drives off after he rearranges a few more things, and as soon as he does, a blonde woman steps out of the parked car wearing a large hat and a fur coat. She walks straight toward my front door, and my entire body tenses up. 
Stupid Sarah Burnes. I’ll get rid of her before Jack gets back. It should be fairly easy, after all. I mean, it is Sarah. I’ll just tell her what she wants to hear. I swing my front door open with a livid expression on my face before she can even ring the doorbell or knock. Only it isn’t Sarah…




Chapter 31
Marnie
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Present

I drive my brand new Range Rover with ceaseless thoughts for hours. What will I say to her, and why would she do this? Fake her death and make us all go through hell for months thinking the absolute worst things a person can imagine. What a selfish thing to do to your husband, your family, and your friend. And the way she’s all but ruined Sarah’s life with all she’s put her through makes me wonder if I ever knew Lay at all.
Are there other things she kept from us besides this? I knew she tended to go dark when she got depressed, like her mom did that one time, but I never imagined that such deep, psychological issues may be present as well. Hell, she’s got to just deal with life, that’s what the rest of us do every single day. Is it hard? Yes. Do we fake our deaths and start a new life over it? Not if we’re sane!
I bet she never considered how I felt when Owen told me she was pregnant with his child, or how it affected me. Maybe she thought about it briefly, sure. But did she truly consider that I might not be ok? Because I seriously doubt it. 
I’m Marnie, the strong one. I always have it together compared to Leighton, the suffering victim. I never told her the truth about what it did to me…what she really did to me. I spared her that pain and guilt like a real friend would.
[image: image-placeholder]“Marnie, I know I’m your mom, but you haven’t been to work in weeks. It’s almost been a month. Would you be doing this if someone else was your boss? Someone who wasn’t just writing you paychecks every week to save face for you and the family?” Mom asks as I take another swig out of the wine bottle in my bed.
“For God’s sake, Marnie, it’s noon! Put the bottle down.” Mom snatches the wine from my hand while I groan from my lifeless body. 
“Can you please get out of bed, wash your hair, or at least eat something? For me,” she begs with glassy eyes heavy with concern for her only child.
“I’m not hungry,” I mumble as I pull the covers over my head for my second nap of the day.
Mom rips the covers off me with frustration. “Just because Owen knocked Leighton up and they’re getting married doesn’t mean you get to give up on your life!” she yells, clearly having had enough.
“They were my life!” I muster up enough energy to yell despite my weakness, and suddenly I’m crying because the last thing I want to do is feel my feelings.
“There you go! Get mad, Marnie. Get something, feel something besides defeated. It’s a shitty deal for you, I’m not going to sugarcoat it, but at some point, you have to get help. You’re a mess, and I don’t know how much more of this you or I can take. You could’ve died the other day. Do you not understand that?” she cries and hangs her head. 
“Dr. Bradford?” she says once she composes herself. Then, my dad and my family doctor round the corner with equal looks of concern.
“Marnie, we all think it’s time for you to get some professional help,” Dr. Bradford says in a calm voice like I’m some rabid animal who might attack them at any moment.
“I only have like two glasses of wine a day, you guys. I don’t have a problem! The pills were just a mistake, I miscounted my sleeping pills one damn time, and now everyone thinks I’m crazy and suicidal,” I shout and jump to my unstable feet, feeling angrier at them than I am at Owen and Leighton. Truth is, I did want to go to sleep forever for a split second that night, although I deeply regret that decision now.
“Nobody said you did it on purpose, Marnie. We just want to treat your depression before it gets to the point of no return,” Dr. Bradford says as he walks toward me then stops a few feet away from the foot of my bed.
“Fine, I’ll take a pill. Okay?” I sigh and plop back down on the bed, already exhausted from the little bit of fighting I’ve done. I haven’t had a real meal in days and exerting this much energy has already drained my body.
Dr. Bradford sighs. “What we’ve discussed is providing you twenty-four-hour care at a facility that specializes in depression and anxiety. You’re not going to be locked in or held against your will. It’s a relaxation retreat where you’ll receive medicine, therapy, and exercise classes with your own dietitian and personal trainer. We want you to be able to take care of yourself properly again, Marnie. That’s all.” 
My face grows warm with worry and rage about feeling trapped there despite his promises. He’s not going to be there. He doesn’t truly know what will or won’t happen.
“So, basically this is an intervention then…and I’m getting shuttled off to some hoity-toity, rich family rehab. And no one brought this up at the hospital the other day because word could’ve gotten out and tainted the family’s image if I threw a big enough fit,” I say, thinking Mom’s no better than Trent Marx.
Dad steps forward. “Yeah. Pretty much.” 
Mom slaps him on the chest as Dr. Bradford sighs again with disappointment. “This place has a stellar reputation, and you’ll be in amazing hands. You can leave whenever you want, and your parents are just a phone call or a visit away.” 
“And what if I say no?” I roll my eyes then lock them on my mother.
“Then we place a 5150 hold on you, and you spend seventy-two hours in the psychiatric ward of the nearest hospital. Then all of this could become public information to everyone you know. We hid things to protect you and to give you another shot in case the other day was a mistake,” Mom says with pursed lips like she knows deep down that I did it on purpose, and that she’s won.
“That’s blackmail, Mother!” I shout, knowing I’m stuck. Being down and depressed is one thing, but letting Leighton, Owen, and the rest of the city know how badly their engagement has affected me is the only thing worse than the actual engagement itself. I should’ve never given my parents a key to my place. That was such a mistake.
“It’s not blackmail, dear. It’s called parenting.” Mom frowns.
“How long is the program there?” I cry, knowing I must go and that I might as well get used to the idea.
“A few weeks, maybe a month…however long it takes to see some real improvement,” Dr. Bradford answers.
I look at my mother with more disdain and disgust than ever before. “You win, Mother. I hope you’re happy.”
[image: image-placeholder]Lewisburg is only ten minutes away, and it’s already twenty degrees cooler here than it was back in Knoxville. Butterflies swirl around in my stomach as coming face to face with her after all this time consumes my mind. A small part of me wants to give her a hug and thank God she’s really okay, but the rest of me wants to slap her across the face for all she’s done because she was never in any real danger in the first place. She’s done an evil thing here. Evil and selfish.
Did she find out about Owen and me somehow? Did she suspect we were meeting together, talking, kissing, falling in love all over again, or did she physically see something with her own two eyes? 
What we did was wrong, I’m not saying it wasn’t, but at least it wasn’t orchestrated for months or intentionally done to hurt anyone like this was. What she did was a calculated, premeditated scheme. Planned out to bring misery on everyone who ever knew and loved her. Not to mention, she wasted the time and money of the police department who spent months searching for a fake kidnapper. 
Maybe I’ve got it all wrong, and I’m going to track down Sarah’s old phone and find Leighton’s kidnapper holding her in the basement like a proper victim. But would that really make me happy? Or would finding her safe and sound and realizing I never really knew her bring me more satisfaction? Because that way she wouldn’t have had to suffer all this time, at least physically. 
Am I supposed to feel sorry for her? Assuming she found out about Owen and me and was in distress over it, does that really justify what she’s done? That’s what I’m still trying to decide, obviously, and that’s why I’m coming alone…to give myself time to discern how I really feel about everything.
Does it make me as bad as her for lying to Owen about where I’m going right now by means of omission? I don’t think so. But I think it makes me more of a loyal friend to Lay, allowing her the chance to explain herself before I blow the whistle on her entire conspiracy. 
Maybe she has a good reason for leaving, something I missed or never knew about. She could have gone into witness protection, or maybe she’s secretly been an FBI agent for years. It’s a long shot and extremely unlikely at best, but I can still hope and pretend like there’s a perfectly good reason for all this, right? At least for now.




Chapter 32
Leighton
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Two Months Before the River Festival

Dishes clank together, forks scrape across plates, and the crowd is roaring as usual. The inevitable background noise of Downtown Grille and Brewery is one of the many things I love about it, you never have to endure awkward silences no matter your company. I can be on the quiet side, so it’s always a perfect spot to dine with a large group of people I feel a bit awkward around. But that’s not why I’m here today. 
After finding the note in Owen’s pants from Marnie two days ago, I’ve been biding my time. Waiting for him to slip again so I can see for myself exactly what’s going on without a shadow of a doubt. Am I being crazy? Or am I on-point? That’s what I’m finally about to find out. 
I can’t help but incessantly imagine them secretly communicating and hooking up every time I go to work, the gym, or even to the grocery store, and it’s slowly driving me crazy not knowing for sure. 
After receiving his text saying he wouldn’t be home for dinner because he had a meeting at DTG, I decided to check out the validity of his story for myself. What will I say when I spot him eating here, if I spot him here at all? I’m thinking something along the lines of “Hey, honey. DTG sounded so good I thought I’d pick up something to-go for myself as well.” 
To which he’d answer, “I would’ve picked you up something on my way home, Lay.” So he’d sound like a great husband in front of whomever he was meeting with. 
And I’d respond as the perfect wife would back to him. “Oh, I didn’t want to be a bother. You boys have a great time. I’ll see you at home.” And then I’d give him a brief, but loving, kiss on the lips as I made my way out the door with my to-go order.
Only I didn’t place a to-go order…because I knew it was unnecessary. Owen’s not here, and neither is anyone who works at his office. I do a few more laps around the restaurant to make sure he didn’t happen to be in the bathroom during my previous rounds, but there’s no such luck for him. 
I walk past tables of girlfriends gossiping, families dining with crayons and kid menus, and couples speaking intimately over the crowd to one another with their hands clasped together like they’re in the throes of love, and I’ve never felt more alone knowing that not three blocks away my best friend and husband are probably having sex.
On my way out, a small glimmer of hope crosses my mind when I spot Owen’s car in the lot across the street outside the restaurant, but on second thought, I guess he thought it would be too conspicuous to park over at Marnie’s lot. He knew if I happened to drive by DTG for some reason, I’d see his car innocently parked where it should be. 
Too bad he didn’t think ahead enough to not have this affair at all, considering it would shatter my heart into a million pieces if I ever found out. My two people, the only two people who are like family to me, are now dead to me forever. 
I knew I should’ve kept them separated forever, and that you can’t ever really trust anyone. My catastrophic mistake was allowing them to be together again if I was there, too, but marriage vows aren’t sacred to anyone anymore. Just being around one another a few times obviously got them lusting and lying. 
Marnie’s condo backs up to a small park with an enormous playground, so I head that direction. It’s getting dark, and the park is closed to the public after seven, so I climb the fence and make my way up to the highest peak of the largest fort then pull out my dad’s old camping binoculars. The French doors to her kitchen are well lit, and Marnie walks by with a glass of wine in her hand looking like she’s fussing at someone in her living room. 
My stomach turns, and I feel physically ill as I wait to see who it is. Maybe it’s just her mom or a girlfriend, and I’m losing my mind making something out of nothing. Owen could have decided to do the dinner somewhere else at the last minute and still parked his car over at DTG, after all. Maybe he does still love me, and this is all just a big false alarm. 
But a few seconds later, Owen walks into Marnie’s olive-green kitchen trying to calm her down with one hand placed on her shoulder, and my heart splits open with my love for them falling out. It doesn’t break and shatter like I thought it would, though. Instead, visions of revenge seal the open crack shut until my whole heart hardens back together without them in it. 
Marnie shakes her head no and begins to cry as Owen pulls her in for a hug. They hold each other for a minute, talking, touching, rubbing…until he pulls her closer for a soft kiss. She melts right into him, and they’re kissing with tangible passion. Passion Owen has always lacked with me. Passion that tells me this isn’t just a lustful affair, it’s love.
I’ve seen all I need to see to make an informed decision, so I take a seat on the fort with my head in my hands as rage and grief consume me. I imagine they’re making their way into her bedroom by now, and I can’t bear to let myself watch anymore. 
A part of me still can’t believe this is what they are choosing to do while I supposedly wait for him at home like the idiot wife they take me for. Fresh tears drip on Dad’s binoculars in front of me so I scream then chuck them across the playground where a loud clink tells me I hit the metal poles of the swing set. 
The loud bang gives me no satisfaction, because what I really want to do is throw something much larger right at the two of them. But I know that wouldn’t hurt them nearly enough for what they’ve done, and for them, I can, and will, do much worse. I wipe my tears from my chin and glance over where the binoculars landed and see a baby swing. Then a smile grows on my face. Not a smile of happiness or delight, but a smile containing an idea for sweet revenge.
[image: image-placeholder]I remember my mom telling me about Aunt Kate being pregnant at the same time she was. They gave birth two weeks apart, and both had beautiful, brunette baby girls. One was named Leighton, and one was named Charlotte. I think of this story all over again as I watch the mailman drive up from my front porch. 
I stand to my feet, inhale the fresh morning air with a smile, then walk to grab the mail as soon as Gus shuts the door to our box. I’m expecting something. Something that’s going to change my life. Something no one else can intercept.
“Hi, Gus.” I wave as he pulls forward and eyes me in his rear-view mirror.
“Hi, Leighton. Sorry this got delivered to the wrong box the first time,” he says as he slowly drives off further down our suburban street, leaving me with the one piece of mail I’ve been waiting for.
I open it knowing this is only the beginning. There are many more hoops to jump through, but it should be fairly easy now that I have this integral piece of the puzzle. Social Security card for Charlotte Ellen Daniels, the top reads—and luckily for me, since a small child never had any bills, important deeds, or paperwork to file, there was no reason for Charlotte’s parents to ever request a death certificate. 
No hospital records of her death exist either since she died suddenly in her own home. Sadly, her untimely death really works out well for me. I can take over the life poor baby Charlotte never got to live out, and I can even do so while keeping my same birth month and year. 
Thank you, baby Charlotte, for my second chance, for my re-birth. If you’d lived, we may have been best friends. Who knows? But now we’re much more than that. 




Chapter 33
Marnie
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Present

Lewisburg, West Virginia. Population: 3,291, and I believe it. I bet the shopping here is terrible, they’re probably forced to order everything they need online. Oh, maybe not, there’s a cute little clothing boutique right there called Mountainistas. Those shift dresses in the window look so adorable. I mean, I’m not much for small towns, but this one is really sweet looking and has so many historic houses I can totally see Leighton loving…wait, what am I even saying?
I pass an inn, The General Lewis something or another, and it feels like a smaller version of the hotel in that period movie Mom’s obsessed with—the one starring Jane Seymour and Christopher Reeve from the eighties. Lord knows how many times Mom made me and Lay watch it when we were in high school. 
We always sighed and rolled our eyes at her as if we were annoyed with watching it for the umpteenth time, but we both secretly loved it and made a pact never to let Mom know just how much. So many of my memories include Lay, and I can’t help wondering if she really enjoyed the ride, or if she was pretending the whole time. 
I approach the street where Sarah’s old phone’s dot still sits, Dennis Street, and take a few deep breaths as my stomach curls up into one giant ball. I scan the street full of quaint, but small, cottages full of charm and character that would probably sell for about $275K back at home and park on the street. I eye the house where the dot still lies and furrow my brows when an attractive, dark-haired man walks out the front door of the blue cottage.
I sink down into my car and barely peek out the bottom of my window. He’s very handsome, doesn’t look like a psycho-killer or anything, and drives a white Land Cruiser. He gets in his car and starts the engine, so I sink down further into my seat until his car is out of sight. 
The adorable blue house is two stories tall, probably built in the 1920s or 1930s, and even has a white picket fence all the way around it. It definitely doesn’t look like a hole in the wall where a crazy, sex trafficking murderer is holding my best friend hostage in the basement. There’s no way.
I step out of my car feeling apprehensive and jittery, so I take a deep breath of the freezing winter air and pull my hat down low, so the wind doesn’t carry it off as I approach the front door. But as soon as I step up to the porch, the door swings open as if someone had been expecting me.
“Oh my god! Leighton!” I stop in awe and shock at the sight of her long-lost face with shorter, shoulder-length red hair cascading around it. Even though this moment seemed like a real possibility in my mind the entire drive up, I feel like I might faint now that it’s upon me.
Leighton looks like she’s seen a ghost, too, which is strange since she opened the door like she knew I was coming.
“What the fu…” I start to say, but Leighton pulls me inside by the arm before I can finish.
“Just don’t cause a scene here, okay? People don’t talk that way around here,” Leighton casually says as though I’m the one who’s being ridiculous.
“What the hell have you been doing, Leighton? Are you living a double life with that guy who just left?” I yell, unable to contain my emotions. 
Leighton laughs as she shuts the door behind me, and it scares me. It’s like she’s suddenly happy to play the villain in our screwed-up story. “That’s rich, M. coming from you. The queen of double lives. One of them being with your best friend’s husband.” 
My heart sinks and guilt rises in my throat, but my first gut reaction is to defend myself. “It wasn’t like that, Lay,” I say, knowing there’s no better, or less damning, way to explain it. 
“It wasn’t like that.” She mocks my words in a high-pitched tone as her face wrinkles up in disgust. “Then what was it like, Marnie?” She pauses to take a breath, and my mouth parts as I think of what to say. 
“Let me guess, you tried to fight it…blah blah blah…and then it just happened. You couldn’t fight it anymore, and now you both feel terrible, and you’re so sorry.” Leighton bounces her arms around in the air like an angry conductor of an out-of-control orchestra, and I can now see how badly everything has affected her.
“Well, kind of,” I agree reluctantly. 
A maniacal laugh escapes, and she rolls her eyes. 
“It wasn’t intentionally done to cause you pain, Lay. And for what it’s worth, I am sorry for the hurt it’s obviously caused.”
“Oh! You screwed my husband on countless secret occasions but now that you’ve said you’re sorry, all is forgiven. Is that what you want to hear? Now I can forgive you both, go on back home, and continue to share my husband with you!” Leighton claps her hands together, and her sarcastic tone is now full of wrath and resentment. I take a step back as she inches toward me.
Finally, I take a seat on the bench in her foyer, rubbing my forehead. “How did everything get so screwed up.” Tears begin to stream down my face, and I feel sickened. She’s right. This is all my fault.
“I don’t want to hear it, Marnie. Don’t start thinking of ways you’re innocent in all this because those days are over. You always manage to undermine me like my perspective is insignificant. Well, not anymore because I’m done being screwed over by you and cowering down. You always get to shine, and you cast a dark shadow on me in the process. But you’re wrong, Marnie. You are wrong in this situation because he wasn’t my boyfriend, he was my husband. And I’m not going to let you try to convince me that I’m the villain here.”
Leighton’s voice is controlled and assertive, like she’s somehow changed who she is the past few months. “I know I’m wrong, Lay. We have all been wrong at some point in this saga.”
“I wasn’t wrong. Owen and I got together because you were moving on with that realtor guy. Or we thought you were.” Leighton widens her eyes.
“I wasn’t! I was working! You knew I was getting back with Owen eventually, Leighton. I told you that a million times, and you went ahead and slept with him anyway.” I raise my voice knowing good and well she wasn’t confused.
“You were broken up! And it seemed like you had moved on. And he wasn’t your husband, Marnie…he wasn’t your anything then!” Leighton argues, and I guess she does have a point. In her convoluted mind, she wasn’t technically doing anything wrong, although we all know there’s an unspoken friend code here she violated.
“I always loved him, and you knew that. Despite what Owen thought he saw that night, deep down, you both knew I’d come back to him when I got over myself, but you just screwed things up for fun anyway, didn’t you? Just like you’ve made a mess of everyone’s life with your fake abduction. For the love of God, we thought you were sold into sex trafficking and murdered! How do you think that’s okay to do to us?” I feel my blood pressure rise as I scold her right back.
“You and Owen were my family. I had no one else. And you both tossed me to the side and moved on behind my back. What was I supposed to do? Let you both get away with it scot-free? Let you have each other with no consequences? Is that what you expected, Marnie? For poor little Leighton to just cower down as usual and let you have what you think is rightfully yours.”
Leighton looks tired and pulls a chair up to the foyer. I take a look around the house as she gathers herself, and then at her, and I can’t help noticing how full she looks. Maybe she’s not okay, and all of this has taken a terrible toll on her physically. Maybe she’s having a nervous breakdown.
“I’m sorry, Lay. I really am.” I hang my head and try to take in the enormity of this wild situation. “I can’t believe you wanted me to think you were dead though. I mean, I know we’ve been through a lot, but…I thought our friendship meant more to you than that.”
She studies me with exhaustion and utters something under her breath.
“What was that?” 
“Nothing,” she raises her voice.
I nod and look around the house. “Cute house.”
“Really?” Leighton asks as she folds her arms across her stomach and furrows her brows.
“Yeah, really.”
“So, what’s going to happen now. Are you going to call Owen and the police and tell them the truth?” 
I sigh and plop my arms down to my sides. “God, I don’t know. What do you want me to do?” I ask, and she looks shocked at the question.
“What do I want you to do? I wish you’d never found me, so I could go on with the life I’ve started to rebuild. That’s what I wish. To be left alone.” 
“I’m glad you’re not dead, Lay,” I say with a somber tone, truly wishing things had been different for us.
“Wouldn’t your life be so much easier if I were, though? I saw the three of you in the café that day, you know. Everyone seemed much happier with me gone.” Leighton starts to get riled up again, but I interrupt her when I realize the full scope of all she’s truly done. If she saw us at the café, and wasn’t really kidnapped, then she did all of those awful things.
“Oh my god, those notes were from you. Outing my mom, the fire, and the threats to Sarah and…” My blood starts to boil as it all hits me. 
“You did all that to me and Owen, to poor Sarah and Lila, and to my mom, Lay. My mom who always loved you like her own. How could you do that to her?” I feel a wave of rage come over me and feel like I might black out.
“You made me do all of that. You wouldn’t just let me go, so I had to make it seem like you’d really pay the price if you didn’t drop it.” Lay takes a deep breath, and seems bothered. “It’s not like I enjoyed any of it, it just had to be done. And I didn’t do anything to Lila, that was a complete coincidence.”
I slide my back against the wall until I’m sitting on the floor. “There’s no coming back from this. Too much damage has been done.”
Lay snickers, “Face it, you were happier with me gone anyway.”
“I certainly wasn’t glad knowing you were brutally murdered!” I toss my hands in the air.
“Made your life easier though, right? You could finally be with Owen.”
“Fine, Lay. I’ll admit I love Owen. But loving him doesn’t mean I hate you. How do you not understand that? I love you, and you’ve always been like a sister to me,” I explain, barely choking the words out as tears of frustration build up.
“Well, it didn’t feel like you were my sister when I saw you sneaking around with my husband at your condo.” Leighton stomps a foot on the ground like I’m not allowed to cry.
I nod as the tears flow freely. “Right. I’m sure it didn’t, Lay.”
“I need you to give up on me and let me go. We don’t need this tumultuous friendship anymore. It’s not healthy for anyone, and all we do is torture ourselves trying to make it work,” Leighton says in a matter-of-fact way.
“Go…be with Owen…it’s what you both want and what you both deserve. I just want to forget you. Both of you,” she says with a stern face full of certainty. “The question is…can you let me go now that you know the whole truth? End all this drama for good?”




Chapter 34
Leighton
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Present

So far, I’ve got her where I want her, and I think I can fix this whole mess by steering her into believing there’s no rectifying our friendship. Ever.
That’s where I need her to be, so she’ll leave before she figures out I’m carrying Owen’s baby. If that gets out, she’ll never allow me to raise my girl alone like I want. She’d have to tell Owen, or it would eat away at her.
“I can’t make any promises, Lay. This is all so insane.” She stands then paces the foyer and gives me a look like she thinks I belong in a mental institution for being a woman scorned. 
“It is. I know it is. But if you ever loved me—you’ll let me go and never tell Owen. That can be your penance for what you did, and then maybe I can forgive you,” I say, thinking that will appeal to her. She hates to feel like anyone’s mad at her with good reason.
“Maybe that would be best. But I…I’m going to have to think about this because I can’t even wrap my head around everything right now, and…there’s something I need to tell you,” she carefully says as if she has a new bomb to drop on me.
“I know you think I can handle anything and that things don’t really bother me, but you’re wrong. And I feel like I need to be honest about how things really were for me when all of this started. When you and Owen got engaged, things weren’t so good for me, Lay. I was in a bad place for a long time. Worse than you think.” She sits on the bench next to me like this is going to be a long story, and all I can think about is getting her out of here before Jack gets back.
“My mom, dad, and Dr. Bradford had to come to my house for an intervention when you two got engaged. I wasn’t eating, working, or drinking anything besides wine. I didn’t shower, I didn’t change clothes, and I didn’t get out of the bed unless I was using the bathroom or grabbing more wine. They ultimately intervened after I…tried to commit suicide,” she admits and looks me in my wounded eyes with a similar pain in hers. 
My heart sinks, and my eyes well up at the thought of something I did leading to Marnie’s death, especially by her own hands. “I’m sorry, M, for my part in that. I honestly had no idea.” I confess and apologize as I pull my shirt away from my stomach. Maybe if she knows I’m really sorry, she’ll get out of here faster. God, I’d never have guessed Marnie could fall so far though. Who knew she could even crumble like that?
“I know people don’t think their words and actions ever affect me because I always try to brush things off and move on, but sometimes they hit hard, and I collapse just like everyone else. I had to go to rehab to get better, and it was a long and difficult process. I’d lost my love and my best friend, so I can certainly empathize with what you’ve gone through.” Marnie stands, paces some more, wipes her eyes, and looks toward the front door like she’s ready to leave then pauses to take a look back in the kitchen. 
This is all working out. She’s actually going to leave and keep all of this to herself. I smile inside but keep my face unreadable for Marnie.
“But there’s just one thing I don’t understand, Lay.” She tilts her head and walks toward me as my stomach churns with dread and nausea. “Why not just leave? Why not publicly humiliate us both and divorce Owen? There’s a reason you desperately wanted to cut all ties, and I think I just figured out what it is. You don’t want to share.” She leans down toward me, staring a hole in my face.
I scoot back in my seat and there’s fear in my voice. “Share what? Owen? You’re right, I don’t want to share my husband, I already said that. And seeing you two as a couple for the rest of my life in that town would kill me.”
Having a baby with Owen would bind me to them and their family’s lives forever. We would always be forced to keep up with each other, to be civil. It would be the Marxes and Harrisons against me, and I wouldn’t stand a chance with all their money and influence.
“No, Lay. You don’t want to share what you’ve been trying to hide.” Marnie is mere inches away from me. “I see a diaper genie box in your kitchen. The same damn one I got for Lila. And you’re looking a bit bigger these days, Lay. And I know how much you normally love to work out and eat healthy.” 
She looks down at my belly and touches my oversized shirt, revealing the outline of my unmistakable bump. “I knew it!” she says as she narrows her eyes with disgust and horror, and I adjust my shirt and scoot away from her. 
“It’s Owen’s, isn’t it? God, Lay, this changes everything.” She holds her head in her hands and paces again, not knowing what to do now.
“No, it doesn’t,” I refute her, although I haven’t thought of a reason why yet. Marnie takes quick breaths in and out like she’s going to hyperventilate as she thinks. Sweat starts to pour down my forehead as I panic as well, but then I get an idea. 
If she hates me and thinks I’m dangerous to have in their lives, it could work. We can all get on with our lives. Apart. 
“You know, Marnie. There’s something I never told you about either while we’re being honest,” I say with a shake in my voice, not sure I’ll be able to pull this off. 
“You know, I can’t say I’m surprised.” She purses her lips at me like a scornful mother. “What else did you do, Lay?”
“Remember during college when I thought I might want to go into nursing? Well, I met with a nursing friend a few times to discuss the curriculum.”
“Yeah, so.” She shrugs as if this can’t possibly be relevant.
“Well, to make a long story short, she owed me a favor, and I cashed it in after I slept with Owen. She happened to be an intern at my OB-GYN, and she made it look like I had a positive pregnancy result by switching my test with someone else’s. Then, when we had the ultrasound later, there was naturally nothing there, and the doctor didn’t question it. Apparently, everything can look the same when the baby dies, so no one ever knew the difference. And by that point, Owen had already married me, so…” 
The lies easily drip from my mouth like a cruel truth I’ve held onto for years, and I can’t say it doesn’t scare me a little to hear how good I’ve become at avoiding the truth.
Marnie’s entire body falls into a slump knowing I’ve caused all of us this unnecessary misery out of my selfish desire to marry her noble-to-a-fault boyfriend by tricking him. I watch her face grow pale as she digests everything, and I rub my pregnant belly with an emotionless expression when she looks me in the eyes with repulsion. Playing my part well as the evil friend she never really knew is working.
“Are you telling me all that was fake with the meltdown and everything after you lost the baby?” Her mouth gapes open as she considers the possibility of it.
“I just thought about my parents’ death again because I never allow myself to go there and really feel that pain. So, I allowed myself to go back there because the grief needed to be convincing, and all those old emotions came pouring back. Maybe you don’t know me as well as you thought you did, Marnie.” I cross one leg over the other and watch her agonize over the false truth I’ve presented while also knowing she can’t hit a pregnant woman.
“You’re insane!” she finally says, and I’ve never seen anyone’s face look so distraught. 
Yes, Marnie! Get mad. That way you’ll leave and want me out of both of your lives forever. You’ll keep my secrets safe to protect Owen from my evil schemes, and you won’t have to feel guilty about it. After all, no one wants to end up like one of those Lifetime Movie heroines who should’ve killed the crazy ex-girlfriend before she started murdering people. 
If I have to ruin my reputation in your mind to make things better for everyone, then so be it. But the truth is that I should’ve never slept with Owen, and I shouldn’t have married him either—because deep down I knew they were always meant to be together. I just wanted a family again so desperately. 
That baby was my opportunity to have it all, and to be taken care of for life. To have a family who had my back so I didn’t have to always worry about what would happen to me if times got too tough. What Owen did to me was terrible, and it opened my eyes to a truth I should’ve seen a long time ago. Owen felt stuck with me, and we never really belonged together…they did. 
So many mistakes, so much history, so many hurt feelings and tarnished relationships. This is the only way we can all move on, M. We cut all ties abrasively…for good. My gift to you, Marnie, is fixing this to the best of my ability for all of us…by you hating me and feeling like you’re doing something good for Owen by staying quiet. I’ll live my life as the vindictive traitor in your mind if that’s what it takes for this to finally end. I officially don’t care anymore either, because I have a new family now.




Chapter 35
Marnie
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Present

This is so much worse than I ever could have anticipated. I hate Leighton. I actually hate her for all she’s done. Especially since she’s owning it as if it wasn’t even that bad. It’s like she’s justified all the damage she’s caused in her unstable mind and she can’t even see straight anymore. 
How have I missed this malicious side of her? How did Owen not see it? Is she certifiably crazy and needs to be locked up, or is she just so damaged from what she’s been through that there’s no coming back? Maybe I should leave her here and sever all ties…keep her away from Owen and let her get the help she needs. 
Hell, that baby probably isn’t even his, and I can’t believe a word coming out of her mouth anymore. Not about the baby, Owen, or about why she’s really here. All I can think of now is I should probably be more scared of her and what she might do than I have been.
“Is this the truth, Lay? Owen told me you all buried what was left of the baby after your D&C. How did you fake that?” I ask, trying to find a hole in her story.
“My nurse friend helped me there, too. She changed a few reports and scheduled the surgery for me through the office. She said it wouldn’t hurt anything to do it unnecessarily. Supposedly, it happens all the time when women pass the baby naturally. They still go in sometimes to have the rest cleaned up to prevent infection,” Leighton states with confidence like it is the truth, and somehow, I think I believe her.
“Then what did you and Owen bury in the cemetery?”
“A teddy bear, a blanket, and a baby rattle I’d bought. The casket was always closed.” 
Lay hangs her head in her hands, then clears her throat and wipes the tears that trail down her face. “I’d almost convinced myself the baby was real. And I did feel a loss when it was all over.”
I rub my temples and laugh with disbelief. This entire conversation has become too bizarre for my brain to fathom. “Are you even sorry?” I ask as I gather my things to leave. She’s lost it. She lost it a long time ago.
“Of course, I am, but I had my reasons. I knew he would only marry me if I was pregnant, and that was the only way to get the family I needed, Marnie. I knew he’d have pity on me. You have to understand.”
She’s delusional, explaining her side of the story as if there’s any way to validate why she did what she did. She was a terrible friend and person then, and she is now, and I need to get out of here before she does something terrible to me.
“Your only chance for a family, Lay? Really? How about finding your own damn boyfriend and marrying him. Did you ever think of that? Or did you just want to mess with everyone? Is that what all of this is, your sick way of screwing up everyone else’s life because yours was horrible? Tell me, did that make you happy, Leighton?” I yell at the top of my lungs as the front door opens behind me.
Leighton’s face finally wrinkles up with real emotions, my words are cutting deep now that her man is back. His arms are full of groceries and his face is full of concern. I turn to face him feeling a bit embarrassed, because from the outside looking in, I am berating a pregnant woman who’s been reduced to ugly tears in her own home. And it’s not a good look for anyone.
“Charlotte, are you okay?” he asks as he breezes past me to be by her side. 
“Who are you?” he asks in a harsh tone. 
“Charlotte? Really?” I laugh. 
“I’m Marnie, Leighton’s old best friend.” I introduce myself properly with an extended hand and wonder what kind of lies she’s been feeding him.
“Oh,” he says in a deep tone with wide eyes, as if he’s heard of me before. As if he knows some of the truth.
I drop my hand when he doesn’t give his in return. “Does he know, Lay? Or should I tell him about how you had an affair with my boyfriend, secretly got pregnant with his fake child and led us all to believe you’d been kidnapped and murdered when you really fled here as Charlotte, apparently. Oops. That just slipped right out.” I snap my fingers with fake regret and wait for the man’s reaction.
“Oh, I know all about that, but thanks for filling me in so gently if I hadn’t,” the man says with a stern look. 
“I’m Dr. Jack Williams, and let me make something clear, I know you and Leighton have pained one another, and I think it’d be best for everyone if you two parted ways and moved on. My mother never left my father when he stepped out. He was a monster who treated us terribly, and I wish she’d had the strength to get away from him like Leighton did,” he explains.
“Well, as long as you think you know what you’re getting into, Buddy. But get this part straight in your head: Owen’s no monster, and if that’s what she’s saying, I feel sorry for you. And don’t worry, I don’t ever want to see her face again. Either one of them,” I add before I open the front door. 
“What are you going to do?” Leighton asks through fresh tears.
“Let sleeping dogs lie,” I answer before door-slamming our friendship.




Chapter 36
Sarah
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Six Years Earlier

“Are you sure you want to do this, Sarah?” Bridget asks as I try on yet another fluffy white dress at David’s Bridal. “This whole thing feels wrong without Mom and Dad. Have you tried talking to her again?”
I sigh, feeling annoyed at her lack of loyalty, wishing she’d just support me and shut up about our parents not being here. This is supposed to be a fun day. A celebratory day. “Yes, Bridget. I’m sure. And no, I’m not talking to either one of them about it. They took back all the tuition money and made it clear that I’m on my own now. Just relax. They can’t hear you, you know.”
Bridget looks around the store, seemingly to see if there’s anyone watching who could potentially report back to Mom. “I know. I know. It’s just…I always figured whoever got married first that the dress part would be a family thing.”
I chuckle under my breath at her unrealistic expectations of our family. “Yeah, that’s never happening.”
“But don’t you think if…” 
But I don’t let her finish. “I’m never going to get over what they did.” 
Bridget sighs and starts to browse when a beautiful white dress speaks to her. “This one is so pretty.” She smiles as she holds up a lace, mermaid-style dress that actually is quite gorgeous.
I cock my head to the side and study it, then decide to add it to my pile of try-ons. 
“You think Ben will like it?” Bridget says as she walks over to my dressing room and hangs it up for me.
When I think of Ben, I feel safe, knowing the future I have with him is wonderfully predictable. We’ll get married, he’ll work, I’ll have babies as soon as possible, and everything will end happily ever after. 
“I do, actually. If Mom and Dad would just give him a chance, I’m sure they’d see there’s more to him than just being older.”
“I understand what you’re saying. But you have to understand that their little girl is a nineteen-year-old marrying a forty-year-old man. That’s a huge difference, Sarah. He could be your father.” 
Bridget takes up for them again, and I can’t help but grow frustrated with how this day is going. When is she going to see that continuing to be Switzerland in this situation is going to get her attacked from both sides? 
“You’re not even old enough to drink yet, Sarah.” She harps on me some more, and I’ve just about had it.
“Oh, that’s cute coming from someone who just turned twenty-one herself last month, Bridget,” I add with a tone full of disdain for her judgmental comments. As if she’s so much older and wiser. Give me a damn break.
Bridget grabs a veil and tries it on, and I wonder if part of her argumentativeness is stemming from jealousy that I’m getting married before she is. “I’m just saying, you have to understand how they feel. Besides, if he’s that old and mature, then he can pay for your college if you choose to go against their wishes and be with him.”
I grab another veil, put it on my head, and smile when I look in the mirror at how it frames my face in the perfect way without looking too distracting. “They cut me off before he even proposed, Bridget. They expected my boyfriend to pay for my college. That’s asinine! Luckily he loves me and proposed a few months later anyway. Now I don’t even have to finish school if I don’t want to. He can support me, and we’ll start a family, just like he wants.”
Bridget puts her veil down and rubs her hand down a silky black bridesmaid’s dress. “Are you sure that’s what you want, though? To start having babies at almost twenty and drop out of school? I thought you really wanted to be a schoolteacher?”
“What I want is security and stability, and Ben loves me. This feels right, Bridge. It just does.”
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My sky-high heels click down the marble hallways lined with gold everything. I take my pride and shove it in a box that I bury somewhere deep inside me every time I go to work as someone else. Gold picture frames, gold doorknobs, gold light fixtures, and even gold-painted walls fill the basement. I can already smell booze and smoke before I’m even ten steps in.
When I reach the dressing rooms in the back, I’m surrounded by some of the most beautiful girls you’ve ever seen adorning themselves in the most demeaning costumes. On paper, we’re all “bartenders” in the basement floor bar of the prestigious Cross Creek Country Club. 
The bar is called The Golden Goose, and it’s the only men’s-only lounge in Knoxville. Only the elite know it exists and what it truly is. I do make a nice cocktail from time to time, so my occupation isn’t a complete fabrication, but that’s not what I spend most of my time doing here. 
I throw on a raven-colored wig with my black and red costume and hand Jeffrey my preferred song list. 
“You’re up next,” he says with a smile as he hands me a shot of vodka. I throw it back and take my place behind the black curtain, knowing I only have three more months to endure before I can afford my college tuition for the next two and a half years. 
After that, I’ll have to figure out another way to come up with the money, a respectable way. I’ll quit doing this soon, I promise myself every day. I look over at Jeffrey then peek out at the crowd full of men. 
“How many of them do you think are married?” 
“Probably half?” he guesses with a smirk of disappointment, but deep down I know he doesn’t really care.
“That’s so gross,” I say, and can’t help thinking of Ben and the secret girlfriend he had the whole time we were engaged. 
When I found out and left, I was completely devastated, alone, and distraught. I lost ten pounds in just a month, dropped out of school because I couldn’t afford it, and had another relapse of anorexia. The last thing I was going to do was go crawling back to my family just so they could say I told you so. I came up with a way to handle it myself. 
“How can they live with themselves lying to their wives like this every day? Watching us dance and do our thing while they’re back at home without a clue?” 
Jeffrey shrugs his shoulders. “I’m not judging. Most people would say the same thing about you, but I know you’re not a bad person. We all have to get by somehow, you know.” 
Guilt crawls over my skin knowing he’s wrong, and that I’ve done a lot of things I’m not proud of here for extra money. 
“I didn’t used to be,” I reply to Jeffrey as I hold my head up high and prepare to walk out.
Jeffrey furrows his brows. “Didn’t used to be what, honey?”
I narrow my eyes at him and take a step forward as I toss a pill back to numb the pain. “A bad person.”




Chapter 37
Leighton
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Present

“You must think I’m an awful person and a liar,” I sob and completely fall apart after Marnie slams the front door hard enough to knock a picture off the wall. 
Jack holds me close and rocks me back and forth. “I don’t think you’re awful, Charlotte. I think you’ve been through a lot as Leighton, and you, your best friend, and your husband made a lot of mistakes that you’re all paying for now,” he reasonably answers, letting me know he realizes I’m not perfect, but that he chooses to focus on my good qualities. 
He was greatly affected by what his father did to his mom, and for that, I’m thankful in a way because it gives him a strong sense of empathy for my questionable choices. It’s almost like I have a free pass with him because he says I did what I had to do to survive. And he’s right.
“She found out I was pregnant, Jack, and I knew she was going to run and tell Owen. And he’d take the baby, and I’d end up going to prison or something after he and his family were done with me, so I had to tell her another lie to get out of it, and now I feel horrible.” I gasp for breath and heave heavily into his chest. 
“You did what you had to do to end this. It’s over with now, and there’s no turning back. Try to accept what you did and all that’s happened so you can move on. You already made your decisions, now you have to live with them.” 
Jack rubs my belly and always has a way of calming me down while encouraging me to be a better person.
“Are you sure you want to be with a screwup like me?”
“I’m sure,” he smiles and kisses me on the forehead. “I don’t see you as your past. I see you as you are now. As the sweet and fun Charlotte I’ve gotten to know and love these past few months. I love you, the good and the bad…and I want to be the first person to show you how real love and forgiveness feels,” he whispers. “Besides, whoever said I was perfect anyway?”




Chapter 38
Marnie
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Present

All I can think about are secrets and lies for the five hours it takes me to drive back home. Ten hours in the car alone in one day will certainly make you sick of yourself and your thoughts. I still have Sarah’s phone, and she has mine, or I might be tempted to call and tell my mom everything because I honestly don’t know if I can keep all this in for the rest of my life. I have to talk to someone.
Telling Owen the truth would do more harm than good. It’ll allow a crazy person into our life forever, if the baby is even his. Or worse, Owen’s dad will completely lose it and use his clout to destroy Leighton, and that will only hurt the baby. There’s no happy ending if I tell. Neither side would be willing to get along for the sake of the baby if it is Owen’s. I just know it. And I did play a big part in making this colossal mess to begin with, so maybe this is my penance like she said.
But if it is his, Owen will never know his child, and the child will never know him, though…and I’ll have to live with myself for keeping them from each other. But is that for the best? 
It would be a lot of drama to dredge up to the police when I don’t even know for sure the baby is his. It’ll be national news and a huge scandal. Everyone’s dirty laundry will be hung out to dry, and it’ll put everyone through hell all over again. The Marxes, Lay, Sarah, and my family.
Do I think Leighton will be a good mom despite all the crazy things she’s done? I can honestly say I think she will, and that’s what’s important. All she’s cared about for so long is having a family of her own, and I have no doubt she’ll make sure it’s taken care of.
I pull up to my condo at ten o’clock feeling exhausted when I notice my TV light flickering in my living room. I guess Sarah took me up on my offer to stay over and sleep it off. Maybe there’s someone I can talk to about all this after all.
[image: image-placeholder]I hang my keys by the door and drop my bag on my green rug with a sigh as my shoulders hang with the heaviness of this day.
“I’ve been dying to know what happened, but I didn’t think you’d be back until tomorrow,” Sarah says as she sits straight up on the couch and mutes the TV. Her complexion looks almost gray. She must have gotten sick more than a few times today.
“She was there alright,” I divulge, feeling grateful that I do have someone to discuss this insanity with. The only other person who knows the truth and can’t tell anyone either. 
“She found out Owen and I rekindled our relationship and that she was pregnant. She basically wanted to start a new life with the baby without ever having us or our inevitable relationship thrown in her face for the rest of her life, so she rebooted herself and punished us for our crimes in the process…to make a long story short,” I blurt out in one, long, worn-out breath.
“Are you going to tell Owen about everything? About the baby?” she asks, desperately on the edge of her seat for more details. 
“I can’t. I think it would do far more harm than good for everyone. But I was hoping I could bounce all of that around with you tonight and get your opinion. I can’t tell anyone else.” 
“Absolutely. I’d be glad to help. We’ve all been through a lot,” she says, then begins to cry. “Being dragged into this made me quit my job. I was afraid she’d leak the truth about my past, and I’d get fired and humiliated, and now I feel even more screwed up and unfixable than before. I’ve lost just about everything over this, and honestly, it’d be nice to get your advice on my life as well. I could use a friend who knows the worst parts about me and still doesn’t kick me to the curb,” she confesses as she wipes her eyes and blows her nose.
“You know what? I feel the same way,” I say as I pull her in for a long hug knowing this is the start of a brand new, beautiful friendship between us. 
I can help get this girl back on her feet. Find her a nice place to live in Knoxville, and a new job. I’m going to make it my mission to right the wrong Leighton’s done in Sarah’s life if it’s the last thing I do. That’s something helpful I can focus on right now instead of Lay.




Chapter 39
Leighton
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Present

“Push, Charlotte. Give me one more big push,” Jack cheers me on as the baby crowns, and I feel every miserable part of it. Now I know why they call it the ring of fire.
“Next time my epidural better work!” I yell at the anesthesiologist in the corner of the room, whose eyes grow large.
“Sometimes it just doesn’t take evenly for some people, babe,” Jack explains, trying to keep me calm. “Next time it could be completely different,” he promises with a smile of reassurance.
“C’mon Charlotte, one more good push,” the nurse begs, and I realize in that moment of agony I’m still not used to my new name. 
Who would’ve thought my new OB-GYN would be in the hospital with a heart attack the same day I go into labor, and Jack would end up delivering my child. It’s technically against the rules, but when push literally comes to shove, what are you going to do? Especially in a small town.
I give it all I’ve got until the pressure in my face makes me start to black out. Then suddenly, she’s out. Like a giant gust of wind, she leaves my body with a whoosh, and I can finally take a deep breath again.
The love I feel for her as they place her in my shaking arms is immeasurable and unending already. It feels surreal to finally have this moment thrust upon me because I never thought I’d receive love and happiness in my life. 
“She’s beautiful, Char,” Jack says as he kisses her head, then mine. 
“What are you going to call her?” the nurse asks, and I turn to Jack who nods.
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No one knows me here even though it used to be my home. Another life ago, another time. The pain of losing him still runs deep, but I think visiting him with the ones I love now will bring me a bit of closure. 
This is the day I lost him so many years ago, and although we never met face to face–I’ll always have ideas and images of what he may have looked like in my head to cherish forever. Until we meet again.
My red hair, my hat, and my baggy clothes make it impossible for me to be recognized, especially after being dead for five years. Plus, I’m certainly not the person I used to be on the inside anymore either. 
We approach the rolling hills and the bright, green grass to say hello and goodbye as a family for the first time. Owen would never come here with me when we were married, he said it was too hard, so not having to do this alone is a first for me.
We grab each other’s hands for the journey up the hill to the willow tree that’s equally beautiful and sad looking. The headstone reads Landon Marx, and as soon as I spot it, tears run down my face for what could’ve been.
“You okay, Mommy?” my precious girl asks as she eyes me with concern.
“Yes, baby, I’m okay. Just a little sad. This is where your brother is.” I sniff and wipe my face with a tissue I pull from my coat pocket.
“I would’ve loved a brother, Mommy,” she says with excitement as she rubs my belly. “Maybe this one will be a boy, too.” 
“Maybe so?” I bend over and kiss her on the head and squeeze Jack’s hand three times.
“Were you sad when the baby died, Daddy?” she asks Jack, and he gives me a hesitant look.
“Of course, I was, sweetie,” he lies, and we continue toward the tree where we stand for a few moments of silence.
“Should we say something, Char?” Jack asks, and I don’t quite know what to say.
“You changed my life, Landon. You set me on a new course and gave me hope when I needed it, and for you, I’ll always be grateful. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be standing here today with these two, almost three blessings. I wish you could’ve been a part of this with us.” I barely muster without sobbing, and then we all turn to walk down to the car.
When we’re about halfway back, Jack squeezes my hand so tightly I instinctively stop walking. 
“Uh oh,” he says in a tone that sends adrenaline running through my veins.
“What’s wrong?”
“Look ahead. At the bottom.” 
“Oh, dear God,” I whisper back and start to freak out inside. Why would he be here? He never came before. “What are we going to do?”
“Keep your head down. I’ll take care of it,” Jack says with confidence as we press on.
When we come face to face with Owen and Marnie, they both say hello to our family as I keep my head down. 
“Hello,” Jack says back to them with a warm smile as we continue in opposite directions.
A few seconds later, Owen shouts our way. “Hey, wait a second. I think you dropped something!”
I turn around and look at Marnie holding a scarf in her hand. “Is this yours?” she asks Jack, then lowers her glasses to give me and Jack a better look. She knows.
“That’s mine. I’ll go get it, Daddy,” my baby girl says as Jack shoos me toward the car with his hands.
They meet face to face, and I know Marnie sees Owen in her as she bends down to hand her the scarf. My stomach knots up when I reach the car, and I feel like I may vomit not watching what’s happening behind me. So, I reluctantly turn back around to look up at Marnie who gives me a partial smile. And I give her one back.




Chapter 40
Marnie
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Present

“You sure you don’t care to stop by? I’ve never been before, and I think maybe I should,” Owen asks as he pulls me close for a hug.
I kiss him on the mouth before we start up the hill to the grave site. “Mind? Of course not. I know this is a hard day for you. Especially after everything you and your parents just went through. God, I still can’t believe your dad’s in jail. It feels like we’re cursed or something lately.”
“It seems like ever since Lay’s death, everything’s been insane. I honestly don’t know how much more bad luck I can take. I guess we’ll bounce back eventually.” He kisses me again. 
“There’s another family here today,” Owen says, and I feel an odd pull in my stomach when we pass the family coming toward us. The woman keeps her head down, and the man and the little girl look kind of familiar, but I can’t seem to place them.
“Hi,” Owen and I both say as we pass them, and the familiar-faced man answers back for the entire family.
We pass a small scarf a few steps later, and Owen calls out to them as I pick it up. The woman keeps on toward their car, and the man waits as the little girl runs toward me. 
“Is this yours?” I ask as Owen presses on up the hill. I bend down to speak with her as her father watches on.
“This is quite beautiful, sweetie. I love the E on it. My middle name starts with an E,” I say to the little girl who strangely reminds me of Owen with her sandy hair and blue eyes. 
“Mine too!” She jumps. “I’m Elizabeth, and that up there was my brother, Landon. He died a long time ago, and my Mommy still gets sad about it.” 
My heart races realizing she has my middle name and that she’s Owen’s, and I look down to the woman below who now faces me with paralyzing fear. The first baby with Owen was real, or they wouldn’t be here. She must’ve lied about it that day…but why? It must’ve been to make me despise her even more, so we could all finally move on.
I give Lay a soft smile, your secret is safe with me. And she returns the sentiment with a smile of her own. Then we both turn and go our own way. 




Chapter 41
Sarah
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Five Years Earlier

Playing the fool is always the way to go. From the beginning, I’ve been underestimated, and that’s totally fine with me. When no one expects anything from you, it’s hard to disappoint them. And every epiphany you have is a wonderful surprise that you actually did something right, that way you can keep your true thoughts and strategies in the vault where they belong.
The festival bathroom wasn’t the first time I saw Leighton Marx that day. I noticed our matching outfits as soon as she arrived. Her hair wasn’t up yet though, and mine was in a tight, elegant bun, but we looked alike. Too much alike. 
Like most women caught at the same party in the same outfit, I kept my distance, and no one else seemed to notice us since it was so crowded. Her hair color, her figure, her walk…they all seemed like a mirror image of myself. 
So, when someone in a hoodie forced me into the bathroom and threw me on the bathroom floor, I thought it must be her. It must’ve been why she wanted me there to begin with. I studied her online and sized her up for weeks, but I still couldn’t believe we were actually meeting face to face. 
When she forced me to change my look, I behaved. She didn’t really know who I was then, after all, so I played along. She took my phone and made me change clothes which didn’t seem like that big of a deal, so I acted scared and did it. 
Later, when Leighton’s photos showed up all over the news, I noticed a fresh looking bandage on her arm in a picture someone took of her from the festival. That was my confirmation it was, in fact, her who pinned me down in the bathroom because the person in the hoodie had a bandage in the exact same place when they rolled up their sleeve. 
It seemed obvious she took advantage of our similarities to disappear, but how did she even know about me in the first place? I thought about going forward and telling the police what happened for half a second, so they could find her for me, but then threats started coming in about my past that I didn’t want out, and if she got caught, I’d never be able to tell her what I knew.
She had my phone, all my contacts, and she could make my life hell if she wanted. So, I kept my mouth shut about my own plans and figured she must’ve had a good reason for disappearing. Probably because of that husband of hers, he was probably abusive and terrible.
I managed to keep my mouth shut for the most part despite meeting Marnie at the shower, and Leighton actually did help me out financially in between her threats, so I felt confident she wasn’t a horrible person who would ruin me. She sent me money every month, sent me warnings periodically if I started to stray, and even gave me extra money to change my looks so as not to call attention to our similarity.
But eventually, I got tired of playing her games, and I wanted to find her and tell her the truth. That’s when I decided to make my move on Officer Wade Elliott, because if anyone could find Lay, it was going to be him. 
Getting Wade to ask me out was easy, all I had to do was comment on how physically fit he was and bat my eyes when I volunteered bogus information about maybe seeing someone in a hoodie downtown before the festival. 
But the more he investigated Leighton’s disappearance, the more his mind was made up that Marnie had something to do with it. She looked even more guilty to him after she tried to throw suspicion my way after that house burned down, and Wade tried, but couldn’t find any proof of her involvement, and the police ended up saying it was trafficking. Only Wade was never convinced and kept searching. 
During his long practice runs at Frozen Head State Park for the big Barkley race, I’d make it a point to go through all his police records on Leighton’s disappearance in case he came up with something new. I’d already tried tracing the number she texted me from and got nothing, and that was my only lead. But I desperately wanted to find out where she was for my own reasons, and I was not ready to give up.
I continued to keep Wade close. That way if he found any real leads to Leighton, I’d be the first to know. I wanted him to find her so I could find her, but the last thing I wanted was for him to find her first. All my secrets would be at stake as well if she got caught. I needed to know where she was as soon as he did.

On the day of Leighton’s funeral, Wade and I went together as a couple and anyone who didn’t already know we were together found out. I started to feel bad about using him and grew quite fond of him, but a few things happened that ruined any chance of us having a future together. 
Toward the end of the service, we both spotted a scrawny man with a mustache leaving early from the back of the room. He caught my eye because he wore a hat and sunglasses indoors and spoke to no one. He came in right as Marnie started her speech and was already ducking out before she wrapped up.
I noticed the scar on his forearm when he stood to leave, and it was in the exact same spot as the bandage on Leighton’s arm. It seemed like a big risk for her to show up at her own funeral, so I didn’t rush to approach him in case it wasn’t her. Wade was clearly suspicious as to who he was as well because he kept looking over at him the whole time Marnie spoke. 
In the extensive notes on his laptop, Wade was convinced Marnie either arranged Leighton’s abduction so she could have Owen, or that she helped her skip town for some unknown reason. So, when the man got up to leave, Wade followed him, and I started to panic. 
By the time he got out the door, the man had already disappeared on the crowded street. And after that, Wade found a renewed sense of urgency to solve Leighton’s case and prove himself right even though it was closed. That’s when he found his first big clue, and I had a difficult decision to make.
Give Wade an inch and he’d take ten miles, maybe twenty. That’s what I had learned during our time together. His endurance and tenacity were his greatest and worst qualities. Great for succeeding in his work and training for the Barkley, but also his ultimate downfall. 
[image: image-placeholder]The sun is setting, the air is freezing, and all I can think about is how this is what I must do. He’s close, too close. He even has a potential new name for Leighton based on a social security card that was mistakenly mailed to one of her neighbors who confessed to him that they opened it, sealed it back, and returned it to the mailman shortly before she disappeared. But they remembered the name, and he has put it on his schedule for Monday to question some local lady named Kate Daniels about it. 
If I let it get to that point, he may call it in to dispatch, and if that happens, it’s not just him who knows…it’s everyone. They’ll know everything Leighton did and everything I did. I don’t want her to get taken down now, not when we’ve shared so much together, and I still have something to tell her in person.
I know he won’t stop until he finds her, though. The acclaim it would earn him after everyone thought this case was closed and over with is too great, no matter the cost. Her life will be over and so will mine. 
A few days before the funeral, it threw me for a huge loop when I learned that nothing infuriates Wade more than adulterated women. If he ever found out about my history, I’d be toast. Might as well crucify me in the town square for my mistakes because he’s going to make me pay if he learns the truth. 
“So, how did she end up where she is now? You two looked so close here,” I ask as Wade puts the picture of him and his sister back in a drawer. 
I was looking for a pen but found the sweetest picture of them playing under a pine tree together. He looks about eight in the photo, and she looks about five. They must have been close at some point.
“She’s dead to me now,” he says with a surprisingly heartless attitude. “She got involved with a bad crowd in college, dropped out, started shooting heroin with her druggie friend. She almost od’d a time or two, went to rehab to get clean, and fell right back into the same old trap about a year later.”
“That must be so hard for you and your parents. I’m so sorry,” I try to offer sympathies, but his hardened heart toward his sister isn’t having it. 
He shrugs his shoulders and frowns. “Don’t be sorry. I found out she was using again and turned her in myself. Dirty people like her, carrying God knows what, are better off in prison. I don’t care if she is my sister. People like that just hurt the people they love and spread diseases, and there’s no hope for them either. Once they’ve seen the darkness, they don’t ever come back.”
It was that moment I knew if he ever found out about my past, he’d ruin me, too. I shared my body with him without telling him the truth about where it had already been, what all it had done, and who all had seen it. 
At the end of the day, you just can’t depend on a man. 
You can only depend on family. 
Blood. 
[image: image-placeholder]One reason the Barkley race is so difficult is because racers must be able to run it in the dark. One particular area Wade struggles with is the steep, narrow cliff on Chimney Top Mountain where he likes to go and touch the sign on top. So, I decide to hike up there myself from the Penitentiary side, where no one will see my car.
After a hellish four-mile trek, fueled by adrenaline, I’m at the part with the steep cliffs and a narrow trail looking over the edge. The drop-off is about sixty feet, and my mind spins as I look over the edge at the boulders below. 
I hoist myself up above the trail and hike around the wooded area until I find a huge tree branch on the ground. Then, I make my way back over to the first sharp turn of the cliff area and crouch down behind a large bush and wait.
The sky is dark now, and I can barely even see my own frozen arm in front of me. I wonder if I should just scratch the whole branch throwing thing and just reach out and push him so I don’t miss. This branch is heavy and hard to maneuver, and I wonder if I’m going to have trouble aiming it at him in the dark when I have no room for error. 
But there’s always a chance he may cling to me and take me with him if I use my hands. And with the branch, if I do miss, I could just hide until morning, and he’d continue on with his run thinking he had a close call with a branch that nearly fell on him. 
But if something goes amiss with me using my body, and we don’t go over the edge I’m screwed even more. He will have seen me and what I was trying to do, and then I’d be in an even worse position than I am right here behind this bush freezing my ass off.
Leaves rustle and twigs crack as I hear someone approaching. I grab the huge branch and prep it in front of my chest for its launch as the footsteps get slower and slower. I realize he’s walking now, probably since the path is so narrow next to the drop-off. And if he stops right here to catch his breath, I can’t go wrong.
I’m not a terrible person and neither is Leighton. And I’d dare bet his sister wasn’t either. We’re all just women who’ve made mistakes, big ones. And we haven’t laid down and taken other people’s abuse either, we fight. We fight and we win. Fight for our right to live differently, to live better, and to start over.
Wade steps closer and closer, and I hold my breath when he stands right in front of me. He bends over with his hands on his knees to catch his breath and pauses inches from the vast drop-off to touch the sign. I exhale slowly, take another deep breath in, and launch the heavy branch toward him.
I throw it hard and fast, and everything happens in what seems like less than a second. Wade grunts, loses his balance, almost regains it, then ultimately tumbles down the side of the mountain. 
The rocky ravine below is so silent afterward that I’m pretty sure this chapter is over. Now I just have to get myself home and wait for the call.
[image: image-placeholder]The park’s security team found that his car was still parked in the lot as they did their nightly sweep, and he didn’t have a tag to stay overnight. By then, I was long gone, exhausted from the eight mile hike, and lounging on his couch without a care in the world after I wiped all the evidence of Charlotte and Kate Daniels off his computer. 
The news said a hiker was missing, but they didn’t say who it was. They looked all night for a body that matched the owner of the license plate of the car in the parking lot, but it was a whole two days later before he finally turned up. Apparently, he broke his neck when he fell, and it killed him instantly. They naturally assumed he lost his balance after an intense training session and fell to his untimely, tragic death. But I know the truth…and it was no accident.
After Marnie returned from Lewisburg, we became fast friends, just like I planned. She took me under her enormously rich and generous wing and helped me launch a new career for myself as a home finder. 
People often struggle with finding good realtors because many of them are too busy with too many clients, working out contracts, finding leads, networking, and what have you. So, buyers end up logging hundreds of hours online themselves searching for the right home.
That’s where I come in. Unaffiliated with any realtor or any real estate companies, my only duty is to eliminate the buyer’s need to search endlessly on the internet for the perfect home. I do it all…desired school zone, square footage, color schemes for paint, fixer-upper, move-in ready, fenced-in yard for dog, near a playground for the kids, or far from someone they despise. They tell me, and I find it.
My thank you to Marnie is recommending her and her family for those buyers wanting to make big changes to their homes. It’s a win-win, for all of us, and they are the best in the business around here. At least for now, that is. 
Leighton got me with my old phone. I didn’t realize she’d been tracking me until Marnie put that together, but I’m still no idiot. I found her eventually and wanted nothing more than to prove that I was just as clever as she was. That we were a perfect pair. Wade’s research gave me the name Charlotte Daniels, but I didn’t have a current address yet.
I let Marnie find Leighton in Lewisburg the night I acted drunk coming out of the bar because I knew she was the only one who knew how Leighton’s mind worked enough to figure out her location. When she figured out the location of my old phone, and I found that the address it gave belonged to Charlotte Daniels, I finally had the blackmail information I needed to make Leighton owe me forever if she didn’t accept me. And I could finally approach her with the truth in person.
I urged Marnie to be the bigger person and to let Leighton remain in West Virginia when she came back so she’d drop the whole thing, and I could go talk to Leighton. I needed her to know me, the real me. And I wanted us to have a relationship on our own aside from this whole mess. 
If she knew how I’ve protected her this whole time and who we are to each other—she’d definitely want me to be a part of her life. I was intrigued that someone wanted me at the River Festival badly enough to drive to my house and personally place a flyer for it there. So, I went because I was curious, and from that moment on, I took the reins.
But we’re good now that I went to her, now that she knows the truth about me and heard me out. We have each other’s backs now for life. I open the letter that started it all. The one that explains why so much about my life has seemed off for so long. 
The letter of truth I carry around as a reminder of how I’ve been living a lie for years. It holds the results from the 23AndMe test I took last summer on a whim because Chad was doing one. 
It shocked and enraged me when my results came in and proved why Bridget and I are so unalike and why Mom has always treated me differently. She must’ve always suspected I wasn’t my dad’s my entire life after her affair with Leighton’s dad, or maybe she did know and never admitted it. 
I’m grateful to know the truth now, though, because it brought me to the one blood relative who gets me, who thinks like I do. I’m nowhere near done with my plans for the Marxes though, even if Leighton claims she’s over what they did to her and is moving on with her life. 
But that’s not good enough for me because they need to pay. And I’m in the perfect position to see that they do now that I’m in Marnie’s inner circle. After all, I’m Lay’s loyal half sister…and they did her all kinds of wrong.
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Allegra Hudson was murdered.  

An anonymous source drops the note into Madeleine Barton's lap exactly when she needs it most. The recently widowed single mother is struggling to make ends meet as a freelance reporter, and covering the mysterious death of local bestselling author and legend, Allegra Hudson, could be the career-launching story of her dreams.
Working with Allegra's grieving husband, Connor, Madeleine plunges down the rabbit hole of Allegra's privileged life. And the deeper she digs, the more dirt she finds—a conniving best friend, a stalker ex-boyfriend, and a marriage in shambles. The closer Madeleine gets to the truth, the murkier the waters become.
Her source's looming presence and constant meddling in her investigation paired with her growing bond with Connor over their shared grief have blinded her to the facts, but they don't explain why Allegra Hudson's life feels so familiar. Only one thing is certain: Madeleine can trust no one.
One Little Word is a deliciously clever game of cat-and-mouse with a completely unexpected twist.



“One Little Word is a riveting suspense novel packed with sharp turns and unexpected twists. Single mother and widow Madeleine Barton is the perfect protagonist, capturing your heart and bringing you along for this crazy, thrilling ride. Audra McElyea is one to watch!” - Samantha Downing, #1 internationally bestselling author of My Lovely Wife

“Clever and suspenseful with characters that leap off the page, One Little Word creates a sense of disorientation that will keep you guessing until the very end.” - Jeneva Rose, bestselling author of The Perfect Marriage

“It's not easy to hit me with a twist I don't see coming, but Audra McElyea did it in One Little Word, a clever and compelling tale from an author to watch.” - Kimberly Belle, USA Today bestselling author of The Marriage Lie

“Head-spinning, jaw-dropping, adrenaline-inducing...Suspense at its best.” - Rea Frey, award-winning author of Not Her Daughter
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