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      My hands are as far above my head as they can reach, my back is intensely arched, and my calf muscles tighten, extending to the footboard. My pumpkin orange painted toes point as they join the stretch. The sun beams through a tight crevice in the drapes, challenging my eyes to regain vision. I squint and strain to open them. It's late afternoon, and I've been sleeping for four hours. Sadly, it's the most uninterrupted sleep my taxing life has allowed in over a week.

      The sensation of piercing eyes causes the hair to raise on my forearms. After I finish rubbing the sleep from my face I glance around intently. No one is here. Weird. I swear I could feel someone's presence. It must be my nerves. My thick down comforter drops from my shoulders as I sit up for another stretch. It isn't usually this hot in my room, so I'm glad I was able to sleep through my sweat. My body is clammy. The tank top and shorts that cling to my skin are damp and wrinkled.

      I'm supposed to meet Markie for a girl's night in an hour. I better hurry. I told that weird friend of hers from work that I wasn't going to make it, but I changed my mind after debating all week. The decision is made, I'm going. Markie is one of my closest friends, but she's changed since Beth died. She's distanced herself. Now, with everything else going on around her, I'm afraid.

      As the water heats, steam fills my shower and escapes through the bathroom door that I usually leave open. I like stepping out of the shower feeling clean and refreshed, not muggy and overheated. I think about Markie's situation as I rub an oversized purple body sponge across my skin. A delicious scent of lather forms on my protruding ribs and bony hips. The stress of all these deaths has taken a serious toll on my appetite. My body is shrinking, from its once curvy appearance. I'm beginning to look sickly.

      I wonder how I'm supposed to tell Markie that I've been sleeping with the one acquaintance that's off limits. I guess I can't. Not now anyway, it will have to wait. I should feel worse about it than I do, but he's convenient, and I'm lonely. He'll do for now. It must be the guilt of it that's forcing me to go to this stupid club tonight. Any smart woman would stay away.

      My fingers scrub harshly into my scalp. I squint my eyes tightly, trying to block out the shampoo as it washes away. Before they can fully open, the shower door slides open. A shocked gasp rises from my throat, and I force my lids open through a painful soapy haze. The air escapes my lungs in a slow, relieved sigh. I take in the sight of him. He stands naked with a grin, ready to join me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I demand.

      “What does it look like?”

      “You scared the shit out of me!”

      “You're pretty sexy when you're startled.”

      “I really don't have time for this.” I snap back at him, “I'm in a hurry.”

      He pushes his way in anyway and shuts the door behind him. He stays just out of reach of the spraying shower head and watches me wash off. My back tingles and the blood rushes to my skin's edge in reaction to his touch. The last of the soap bubbles disappear into the drain at our toes. He raises my leg at the thigh, and then presses me forward against the shower wall.

      With one hard thrust he forces himself inside me. Its a lot rougher than his usual tactic. I gasp and press my hands against the wall for balance. He moves violently, but I like it. His strong fingers are intertwined through my wet hair at the base of my scalp, then he pulls it, hard. My head jerks back with the powerful tug. A quiet, excited, involuntary squeal escapes my open mouth. I can feel his hot breath on the back of my neck.

      “You like it hard, don't you Joyce?” His voice is lower than I've ever heard him speak.

      “Yes!”

      For the first time in my life, I get a thrill from hearing my name. He releases his hold on my hair and then shoves me back against the wall. A firm arm presses against my back. I'm unable to move my chest or shoulders, as am forced to take him in on his terms. Just as I'm about to crumble under his strong hold, a menacing whisper echoes in my ear.

      “This is going to hurt.”

      A shock pools toward my center and a chill runs down my spine. It takes every ounce of strength that I have to pull away from him. He squeezes my body tightly against his own. Then he loosens his grip, allowing me to turn and face him.

      “What are you talking ab—”

      A sudden pain consumes my neck, cutting me off mid-question. My voice catches in the center of my throat and is unable to escape. Instinctively, I grab hold of the sharp pulsating pain and squeeze. The fluid filling my hands and running down my arms is much thicker and hotter than the shower water. Everything is beginning to blur. I look at him, trying to plead with my eyes. I'm unable to speak. I lean against the wall, to regain balance. Everything is spinning. I pull my bloody hands from my neck and look at them. My vision is distorted, but not enough to disable the sight of color. My scarlet fingers spin and blur.

      I feel cold. I want to grab him, beg for his help, but I can't. My body slumps down against the wall. My legs become weaker and weaker. What have you done to me? I scramble through the black and red blur, struggling to see his face. For a flash, I see him. His head is tilted to one side and his face is blank. A hint of a smirk forms across his lips. I black out. I can still feel but I can't see. I pull in breath with short shallow pants. I can hear an awkward gurgle coming out of my throat. My body is ice cold under the hot running water.

      My life slowly drains away, yet a sharp digging pain reminds me that I'm still alive. One piercing jab after another jolts into my ribs, chest and stomach. I try to kick, throw my arms up in defense and scream, but can't. I can't move. It only takes a few more jolts to realize that I'm being stabbed. Over and over the shock spreads across my body.

      After what seems like a lifetime of torturing pain, it finally fades. A faint sensation is left at my neck. There's something touching my midsection, something inside it. That too melts away until there is nothing left. I don't feel anything anymore – no pain, no fear. I give up the struggle for breath and let myself go to the darkness.
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      “Nice pants.” Kam smirks, with an amused lift in her right brow.

      I look down at the tight brown shiny leather that's hugging my thighs, as it bunches uncomfortably at the knees.

      “That bad?” I ask.

      Blood rushes to my cheeks. I feel the heat rise into a thick red blush.

      “Not at all!” She giggles, sarcasm is radiating. “I'm quite sure brown leather would be my first choice for a blind date, too.”

      When it comes to picking out clothing, I find it easier just to stick with basic, simple, and plain. If it were not for my sister, I'd surely be the laughing stock of South Brooke, Florida. Brushing off her sarcasm has become easier throughout our lives. I've come to accept the fact that she will always have quicker wit than me. Although, I do try keeping up with her jokes, I still find myself coming up short in the playful banter department. For the most part, I have learned to blow off snide comments, and take them with a grain of salt. At least she keeps my life interesting. I've never had to worry about dull quiet moments, or that 'awkward silence' as she calls it.

      “Well then, fashion princess, what exactly would you suggest?”

      It's hard to understand her through her muffled giggle.

      “No really, Markie, you should totally stick with what you have on! I would love to see this man try to take you seriously… you know… his sexy date in a pair of cheap rocker chic, vintage leather pants.”

      She no longer tries to muffle the humor rising in her chest. Its now full on rolling laughter, bubbling and rising out of her full, perfectly glossed lips. The skin around her baby blues bunches adorably in the corners. Water forms inside her eyes, threatening to spill over.

      “Wait!” She shouts. Her face hardens, and mouth drops. “Oh my God, Markie.”

      “What?” I stare at her, my belly is filled with suspense, as I wait for an explanation for her dramatics.

      “You have to take a look at your camel toe!” Again, laughter pours out.

      My response is flat, “you're a dick.”

      I scowl and sulk, standing still, with my shoulders slumped, just waiting for her outburst to die down.

      “You're trying to embarrass me and it's not going to work.”

      Not only is the slick leather sticking to my legs, but it makes an unavoidable swishing noise as I shift on my feet. Kam stands up from her seated position, on the corner of my bed with grace and ease. She moves with a smooth, superb athletic motion. Walking tall with confidence across my bedroom floor, she disappears into the closet. My whole life, I have been jealous of her grace. Tall and tan with an hourglass shape, is the perfect description for Kam.

      All the while I've spent a lifetime cursed with a pale pasty skin tone, aside from the occasional sunburn that is, when I change to the purple-red shade of a boiled beet. My hair is unmanageable, thick and frizzy, my feet are big, and my legs are short and squat. Kam is right, these pants do absolutely no justice for my distinct shape. I stare down at the ridiculous attire hugging all the wrong curves. I thought they were appropriate for the occasion when I had picked them out. Shit, was I wrong.

      Upon emerging from the closet, Kam shoves a pair of fitted black slacks into my arms, along with a tasteful floral print top and a light jean jacket. She grins proudly.

      “Here, sweet pea. I'm sure you can find some shoes on your own. Or do you need me to help you with that too?”

      I scan every inch of her smug face, straining my thoughts for some equally smart remark. After a few short moments of waiting in silence, Kam lifts an eyebrow and cocks her head to the side sarcastically. Her waiting ear turns ever so slowly, inching its way in my direction. More so disappointed at my own lack of a better response, I grunt.

      “I think I'll be fine, thanks!”

      “You know that annoyed, blank, 'I'm in deep thought' expression you have? It's one of my favorites.”

      “Yeah, you've pointed that out before… isn't there somewhere else you're supposed to be right now?” I ask, only sort of teasing.

      “Nope.” She grins, sitting on top of the world.

      I retreat, back into the closet to change. I'm not about to let her watch me struggle out of the brown leather. Thinking about the night ahead holds no comfort for me. It isn't exactly a blind date. I have met this guy before and wasn't impressed. When my best friend was killed last summer, I'd let myself slip into the role of her parent's newfound daughter. Of course, they set up this whole date, and I was too nice to say no.

      I've always been close to Beth's family, especially her parents. Beth's mother, Trish, is sweet and her father, Spence, is a comfortable man to be around. Never in the thirty-two years of friendship I had with Beth were they ever rude or unwelcoming to me.

      We grew up as neighbors and were completely inseparable since the year we were born. Up until last year, that is, when her life was brutally taken. Not a day goes by that I don't remember the petrified look on her bloody, lifeless face. She was stabbed twenty-seven times and left dead on her kitchen floor. There was so much blood I hardly recognized my dress hanging from her body in torn pieces. I found her the morning after she was attacked. The fear of her killer remaining at large sits on my shoulders, weighing me down to this day.

      Kam's loud voice rings in my ears.

      “Are you okay in there?”

      Crap, I'm spacing out again. I've done this a lot since Beth's murder. Everything reminds me of her, and the thought of her death makes me freeze up like a deer in headlights.

      “Um, yeah,” I mumble back quietly, as I slip on the floral top.

      “You could have told them no, you know. You don't have to go out with this guy if you think he's a creep. You're too nice to them.”

      “I know, Kam.” I appreciate my sister's concern, but my God, I'm tired of this conversation.

      “Why do you let them treat you like you're Beth? It's not a healthy way for them to grieve, you know. And by letting them, you're just as bad as they are.”

      After stepping out of the closet, I hold up two different pairs of black heels. Maybe I really do need her help with the shoes. Kam's eyes roll slowly. She's being far too dramatic. She points to the opened toe choice in my left hand.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, “and I can't help it. You know that. What am I supposed to say to them? 'I'm not your dead daughter, remember?' ”

      Irritated, I slip on the heels. This conversation is the last thing I need. It's a bad way to start off what's bound to be an altogether shitty night anyway.

      “No, dummy, just say it nicely. Tell them that you appreciate all the crap they buy you, and the dinners, and the phone calls, but that you need your space. Remind them you're Markie, not Beth. This is totally the kind of date they would have set her up on.”

      “I can't, Kam. Not yet anyway, it's too hard. Do we really need to talk about this?”

      “I think we do, yes.”

      “You are so damn stubborn. How is it that we're related again?”

      “Ha. Ha. Real funny.”

      The concern in her eyes doesn't match the pushy words spewing from her lips. She's a sweet soul. She's honest and straightforward, no matter the cost. I'm constantly annoyed and jealous of both qualities. I never have been able to pull either of them off.

      “Anyway,” the bunched-up skin on her nose smooths out as she changes the subject. “What if we have some sort of backup plan? For this whole date night? I could call you and pretend there's an emergency of some sort. Or maybe you could have a code word that secretly means come and bail me out.”

      “That's not a bad idea, actually.”

      At least she's resourceful, I think, while admiring the clothing choice in the full-length mirror leaning against my wall. Not too dressy, and not too casual. It's a good mix.

      “So, what will it be?” She asks, as she holds her fingers to her chin. “What if I say we had a small kitchen fire, or I fell down the stairs and need a ride to the hospital or something?”

      “Hmmm,” I can't help but chuckle at her plotting. “I like the fire idea. Then I can leave in a bit of a hurry and act irritated. It's not really an emergency he can help me with, but it's one that I still have to leave the date for.”

      “Deal!” Kam is sitting tall, holding her head high in pride and excitement at the scheme. “When did you meet this guy, anyway?”

      “He was at one of those real estate sale things Beth used to drag me to all the time. She spoke to him when we first got there. I guess their parents are friends, so they knew each other as kids.”

      I fall back onto my bed, letting my arms go limp at my sides, completely relaxed. Kam is so easy to talk to, even if she is a pain in the ass. She's a natural listener, and she always cares about everyone around her.

      “I thought he was cute at first, but then he followed us around the rest of the day. I caught him staring at us. I don't know. I guess he just came off as kind of strange to me.”

      “Are you sure it's the same guy?”

      “Yeah, Trish showed me his picture.”

      “Why didn't you just tell her no then?”

      “Here we go again.”

      I pull myself up and make my way toward the door, not that it does any good. Kam follows me out and keeps at it, as usual. She mumbles and nags. Her toes almost clip my heels with each step, as she crams words of unwelcome advice down the back of my neck, on the way down the hall, past the living room, and to the front door. Having my sister as a roommate has its perks and downfalls.

      “Just call me in an hour and get me out of this mess, okay?”

      “Fine!” She snaps back in defeat.

      Hanging by the door on a small hook are the keys to my black Tahoe. Beth helped me pick it out the week before she died. I hate it now. Not only have I had to replace one thing after another, but it's also a total gas hog. Don't even get me started on the size. In what world would I ever need an SUV? Kam has tried talking me into trading it in on a regular basis. As does my crazy mother, but her motives are just for show. I can't do it though, Beth loved it. She couldn't afford a new car of her own, so she talked me into buying just the kind of vehicle she wanted.

      I let her drive the damn thing everywhere we went for that whole week. She even stayed sober to drive us home the night it happened, just so she could be seen leaving the club in it. Trading it in now would feel like I'm betraying her in some way. So, I just deal with its troubles, and try to convince myself that Beth would be right at my side telling me how hot we look in it.

      Kam stands in the driveway as I pull out, holding a hand on a popped-out hip with attitude. She glares at the front grill of my car. It wouldn't take a rocket scientist to tell what's on her irritated, concerned mind. Shaking off an eerie feeling, I swallow the bile rising in my throat, and then drive away. What does Kam know, anyway? The Jones' are good people. They would never send me on a date with a weirdo.

      It doesn't matter that my first impression wasn't perfect. That had to have been at least four or five years ago. Who knows what was going on with him that day, or even myself, come to think of it. I've always considered Beth's dad to be a very down to earth kind of man. Surely, he would know if there was anything wrong with this Vincent guy. It doesn't matter now, I'm going on this damn date whether I want to or not. I continue to convince myself that everything is fine for the remainder of the drive.

      The first thought on my mind as I pull into the place is lower middle class. The name Frenchie's is plastered on the front of the building in bold red paint. Its also printed on all of the windows and doors. It was clearly decorated with care and intention, as if the owners had put their entire life savings into it. Cars are lined in perfectly slanted spaces next to mine. I can't help but notice that not one of them looks to be any newer than five or six years old. The people coming in and out are dressed in the kind of clothing that screams 'desperate date'.

      Wives are wearing worn out dresses and forced smiles. Husbands in button up tops, opening doors with their heads down and mouths shut. I imagine these people have boring, average lives, and boring, average jobs. They probably need to get out of their everyday routine so badly they ache, yet they can't afford anything more than two hours with a high school babysitter and a $10 plate of spaghetti. What better place than a small local restaurant named Frenchie's? A pang of guilt hits me for the way I am judging these people. Just because I don't want to be here, it doesn't give me the right to break down strangers.

      Killing time and spacing out in pointless observation, isn't doing anything but prolonging the inevitable. My chest rises and falls in a deep effort to de-stress. Of course, it doesn't work. I'm so nervous my bowels are churning. Perfect, just perfect, not only am I actually allowing myself to go on a blind date with a possible creep, but I may shit myself while I'm at it.

      I whisper lightly under my breath, “Dammit Beth, why the hell did you have to leave me? Next time I'm definitely putting my foot down and telling your mom no.”

      Finally, I shut down the engine to the hog. I roll down the windows, as usual, secretly hoping it will be stolen. I leave it behind in the surprisingly full parking lot. My shoes make a light tapping sound, as my feet slowly drag my unwilling body up the narrow sidewalk. The hinges squeak on the door as I pull it open. The bell hanging above the door sounds. I've always hated that.

      Bells, honestly, what purpose do they serve except to draw unnecessary and unwanted attention? I've always felt bad for employees that work at facilities with these ridiculous bells. I think if I had to listen to that noise all day long, it would likely wind me up so tight that I'd snap.

      I search the inside of the diner, looking in every direction. I was told he would be wearing a black button up top and holding a small bouquet of daisies. Trish must have told him that it's my favorite flower; how convenient. I spot him quickly. He's sitting two tables away from the door, with the bouquet in hand. He is much more handsome than I remember. Maybe he's just one of those freaks who's actually aged well. Trish told me that he's pushing thirty five, – which is only two years older than myself, but I'd never guess that now seeing him in person. He could easily pass for a good ten years younger.

      A grin spreads across his cheeks as he waves me in his direction with confidence. The smile I return to him is as forced as the women I observed from the parking lot. Take a breath, here we go, I can manage an hour. Kam better pull through on her promise, or there will be some serious sabotage in order. It's not like I've never put flaming hot peppers in her drink when she wasn't looking. I may even go a step further and put food dye in her shampoo and conditioner. I've been waiting on an excuse to try that one out anyway.

      “You look as beautiful as I remember, Markie.”

      “Thank you, Vincent, that's very kind.”

      If he only knew the smile on my face is in response to my silent plotting against my sister, and not him.

      “Please have a seat.” He gestures. “Your necklace is very pretty.”

      “Wow, thank you.” Strange compliment, I think. Though it caught me off guard, I still somehow appreciate the sentiment. “It's a locket my mom gave me a few years back.”

      I'm not about to go into detail on how Beth had one exactly like it, or about her picture that's inside it. I'm especially not going to tell him the reason my mother bought us a matching set. Her words of insult regarding my lack of better accessories flash through my mind. Beth and I actually wore them as a joke at first, thinking it was funny to act out against my mother's uppity attitude.

      After a while, the lockets kind of became an ironic symbol of our friendship, go figure. I rub the small golden heart shape between my thumb and forefinger. It dangles elegantly from my neck. It's no lie, the necklace truly is an exquisite piece. Crazy she may be, but my mother sure can accessorize.

      I lower myself into the open chair that he so graciously slid out for me. At first the conversation is light. We talk about the weather, and the drink choice on the menu, which is very limited might I add. Vincent has a low, quiet, irresistibly sultry voice. The scent of his cologne is divine. Filling my nostrils every time he moves, I breathe it in deep. Leaning forward, I let the smell consume me. I don't remember him being this desirable.

      He speaks with confidence and holds his head high. I even find myself checking out the toned muscular shape of his chest and arms. I wonder if he would look as good with his shirt off as he does with it on. I stare into his soft grey eyes and listen to him explain the ins and outs of his mundane office job. Vincent spends the majority of his time processing paperwork at a large law firm downtown. Apparently, he finds small, family owned restaurants like Frenchie's to be comforting, like a home away from home. As he explains the reason for his choice in diner, I kick myself inside for being so arrogant and judgmental when I first arrived.

      Time is flying, our conversation flows easily. I tell him about my time-consuming career at the Mix That Movie Multiplex. I've managed the four-theater movie house for several years, and I've loved every single one of them. I started working there when I was nineteen as a regular clerk, selling movie tickets and popcorn. At the time there was only one big screen with a crack down the middle, along with rundown used seats.

      I kept at it for a few years until I completed my degree. It just so happened that the very week of my graduation the manager up and left, she quit very unexpectedly. I was instantly promoted into the position, and I've held it ever since. Vincent seems genuinely impressed, and is interested in the details of my theater. He even asks questions about the changes and upgrades that I've overseen along the way.

      I'm in the middle of explaining our second expansion when the ringtone of my phone nearly sends me through the roof. I jump an inch off my seat, and Vincent chuckles. His short-lived humor comes out as a choppy high-pitched snort. Cute, and he is even cuter when he laughs. Has it been an hour already? A half consumed, surprisingly delicious French dip sits on a square dinner plate in front of me. The roast beef is fresh, and the bread is melt in your mouth perfection. At this very moment, I want nothing more than to finish this delicious meal.

      I'm tempted to ignore the call altogether. Knowing Kam, she'd probably show up with guns blazing, ready to “cap a bitch” – or so she'd say as she storms through the door. After running the likely scenario through my head, I decide it's best to pick up.

      “Hello?” I answer as cheerfully as possible, hoping she'll catch the tone.

      “Markie, you have to come home right now!”

      Panic radiates in her voice. I must admit, I'm slightly impressed with her acting skills.

      “I'm sure everything is fine, Kam. I'm actually having a really good time. Is there any way you can handle things on your own?”

      I don't want to give myself away. I try to sound as normal as anyone would with a random, panicked sister phone call.

      “No really! It's not a fire, or a stair incident, it's our neighbors. The Snyder family, across the street. Something scary is going on. Cops and ambulances are swarming the block, Markie! Get your ass home now, you have to be here with me!”

      “Is this for real?”

      Adrenaline thumps in my chest. I can feel my face bunch and tighten. Images of Beth's bloody face flash through my memory. Last time I saw a group of police officers with ambulances present, I watched them drive away with my best friend in a body bag. Her murder was too recent not to panic every time I see flashing lights.

      “If you're making this shit up Kam, I'm… I'm… I'll…” My voice cracks, and my eyes water.

      Fear, panic, and raw memory paw at the pit of my stomach.

      “I swear, Markie, just come home now, okay?”

      “I'm on my way.”

      The phone clicks off in my palm, and I shove it into my purse. The look on Vincent's face instantly strikes me as odd. As I search for words to explain my sister's phone call, he seems strangely amused. The corner of his lip curls upward. The wrinkles above his eyes smooth away, and a flat forehead reveals a pleased little twinkle. Is he happy I am leaving, or excited about my concern? I can't tell. This is awkward. What is his deal? I kind of want to smack him right now. Not a hard smack. Just a little backhand to the mouth. Enough to knock that smug little grin off his handsome face.
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      “I'm really sorry I have to leave like this.” Refusing to look into Vincent's excited eyes, I give my apologies to the table.

      “No problem, really.” He replies with a stomach-churning grin. “Can I call you sometime? I'd love to do this again if you're up for it.”

      I stumble over myself, “I…um…yeah.”

      The date has been great so far. After calming myself, I quickly decide that his odd behavior might have been caused by lack of understanding. Against my better judgment, I take the pen he has ready for me. I scribble my number on a cheap napkin and slide it in his direction. Without another word, I turn away. I can feel his eyes piercing my backside like daggers. An uncomfortable chill slides down my spine. I can hear his low, sensual voice over my shoulder. It follows me as I walk away from the table.

      “Good luck with your emergency,” he whispers.

      I decide against any sort of response and speed toward the door refusing to look back at my strange, handsome date. Clicking shoes against the concrete, carry me quickly down the walkway and into my SUV. Keys, where the hell are my keys? My shaking fingers fumble through my messy purse. I can't help but think of Beth. I imagine her always calming voice telling me to slow down. I dump the contents of my purse on the empty passenger seat, then I grab my keys as soon as they hit the cushion. A relieved sigh escapes me.

      As the engine turns I look up, only to have my heart drop to my toes. The air catches in my chest as we lock eyes. Vincent is staring at me with that inappropriate crooked grin. He stands on the inside of a giant window only a few yards away from me. The name, Frenchie's, is printed in the window directly above his head. His eyes are wide, chest puffed, and his hands are shoved deep in his pockets. He holds my gaze.

      The moment is creepy, it feels wrong. His smile widens as he pulls a large hand from his pocket to give me a small, childlike wave. I wave back slowly. My face heats up, and my brows bunch together in the middle. Nearly slamming the gas pedal to the floor, I speed away, refusing to look in the rear view.

      I'm not usually one to speed or break the law at all, for that matter. Right now, I don't care, I rush home. I'm completely beside myself, lost in thought. My foot is pushing hard. It shoves the pedal into the floor, painfully squishing my toes out of the small hole at the tip of my shoe. Headlights stream by me with a blur. I slow down only for the few red lights along the way, and I make it home in record time.

      The neighborhood is a mess, in every sense of the word. Police cars are parked in front of practically every other house. As I look around, I notice flashlights shining in bushes and sheds. My block especially is utter chaos. Streetlights light up the faces of my neighbors as they stand on well-manicured lawns in front of their homes. Confusion and fear fills the air. I'm driving through a cloud of anxiety, with peering eyes staring at me as I pass. It's a struggle, but I spot Kam.

      She's standing on the sidewalk in front of our house with her arms crossed. Her face is pale, it's the lightest shade I've ever seen on her. She is staring directly across the road, past the abundance of authorities, and into the open door of the Snyder home. Her posture is hunched over and sickly. I pull into the driveway carefully, waiting for her to run up to me, but she doesn't. She doesn't move or avert her eyes in any way.

      With my head down looking only at my feet, I jog to her side. A large part of me doesn't want to see what Kam's so engrossed by. Somehow, I already know. I just know deep inside that it's happened again. Grabbing her by the shoulders, I give her entire body one rough shake.

      “Kam!” I yell. “Snap out of it!”

      “They…they…they finally opened the door.” A quiet slur.

      Her stare remains locked in place. I close my eyes as tight as I can. My head turns toward the Snyder home, then after letting out an anxious lungful of air I open them. Fog takes over my mind, and my body ignites in an overbearing fire. It's Breanna. One of the friendliest, most outgoing teenagers I know. She was the oldest child in the Snyder home. She was a beautiful young woman, now lifeless.

      Standing next to Kam, peering across the street and into their home, I can clearly see her mutilated body. Their front doors are French, and opened wide, allowing a perfect view into their once tidy entryway. Breeana's mother is a stickler for bleached white floors, and they're now completely covered in scarlet splatters and pools of blood. That must have been exactly where the attack took place. Right inside the front door, for God's sake. I can only imagine her killer's tactic, pushing their way in as she greeted them with an innocent welcome. Sick. Disgusting. This is completely unfathomable.

      The once full of life girl is slumped backwards over a round decorative table. Her legs are bare, and full of slashes. A slow steady drip is still running down her arms and escaping into the floor from her fingertips. Clinging to her body are the remnants of a spaghetti strap tank top, and short pajama bottoms. I can't even tell their original color. My mind wanders briefly away from the present. I picture those pj's were a lovely shade of green, and the smile on her face was genuine.

      The thought lasts only a second before my mind snaps back to reality. Like a rubber band pulling itself into place, my head twitches and my lips let out a frightened gasp. Breanna must have been relaxing comfortably in what should have been a safe home. Bile rises from my stomach and into my throat. I swallow it and continue to stare. I'm unable to look away, unable to process the scene in front of me.

      Just like Beth was, every inch of her is stained in thick red fluid. This killer is bleeding them out. Every drop of life drained from the victims. Its vicious, and it is personal. I look closer. There's a shine on her chest. It reflects light from the bright police LED lights placed a few feet away from her. Something is resting around her neck. Small and gold. I wonder how it is possible that she has jewelry on that could still hold a shine. How is there no blood on the top of her necklace?

      “Can you see her necklace?” I whisper under my breath to Kam.

      “All I see is blood.”

      Her response comes out flat and dry. I can hear the dehydrated click as her tongue hits the roof of her parched mouth.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with Beth?” She asks, even flatter in tone, as the tears finally spill over.

      “I don't know, Kam, but it feels the same.”

      We hold one another's gaze. The moisture of a lone tear runs down my cheek. It rolls slowly over my foundation and hits the corner of my mouth. I can taste the salt as I touch the tip of my tongue to my lip's edge.

      “What do we do?” She asks.

      I respond only with a hug. She grabs on tightly, and softly sobs into my shoulder. We stand in shock and confusion. A nicely suited man approaches us. He is guarded, moving slowly, with his head tilted toward his chest. It's a relief to recognize his kind eyes as his head lifts, allowing his face to come into focus. Phillip is his name, Detective Phillip Sharpe, but he always insists on just Phil. I had gotten to know him well in the first few months following Beth's murder. He's a gracious, sympathetic man, and very thorough. No detail is too small or unimportant to him. He has been at our home many times, and must have seen me pull in.

      “Markie, I'm sorry we have to meet again under these circumstances.”

      “Detective.”

      I reach for his open hand, and let him shake my own in a professional manner.

      “I know how hard this must be for you to see.”

      “It's the same killer, isn't it? The same person who killed Beth?” The question slips out.

      Still beside myself, I have no control over my mindless words.

      “I'm not sure, ma'am. It's too soon to tell, and until the crime scene has been fully processed we can't be certain on anything.”

      I can only manage a nod in response. I understand the drill all too well. Looking around, I notice the officers asking each neighbor to go back into their houses. Slow moving families herd up their clinging children and retreat into their homes. Porch lights stay on and windows stay lit. There will be no sleep on this once peaceful street. I turn to the detective and attempt to calm my nerves. I need to get as much information as possible. If this is the same guy, then I must know everything. I have to.

      “I can see she was stabbed just like Beth. It has to be him.” I insist.

      “Markie, I'm going to have to ask you…”

      I cut him off before he has a chance to say anything else.

      “No! I'm not going inside. I'm not going to walk away. This man killed my best friend and now my neighbor. She was seventeen!”

      My voice rises louder with every word. Kam gives my hand a tight squeeze as I voice my frustration.

      “You have to find him. You have to stop this!”

      “Ma'am,” Detective Sharpe interrupts me softly and respectfully, with a hand raised. “I wasn't going to ask you go in your home, actually quite the opposite.” His eyebrows lift slowly in sympathetic caution, as the rest of his face levels. “I know this is a lot to ask, and if you're not up for it I completely understand,” he pauses briefly. “With all of the similarities in this crime scene and in Beth's, I feel it might be beneficial for us if you come with me and take a look.”

      “What do you mean? A look?”

      “I mean…” again with the irritating pause. “It is strange that two completely different young women have been killed this way. Beth and Breanna are opposite of each other in nearly every way. The only similarity they share, Markie, as far as we can tell, is you.”

      The detective's last sentence comes out slow and guarded.

      He ducks his head slightly as he pushes out the statement. It hits me like a truck. He's right. They had nothing in common and were nothing alike. As far as I know, they had never even met each other.

      “So, what's that supposed to mean?” I ask quietly.

      I'm not so sure if my question is aimed at him or myself.

      Kam chimes in with a panicked squeak.

      “Yeah! What the hell?”

      “That's exactly what I'm trying to figure out. We have a lot of work to do, and I feel it best that we do it together.”

      “Okay.” I agree while holding my head high and straightening my shoulders. “Let's do this then. I'll do whatever I can.”

      I may look brave on the outside, which is exactly what I'm going for, but inside I feel like a lost, hopeless child. Every bone in my body shakes with fear and vulnerability. I'm rocked with an overwhelming sense of helplessness.

      “Wait!” Kam yells, holding her ground. “I can't go over there. I can't do this, please don't leave me alone.”

      “Kam, we have to.”

      I try to comfort my frightened little sister. She's usually the stronger and more confident of the two of us, yet here she stands, shaking and pleading.

      Detective Sharpe whistles loudly, drawing the attention of several nearby officers. He motions one over with a wave of his arm. He instructs the cop to stay with Kam, then he places a hand on the small of my back. His other arm is held out in front of us. The long, well-groomed fingers of his right hand point toward the gruesome truth across the street. I shudder, take a step off the sidewalk, and cross the road. We move in the same motion, one with the other, our footsteps in sync. He leads me through the crowded lawn, and we stop at the door abruptly, so as not to disrupt any key evidence inside the bloodied entryway. My eyes go straight to the necklace I had noticed before. My throat is as dry as sandpaper.

      “Oh my God.” I croak.

      On instinct, my hand reaches to my collar and grabs the gold chain hanging around my neck. I pull the locket out from under my shirt. My fingers tremble and cling to the gold heart, I gasp for a breath. The air around me closes in, I struggle for oxygen. My bottom lip trembles involuntarily. It feels as if I'm being strangled by this cherished item I have clung to for so long. Detective Sharpe watches my display with eyes wide.

      “Markie.” His voice is slow and steady. “Let me see your necklace.”

      My quivering hand drops, and I stare into his eyes. He makes the connection. I'm certain that he is reading my mind as his face lightens a shade. Placed on top of Breanna's chest, and dangled around her already bloodied body, is Beth's matching heart locket. He points to the dead body inches away.

      “Is that Beth's necklace?” He asks, already knowing the answer.

      “Yes.” I force out an answer.

      Again, I'm beside myself. Talking through a foggy haze of grief. The detective glances back and forth between the dead teen and myself. His lips are pursed. The color returns to his face in full force. He's clearly at a loss for words.

      “It gets worse.” I continue.

      “How could this possibly get any worse?”

      “Beth's locket was hanging from the corner of my bathroom mirror this morning.”
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      After the police are finished with a full sweep of our home, Kam and I decide to stay together in the living room rather than retire to our separate beds. Flashing lights beam into the windows for hours, we stay awake. Our conversation is deep and emotional.

      We share memories, of Beth mostly. We even compare Breanna to the friends we had as teenagers. The constant red and blue invasion is surprisingly welcomed, given the situation. It makes me feel somewhat safer to be surrounded by alert and eager law enforcement.

      I know the killer won't come close, at least not for tonight. It's the thought of tomorrow, and the day after, that holds my attention. Detective Sharpe assured me that I'll be tailed by at least one officer at all times. Day and night, I'll be watched and “protected.”

      Surely, it'll get old, but for now the thought of an officer close is comforting. It's a long, restless night. We drink a couple bottles of wine, one cool, crisp glass after another. We laugh a little and cry a lot.

      Kam teases, “remember that time Beth locked you in the closet for two full hours, until you agreed to go to some sports bar with her?”

      “Yes!” I giggle through my wine flavored, post-cry phlegm. “How she was able to move those dressers in front of the door still baffles me.”

      “I remember watching her sit at your vanity table, fluffing her hair, and piling on that thick scarlet lipstick. It was no trouble for her at all to completely ignore your pounding on the closet door.” Kam huffs with a slightly turned up lip and continues her recollection. “She only looked away from that mirror once until you caved in, and it was to yell at me for trying to move the dresser and help you out.”

      “It was a horrible bar, too.” I fill Kam in on the rest of my cherished memory. “She wanted to meet up with some guy she met the week before. We drove two hours to get there, and by the time we walked in, Prince Charming was piss-ass-drunk.” I stop and chuckle, struggling to make it through the rest of the story. “I mean literally! He had a giant wet spot on his chaps, and a chunk of vomit on his ball cap.”

      Kam catches herself as she nearly falls off her chair. Her rolling laughter is comforting. A cute little snort escapes from the back of her nose.

      “Oh my God!” She bellows. “How the hell did he get puke on his hat?”

      “I don't know, maybe it fell off of his head while he was barfing.”

      She stops cackling only to let out a long, drawn-out sigh.

      “She sure could pick 'em, couldn't she?”

      “Yes.” I concur.

      That girl had a taste for sweet talking losers. They were always real charmers right out of the gate, but it never took long for Beth to acquire a huge disappointment. I catch myself staring blankly at the black, powered down TV sitting across the room.

      “I really miss her.” I quietly declare.

      “You know, I was always jealous of her.”

      “What?” I ask, completely taken by surprise at Kam's confession. “Why?”

      “Because of how close you two were.”

      The look on Kam's face is one of loss, regret, and confusion all rolled into one emotion.

      “Of all my friends, I've never had one that close. Not only that, but you are my sister. I just knew deep down that you liked her more than me.”

      Wow. I don't know what to say, or what to think. Not a word of comfort for Kam comes to mind. I want to pull her close, to hold her, and tell her that she has always been my favorite. But, I can't do it. Truth be told, I was closer to Beth than her. Beth was my family. All I can do now is blankly gawk at my vulnerable little sister.

      “I'm sorry,” I whisper.

      And just like that, our reminiscing is over for the night. It took months after Beth's attack before I could sleep a full night through. I know this time will be even worse. It's like living the past all over again. Breanna's murder has pulled everything back to the surface. It reopened a wound that will never fully heal, making the pain of losing my best friend feel just as fresh, as if it happened yesterday.

      Every fear I've ever had about this creep is surfacing, and it's intensified. Not only is the killer still out there, but they somehow have a personal vendetta for me. They've been in my home!

      Before my nerve is lost, I make a split decision to send a quick text to Trish. It's impersonal, I know, but it must be done. I can't grieve properly, or move forward with my life, unless I break contact… neither can she. Like a Band-Aid I have rip it off, feel the sting and move on. God, I hope they understand. I type the words quickly:

      
        
        'Trish, I love you so much. You are such an important part of my life, so please understand. Recent events have stirred up the loss of Beth in so many ways. I need to distance myself from you in order to cope. Please don't call or text, I will get ahold of you in a few weeks, when the dust has settled, and I can emotionally handle things. I love you and Spence, thanks again for everything. We have a lot to talk about when I'm capable.'

      

      

      Gulp. There, I did it. I read the message through a few times and then press send.

      As I lie next to Kam, wide awake on the pull-out mattress of our couch. I imagine the killer as a man. He's been in our house, rummaged through my things, and took the most personal item possible. I wonder if he knew it was Beth's necklace, or if he just seen the picture of us together inside of it?

      It doesn't matter either way, the fact remains that whoever it was, they'd targeted Beth and Breanna on purpose, and linked them through me. I am sick. Acid churns in my belly, threatening to bubble up. Prickly hairs on my legs are standing on edge. It's a disgusting reminder of the lack of interest I had in meeting Vincent.

      I close my eyes tightly. Trying to shake the paranoia running through my brain, is proving itself an impossible task. I'm unable to shut out the horrific images or stop imagining the killer in my home. It's approaching 2:00 A.M. and Kam has finally dozed off. The heat from her sleeping body warms the covers. It's making me sweat. Cold, sultry dampness is pushing its way out. My back and chest are sticky.

      Great, as if my racing mind isn't enough of an adrenaline boost, now I'm too hot for my body to relax. My legs offer a short awkward spasm, kicking off the blankets. It helps, but not enough. The fact that I'm still awake is irritating. Tomorrow is going to be a very long day. I picture my mother and her inevitable presence. She'll surely beat Detective Sharpe here, and he promised to show up before 8:00. We have a lot to cover, the detective and me.

      My mom is the pushiest woman I know. She was born into a very rich family, in a mostly upper-class community. Her parents were never around, leaving her and my uncle, whom I've never even met, to be raised by a well-paid nanny. She was brought up to spoiled, and downright rotten. To this day, the only voice she hears is her own. My father was heaven-sent for her. That is, until they divorced when Kam and I were in our late teens. She kicked him out, and he disappeared. For their whole marriage, he was the only person able to put her in her place when she needed it. Once he was cut out of the picture, Kam and I got to know our mother for who she really is. Drama, drama, drama.

      My father's common sense and independence rubbed off on us, thank God. We were raised completely different than my mother, and our personality differences are striking. My sister and I stick together on almost every issue when it comes to my mother's opinion, yet she still pushes her way into every event and situation at hand. She makes her voice heard, and her presence known. I dread the dramatics that will surely show up with her in the morning.

      I've been lying awake for what seems like hours. My mind is still racing. Thoughts jet back and forth between Beth, Breanna, Detective Sharpe, and my mother. I notice a strange smell. I take a big whiff, and try to pinpoint the odor. I turn toward Kam, and again fill my nostrils. The muggy night air around her seems to be normal. She smells of fresh vanilla, as usual. I turn my head away from her and lean my face toward the edge of the mattress.

      The stench is lingering. What the hell? My God, it stinks. Urine… It smells like pee! I wonder how we hadn't noticed it before. I try to wrap my mind around it. Why the hell would my living room smell like piss? Revolted, I convince myself it must have come from an officer with bad hygiene. I picture a greasy-looking, smelly, uniformed man wandering around and sitting on my furniture. A mental note is made to shampoo the couches as soon as I have a moment to spare.

      3:00 A.M. approaches and I'm still awake. I have to get up. I have to move my restless bones before my heart jumps out of my chest, and before my stomach contents end up on the clean, turquoise pillow that my clammy body clings to. Rolling ever so slowly to the edge of the bed, I slip off without waking my sister. My tiptoeing feet guide me into the kitchen. I lean against the thick marble countertop and stare out the dark window above it. The flashing lights are gone.

      I wonder if they have taken Breanna's body, or if it is still slumped over that table. The last glance I had at Beth's face was wretched. A thick black bag with a loud zipper shut her away from the world. We didn't even have an open casket at her funeral. Her body was too gruesome to be salvaged enough to show. My shoulders shudder as thousands of tiny bumps rise on my arms. I'm sure they have taken Breanna by now.

      I quietly rummage through a thin medicine cupboard next to the fridge, until I find a small bottle of allergy medication. Why hadn't I thought of this hours ago? No one can stay awake when they take these allergy pills! I grin at my epiphany, then swallow two little red tablets. That ought to do the trick.

      My muscles begin to slowly relax, and my eyelids are starting to droop. I lift my body onto the counter next to the window. My knees pull to my chest, I wrap my arms around my legs, and peer out at the yard. The neighbor's porch lights shine over the top of my fence, leaving the night much brighter than usual. It's an uncomfortable reminder of the realities surrounding me. After a few more minutes of sleepy silence, I slide off the counter and join Kam on the uncomfortably thin mattress.

      The darkness of my eyelids mutes my thoughts and I drift into a strange, disturbing sleep. A giant muscle twitch jolts me awake. My head shoots to the side instantly, and I look at the giant letters on my alarm clock. I had set it on the end table next to the couch, only inches from my face. The numbers scream 4:26 with an irksome red glow.

      My stomach knots. Sleep is wearing off, and it leaves me to feel the dreariness of my body. It settles down deep in my knees and elbows, even my toes and fingertips tingle. I'm reminded of the thawing feeling I got as a child when I would go directly from cold winter weather into my toasty bedroom. It was an irritating feeling then, and it is even more so now. It must be because of that damn allergy medication. I sit up involuntarily as if outside myself. Between the drowsy mind and the restless body, I move in a daze.

      I wander slowly from room to room. I'm looking for something, but don't know what. Searching through the fog, I move sluggishly. All I want to do is go back to bed, to my own bed, but I can't leave Kam alone. She would wake up petrified if I was gone. I convince myself that this mindless night wandering is completely ridiculous… that is until I pass my bedroom door. It was left wide open, giving me a clear view out the window.

      The tingle throughout my body intensifies, and I'm left to stand in shock. Unable to move, I stare at a black shadow of a body outside my bedroom window. With blood boiling, and heart pounding, I open my mouth to scream. Nothing comes out. Only strained air escapes my throat. My voice is completely gone, and my legs are stuck. Unable to run away, scream, or even blink, I stare at the figure. We stand face to shadow. Kam's voice comes ringing in, loud and afraid.

      “Markie! Wake up!” She yells. “Wake up, damn it!”
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      I wake in a pool of perspiration. My face is damp and my hairline drips in thick, salty sweat. Kam sits next to me with a tight grip on my arm. She's clearly been awake for a while. She's dressed, and is holding a steaming mug in her other hand. Her eyes are bloodshot, and her hair is a mess, yet she somehow owns the look. It's as if she meant to come off as a naturally tired and stressed out beauty.

      “You were screaming and kicking, Markie. Are you okay?”

      “I, I… I don't know.” I manage through shallow breaths.

      “Well, pull yourself together. We better get this bed cleaned up before that cop with the hots for you shows up.”

      “I just barely went to sleep. What time is it?”

      I search for my alarm clock as I speak. It's gone. Had I even put it there, or was that part of my dream? My God, I hate this delirious confusion. I'm still half asleep, and I'm lost in exhaustion.

      “Holy shit, open your eyes!” She snaps. “It's 7:30 and I've been trying to wake you up for an hour! What is wrong with you?”

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      I squint and shake my head. My neck rolls back and forth, trying to fight an uncontrollable sleep nod.

      “I took a couple allergy pills. I really am trying. I dreamed he was here, Kam. He was standing outside my window.” Her silence is bone chilling. “And what do you mean the cop with the hots for me?”

      Now I'm awake. I'm fully awake, and completely taken back by her statement. Her face is expressionless, downright smooth. Looking like a wax figure, her eyes are empty, staring past my face and into space.

      She quietly mutters, “I had nightmares, too.”

      We sit in silence, I await her return to reality. Finally, she lets out a sigh, and turns to face me. Just like that, she's back. The corners of her mouth turn up.

      “I think that detective likes you. He's cute, too, you should totally go for him.”

      “He doesn't like me, dumbass, he has to talk to me 'cause he's the lead detective!”

      I can't help but to gripe at her. The nerve of my sister is relentless. No matter what the situation, she still finds a way to exasperate me. She does it on purpose, too, I just know it.

      “You're so blind sometimes. You could have anyone you want, yet you turn down the decent guys who really like you and date losers all the time.”

      I rub my eyes before stretching my arms above my head.

      “Whatever, Kam. You want to talk about losers, why don't you take a second look at Brock?”

      “I'm serious. We talked about Beth's bad taste, but you're just like her.”

      Kam instantly regrets the statement. I can see the unspoken apology in her eyes.

      “Anyway,” she hesitates, and brushes off the guilt before continuing. “You better hurry and get up. If Detective Sharpe sees you like this, he's going to run for the hills.” She teases. “And I'm not even with Brock, remember? I broke up with him a long time ago, were just friends and he'll be here in a couple hours.” She rushes through the sentence as quickly as possible. The subject is changed before I have a chance to interject. “Hey, speaking of losers, how did things go with that weirdo last night?”

      With all the commotion I'd completely forgotten about Vincent. I think about her question while we wiggle and twist at the fold up bed, trying to wrestle it back into its rightful place. Every time I move I can feel the stickiness of my lingering night sweat. We tuck the mattress quickly and neatly into the couch, then I answer.

      “I'm not sure.” With an awkward struggle I pull my messy hair into a band on the crown of my head and continue. “It was okay, I guess. He was really nice, but I don't know. After you called he acted kind of weird.”

      “Weird? What do you mean by weird?”

      Kam shakes her head in disapproval and throws the cushions back on the couch.

      As if on cue, my mother bursts through the door. I'm in no mood to talk about my date, and in even less of a mood for what's to come with our mom. Here we go. Kam is clearly as annoyed as myself. She rolls her eyes and lets her head fall backwards, hanging loosely at the shoulders. Her lips expand forward as she pushes a lungful of dramatic breath from them. 'Fuuuuuuck!' She mouths to me as she lifts her head back up.

      The door slams against the wall, my mom nearly swings it off the hinges. Unsurprisingly, she has on the most ridiculous outfit I've ever seen. She wears some gaudy shit sometimes, but this ensemble most definitely takes the cake. A black velvet grieving dress hangs loosely on her body. The shoulders are thickly padded, and the bottom is pleated, stopping just past the knees. Her heels are matching velvet, and her hat seems to take up half the room. A thin lace black veil hangs from the front of the hat, shadowing her face.

      I'm almost sure I've seen the exact look in a fifties movie, on a rich, grieving widow at her husband's funeral. Why would anyone in their right mind own such a hat? Her hair is curled in stiff, over-sprayed locks around her chin. Even the makeup on her lightly canopied face is thick and flawless. Apparently, the woman had spent a good deal of time preparing herself for the role she's about to play.

      “Oh my goodness!” She yells, flailing her arms about. “You're here and safe. My babies are safe. I have been calling you both all morning!”

      The steps she's taking into the room are intentionally slow, allowing her to finish her small speech while walking in. She doesn't miss a beat. Nice entrance, Mother, how very soap opera of you. I'm certain that either Kam, nor I, have missed any phone calls.

      “I saw what happened on the 6:00 news this morning. I can't believe you two never called me. Why am I not important enough for you to involve me in this? You know how much I loved that girl!”

      “You've never even talked to her, Mom.” Kam responds.

      I'm far too disgusted to give her even a slight reaction. Our mother lowers herself into the loveseat, letting out a long sigh. Her arms dangle, fingertips nearly touching the floor.

      “Ohhh, the Lord knows what a sweet, sweet soul she was.”

      Of course, she didn't hear what Kam said. She has no desire to actually talk to either of us, as usual. She merely wants herself to be seen and heard. We could call her every name in the book, staring right into her face, and she wouldn't even notice. She tunes both of us out as if our voices are an octave above her hearing level. To our mother, we're nothing more than a dog whistle or a tool to be used at her own social convenience. We both stand still and stare at her, a bit dumbfounded, and wholly irritated.

      “Wow,” I finally break the silence. “I have to go get dressed. Mom take off that stupid hat.”

      Kam jumps in instantly.

      “Yeah, Mom, please. Before anyone sees you in it. It's insulting to the people who actually knew and cared about Breanna.”

      I slip down the hall to escape the dramatics. I drag myself into the bathroom. What a sight! I swear I'll never take allergy medication again. What was I thinking anyway? It's going to take me hours to get the distressed look from my tense face.

      The outside corners of my eyes tilt down, and my tear ducts are swollen and red. Even my lips seem tight, dry, and a shade lighter than usual. Bending over the sink, I splash some cold water on my face. I opt to skip makeup after I decide my look is unfixable. I slap on a lightly tinted moisturizer; that ought to do it.

      As I finish scrubbing my teeth, I glance around the mirrors edging. A large silver frame with an antique finish protects the glass. The corner that held Beth's locket just the morning before is now bare. The room feels empty – I feel empty. Without realizing it, I've been spacing off again. I briefly wonder how long I had been blankly gawking. The remaining toothpaste in my mouth swishes between my teeth. I relish the clean feeling for just a moment longer, then spit and leave the room. I should be in more of a hurry, but I just can't seem to function properly.

      Hesitation grabs hold of me as I reach for my bedroom door. A flash of my dream leaves the shadow of a man imprinted on the back of my eyelids.

      “Pull yourself together, Markie.”

      Talking to myself isn't completely out of the ordinary. It has become a very frequent occurrence since Beth died. I push the door open and stare out the window, my feet stay planted in the doorway. All that's visible is the trunk of an overgrown palm tree which sits entirely too close to my house.

      As I glance around my room, anxiously wondering if anything else has gone missing, the sound of our doorbell rings through the house. It's too loud. It bounces noisily off the walls and ceiling and leaves a deafening ring in my ears.

      “Shit.”

      I quickly step into my room, and slam the door behind me. I don't want to be anywhere close when my mother makes herself known, again, to the detective.

      I change out of my yellow sleepwear shorts slowly, letting my sister deal with our guests. It's mean, I know, but what the hell? I'm sure if the situation were to repeat itself, she would do the same to me in a heartbeat. While deciding on an old pair of sturdy jeans and a loose white tee, I prepare myself for the day. A plain outfit, to match my bare face. What better way to tell Phillip Sharpe that I'm definitely not interested?

      After several minutes of time killing and mental pep talks in my room, I twist the door's handle and step out to face reality. I'm pleased to see my mother has taken off the hat. I greet the detective with a professional handshake and a faux friendly smile.

      “Markie, good morning.” He chirps, in a particularly strange and chipper tone. “I'm glad to see your mother could make it over so early. Is there somewhere we can sit and talk?”

      Weird. He's far too happy for the experience he had last night. Breanna's blood and body flashes in mind, I shudder. Fingers fiddle at his sides, and wide is his grin. He seems eager and excited. I can understand one's love for their job, but this is not the type of job that should fit that kind of description – for anyone, ever. I am baffled. It appears Detective Sharpe released the guarded, grieving reaction last night. Now he is chomping at the bit for a detective's knack and perspective. He is indisputably a strange man.

      “There is nothing you can't say in front of me, sir.” My mom loudly interrupts our unfitting moment.

      Detective Sharpe's face drops to the floor. With a quick recovery, he flashes me a small gentle smile before turning back to her.

      “Evelyn, it has been a pleasure, as usual. Now, if you'll excuse us, your daughter and I have a lot to discuss.”

      The detective's ability to shut my mom up, and so nicely, is nothing short of a miracle. I give an impressed huff, then I nod my head in the direction of the kitchen. The quiet, closed mouth expression of shock on my mother's face is priceless. I wish someone could take a picture.

      “This way, Detective. Would you like some coffee?”

      “I would love some. And, it's Phil, please.”

      It doesn't matter how many times he asks me to call him by his first name, I struggle with it. It's hard for me not to address him with a professional title. I'm pretty sure my sister is crazy. In all the time I've spent around him, I've never noticed him favoring me. Detective Sharpe seems to treat everyone the same. Either way, it makes no difference to me – he isn't my type. I have no reason to impress him.

      Kam is sitting on the edge of the bar sipping on her coffee. The extra-large pot barely holds enough to fill a mug for myself and for the detective. I don't dare ask my sister how many cups full she's had, or even if it's the same pot I had prepared in the middle of the night.

      “Go ahead and have a seat, Detective.” I hope he hasn't noticed my trembling hands, or the stoned glaze of my eyes.

      Kam turns to face him as soon as his rear end hits the bar stool next to her. “Sorry about our mom.” She bursts.

      “Trust me, I've seen worse.”

      “You say that now, but in ten minutes when she barges in here with another opinion, you might change your mind.” She insists.

      His chuckle is short and genuine, “that may be.”

      I join them, standing on the opposite side of the bar. The morning is unusually chilly. I can feel a small draft coming in through the open window. Even the slightest breeze cuts right through me, freezing its way up my backbone.

      Without hesitation I ask, “do you know anything new, or have any idea who is doing this?”

      I don't care for the small talk, and I certainly don't want to waste any time. My best friend and a neighbor are dead. Who gives a rat's ass about my mother right now, or about her opinion?

      I continue. “Please tell me he left a fingerprint or some hint. It's bad enough he got away with Beth, we have to stop him before he does it again.”

      “I'm sorry, we're still not sure on any specifics.”

      Boring and indirect. I swear, that must be a part of police training. Right alongside shooting their guns, a class to teach talking in circles, taught by some phony politician of the year.

      “All the evidence has been taken to the lab to be processed. Whoever is doing this is meticulous. We were unable to find a single fingerprint or drop of DNA at the crime scene with Beth. So far, things look just as unclear with your neighbor.”

      “Shit,” Kam mutters, dropping her head slightly to her chest.

      “So, what's next?” I ask.

      “Well, we need you to search your things, top to bottom. We need to know if anything else is missing. And I'm going to need a list of men and women that may be upset with you, or even anyone who may have acted out of the ordinary. Think hard, no detail is too small.”

      “Why women? You don't think a girl would be physically strong enough to do this, do you? I mean, I don't know about Breanna, but Beth was very strong. She worked out every day.”

      “Well, since neither victim had been sexually assaulted, we have no reason to believe these killings were rooted by any kind of sexual fantasy. Which suggests either different motives, or alternate sexual preferences.”

      “If it was a girl, she would have to be extremely strong. I just don't see it.” I point out.

      “Adrenaline can do a lot for a person's strength.” He continues.

      Kam intrudes. “Kind of like retard strength?”

      “Oh my God, Kam!” I'm shocked at her insensitivity.

      Detective Sharpe chuckles under his breath, but only one short huff. His lips straighten, and eyes grow serious. Obviously confused, he asks, “excuse me?”

      “You know, like how special people are really strong. Adrenaline can do the same thing, right?”

      She acts completely relaxed and normal, as if her comment was like a regular question. Detective Sharpe's gaze holds no humor, and my eyes widen in shock. My sister's lack of empathy is completely inappropriate. Knowing Kam, she had no intention of coming off as ignorant or careless. She's just the type of girl to declare whatever random thought comes to mind, no matter the time or surroundings. Along with the quick wit, she holds nothing back. She wears her heart on her sleeve, and is completely confident about whatever stupid thing bursts through her mouth.

      “Well, yeah, I guess.” he answers.

      “To be completely honest, I can't think of a single person off the top of my head,” I veer the conversation back on track.

      Kam's crude outlook is thrown instantly back in the mix.

      “You mean you can't even think of one really big woman? A fatty that you might have stolen her guy at a bar? Or some jealous bitch that comes into the theater? I know for a fact you've fired some freaks, and I'm sure at least one of them had to have been a giant, right?”

      “Kam! Are you freaking kidding me?” I snap.

      “No, not at all.” She's stone faced.

      “She's right, Markie,” Detective Sharpe chimes in again. “I might not put it in those particular words, but your sister has a good point. Think hard. Even random people in passing may hold some information, if nothing else. Anything you can come up with will be helpful.” He hesitates, and blushes slightly before continuing, “It would be a good idea to include any men you may have been involved with in the past.” He clears his throat, and his face flushes into an even deeper shade, “or now.”

      He ducks his head, and buries his face in the tightly clutched cup of coffee. Great, now I have to share every single person who's seen me naked with an entire office full of strangers. Isn't that going to be attractive?

      “What about that Vincent guy you went out with last night?” Kam pushes. “You said he was weird.”

      Again, I had forgotten about my date, and again, Kam's throwing it back out there. The reminder of him leaves an acidic taste in my mouth. She's right. Instinctively, I reach my hand up and rub my fingertips around my neck, feeling for the chain of my locket. I wear it ninety percent of the time, but I removed it the second I got home last night. Seeing Beth's matching set draped over my neighbor's dead body freaked me out, to say the least. I'll probably never wear it again.

      “He did make a comment about my locket.”

      Staring at the wall behind them, I think of the kind little twinkle in Vincent's eye as he complimented me and slid out my chair. What came off at the time as gentlemanly, now seems dark and sinister.

      “What?” Kam all but shouts. Her nose crinkles in the middle. “How the hell could you forget that?! What kind of comment?” She demands.

      This sparked the detective's attention as well. He sits straight up on the edge of his stool, eyes wide. If it were possible for hair to stand on end from astonishment, then his surely would be. His handsomely aged features bunch up, and it looks as if he is eating a sour hard candy.

      “Well, it was more like a compliment. He just said it was pretty.”

      I trip over my own tongue, and a bad taste swipes across the roof of my mouth. How could I forget?

      “I… I… I guess it was such a small gesture at the time, I never gave it another thought until now.”

      “Who is this man?” Detective Sharpe asks.

      “Yes, who, Marketta?! I demand to know!” My mom throws herself into the room, pressing both hands on her chest, just above her bosom.

      She holds herself as if having a heart attack, and then she takes the same slow dramatic steps as she did when she first arrived – each one lands in sync with her visibly deep breaths. I hate it when she calls me by my full name. I guess it could be worse, my name could be Kambriella. Who would come up with this shit, aside from our mother? Why my father allowed her to write such ridiculous names on legal documents, such as our birth certificates, is beyond me.

      “Mom, how long have you been listening in?” I ask, wholly irritated.

      My head angles downward and my eyes are gazing up past my lowered brows to glare at her. I didn't really need to ask, I already know the answer. I also know she isn't going to respond to my question anyway.

      “Who is this man, and why were you out with him at all?” She continues to prod, ignoring me entirely. “You know that none of this would be happening if you would've just listened to me in the first place. You should have bought a nice house in my neighborhood – the one you grew up in, rather than these slums!”

      Her arms round in a giant circular motion, indicating our surroundings. The shoulder pads on her dress lift with the motion, nearly touching her ears. It's strange how such a small detail can only add to her drama. I want to rip them out of her dress and fling them in her face. Although I would never dare to act so ruthlessly, the thought still crosses my mind.

      “This is a nice neighborhood!” Kam and I respond in unison. I pipe down and let my sister continue. “And, it has nothing to do with where we live!” She yells. “Do you not understand anything at all?”

      “Ugh.” My mom grunts, and purposely shudders, coming off as queasy. Her shoulders wiggle first, then her hips. She tosses her hair behind her shoulder, and her eyes round a complete circle.

      “Let's get back to the situation at hand,” the detective interrupts the tense start to what is soon to be an all-out family feud. “Please explain to me this… Um… Date.” Again, his cheeks fill in a pinkish hue.

      My mother is hard to ignore. Her face is only inches from mine, with tensed eyes. It's obvious that she's trying to act like she's listening intently. She lets out a hot breath, smelling strongly of orange Tic-Tacs, and places a hand back over her heart. I center my attention toward the detective before leaning back against the counter, as far as I can get from her. Despite her efforts, I'm able to blow her off completely.

      “He's a guy that Beth's parents set me up on a date with. He seemed like a really nice man. But yes, he was a little weird. And yes, he did tell me that my necklace was pretty when I first got there.”

      I take a long swig of my warm drink. It counteracts the cold breeze that's still slipping through the window crack. I remember the look on Vincent's face as he stared at me out the window. The uncomfortable sensation I had in that moment resurfaces now.

      “He was a gentleman. I don't really know how to explain it, but he seemed… kind of… happy when I had to leave. Almost like he was glad I had an emergency.”

      I can practically see the wheels turning in Kam and the detective's heads, each one maintaining the exact same expression. One lifted brow, head cocked to the side, and eyes gawking toward the sky.

      I continue. “I'm sure his comment had to have been innocent, right? I mean how could he have possibly attacked Breanna when he was on a date with me?”

      “What time was your date?” Detective Sharpe asks.

      “Eight o'clock.”

      “The Coroner's office called this morning and said that her death took place sometime between 6:30 and 8:30.”

      His statement catches me off guard. That's not at all the answer I was looking for. My heart skips a beat. My mother's powerful gasp could have been heard through the entire town. I'm surprised she didn't faint from lack of oxygen. I wish she would have.

      “Shit, Markie,” Kam says. “That means we were home when she was killed.” Her voice cracks and eyes water. She looks at the countertop blankly and continues, obviously talking to herself more than to anyone else. “How did we not hear or notice anything? We had no idea.”

      “No one on the block saw or heard anything,” Detective Sharpe interrupts her, trying to comfort us. He sets the record straight.

      “The rest of the family was in South Carolina visiting some relatives. They were able to get a flight home very early this morning, but were gone for all the chaos of last night. It was actually a boy she was dating that found her. The young man told us that Breanna had stayed home to secretly be with him.” He bows his head as it shakes slightly in sympathy. “Poor kid will never forgive himself.”

      Detective Sharpe goes on to explain, and to apologize for the painstakingly long details of forensics. I listen to every word, completely engrossed. Every inch of the Snyder home will be studied. The familiarity of the situation leaves me feeling dizzy and nauseous. At least Beth lived alone, so no one had to be there once the dust settled, forced to relive horrific memories.

      I can't even imagine what Mr. and Mrs. Snyder will experience if they try to stay in that house. I'm sure their move will be inevitable. The detective leaves me with strict instructions to put together my list of possible subjects, along with a personal inventory of clothing, jewelry, and any valuable trinkets.

      Before leaving, he suggests that I return to work as soon as possible. I'm to try and go about my lifestyle as if it were as any other day. He explains how I'll be watched by undercover officers, and they will be paying close attention to any strange onlookers or possible threats. He clarifies that by going to work and attending social events, my admirer will surely be close by, making him or her easier to find. The word “admirer” gives me chills from head to toe. Agreeing to the tactic, I promise to stay at home for the remainder of the day and go through every possession.

      “The list of names will be difficult,” I inform him, “but I will do my best.”

      The detective hesitates to leave, but after some time he pushes himself to the door. Beth's parents' house will be his next stop. I wonder if Beth's mom got the text I sent her last night. The thump of my heart speeds as I recall the words I wrote. She's either angry with me, hurt, or shockingly understanding. There is no way to tell. I'm sick with worry and wonder. She never did text me back.

      Detective Sharpe assures me that he'll call or stop back by to let me know how things go with Vincent's interrogation once they locate him. My life has been turned upside down. I'm totally invaded. I feel naked and vulnerable, like a bad dream. Everything personal is going to be laid out in the open for everyone to see.

      My mother leaves shortly after the detective. She has no reason to stay, with nobody around to impress.

      Kam stays close by my side all morning. She's afraid for herself, and afraid for me. She tries to help me remember events or times in my life that may hold some importance. It takes three long, stomach wrenching hours for Detective Sharpe to call back with any information about Vincent. The news isn't at all comforting.

      Apparently having a strange reaction to my running out on a date and a comment on my necklace isn't enough to take him in. The apartment he lives in has a doorman. The employee on the clock at the time of Breanna's murder vouched for Vincent, stating he hadn't left the building at all since he came home from work. Not until our date, that is. When I ask about any kind of a back door or alternate way out, Detective Sharpe informs me that they checked it all out and ruled it “highly unlikely.” What the fuck is that supposed to mean?

      He assures me that Vincent lives on a high enough floor that someone would have seen him coming in and out of the fire escape. He tells me that the only way Vincent could have possibly gotten in and out undetected, and with enough time to commit the act, was if he were to sneak past while the doorman was on break or hide behind another tenant.

      It's such an unlikely scenario that they decided to ultimately rule him out as a lead suspect. Our conversation leaves me unnerved. Vincent's alibi isn't exactly airtight, and any possibility that he could be the killer frightens me.

      It is nearing afternoon. Brock shows up with a bang. I hate him. Kam has only had two real boyfriends in her life, and they were each more feminine than her. I tease her about it when she pisses me off, I call her a lesbian. She detests it, but it's really the only thing I can say that will shut her up when she overdoes it herself. She can have some seriously out of line comments. So, naturally, I take advantage of the angle often.

      I highly doubt Brock has ever lifted a shovel, swung a hammer, or set up a tent in his entire life. I bought him a power drill for Christmas one year as a joke. He didn't even get the punchline. He just said “thanks, sweetie” with a friendly squeak, and went about his business. I'm willing to bet it has never even been taken out of the box.

      He's a pampered little prince, too. It doesn't matter that he and Kam are broken up, he still comes around on a regular basis, and they act like an old married couple. I sit on the couch a few feet away from the front door when he lets himself in. There's no need to knock.

      “Hello?” He squeaks. Even his voice is higher pitched than an average young man.

      “Nice pink shirt,” I greet him. “Is it new? It looks brighter than usual.”

      Brock always wears feminine clothes. Even his shorts are color coordinated. Lime green, neon blue, and matching bright pink stripes hang from his waistline and end at the knees.

      “Actually, yes,” his smile is large and proud. He never does catch onto my sarcasm. “Oh, nice flowers on your car by the way.”

      I jump to my feet. “What flowers?” My heart instantly sinks to my belly button. I know Brock is dumb, but is he really that dumb? “You didn't bring them in?” I demand.

      “Nope, why would I? Where's Kam?”

      Kam rushes out of the bathroom, jogging to my side. She heard our short conversation and is joining me to take a look outside.

      “You're late.” She barks at Brock on her way past.

      He follows us out the door with his head down. He's an ashamed, obedient little pet of hers. Sitting on the hood of my car is a small bouquet of daisies. They look identical to the arrangement Vincent had intended to give me, but I had left on the table at Frenchie's on my way out.

      A cream-colored envelope made of thick textured paper is placed under the left wiper. Snatching it up, I rip the top open and pull the contents out. Inside the neatly sealed, high quality envelope is an old picture. I stare at the photo and remember the day it was taken perfectly. It was the housewarming party that Kam and I hosted when we moved in.

      The smiling faces of my closest friends and family look up at me from the picture. There were nine of us total, standing on the lawn in front of my home, myself in the middle grinning proudly. My muscles tighten, and I grow faint. I stare at a red X that has been marked across Beth's face. Just like that, it's like she is a craft, a meaningless face, the first to be picked off in a group of random nobodies. My eyes instantly fill, blurring the image.

      A tiny figure in the background of the photo bears the same mark. It is Breanna. As innocent and as young as could be, she was sitting on her porch reading a magazine. She was paying no attention to what was going on across the street. It's obvious now that the simple act of being in a random photograph by default, years before, was the reason for her attack. On the back of the photograph is the wrenching question: Who's next?
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      The faces in that haunting photograph pass through my head. Their eyes lock into mine, over and over, it's like they are screaming at me. Each face holds an innocent look in their eyes. It consumes me, leaving me unable to concentrate on any of the paperwork awaiting my attention. I've been back to work for two days now, and I've accomplished nothing. Folders, documents, and writing utensils are strewn about my desk amidst empty cans of Red Bull and fast food bags.

      My computer's keyboard is buried in garbage. The screen is completely covered in sticky notes containing memories and events that may or may not be of help to the detective. He's due to show up at my office any time with some new agent on the case, some kind of personality expert, or some shit. I glance around at the mess with disinterest. I care about nothing in this moment but the women in the photograph. I decide against cleaning. I have no desire to impress anyone, and no ambition outside of finding my “admirer.” I read over each neon green note stuck to the screen of my computer. A light, tap tap tap sounds on my thin office door.

      “Come in.” I manage, without an ounce of energy to get up and open it myself.

      The handle slowly twists, and the door creaks open. Rather than the detective I was expecting, Tiffany slowly and timidly pokes her head around the corner. She is petite, blonde, and always modest. She is in her early twenties. She takes in a breath, scrunches her nose up tight, and winces with disgust.

      “Do you have a minute?” The question comes out quiet and guarded.

      “I guess.” I mumble, averting my attention back to the notes.

      I don't mean to come off as rude to Tiffany, I like her more than any other employee at the multiplex. Trust me, there are a few doozies. I don't know what the hell I was thinking when I voted them in. In a mere two days, I have grown numb and careless to anything and everything aside from the murders. The people employed at my theater are the last thing on my mind, Tiffany included. I'm completely and utterly engrossed. I'm sleep deprived, petrified, and entirely exhausted. She slowly moves toward the tan-cushioned chair opposite my desk.

      “I… um…” She stammers.

      “Can you get to the point, Tiff? I'm a little busy.”

      Apparently, my comment didn't go over very well. Her timid demeanor quickly changes. The once sweet, soft spoken girl I have come to know and like, takes in a large breath and unloads. In a split second she has changed from passive to aggressive. For the first time ever, she's talking to me like a real – and absolutely pissed off – friend, rather than just another friendly coworker.

      “Look, Markie, I know your life is shit right now, but my God, take a look at yourself!”

      The words, and tone, are unfitting to her sweet voice. The whole scene is uncomfortable. I shift in my seat.

      “Excuse me?”

      “This place is disgusting. You've let everything go.” She hesitates. “You've let yourself go. Honestly, I don't know if it's all this nasty garbage and old food that smells so bad in here, or if it's you.” The words stream out in awkward waves.

      I can only imagine she's been working up to this moment all day. Tiffany stands and shoves an empty trash can from the side of my desk into my hands. It forces me to my feet. I'm temporarily speechless. While holding the can for her, I listen. She keeps up with the ass chewing, and violently rummages through the clutter on my desk. She separates necessities from useless crap and garbage.

      “You can't shut out the world!” More trash clanks and clambers into the rapidly filling can. “You can't refuse to shower or brush your hair!” Slam, more garbage shoots in. “You need to fight, Markie! You need to keep people you care about close! You can't just take on this beast all by yourself and live your life like a dirty little recluse!”

      My desk is quickly cleared. Even my paperwork is stacked neatly in a corner before she moves on to the unkempt floor.

      “And to be quite honest, if I'm going to keep running this place from out front, I'm going to need a damn raise by the time this is all said and done.”

      I follow her around my small mint and cream-colored office and hold the trash can at arm's length. She continues to scold me.

      “I mean… I won't mind the extra time on my paycheck, and I know this is the last worry on your list, but the people around here don't listen to me the way they do you. And, not that you care, but it's hard to hold it together without being a complete bitch to everyone around, and I hate that. If you're not going to be here when you're here, then you might as well take some time off like any other normal person would!”

      I appreciate her concern. I even respect the newfound backbone she seemed to have grown overnight, yet I'm not about to admit it. Guarded defense is my instant reaction. The wall I've built up around myself isn't coming down that easily.

      “Thanks for cleaning my office, now please get back to work.”

      I respond flatly, holding the overflowing trash can out for her to take back. Tiffany's hands stop instantly at her hips. Her eyes are fierce and she refuses to take the can, or to move toward the door.

      “That's it?” She asks. “That's all you've got?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You're still going to turn me away after all that?” She's talking at me like a seasoned mother would to a toddler.

      She refuses to budge or give up. I can tell that no matter what I do or say, I'm not getting her out of my office – unless I cry wolf, that is, to the police guard standing outside the door. At this very moment, it's tempting.

      “What do you want me to say, exactly?”

      “Just tell me what is going on in your head… I mean, I know you have other friends and Kam, and I know that you're a strong woman, but everyone needs someone to talk to. I think it's a safe bet that you aren't talking to anyone right now, because you have practically locked yourself in this room for two days straight.”

      “I can't be your friend, Tiffany.” I answer quietly and look at the floor.

      I lean my weary torso against a filing cabinet that sits between the door, and a rickety printer that's on its last leg.

      “My friends die.” I whisper through a closing throat.

      “I'm not going to die. I wasn't in the picture. I didn't even know you when it was taken.”

      My head jolts up. “How do you know about that picture?”

      “Everyone knows about it, Markie. Everyone knows that whoever left it for you got past the police, that were supposedly everywhere, without being seen.”

      I haven't told anyone about the picture, and the police took it a couple minutes after we found it. It was supposed to be kept quiet so as not to give this creep any more psychological power than he already has. Now I'm pissed. How is it out? How does Tiffany know about this picture, and who did she mean by everyone?

      Tiffany moves to the freshly cleared chair in front of my desk. She takes a seat abruptly. Her back is straight, and her posture is perfect.

      “See, now we're talking.” She says softly with confidence.

      I follow her across the room and sit in my own chair directly across from her. I stare at her. I'm a bit annoyed at the professional look in her face. What is she trying to do, be my therapist? I lock my arms together across my chest and wait for an explanation of her knowledge. I don't have the patience for games, so luckily it doesn't take her long to spill the beans.

      “Brock came in a couple hours ago to check up on you.” She explains. “He told us everything. It's the weekend too, if you haven't noticed, so everyone is working tonight. All of the people in line for their popcorn could hear him too, I'm sure.”

      “He's such a loudmouth. I swear, I'm going to strangle him myself.”

      “Well, I think you should cut him some slack.”

      Her kindness returns as her temper tantrum subsides.

      “He seemed truly concerned. He wanted to go straight back and check on you, but I told him that you said you didn't want to talk to anyone but Kam or the detective. Plus, everyone was asking him questions, you know how Brock cracks under pressure.”

      Tiffany talks about my sister's boyfriend like they have known each other for years. He really does wear his heart on his sleeve. Not only does he dress like a girl, but he chats and makes friends like a girl would too. What a wimp. What a stupid, idiot, wimp!

      “I'm not cutting him slack just because he doesn't have the balls to tell people to shut up. He had no right to share that information! It's bad enough that Breanna's parents officially uninvited me to her funeral, but now everyone in town will know that everything roots back to me.” It hits me instantly. “Oh my God, the press!” I struggle for breath, drawing in shallow pants. “They have been like vultures in my neighborhood. I can't deal with them. I can't handle my emotions as it is.”

      I can't help but to let my guard down and open up to her now. I'm panicked. I know the rumors will spread fast. It'll take no time at all before word will officially be out about the picture.

      “Shit!” I stress.

      I bury my face into the palms of my hands. Tiffany is no longer chatty and overbearing. She must understand my paranoia, seeing it firsthand.

      “I'm so sorry.” She offers. “I didn't even think about all of the attention.”

      “It's not just that.” I set the record straight. “I can't get Beth's face out of my head. I keep picturing everyone I know, dead. I play out their murders in my mind over and over. It's as if they've already happened. Everyone in that picture has been notified, and has a watch on them, but if he can get past the cops at my own house the day after he killed Breanna, then who's to say he can't get to any of my friends and family?”

      A tear rolls down my cheek. I lift my head from my hands to make eye contact with her. Tiffany listens intently, her eyes are wide.

      “Who all was in it?”

      “Kam, Beth and her mom, my mom, my dad's sisters, a few other friends I have known since we were kids.” I think for a moment on whether Tiffany has ever met any of them here at the theater. “Meagan and Joyce come here on double dates every couple of months. You may have seen me talking to them a few times. Meagan has even stuck around for a while after the movie. She's waited for me to help lock up.”

      “If I saw their faces, I might remember.” Tiffany is soft spoken and seems thoughtful. “Have you talked to any of them since you found the picture?” She asks with a genuine tone of concern.

      Tiffany doesn't seem at all like a gossip queen or a meddler. That may be why I like her so much. She has always come off as a real, down to earth kind of girl. She engages in conversations with real meaning. She cares more about life, and the world around her, than she does about her daily outfits or her hair. Not that it's bad to care about one's appearance, but she doesn't.

      “No, I don't dare.” I take in a breath, looking her square in the eyes, “I'm afraid he'll attack whoever I talk to or spend time with. I'm scared that he meant the question he wrote on the back literally. I know it sounds dumb, but I feel like he was actually asking me who he should go after. Like, he's watching to see who I pick.”

      I sigh, and look down at my oak finished desk, no longer cluttered with trash and food.

      “Does that make sense?” I ask, wondering aloud if I'm coming off as crazy as I feel.

      Before Tiffany has a chance to answer, possibly the deepest voice I have ever heard speaks in her stead. “Nope, not dumb at all.”

      The source of the low voice steps out from behind the door, followed by Detective Sharpe. I hadn't realized the door had been left ajar. They may have listened to our entire conversation. I swear, police are the biggest eavesdroppers. I wonder if they heard Tiffany's rant as well as my own emotional outburst. Oh well, I'm going to have to tell them everything anyway.

      This new man on the case is the tallest, darkest man I have ever seen. His skin tone is as deep as his voice. His eyes are big, and his teeth are perfect. Large, but perfect nonetheless. I can't help but stare, open mouthed and everything. I am in awe of him. He continues to speak, unfazed by my childlike reaction to him.

      “You must be Marketta.” He bellows.

      “Yes.” I stand from my chair to greet this giant. “I go by Markie, though, please.”

      Before I have a chance to say anything else, Tiffany excuses herself, practically running away from his gargantuan presence.

      “I… I… had better get back to my rotation at the reels.” Her stutter is no louder than a whisper, “gentlemen.”

      Her head nods kindly to Detective Sharpe and the new guy. Her hands scramble, pawing at the full bag of trash. She quickly ducks past them, and the lingering smell of my garbage follows behind her like a lost pet.

      “Sorry to barge in, Markie.” Detective Sharpe says professionally, with a high head and straight shoulders. He maintains the same excited twinkle in his eye from the other morning. He is aglow.

      “This is Agent Reese. He's with the FBI and will be working alongside me.”

      The agent reaches his ample arm toward me to shake my hand. Feeling like a child, I place my tiny hand into the center of his enormous palm. Fingers fold around the back side, engulfing it entirely, as well as half my wrist. It looks like my arm is being swallowed whole. After gulping down the lump in my throat, I offer him a seat. He thanks me politely and takes the only chair. Detective Sharpe is left to stand at his side. Even while sitting down, Agent Reese reaches the detective's shoulder height. His awkward size makes my office feel like a can of sardines. I'm tempted to ask why he chose this career path, rather than playing a professional sport. I decide against the notion, it may be a tad inappropriate.

      “You have a good point, and I hate to say it, but you may be right.”

      His deep voice echoes against the walls. He continues with the conversation without missing a beat. He didn't even seem to notice Tiffany's exit or the disgusting bag she left with.

      “Most stalkers tend to watch their victims for quite some time before they act out their fantasies.”

      He expels thousands of rays of confidence with every word. Agent Reese speaks with serious authority. His facial expression is flat and unchanged.

      “Once they do start acting rather than watching, they tend to build momentum based on their victim's reactions.”

      “Stalker?” I croak. My mouth feels dry, as if it's full of dirt.

      “Yes.”

      His response is direct and precise. There is no question in Agent Reese's mind of the situation at hand. He explains that everything I do, or don't do, will determine the psycho's next move from here on out. This guy is watching me closely. He's feeding off my life and every action. He's getting off on seeing me live with the pain he causes. These murders had nothing to do with the women he actually killed, and everything to do with me, according to the agent.

      “How do you know this?” I inquire.

      “It's what I do.” He answers without hesitation. “And concerning the photograph, you have every reason to worry.”

      “So, you're saying he will go after who I choose?”

      “Perhaps… Or it could be the exact opposite.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I'm trying to say is that at this point, he is in control. We don't have much to play on. The question written on the back of his photograph–”

      “Mine.” I interrupt to correct him. “My photograph.”

      “Yes, ma'am, your photograph.” He adheres to my correction and continues. “The question may have been meant in a literal sense, as you fear, but it may also be a distraction. Our suspect is careful, and very intelligent. It wouldn't surprise me if the entire gift was meant to throw us off his true intentions. Either scenario makes complete sense.”

      Agent Reese goes on to explain the inner workings of twisted minds. He describes killers he has taken down in the past. I can feel what little bit of color I have in my face drain away. Tiny beads of sweat grow in my hairline and on the tip of my nose. The walls of my office creep in closer, leaving me suffocated, I'm drowning in my own imagination. He is painting a clear picture of the extreme measures' stalkers have taken to inflict pain and fear on their victims. Me… He is talking about me, I am the victim.

      He explains that this psycho could watch me for weeks, months, or even years before striking again. Or, on the other hand, his last kill may have initiated some sort of torture spree. This would explain why he left the message on my car the morning after. This massive agent has seen each outcome. Because of the level of violence displayed in the murders, he is leaning toward the spree. Based on his experience and observation, the agent thinks that by communicating with me through the locket and the picture, he has graduated from an onlooker to a full-on serial killer.

      He will now stop at nothing. According to Agent Reese, killers of this caliber see the world differently. I've heard of dangerous social disorders before, but only on television shows. This is real and I'm having a hard time wrapping my mind around it.

      “We are in his world now, and will be playing his game.” Agent Reese says. “It's like chess for the insane, and you have the next move. I'm here to help guide you on what piece to put where. We have to throw him off. You can't play the part he's expecting you to play. If your actions confuse him, then it might buy us time between murders.”

      “Might?”

      “Yes, ma'am. Might. As I said before, he hasn't left enough evidence to point us in a clearer direction.”

      My body heats. He just had to say the word, murders. Plural, as it will happen again… multiple times. The word leaves a restricting feel in the back of my throat. Air, I need air. Without another word, I rise from my chair and rush to the window. I shove it open and stick my head out. Deep breaths of fresh air fill my lungs and a fraction of life is returned to me. I savor the crisp night as I run the agent's logic through my head. It takes me a few minutes to catch my breath. Detective Sharpe and Agent Reese must have seen the conflict inside me between vomit and losing consciousness. They give me the space I need, quietly waiting.

      I scan the large, overstuffed parking lot from my second story window and try to regain composure. There's a small group of teenagers almost in hearing range. They snuck out of the theater to have an illegal smoke or drink, no doubt. Huddled together, they puff away and laugh at each other's jokes. A ping of jealousy hits me, and a sudden yearning for Beth sinks in the pit of my belly. It just isn't fair. These young fools are only yards away from me, yet we live in completely different worlds.

      My vision slowly clears, and my body rids itself of the prickly lightheaded feeling. I continue to look around the parking lot. In the furthest corner, I notice a lone male figure leaning against a sedan. I can't quite make out the details of his face, but he seems to be looking in my direction. I squint tightly trying to get a closer look.

      “Phil, someone is out there.” I announce. “I think he's watching me in the window.”
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      Agent Reese remains seated calmly. Detective Sharpe swiftly closes the distance between us. Just as he reaches my side, the figure moves. A hand is lifted out from inside his pocket, and he waves. It's a familiar wave, one I have seen before. The distinct motion I had witnessed at Frenchie's is being repeated. The intense grin I had seen on Vincent's face flashes in my memory. The notion is like a still frame picture of him slapping me in the face. A shockwave hits me, igniting my bones.

      “It's Vincent,” I tell the detective.

      “How can you tell?”

      “I know that wave.”

      Just as the words leave my mouth, Vincent reaches in his pocket to pull something out. The detective carefully places a hand on the pistol that is holstered under his jacket. He's ready to quick draw if necessary. I freeze in fear. Vincent pulls out a black square, points at it, and then puts it up to his face.

      “It's just a phone.” Sharpe sighs in relief.

      A loud ring sounds from my cell phone sitting on the desk. I glance back and forth between the two lawmen and out the window at Vincent. He is leaning against his car casually with the phone to his ear, awaiting my answer. My feet are concrete, unable to carry me across the room. I stand in place, petrified. Vincent has been all but cleared. There is a gargantuan FBI agent just a few feet away. But, I am still scared shitless to answer my phone.

      “It's probably best you answer.” The deep voice sounds from across the room, bashing my eardrums. “Will you put it on speaker, please?”

      At least he is polite about it. I clear my dry throat.

      “Um, yeah.” I answer before the call goes to voicemail. “Hello?” I croak, after pressing the answer and speaker buttons simultaneously.

      “I was starting to wonder if you were going to pick up.” Vincent is calm and confident.

      He sounds the same as he had during our date the other night, confident… cute. The wide range of his voice somewhat turns me on, yet leaves me unbelievably irritated, all at the same time. How can such a strange man have this kind of power over my emotions? Butterflies flutter, and blood boils. Being this confused pisses me off.

      “Um. Yeah. Sorry about that. You caught me at a bad time.”

      I want to burst out at him. I want to ask what the hell he's doing here, and why he's outside of my office. It takes everything I have to hold back.

      “Well, I've been standing here debating on whether to come in and apologize for the other night or not. I guess now that I've been busted, I figured it best just to call.”

      I can tell the words are being spoken through a smile. Agent Reese mouths to me in silence. He tells me what to say.

      “What do you have to apologize for?” I ask, repeating the coached side of my conversation.

      “Well,” he pauses, “I saw the news, and then the police came to talk to me. I'm just sorry that it has taken me this long to check up on you.” His confidence remains strong and fully intact. “Trish told me everything. She knows about your neighbor. She's pretty shaken up, especially since you didn't want to talk to her. She's worried. Are you okay?”

      My chest sinks at the thought of Beth's mom. Although I know cutting contact with her was the best move, it still pains me. I imagine she is reliving Beth's murder just the same as I am.

      “I… Um…” Again, the Agent clearly mouths an intended statement. He wants me to invite Vincent up.

      “Can you give me just one second?” I ask Vincent.

      “Yes.”

      I press the mute button on my small white phone as it sits on the desk, taunting me.

      “Hell no!” I shout at the agent.

      I can't invite him up, I don't know how to act or what to say. I'm scared of everyone and everything. If he comes up here right now, I'll lose my shit. The sweat on my hairline has graduated from small forming beads, to a dripping perspiration. I grasp at the front of my loose blue t-shirt and fan the collar. Agent Reese can clearly see my panic. He reluctantly agrees to let me finish out this little interaction over the phone.

      “Just tell him it's a bad time and ask if you can get back to him. Let him know you'll be okay.” His eyes lock onto mine firmly and he warns, “it will be very beneficial for everyone,” he enunciates the word through clenched teeth, “if you see him again. I'll explain to you why after you finish the call.”

      He has become very pushy. So much for the previous courtesy. I nod and hold back tears. As much as I want to disagree and cry, I understand that I have to cooperate. If that means another awkward date with a possible killer, so be it.

      I touch the mute icon again and allow my voice to be heard. “Sorry about that, you just caught me at a bad time.” I force the instructed statement without taking my clouded eyes off Agent Reese.

      “I completely understand.”

      “Um. Is there a good time I can call you back?”

      Though I am teetering on the edge of a meltdown, I'm still able to fight the waterworks, at least while I talk to Vincent. I have to finish this call and do whatever else is needed of me, for Beth. The faces of my loved ones from that tainted photograph haunt me – I need to protect them.

      “Yes, any time really.” He is too enthusiastic for comfort. “Whatever I'm doing can be put on hold for you.”

      I can't tell if he is excited, or just that confident in general. Naturally, I'm scared, but I'm also irritated. If he isn't responsible for my best friend's death, then who does he think he is? I've been out with him one time, and he shows up at my work uninvited. He's also willing to put his life on hold for me. On a normal day I'd be pushing him away for fear of him being too clingy. I can't handle needy men, which is probably why I'm still single, but that's beside the point.

      “Okay.” Agent Reese continues to mouth words to me. I repeat, aloud, to Vincent. “If you'll be up for a while I can call you tonight when I get home from work.”

      “Yes, absolutely.” He sounds eager and it feels wrong.

      “Okay then,” I hesitate. “I'll talk to you in an hour or two.” I can't believe I'm agreeing to this.

      “I'll be waiting.” His tone has changed from excited and eager, to slow and sensual.

      “Bye.” I rush an end to the conversation, then click the off button before Vincent can voice his farewell in return.
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      I collapse into my seat and allow my legs to relax. My arms dangle at my sides. A few tears overflow, leaving my cheeks damp. I let them fall to my shirt, not bothering to wipe my face. Detective Sharpe makes a quick call to a nearby officer, instructing him to tail Vincent for the night. Without asking any questions, I listen intently to the agent and my tears continue to fall.

      He explains to me that staying at work or home all the time could easily cause my stalker to act out. Apparently, the creep wants to see me. If he's unable to do so, he'll do awful things in effort to draw me out into the open, or so they tell me. Again, I'm reminded that these are all their professional opinions, and we cannot be certain of anything at this point.

      Agent Reese explains that the more active I stay, the more they can keep an eye on the people around me in a crowd. He tells me that the killer would likely stay close but not too close. He'll be in busy places, and follow me from a distance so that he feels safe and he won't be noticed by anyone – especially me. In addition to the local law enforcement, there will be undercover FBI agents watching me.

      When he tells me to try not to worry, I feel like laughing in his face. How the hell am I supposed to not worry? I have a killer stalking me, picking off my loved ones one at a time! This can't be real. It feels like I'm stuck in a bad dream, like I'm being suffocated by a pillow in my sleep. Why does this have to happen? My life was practically perfect before I lost Beth. When she was alive, we were carefree and living the dream. Who is this bastard, and what does he want from me?

      Agent Reese moves on to discuss Vincent. The chance of him being my stalker is possible, but the fact that he has an alibi has nearly cleared him completely. He tells me that by going out with him, they can watch his demeanor and they can learn more about him firsthand.

      He says that if Vincent isn't my stalker, then it would very likely draw the actual stalker out in some other way. Dating Vincent is a bold move, and it is one that I don't have much choice but to take. Being strong willed and moving on with my life will throw him off.

      I'm also instructed to go out with friends as soon as I can. A night out to a club or bar will be huge – scary, but huge nonetheless. It will be bait that my stalker won't be able to resist. Not only am I not allowed to grieve or dwell on my recently reopened past, but I'm going to be paraded around, dangled in front of a brutal murderer. I'm bait on a hook.

      Our last topic of conversation involves Brock and his big mouth. I'm instructed to keep my head down and to look away from any cameras when I get home. There will be a press conference held in the morning by the FBI agents on the case. They'll explain only details that are beneficial for the public to know. Agent Reese promises to squash any attention toward me, and to veer the vultures away. He even promises that each news anchor and their crew will be approached personally after the conference. They'll be asked to pack their shit and leave.

      This is the only comforting news yet. Apparently, they have the right to come and go as they please, they cannot be forced out, but Agent Reese is confident that most reporters and paparazzi will back down if they are told that their presence could easily attribute to more deaths, especially if they are warned that they are likely to be next.

      “Gets them every time. A brave few may linger, but for the most part they'll move along.” The agent declares proudly.

      Detective Sharpe encourages me to stay strong, and reminds me of the backup that is always close by. Yet again, the words do nothing for the churning in my bowels or the wrenching in my chest. We finish our conversation, and they prepare to leave. Detective Sharpe asks for a moment with me alone. Agent Reese kindly abides by his request, and then turns for the door. I watch as he ducks his head to get through the doorway. My God, he is big. I try to collect my thoughts from all the information this giant of a man left me with. It doesn't take long for Detective Sharpe to clear his throat. I refocus and jerk my head back in his direction.

      “Sorry.” I mutter.

      “Look,” he hesitates. “I know asking if you're okay is a bit of a cliché right now. But I can't help myself. You don't look like you're holding yourself together very well.”

      No shit! I want to shout at him. “Sorry I cried.” I apologize instead, it seems like the adult thing to do.

      “It's not just that, Markie. You look… I don't know.” He hesitates again. The man obviously doesn't dare say exactly what is on his mind. “You don't look healthy.” He finishes.

      “Healthy?” I ask.

      People around me are being killed, and he's worried about my eating habits and hygiene? I don't know whether to be angry, embarrassed, or flattered. I think I am a little bit of everything.

      “Well, maybe if you were to take a few hours for yourself, you know? Maybe you could clean up, eat a home cooked meal, and watch an old movie you love or something.”

      This, too, catches me off guard. Maybe Kam's right and he does like me. What kind of grown man gives such simple, yet completely insightful advice anyway?

      “Thanks for your concern.” I mumble, looking down at the floor. Yep, it's embarrassment. Embarrassment takes the cake, more so than anger or flattery.

      I'm serious, Markie. Promise me that you'll take care of yourself through this whole process. You don't deserve this.” Sharpe says.

      Unable to say anything back, I burst into tears again. I let him wrap his arms around me in a long, tight embrace. It changes nothing, I still have no romantic feelings for him, but the warmth of his body is comforting. He has broad shoulders and strong arms. For the first time in days, if only for a few brief moments, I feel safe. I don't want him to let me go, but he's got to, at some point. His grip loosens, and we slowly break contact. He takes a profound look into my eyes, drinking me in. Without another word, he turns for the door. I'm left standing alone, again.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do now?” I whisper to myself through snot and tears.

      I sit back down, contemplating my 'chess moves,' or so Agent Reese called them. I decide to find Tiffany before the two most popular movies playing come to an end. I need to let her plan a damn girl's night. Then I must get out of here, fast. I need to leave before a crowd forms. I don't want to be here when they push their way out of this theater.

      Being in crowded places may have been advised, but for tonight, it's one hundred percent out of the question. The need to be home and to check on Kam suddenly consumes me. I rise to my feet and brush my fingers across my face for a quick freshening up. The remaining half of my fountain Pepsi is chugged, and my back and shoulders are straightened.

      “Here goes.” I say before making my way to the door. I'm off to face reality, to play my part in this shitty game of outsmarting a murderous lunatic. “You can do this.” I whisper these words of self-encouragement through tight lips. As I leave my office to find Tiffany, an entirely new, overwhelmingly strong fear catches me. Like a predator's trap, it snatches me up and won't let me go – I know deep down that my journey with this freak is only beginning.

      I march down the stairs and toward the main entrance. Muffled sounds from each movie escape out into the halls. There are a few impatient looking women waiting in line for a turn in the restroom. I make it a point to speed past them without looking up. I can feel their eyes taking aim and their thoughts pulling the trigger in my direction. There is no way to tell if all the angry stares are from their knowledge of my part in the local murders, or if I am just paranoid and imagining their judgment. Either way, it feels like every person I pass is glaring at me. There are two sets of stairs in the building. One main set of stairs leads to the balcony of each individual theater. The second is a lone, private set leading only to my personal office.

      I've always thought it nice to be separated, allowing peace and quiet. At this moment it's coming off as nothing but an inconvenience, forcing me past everybody that's out and about, not to mention how awkward the officer tailing me makes me feel. He reminds me of a loyal dog, Dingo, I had as a small child. The officers switch off a couple times a day, giving me no reason to make friends, or small talk. I do my best to ignore them, as instructed.

      I notice our janitor, Jared. He's cleaning the short hallway to movie house one. He is a quiet man in his early fifties. He's worked at the multiplex even longer than I have, yet we've never had a real conversation. Jared is a lanky man, with hair just past his shoulders and a short, scruffy beard. He is a bit odd and seems lonely, but he's always courteous to everyone.

      Jared has maintained this same appearance since I've known him. He does his job and keeps to himself. He always has, and I imagine he always will. I picture him living alone by choice. He's content to work at the same place, mopping the same floors, and washing the same windows for the majority of his life. For most people, his lifestyle would be boring and sad, but for Jared it just seems to fit.

      It's nearing 8:30 P.M. and there is still some light outside. Leaving so early feels strange, I'm in no way used to it. I'm usually among the last to go after closing time. There are only a few employees I trust to lock up the building, and fewer that I trust alone with the night's income. Good help is hard to find these days, so I make sure to treat the ones I do have well. I take my turn in their rotations, and work with their hours as much as possible.

      Luckily, it's a Friday. There are two closing employees on rotation, Tiffany and Brad. Brad is a young college student. He's kind, outgoing, and dependable. He's also very big, so I've never had to worry about the place when he's alone here at night. I'm sure he can handle himself well. The movies are due to end within the next twenty minutes, so I must find Tiffany quickly.

      “Jared,” I lightly speak down the hall toward him.

      He glances up from his mop and bucket. He makes clear eye contact and waits for me to speak. There is obviously no need for a response until I address my question. I have his full attention.

      “Do you know where I can find Tiffany?” I'm quiet and direct.

      “I just saw her in the locker room.” His scratchy voice carries back to me an octave above a whisper.

      Jared's attention returns directly back to the task at hand. His head tilts down toward the floor as quickly as he had looked up from it. He continues the light cleaning motions. Back and forth his arms sway, with shoulders hardly moving. The job is nearly done, the halls are shining. He has little left to finish before his break between crowds.

      At that point the second round of movie watchers will move in, and the next round of shows will start. That's when he will begin again. From one end of the building to the next, picking up garbage, sanitizing bathrooms and handrails, and once again mopping the floors. I feel a little bad for Jared, what a crappy job. Though, he doesn't seem to mind the monotony.

      I think about the list of strange people and possible suspects I had given to the detective. I make a mental note to add Jared to the list. Although he's never given me any reason to suspect him of being a violent or vindictive sort of guy, he is still strange. I suppose that qualifies him as a candidate on my growing list.

      I watch him for a moment and shudder. A vicious picture of him ramming a knife over and over into my best friend repeats in mind. The thought makes me choke on my spit, drawing his attention. Jared's head jerks up in an instant. Without missing a beat, the glower he shoots me is menacing and mean. He scowls straight at me. The whites of his eyes are not white at all, but dark. They're bloodshot red. Without a word, I look down at my feet and walk away.

      What the hell was that all about? Maybe he's mad at me for staring at him. Or, maybe he heard about the picture, and blames me for the murders, too. I run all possible scenarios through my head as I practically sprint to the locker room. I have never seen such an evil look in Jared's usually kind eyes. I stop at a tall wooden door and stare at the handle. My God, everyone I see I'm afraid of. I'm losing it! Even the janitor, whom I've been around almost every day for nearly fifteen years just gave me the chills.

      “Pull your shit together,” I whisper as I reach for the door.

      The locker room is a small average 'Employees only' type of space. One wall contains a few tall metal lockers, a fridge, and a bulletin board. In the center of the room there are two small round tables with comfortably padded chairs around them. Sitting on a couple of those chairs are Tiffany and Brad. They appear to be kicked back, enjoying their break before the next crowd floods in. While munching on popcorn and churros, their eyes widen upon my entrance. My unexpected appearance is obviously a shock. Both sit speechless, holding their breath.

      “Glad to see you left your cave,” Tiffany finally blurts. Her mouth quickly closes, and an embarrassed shade of pink clouds her ears.

      “Yeah, well, I guess you were right. I can't stay in there forever.”

      My puppy dog officer stands in the doorway. Brad shifts and shuffles around on his seat, looking at the cop from the corner of his eye. The police officer is clearly making him nervous. He looks like a kid trying to hold his bladder. Oddly enough, I don't find it strange or frightening in the slightest. I've expected this reaction from most people and I'm a little surprised it's taken so long. Brad throws a large handful of popcorn in his mouth, and chews at an abnormal speed. He must be a nervous eater. I resist the urge to roll my eyes, as I wonder if he is stoned.

      I imagine him to be the type of kid who gets searched every time he gets pulled over, just because he can't help but to act strange and guilty around authority. What an amateur. And to think, I had put so much stock in him being a tough guy. It's time to put my personal intuition and judgment of character in check. I take a seat next to them, strategically placing myself between Brad and the officer. I try to block the clear view they have of one another, hoping to ease Brad's growing tension. The last thing I want to do right now is talk to a nervous, overgrown boy.

      “So, I was thinking about what you said, and maybe I do need to get out.” I tell Tiffany. “Do you want to get a drink in a few days or something?”

      I'm not going to go into detail about my strict instructions from monstrous Agent Reese, and I'm especially not telling her about my intended chess moves. All that Tiffany needs to know is that I want her around. I feel guilty for using her, but I'll do what I need to. She nearly jumps out of her seat.

      “Really?” She beams. “I'm so glad you want to do this, Markie. A night out is exactly what you need.” She is completely fearless. “Of course, I want to! What about tomorrow night after I close up?”

      It seems as if she doesn't know anything about the murders at all. I don't understand how anyone can be so trusting and unguarded around me. Had the shoe been on the other foot, I wouldn't be caught within a hundred yards of her.

      Confused by her excitement, I hesitate. “Well, I, um…”

      “No, you're right.” She interrupts my stammering and tripping around, “You need a day or two off first. I'm open for Monday night, if that's better? Then the bars will be a little less crowded. We could go earlier, and it may be more comfortable for you.”

      Finally, a little common sense. I knew she had it in her somewhere. The fear I have for her, and for myself, is pushed down into a dark corner of my mind.

      “Monday would be okay.”

      “Perfect!” She says.

      She reminds me of an eager, middle school aged girl, anxious but still excited for a first date.

      “One more thing,” I change the subject. Getting back on top of my responsibilities was also a topic recently discussed. My whole life I have been a strong, confident girl. It's time I regain some of my strength and self-worth. Or at least appear to do so on the outside, anyway. So, I hold my head high.

      “Do me a favor, both of you, if you wouldn't mind.” I look back and forth between them. “Send out a group text to every employee. Type up and make copies of a notification to put in here, and under the ticket window so everyone knows. We need to have a mandatory meeting before the weekend is over.

      “Yeah, sure.” Tiffany agrees.

      A silent, wide-eyed nod, is all Brad can muster. Then he peeks his eyes around me at the listening officer. His head quickly darts back behind my body's shield. He straightens his back and twiddles his thumbs.

      “The elephant in the room will be addressed, and I will honestly answer everyone's questions. There'll be no more talking behind my back, and there'll be no more rumors started. I'm the manager here, and I'm going to put an end to the unnecessary chatting before it gets any worse.”

      A silent agreement is displayed with short nods. Brad's eyes begin to cloud over as he refuses to blink. Tiffany's mouth opens ever so slightly, revealing a fraction of her big, perfectly white teeth.

      I continue. “I'll be taking tomorrow night off. The two of you are still on schedule, so I trust you'll handle the Saturday night rush okay. I'm guessing there will be less people out than usual due to the recent,” I pause, thinking of the right word to use. “Events. Our meeting will be Sunday afternoon at five. That should give everyone enough time between the matinee and regular shifts. Does that sound okay with you guys?”

      An understood, “yeah,” quietly sounds in unison.

      I conclude the bitchy boss persona, only to have that annoying ping of guilt return. I hate using Tiffany like a pawn.

      “Tiff, please let me know you've made it home safely tonight, okay? You have my number, just text me or something.”

      I can't help but speak softly, almost under my breath. I know my stalker could in no way tell I had made plans with her, yet, but I'm still scared for her life. I can't help but assume that anyone I talk to could easily be found dead, brutally attacked and bled out like an animal taken to slaughter. Just then, the sound of voices come from down the hall. I panic.

      “I have to go!”

      I race for the door. The show in movie house three has ended, and the crowd is slowly pushing their way toward the exit. They're like a wave of zombies – wiping and rubbing their eyes as they adjust to the light. Some of the older people walk with stiff legs, stretching and arching their backs. Luckily, that particular movie had been played in the furthest theater from where I am. I make it outside and to my car ahead of the rushed mass. An overwhelming smell of urine hits me like a brick as I rip the door open.

      “Oh my god!” I startle at the scent and cover my face with my forearm.

      It isn't a simple possibility that it might be pee. It's a sturdy, unmistakably powerful smell, the kind that could gag the strongest stomached man. My car is radiating with a scent you could only experience from a public bathroom full of dehydrated morning pee – piss that has sat for hours without being cleaned or flushed down the toilets. My stomach churns as my head shoots back and forth between my putrid smelling car, and the wall of humans swarming toward me. Couples stare and whisper to each other. A mother parked next to me glares, grabs her child's hand, and jerks him away. It's as if I carry a plague. I've got to get out of here! I hold my breath and jump in.

      It takes a mere matter of moments before my jeans are soaked through. I puke in my mouth. The regurgitated Pepsi and nacho cheese are gulped slowly back down my throat – one big troubled slug, and it's gone. With my head down to avoid the forming crowd of onlookers, I turn the key. My not-so-trusty Tahoe screams to life, I slam on the gas pedal and speed away before anyone has a chance to approach me.

      Looking in the rear-view mirror, I'm glad to see my police tail can keep up. He follows at a comfortable car length behind me. He stays close enough so as not to let anyone between us, yet he gives me just the right amount of distance that I don't feel overcrowded. I pull out my phone, press call on Detective Sharpe's number, put it on speaker, and then set my phone on the dry passenger seat.

      “Hello?” It only takes one ring.

      “Can you get a DNA sample from pee?” I demand, as I hold back a second round of barf.

      “Pee?”

      “Yeah! You know, like piss?”

      I lean my head toward the open window, desperately scrambling for fresh air. The urine I'm sitting in has soaked my pants from belt loop to knees. The cushion sloshes as I wiggle in disgust.

      “The bastard peed in my car!”

      “Oh my God.” His voice lowers in revulsion. “Where are you now?” He asks.

      “Just leaving work. I'm about ten minutes from home, and I'm sitting in it!”

      “If you want to pull over I can have someone pick it up. You could ride back home with your tailing officer.”

      This is an offer I can't refuse. Again, I am grateful for the help. “Deal.” I gag, and then exit on the first off ramp I come to.

      The remainder of the ride home feels like a lifetime. I sit on a towel on the passenger seat of my loyal tailing officer. He's angry at me for almost losing him on the drive, and for stinking up his cruiser. His strong tan hands grip the steering wheel, his knuckles are white. I can tell by the bulging jawbone protruding from his face that his teeth are clenched so tightly he could easily break one.

      The towel placed between me and the car's seat is surely soaked through. I kind of hope it is, this guy is a dick. Out the corner of my eye, I notice him crack his window. He blatantly yanks the white cotton tee from underneath the collar of his uniform to pull over his nose. My eyes roll, and my brows lower in anger. Seems like innocent motions that anyone would take given the situation, but the look on his face indicates otherwise. He huffs to himself, shakes his head in disapproval, and looks down at me in anger out the corner of his eye. Typical guys guy, blame it all on the helpless girl to be such a victim. What a douche.

      If not for the nasty wet reminder on my ass that this pee is touching me, I may have been glad to stink up this man's car. His name tag reads Smith. Officer Smith. So far, he has been my least favorite of the loyal followers. At least most of the others have been courteous. They say hello and goodbye, one of them even paid for my coffee. This uppity Smith character hasn't so much as made eye contact with me his whole shift. I wiggle my hips just a little bit to help push the wetness of my sitting towel through to his seat. It sloshes on my thighs and the nasty scent is stirred into the air.

      Officer Smith has left the radio off. It allows me to listen only to the wheels on the pavement and the thoughts in my head. After wiping away my last tears for the night, I let myself feel the hatred and anger I have towards Beth's killer, rather than my fear of him. I detest him with a burning passion. I loathe him. He is an abomination in my previously perfect life, an incurable disease. A spark ignites inside me. It's one that I have never had the need to ignite, and now it's a burning inferno. I'm deciding to use this hate to overcome my fears. I'm not playing your game, fucker. I repeat the thought over and over.

      I have a whole new feeling. A heavy weight of burning hatred presses down on my chest. Its boiling my blood from the core out. A new Markie is emerging, and I can feel it with every fiber of my being. I may have been strong and independent before, but now I will have to be smart and calculated. I'll have to harness this loathing and cage it down deep – it's to hide in a place where I can pull it out one bit at a time. The new Markie will be as cold and ruthless as the man making my life a living hell.

      I no longer want for him to be stopped – I want him dead. I want to look into the empty eyes of his blood stained, lifeless face. I want to see pools of crimson flowing over a freshly mopped floor. I want to see his clothing ripped to shreds, just like Beth and Breanna's. I imagine the meaty fat from his flesh exposed. If it even is man, my conversation with Detective Sharpe the other morning still has me confused at the possibilities. The imaginings of revenge makes me smirk. I temporarily forget the piss as it continues to soak its way further and further into my jeans.

      Darkened windows and an empty driveway somehow make my house look cramped and lonely. Kam must be out with dipshit Brock. Just wait till I get my hands on that piece of shit. A variety of news crews are spaced out on the block. I'm guessing that they haven't all heard the big news of my “gift” yet. Thank God. A lone van is parked right next to the base of my driveway. Fuck, I hope they don't know anything. A woman in a classy dress suit with perfect blonde hair and a tiny waist steps out. A Barbie doll reporter, how wonderfully cliché.

      “Marketta!” She shouts as I step out of the cruiser.

      Doing my best to ignore her, I put my head down as instructed and book it toward my front door. All I want to do is shed the rank layer of ruined clothing from my legs. Officer Smith remains seated in his car. He's gazing directly ahead with anger, refusing to look over at me. Normally he, or any other officer, would have jumped out of the car before I did. He should be walking me to the door, then searching through my house to make sure it is safe before I enter. Apparently, this man is too set back by the scent of my stalker's urine to do anything but sit in the smell and pout.

      “Marketta, please stop!” Again, reporter Barbie's voice echoes.

      My blood boils. The newfound hatred bubbles and pops inside me. It's all I can do not to explode into a thousand fuming pieces. And that's when she says it.

      “Please Marketta, Tell me about the photograph! Do you know who he is going to kill next?”

      Just like that. A simple sentence that to her means nothing more than part of a narrative – a fictional story to be told through her perfectly painted pink lips and thickly shadowed eyes. A story to share with her audience of ignorant television viewers, most of whom have never experienced a real loss of their own. Who does this princess think she is? She's using myself, Beth, and Breanna, as some sort of tall tale characters, to get herself a pay raise or promotion. I reach my key toward to door to unlock it. She repeats herself, as if I hadn't heard her the first time.

      “Markie, did you have anything to do with these murders?”

      I turn on my heels, and scream. “You stupid bitch!”

      The rage explodes out of me. While stomping toward her like an angry bull, I continue to shout and point a shaking finger in her face.

      “You stay the fuck away from me and my family.”

      Slowly, she backs up. She's like a kindergarten girl being pushed into the corner by a shouting bully. Only a light squeak escapes her plump shiny lips. I cut her off before any words can slip through her ever-widening crack of a mouth.
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