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      I couldn’t believe I’d finally made it home. I’d escaped. This was the moment I’d been dreaming of and grasping onto as a beacon in the darkness for all of these months.

      I stood at the front door of my house, wondering if I should knock or ring the doorbell. It was strange to not know the appropriate way to enter my own home. When I saw the keypad locking mechanism that we had installed as part of our front door upgrade, I decided to try my access code. When it worked, I took that as a good sign.

      Grabbing the handle, I took a deep breath and stepped inside my home for the first time in over a year. The man standing in front of me, looking at me like I was a ghost, and my little girl were the reasons why I had fought so hard to survive. I had to make it back to them. They needed me, and I loved them both with my entire being.

      My eyes locked onto my handsome husband, not quite able to believe that I was actually finally here with him. It was too surreal––almost like a marvelous dream that I was going to awaken from and return to the devastation that had been my reality for the past year.

      Alex looked as stunned as I felt as he stood surrounded by the pile of broken glass where the vase my Aunt Janet had gotten us as a wedding gift had shattered when it slipped from his hands as soon as recognition sank in. He drank in my appearance for a long moment as if not quite believing I was really here. I must have looked like a dirty, disheveled mess, but I didn’t care. I was home.

      I ached to run into his arms, but my feet remained firmly planted just inside the entryway of our home. For some strange reason, the tile beneath my feet caught my attention. I stared at the beautiful hunter green slate with lovely russet and gray streaks running through it. Alex and I had spent days narrowing down which tile we wanted to be the first thing guests saw upon entering our home. In the end, Alex had agreed to my selection, of course. He always did his best to make me happy.

      Gazing down at the tile now, it was obvious that I chose wisely. The flooring gave a warm, inviting feeling to guests. It was strange, but I currently felt like a visitor in my own home. It had been so long since I had been able to cross this threshold and spend quality time with my family––standing here felt foreign.

      Our dog, Pepper, was ecstatic to see me. She nearly bent herself in two as her tail flapped from one side of her body to the other, and she whimpered almost like she was crying with joy. I bent and rubbed her soft ears. “Hey, sweet girl. I missed you, too.”

      The dog plopped her butt down right by my foot and leaned her weight against my leg. The familiarity of her was glorious after so long away, but I forced my eyes back up to Alex’s. As much as I loved her, the dog was not where my focus should be in this crucial moment.

      My mind was foggy––clogged with so many overpowering emotions.

      Alex was the first to regain his wits. He rushed forward, exhaling my name with what sounded like a mixture of both relief and disbelief. “Claire.”

      He engulfed me into his warm embrace, and I sank into it, savoring the safety of having his strong arms wrapped around me. As much as I loved our house, hugging Alex––the love of my life––was where I truly felt at home. My body sagged into my husband’s warmth as he held me for the first time in far too long.

      My mind was slogging slowly through quick sand, but it did finally begin to process the situation. It took a long moment to register as we stood there pressed together.

      When I noticed his semi-hard penis pushing into my abdomen, my first thought was that he was as excited to see me as I was to see him. But that didn’t seem like an appropriate reaction for the very first moments of our reunion. That would come after I’d hugged my little girl to reassure her that I was home and after we sent the police to deal with my kidnapper’s body in his lair.

      Alex and I would make love once we were snuggled together in our bed late tonight. I was looking forward to that, and I’m sure he was too, but an immediate hard-on didn’t seem like the right initial reaction from him over my return.

      Suddenly, a memory of something I’d glimpsed when I first walked through our front door flashed in my mind. I’d been too excited and flustered to fully process it at the time, but I was fairly certain there was a woman on our sofa.

      Placing my palms on Alex’s chest, I stepped back from him. My gaze darted to the couch and stayed there. My mouth fell open as I glared at the pretty woman looking back at me with a wide-eyed, shocked expression. She was vaguely familiar to me, so I must have seen her around town. She hadn’t grown up here, though, or I would have known her and all of her business.

      Remembering the firmness I’d noticed in Alex’s pants, my eyes volleyed between this woman and my husband’s lap. My eyelashes fluttered as I attempted to make sense of this new horrific reality.

      I struggled to find words. “Are you two…? Were you…?”

      I couldn’t make myself even utter the awful questions that were swirling in my mind. Had Alex already moved on from me? Was he in a relationship with this woman? Was he turned on for her?

      Alex was mine. He always had been, and I’d thought he always would be. My heart broke into a million pieces when I saw the guilty expression on my husband’s face.

      The other woman had the decency to look mortified as she straightened her rumpled clothing and mumbled something about needing to get home before scurrying past me and out the door.

      “Claire.” Alex’s pleading tone matched the look in his eyes. “I thought you were gone for good.”

      It was true… He had given up on me and moved on with that woman. Dizziness overwhelmed me as I tried to assimilate this harsh reality with the marvelous fantasy reunion I’d been dreaming of for so long.

      My stomach roiled, and I wavered on my feet. This must be what it felt like to pass out. My mind disassociated from my body as if it was a balloon flying high above us, watching with detachment as this nightmare unfolded.

      Alex reached out to clasp my forearm and steady me. His hand scalded my skin, and I yanked out of his grasp.

      I’d never before pulled away from his comforting touch. The heartbroken expression in those eyes I loved so much almost did me in, until I remembered that he had moved on with someone else while I was trapped away from him like a caged animal.

      “Please let me explain.”

      I shook my head, unable to listen to any excuses for his betrayal. The movement of my head caused the nausea to escalate. Covering my mouth with my hand, I ran for the bathroom, swooping out around the broken glass on the floor, since Pepper was hot on my heels. I barely made it inside our guest bathroom before my stomach completely revolted.

      Although I had imagined numerous different scenarios for my triumphant return to my family, none had been remotely close to this nightmare. It almost made me wish I hadn’t managed to escape. At least when I’d been held captive by the madman who stole me from my life, I’d still had hope for the future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            JOSIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sidewalk blurred before me as the tears filled my eyes. How could I have let myself become so vulnerable? I’d left my heart exposed. Alex and Hannah had stolen it. But I had failed to remember that they weren’t mine… not really.

      Although I’d wanted to believe that we were a happy little family, I was just a temporary stand-in to replace Claire while she was unavailable. Now she was back to resume her rightful place, so where did that leave me? Alone, and feeling like my heart was being cut out of my chest very slowly and with a dull, rusty knife.

      Stooping to pick up a sandwich wrapper that was trailing along the sidewalk, I realized that I had always believed myself to be a good person. I worked hard and always tried to do the right thing. Once I committed to something, I was completely dedicated, and I devoted one-hundred percent effort into seeing it through.

      Dropping the litter into the garbage receptacle on the corner, it dawned on me that despite my desire to be the hero of my story, I had somehow turned into the villain. I was the intruder in Claire’s happy little family. They rightfully belonged with her, and I was the one who would be ousted from their lives.

      The first burning tear finally summitted my lower lid and blazed a hot trail down my cheek. It was quickly followed by several more as I gave in and let the sobs erupt from deep in my chest.

      It was later than I would normally be walking home, since I’d intended to stay with Alex, but I didn’t feel frightened. The town had closed up for the night at around nine, so there didn’t appear to be anyone lingering about to see my emotional breakdown. Even if there was, I couldn’t contain it a moment longer. These tears needed to flow.

      The most frustrating part was that I didn’t know who to be mad at. It was obvious by the relieved expression on Claire’s face when she walked into her house that she hadn’t been gone by choice.

      I couldn’t blame Alex for my broken heart. He had simply been seeking solace in my arms, and he’d made it clear from the beginning that Claire was the love of his life.

      Swiping the back of my hand across my wet nose, I realized that I didn’t have anyone to blame for this awful mess, except myself. How could I have allowed myself to fall so hard for a man who could never be mine? Did my stupid heart not have any self-preservation skills?

      Somehow, I made it to Aunt Mimi’s house, despite my blubbering. As I opened the gate to walk up the sidewalk to her front porch, it dawned on me that I wasn’t just losing Alex. I was also losing sweet, delightful little Hannah. That adorable little girl had become like a daughter to me, but her real mom was back now, and I had enough sense to know the woman wouldn’t want me to be in the picture at all.

      My throat burned with unshed tears. Even though there was a steady trail of them rolling down my cheeks, I knew more were coming. All of this sadness and heartache had to come out somehow––even if I had to spend the next several days wallowing.

      Not wanting to wake up Aunt Mimi, I tried to quell my tears until I could get inside. I quietly opened the screen door and turned the knob to open the thick wood door. The stubborn woman refused to lock her front door, even after Claire’s mysterious disappearance. She insisted that Brunswick Bay Harbor was a safe town where neighbors could be trusted and everyone looked out for one another.

      Evidently that trust didn’t extend to people walking over her threshold into her home because I was immediately greeted by her Glock handgun pointed at my chest.

      I raised my hands in the air. “It’s me, Aunt Mimi!”

      The gun didn’t budge as my aunt eyed me warily from her perch on the stairs. “Me, who?”

      She didn’t have any other nieces or nephews, but I decided it wouldn’t be prudent to point that out to her while she had a handgun leveled at my heart. Instead, I clarified, “It’s Jo-Jo.”

      “How do I know it’s really you?”

      I couldn’t believe she was giving me a hard time about this, but she hadn’t lowered the gun, so I played along. Keeping my hands in the air, I slowly moved my arm toward the hallway light switch. Speaking slowly and calmly, I said, “I’m going to turn on the light, so you can see me.”

      Once the bright light illuminated the entry, Aunt Mimi blinked her eyes a few times until they adjusted. Finally, she lowered the gun and said, “Jo-Jo, what are you doing home? I thought you were staying with your man tonight.”

      “He’s not my man,” I mumbled as the fear of having a gun pointed at me subsided and the emotions of Claire’s return came flooding back.

      My heartbreak must have shown on my face because once Mimi got a good look at me, she rushed forward and engulfed me in a hug. I felt the cold, hard edge of steel pressing into the back of my neck as she asked, “What happened, sweetheart?”

      Having the weapon that close to my head made me nervous, so I gingerly extricated myself from her embrace before delicately taking the gun and setting it on the lace doily-covered table under the big clock in the entryway.

      Once that potential danger was eradicated, I blurted out the words. “Claire’s back.”

      Aunt Mimi blinked several times as she processed this news. “What do you mean she’s back?”

      It was a dumb question, but I understood her confusion. I felt just as stunned as she looked, and I had seen the woman with my own eyes. “I mean Claire strolled back into her home as if she’d just been out buying groceries for the past year.”

      “I thought she was dead.” Mimi stared with wide eyes at the floor as she spoke.

      I nodded slowly, coming to the realization that deep down inside, I had assumed she was dead, too.

      Still not looking at me, Mimi went on. “I guess a tiny part of me always wondered if Alex killed her. I didn’t want to believe it, but…”

      My mouth fell open, and I blinked furiously as I tried to comprehend this revelation. “Wait… You thought there was a chance Alex killed his wife, and you arranged for me to work for him?”

      Aunt Mimi lifted her bright blue eyes and bored them into me as she tried to justify sending me to work for a man that she believed might be a killer. Sounding dead-serious, she said, “Honey, you were a terrible waitress.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            CLAIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hannah was my number one priority. My little girl needed her mother, and I hadn’t been here in over a year. I couldn’t wait to make up for lost time with her.

      Besides, focusing on my sweet child would keep me from having to think about Alex’s betrayal. My mind couldn’t assimilate the loving husband I thought I knew with the man standing before me that had just been canoodling on the couch––our couch––with someone else.

      Barging past him, I said, “I need to see Hannah.”

      “She’s sleeping.” Alex’s soft voice infuriated me.

      Whirling around, I snapped, “I think her mother coming home after being held captive for over a year is worth waking her up.”

      Alex gave me one nod before reminding me, “We need to send the police to arrest your captor before he gets away.”

      I froze there, staring at him. Saying the words out loud would make it all seem even more real. Bringing Alex and the police into my nightmare would mean I couldn’t pretend it was just my imagination playing horrific tricks on me anymore. I would have to face what really happened in that filthy, musty-smelling basement.

      My swallow sounded loud as I tried to utter the words that were caught in my throat. Finally, I managed to croak out the words. “No big hurry. I’m pretty sure he’s dead.”

      Alex’s eyes widened marginally, but he held the rest of his face in an emotionless mask as he uttered the single word through gritted teeth. “Who?”

      “Kevin Durley.”

      Recognition registered in Alex’s eyes after I spat the man’s name. We’d gone to school with Kevin. He’d had a crush on me. His house was three blocks from here.

      The overwhelming emotions were obvious on Alex’s face as he processed these facts. His expression crumpled into one of devastation as he said, “You were so close.”

      I nodded sadly before saying, “Yet so far.”

      Knowing that Alex would have tons of questions as soon as his mind had a chance to work through this, I made a request. “I can’t deal with the police until tomorrow morning. I need a night to just be home before the craziness ensues.”

      Rather than waiting for him to answer, I turned back to continue my trek down our hallway to Hannah’s room. Once there, I hesitated in front of her door. I’d imagined this reunion with my daughter so many times. Now that it was actually almost here, my nerves kicked into overdrive. She would be happy to see me, right? My fragile emotions couldn’t handle the heartbreak if she had forgotten me.

      I sensed, rather than heard, the moment Alex approached. He stood steadily and calmly at my back, silently giving me strength. He had always been my rock. The realization that he might now be the pretty, young woman from the sofa’s rock made me feel like doubling over in agony. Instead of giving in to that urge, I forced myself to stand tall. I needed to remain strong for Hannah’s sake.

      My hand hovered over the door handle. As much as I wanted to turn it and barge inside to my daughter, fear over her reaction held me back.

      “She’ll be overjoyed to see you,” Alex’s confident voice rumbled near my ear, setting the tiny hairs on edge like only he could do. I closed my eyes and savored that tentative thread of a connection with him.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened my daughter’s bedroom door and walked in. The nightlight illuminated the room enough that I could tell it had changed. Rather than startling her by flipping the switch for the bright light attached to the ceiling fan, I had intended to turn on the small lamp on her dresser, but it was gone––as was the dresser.

      Seeming to sense my confusion as I stared at the spot where her dresser had been the last time I was in here, Alex walked over and turned on a sparkly, new lamp that sat on her dresser, which was now located on the opposite wall.

      I turned a complete circle as I stared at the room around me, trying to correlate it to the one I knew. This room was a mermaid-princess undersea oasis. It was lovely, but it wasn’t my sweet Hannah’s bedroom that had been filled with a hodge-podge of everything she’d liked over the past several years from Dora the Explorer to Fancy Nancy.

      The ragged stuffed giraffe sitting beside the lamp caught my eye. Snickers had been Hannah’s constant companion since she was a baby. I picked up the worn toy and closed my eyes as I held it to my face. I couldn’t believe she was sleeping without it in the bed beside her. She had always insisted that he be tucked in right next to her while she slept. How had so much changed since I’d last been here?

      Alex sat down on the edge of the bed and patted Hannah’s shoulder. “Wake up, sweetheart. Mommy’s home!”

      Hannah’s eyelids fluttered as she tried to process her father’s words. Her expression crumpled into one of confusion as she stared up at him and said, “Mommy’s here?”

      Staring at my perfect daughter, I almost couldn’t believe I was really back. Her hair had been weaved into tight braids, her two front teeth had been replaced by bigger versions, and she looked so much more grown up. It was obvious that her father had taken excellent care of her while I was gone.

      Gingerly sitting on the side of the bed across from Alex, I said through a blur of unshed tears, “I’m home, Hannah-Banana.”

      Disbelief clouded her bright blue gaze as she stared up at me. “Mommy? Am I dreaming?”

      I chuckled as I brushed the back of my finger along her soft, freckled cheek. “No, sweetie. You’re not dreaming. I feel like I am though. I missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too, Mommy!” My daughter launched herself into my arms, and suddenly all was right with my world again.

      The soft scent of strawberry shampoo and a mysterious and marvelous ‘little girl’ smell that I’ll chalk up to being fairy dust wafted up from her damp braids as we hugged. A sob caught in my throat as I clutched the very center of my existence.

      As I held my daughter, all of the fear and stress of the past year fell away. I was back where I belonged, with the people who mattered to me.

      I kept my arms tight around Hannah, but I lifted my head to look at Alex. A stray tear was blazing a trail down his cheek as he watched my emotional reunion with our daughter. We locked eyes over Hannah’s head, and I suddenly knew that he was still my charming, handsome, and devoted Alex––the love of my life.

      It wasn’t until Hannah pulled back and spoke that the magical spell woven around us was broken. I felt my spine stiffen and heard Alex’s quick intake of breath, when Hannah gazed up at me with excited, giant blue eyes and asked, “Mommy, have you met Aunt Jo yet?”
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      Sun was streaming in cheerfully through the window, mocking me. I was tempted to get up and pull the blinds closed, but I didn’t have the energy to walk across the room.

      Aunt Mimi had been in earlier to deliver a mug of hot tea and try to rouse me out of bed, but I had snapped at her and pulled the covers higher over my head until she went away. When she had revealed the name of Claire’s captor, I’d had questions, but couldn’t drum up the enthusiasm to ask them. I recognized the man’s name and knew that I had seen him around town, usually with a hoodie pulled up over his head to help hide the scars on his face.

      “He’s still at large, but he’s injured.” Mimi had told me from the hallway on her way out of my room. I’m sure she was trying to intrigue me into getting up to get the full scoop on Claire’s abduction, but I just couldn’t.

      Even if Kevin Durley dragged himself in here, I’d roll over and go back to sleep. This must be what it felt like to be on the cusp of depression. Claire had just gotten her life back after a full year of what had to have been hell, and her freedom had lost me the two most important people in my life.

      I hated myself for being so devastated about her return, but I couldn’t seem to help it. Having Claire walk through the front door of her home had stolen my chance of happiness.

      A grapefruit-sized ball of molten lava had lodged itself in my throat during the night. I needed water to quell the burning, but even that wasn’t enough of an incentive for me to get out of bed. At least the searing pain let me know I was still alive. The rest of me was numb and lifeless.

      My bed eased down on one side as someone sat down. I doubted Aunt Mimi had returned because it had to be well past the time for the diner to open. It crossed my mind that it might be Kevin Durley here to murder me. Deciding that would bring me relief from my burning throat, I remained still and waited for him to strike.

      When Kevin didn’t attack, I closed my eyes, hoping whoever was sitting on the edge of the bed would take the hint and leave me alone. I didn’t feel the person leave, but I didn’t care. I needed the oblivion of sleep.

      A warm, comforting hand began lightly rubbing my back. My stupid heart instantly leaped in my chest with hope that it might be Alex––here to proclaim his undying love for me. I whirled my head around and wasn’t able to successfully keep the disappointment out of my expression when I saw my friend and neighbor, Dean.

      “Hoping for someone else?” He called me out on my lack of manners, but he seemed more hurt than angry.

      I shook my head once, but didn’t speak, since I knew my voice wouldn’t be convincing. I didn’t have it in me to try to make him feel better when I felt so dreadful.

      “You know that it’s a good thing that Claire is back, right? She’s the one who was ripped away from her family and put through heaven-only-knows-what for the past year.”

      His words made logical sense, but that didn’t stop the flash of fury from spiking over the fact that he was taking Claire’s side. The blood pounded loudly in my head as he spoke. Dean was my friend, and he was supposed to have my back in any situation––not Claire’s.

      “Thanks for your unwavering support.” I let the sarcasm drip from my voice.

      Although Dean was one of the most patient men I had ever met, I could hear the first edges of exasperation in his tone when he stopped rubbing my back and said, “Of course I support you, and I always will. I just can’t believe you were so…”

      When his voice trailed off without finishing his sentence, I snapped, “So what? Stupid? Selfish?”

      “Well, yeah,” Dean admitted quietly, before defending the accusations. “And I think deep down you know that being with Alex was both stupid and selfish, or those wouldn’t have been your first guesses of what I was going to say.”

      The fact that he was right made his words even more infuriating. Through gritted teeth, I said, “We didn’t know Claire was coming back.”

      “True, but you also couldn’t assume that she wasn’t ever coming home.” Ever-logical Dean reminded me.

      I let out a frustrated huff. It was easy to be judgmental when looking back on it now, but when Claire had been gone without a trace for over a year, it seemed likely that she was gone for good. I didn’t have the energy to fight about it, so I moved to the far side of my small bed, putting as much distance between my back and Dean as I could without falling off the edge.

      He didn’t take the hint. Instead, he remained there, quietly by my side. Since he seemed to be waiting for something from me, I said, “Aren’t you supposed to be at work babysitting rugrats?”

      I knew I was being catty, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Dean’s job as a substitute teacher at Brunswick Bay Elementary School could hardly be considered babysitting––especially since he had recently completed his teaching degree, graduating at the top of his class. But lashing out was the only function my brain could seem to properly process.

      Taking the high road by ignoring my cutting remark, Dean said “Yes, I need to get to work soon, and so do you.”

      “I’m not going.” I covered my head with Aunt Mimi’s handmade quilt.

      He let out an exaggerated sigh before saying, “Jo-Jo, You’re better than this. Your clients are counting on you.”

      The disappointment in his tone made me cringe. My dreams of Olympic gold had turned me from an early age into a perfectionist and a workaholic, so the mere idea of letting someone down set my nerves on edge. It wasn’t in my nature to slack off, but I deserved at least one day to mourn the loss of my happily-ever-after ending, didn’t I?

      Stubbornly deciding that it wasn’t too much to ask, I said, “I just need some time to mope.”

      “Don’t take too long,” Dean warned me as he stood up to leave.

      I tried to ignore him, even though my blood was boiling. Dean was my only real friend, and he seemed to think this entire situation was my fault. Perhaps it was time for me to find some female friends, who would understand what I was going through.

      Even though my back was to him, I sensed when Dean stopped and turned back to face the bed. “There’s no use for you to be upset about the loss of Alex because he was never really yours to begin with.”

      By the time I picked up the tea mug full of now-tepid tea from the bedside table and threw it in his direction, he had already closed my bedroom door behind him. The glass shattered into a thousand sharp-edged pieces, just like my heart.
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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