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        This is not for you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.” — Joe Klaas
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      I wish someone had told me: worry is a waste of time. The real troubles of your life will be things that never even bothered to cross your mind.

      Nine months, three days, and nineteen hours, I’ve lived down the street from her. If you really think about it, a person can do a lot in nine months. They can gestate a fetus and deliver it safely into the world, and they can also plant roots and create an entirely different life altogether. That’s what she did.

      Not that I realized it at the time, but in essence, that’s what she helped me to do, too. What’s good for the goose is good for the gander, as they say. Only she isn’t a bird. She can’t just fly away, the way she thinks she can.

      She thinks she can migrate, start a new life elsewhere, someplace where she can be whatever she wants to be. But she’s forgetting two things: wherever you go, there you are. Also, there are people like me.

      When I moved to this boring, homogeneous, monotonous little town, I did so with one intention and one intention only: to have a nice life. A quiet life.

      That’s not how it played out. Not even close.

      First, it was good. And then it got bad before it got good again.

      I met her and life changed.

      What can I say? I got swept up in it. She makes it easy. Her, with her impractical shoes and her perpetually sunny nature. For me, she always has felt a bit like spring in the middle of winter. She was then, and still is to me now, just about the most wonderful thing in the world.

      But there’s something to be said for that. Something I hadn’t realized at the start. It was a new experience for me, and I felt dizzy for a while. Like most things, dizziness fades. And then, it dawns on you, the relationship you have in your mind is profoundly different from the one you actually have.

      Of course, it takes precious time before you figure this out. Only by then, it's too late. By then, desire has already taken you to the darkest edges of humanity. It’s a special place in the deepest recesses of hell, let me tell you. That’s when you realize what they say is true: Every love affair has its rituals—and you always kill what you love in the end.

      On so many occasions, this could have taken a different route. She could have proven me wrong, and yet so many times she took exactly the route I predicted. We all make choices. She made hers. I made mine. Those choices have consequences. I’d like to think I’ve been lenient with her, far more lenient than I should have been.

      So, that’s how I’ve found myself here, at the end that’s really a beginning. Here, in her kitchen, sitting at her bar, turning the knife over in my hands. All the while knowing that what awaits me upstairs will not be easy.

      It’s okay.

      No one ever said revenge was easy. Just sweet. One of her favorite sayings. She was wrong about a lot of things—me, for one—but that, well, that she was right about. Revenge is surprisingly sweet. It’s clear in the steadiness of my breath, in the clarity that has washed over me. My hands don’t even shake.

      There are eleven steps to the top of the stairs. I’ve counted.

      Her death will not be random. A crime of passion, they’ll call it. Although it will not be done in the heat of the moment, the way one might suspect. No. This is a scene I’ve played out in my mind, hundreds, if not thousands, of times. I knew it wouldn’t be easy. She is my friend, my only friend. She prefers it that way.

      Yes, I am aware of how pathetic this sounds. I wish I knew how to make you understand. It’s just…well, I’ve never been very good with words. That’s her gift. Mine is asking questions. Maybe I should start there. Have you ever met someone you know is absolutely terrible for you but for whatever reason, combined with all the mysteries of the universe, you just can’t help yourself? Well, for me, that person is her.

      I can’t help myself. She’s black magic and at the same time the air I need to breathe. Which is why I was careful to prepare for any and all setbacks. Setbacks have always been our specialty.

      I finish off my Danish, careful to savor it in the way that she would appreciate. Next, I slip off my shoes, and leave them neatly by the door, just as I have countless times before, on more pleasant visits.

      To outsiders, her death will come as a shock. Obviously, not for long. I’ve accounted for this. Which is to say, I don’t plan to stick around. Statistics show most victims know their perpetrators. Murder is astonishingly predictable. Since the beginning of time we’ve been sleeping, eating, having sex, and murdering each other. And not necessarily in that order.

      Why no one ever sees these things coming is beyond me.

      She really should have seen it coming.

      Trust is a slippery thing though, isn’t it? Intangible, I’ve come to find. It doesn’t matter how smart your brain is. The heart is a different organ entirely. At least, this is the only logical explanation I can come up with as to why the truth so often remains elusive even when it’s dangled right in front of us. It isn’t logical at all. For so long, I thought if I just tried hard enough, I could make this work. There’s a price for that kind of stupidity. And believe me, I paid it.

      Now, it’s her turn.

      You live and you learn, I suppose. And let me tell you, I have learned…

      At the top of the stairs, I will find her in her bed, third door to the right. By this time of night, she will be sleeping on her side, covers pulled halfway up. Her expression will be slack, but peaceful, for even in sleep women like her know only ease.

      On the left side of the four-poster bed, is a nightstand. On top of the nightstand rests her Bible, the cell phone she’ll never reach, a glass of water she’ll never drink, the reading glasses she doesn’t want anyone to know she needs.

      I will attack from the right, stabbing her six times. I’ve mapped it out. Six stab wounds, one for each of the ways she has wronged me. In reality, it doesn’t take that much to kill a person. She probably knows this better than anyone. And if not, just in case, I want to make sure.
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      Bone slams into pavement. The thud reverberates between my ears for several seconds before I see what caused it. Not that I have to look to know what has happened. What I hear is loud and clear. It’s vertebrae pouring into the asphalt, breaking one by one at first, and then at last, a final crack.

      First, a whooshing sound is registered. Afterward, gasping. He isn’t breathing, someone calls out, and I feel myself being drawn in the direction of the mess, until I’m near the center. Stepping over a trail of blood that oozes down the sidewalk, I perch upward onto my tippy toes to get a better look.

      Despite the flurry of activity, no one panics. All around me people continue on with their day. Bizarrely, most of them don’t even stop what they are doing to see what’s going on. The ones who do, do either one of two things: they pull out their phone to capture the moment, or they look to the person next to them as a cue for what to do. At the heart of it all, a man lies on the ground. A woman is hunched over him. She’s performing CPR.

      Upon closer inspection, I realize that the man sprawled out on the pavement is Creepy Stan. I know Stan. Everyone knows Stan. He works here. He bags groceries and has a penchant for saying wildly inappropriate things to female customers. Everyone overlooks it on account of his disability. Most of us avoid him all together.

      But not her. She pumps Creepy Stan’s chest as though her life depends on it. Although her hair shields the majority of her face, what I can see of her profile seems somewhat familiar. Mentally, I try to place her but can’t.

      Another bystander checks Stan’s pulse. His expression causes the woman to work harder. “Help is on the way,” someone says.

      He just went down, a man says.

      I think he tripped on the curb, an old lady says.

      I saw him clutch his chest, someone else says.

      This is why you can never trust eyewitness accounts.

      I wonder if Stan can hear them. I assume not. His eyes are fixed straight ahead on the cloudy gray sky. It’s almost poetic the way he watches the heavens. He doesn’t blink. Blood pools around his head in a kidney-shaped pattern before flowing outward onto the pavement. My stomach barrel rolls. Blood and death and emergencies are not my strong suit. Too many memories. It’s scary how fast the mind can travel.

      Finally, paramedics arrive. Three men and one woman spill out of the fire truck. They move with purpose, almost in formation.

      Stan isn’t dead. He isn’t breathing, but they bag him, and the good news is, at least he has a pulse. We all watch in unison as they deftly log roll him onto a spinal board before securing him onto the stretcher.

      The crowd breathes a collective sigh of relief when the ambulance doors close and then they clap for the woman. When she turns in my direction, I realize I know her. It’s Ann Banks. Internet celebrity. Best-selling author. Self-help guru. The kind of woman that puts all the mixed up puzzle pieces of the world in a neat little row. She has the ability to make you see the big picture. This is what they say each week, anyway, on her number one podcast. The book reviews. Her followers. They say she can change your life. As for what I think…well, the jury is still out.

      A woman pulls her into an embrace. Cheers erupt, growing louder. It’s a fucking moment, to be sure. “You’re a hero,” the old lady tells her. She smiles and says it was nothing.
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      You’re going to want to know who I am. You’re going to want to know a lot of things about me. I don’t want you to worry. We’ll get there. In time, I assure you, you’ll know everything there is to know.

      Well, perhaps not everything. There is beauty in the ambiguous. You should keep that in mind.

      If you ask me, there’s far too little mystery left in the world. It’s something I’ve often found interesting in my line of work. Everyone wants answers. So few want to work for them. There’s something equally pleasant and terrifying in the unexplainable isn’t there?

      It makes sense, I suppose. Isn’t that what we’re all looking for? A little bit of magic. Something that sweeps in and takes us over. That is, until we find it and it terrifies us. We can’t help ourselves. We pick it apart. We run it into the ground. Tell me about yourself, we say—to lovers, to friends, to everyone. I need to understand. I need to see if who you are fits in with how I need you to be.

      It’s a shame we feel the need to know every little thing. Because, and this is where I’d like to warn you, knowing every little thing is dangerous. Knowing every little thing is like asking for a cup of poison and drinking one tiny sip at a time. It’ll kill you slowly. But it kills you nonetheless.

      So, before I tell you about me, first, I should probably tell you about her. It’s impossible to know me—to truly understand me—without knowing about her. She is the reason for everything I do, after all. From the get-go, from the first time I laid eyes on her, my whole life became about her. This is what happens when you love a person; when you truly love them.

      Shakespeare said: Love is smoke and is made with the fume of sighs. A madness most discreet. Smart fellow, he was. Love makes me do things. Mad things. Bad things. Morally corrupt things.

      It’s all for her. This time was no different…

      The way he looked at her as she spoke was unnerving. That in and of itself was nearly enough. But no, he couldn’t stop with his eyes. He had to go and touch her. Not just her cart, but her things—her person. He rested his hand on her shoulder. He was so close that she could feel his hot, stinky breath on her face as he spoke. He told her she was pretty. Pretty. Not beautiful. Not stunning. Just pretty.

      He didn’t stop there. He made the mistake of letting his hand trail lower. She isn’t the kind of woman that allows that. No funny business with her. He should have known better. I have a feeling now he does.
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          SADIE

        

      

    

    
      It is the Friday before Thanksgiving. I’ve packed my cart full of items to make a traditional meal, the one I’d made every year since Ethan and I’d become engaged, the one I no longer need to make anymore. It’s just another thing taken from me. The list as long as the one in my hand.

      It was sort of a last minute decision, coming here. A real recipe for disaster. But you never quite know these things beforehand though, do you?

      If I had known I was going to meet someone, someone that would change my life, I would have dressed better and maybe combed my hair. I certainly wouldn’t have thrown on yoga clothes, clothes too small and too old for such an occasion. To be honest, I’m only one step above leaving the house in my pajamas. I didn’t, of course. I’ve lost a lot of things—I revel in the fact that at least my pride is only halfway out the door.

      Still, cooking was a bad idea. I can see that now. But without a job, and with nothing to do other than twiddle my thumbs, it’s not like I have a ton of other options.

      I read a quote on Instalook this morning that said it’s important to hang on to things that mattered. To act “as if.”  Fake it till you make it, or something like that.

      I am working on it. Believe me. I’m possibly halfway there. I managed to get out of bed. I managed to put the key in the ignition, to open the garage, to put the car in reverse, and to drive to the supermarket. Baby steps.

      Of course, I understand at the level that one understands these kinds of things that life has to go on. I understand there are things to live for. Or rather— at least if I hang on, there will be.

      Revenge being one of them. The best revenge is living well. I have plans for that. Or I plan to have plans for that. Someday soon. Maybe tomorrow. Like I said, baby steps.

      Today, I have plans to cook. Because knowing what you want and doing something about it are two different things entirely. The book on my nightstand says you can fake emotions outwardly, but only a true master can do it internally. It says: You can fool everyone else. But rarely yourself.

      I’m not sure I buy that. I’m certainly not fooling anyone in this grocery store, that’s for sure. I see the way they look at me. Which is why I’m not sure how long I’ve been standing in the same place. Maybe I’ve been in aisle four consulting this list for five minutes. Maybe it has been five hours. I have no idea. This is how life is now. Not that it matters. With nothing to break up my days, no one to be in a hurry for, no one to be accountable to, time expands into forever. I can do whatever I want now that it’s just me, myself, and I. Ah, freedom. It’s not even half as lovely as I’d thought it’d be.

      It’s evident in the way I am staring at words on a page, words that have lost their meaning, when I glance up, and what little wind I have in my sails is knocked out of me. Shit. I avert my gaze to the disaster headed my way and say a silent prayer that I’m doing as Ethan says—imagining things.

      But no. When I look up, what I see is real, and she is, in fact, coming down the aisle toward me. It’s all I can do to study my list and pray, pray, pray that she moves along.

      Obviously, she doesn’t. Instead, her far too cheerful voice reaches into the depths of my soul and gives it a slight tug. She doesn’t even have to speak for me to understand the power and the pull she could execute over my life, if I let her.

      “Excuse me?” she says, forcing me to acknowledge her. I shouldn’t be surprised. I suppose this meeting was inevitable. This is a small town. Not that small really in terms of size, just small-minded. I knew I’d run into her eventually. But I’ve done well for myself; I’ve managed to avoid it for months. Months. It helps if you hardly leave the house—and yet here we are.

      “Ma’am?” Her voice is hurried. Almost desperate.

      A smile pulls at the corners of my lips. That’s how bad I must look. She actually just called me ma’am. The word feels like shards of glass running across my skin. I should have known. She knows how to cut deep, this one.

      Not that I know for sure or anything. It’s just an assumption. I don’t know her. Not really. “Do you know where the gluten-free aisle is?”

      “Aisle six,” I answer. It is a simple exchange. A basic question with a standard answer. And still, I can’t make myself look at her straight on, peeking instead through the bangs that hide my eyes, my head tilted upward only slightly. In time I will learn—women like her despise meekness as much as they prey upon it.

      She reaches out and balances herself on my cart. “Thank you,” she exhales softly. “You saved me…I got halfway home and realized I’d forgotten the one thing I’d come for. And I’m afraid I’ve worn the wrong shoes.”

      My eyes land on her heels. She is right. No one in this town shops in shoes like that. No one except for her.

      She shifts and finally, I steal a glance at her. A voice laced with that kind of charm does not a forgettable face make. Fierce red hair, not a strand of it out of place, striking eyes. Tall and lean. The same as in the parking lot. But also, different. Not from here obviously, but then no one really is.

      “I should have known you’d have the answer,” she says, motioning toward my cart. My eyes follow, spotting the gluten-free crackers I don’t recall tossing in. Some things are automatic. Grief hits me at my kneecaps, and suddenly I am standing in the ocean, the waves threatening to pull me under.

      “Two aisles that way,” I manage. “About a quarter of the way down.”

      “Thanks,” she replies, her voice laced with cheer.  Suddenly, I’m not sure whether I want to throat punch her or become her. No one is that friendly. Not even here. That’s not to say everyone is unfriendly. I know what that kind of thinking can do. Ann’s number one best seller told me that much. Mindset is everything.

      Framing is important. They aren’t rude, Ann. Just too hurried, too caught up in themselves to bother with manners. “You’re a lifesaver,” she offers.

      My palms begin to sweat. When I look down I am surprised to see I am white-knuckling the cart. In her books she says we hold too tight to simple things, inanimate things, when our lives feel like they’re spinning out of control.

      “We’re fairly new in town,” she tells me proudly, as though this is something to be proud of. “I’m hosting a dinner party tonight…and my husband informed me at the last minute—of course—that one of the guests has dietary issues.”

      I look away. She reminds me of someone I might have become if I hadn’t landed here too soon.

      “You look familiar,” she remarks, almost cautiously. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      My pulse quickens. “I don’t think so.”

      She studies me carefully. I hate every millisecond of it. Suddenly, her eyes widen as recognition takes hold. She gets paid well to read people. I am not the exception to the rule.

      All I can do is grip the cart, and hold on tight as everything goes to shit.

      “Wait. I think maybe you live on our street.” A smile plays upon her face. “Penny Lane. Yes, that’s it. You live on Penny Lane.”

      “Oh—right,” I stutter. I can see she is grateful to have solved the puzzle. “Penny Lane…that’s me.”

      “I have to apologize,” she tells me. “I’ve been meaning to get down there to introduce myself. I hate to make excuses—but with the move and with the holidays coming…well, I’ve been a little distracted.” Finally, she extends her hand. “I’m Ann.”

      Her grip is warm and friendly, welcoming. The opposite of who I hoped she’d be. She’s a master of reinvention. It never looked so good on anyone as it does her. Something I’d learn more of in time.

      “Sadie.”

      “Tell me, what do people do around here, Sadie? For fun? We’ve lived here a few months and still—for the life of me—I can’t figure it out.”

      The thing about Ann is she has elaborate ways of saying almost everything. She’s a writer. Basically, she lies for a living. She’s very good at it. Everyone says so.

      “I don’t know about anyone else,” I say glancing around the store. “Me, I read, mostly,” I add because despite my attire I’m pretty sure she isn’t expecting me to say yoga.

      “How wonderful.” It’s nice that she leaves it at that. She doesn’t tell me that she, too, is an avid reader. But I guess the most important things we keep close to our chests.

      “Do you have plans tonight?”

      I cock my head and try to come up with something, with anything.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” she quips. “This dinner party I’m hosting…a couple of neighbors are joining us…so you really must come.”

      “I—”

      “Appetizers are served at six. Dinner is at seven. We’re at 22243.”

      I want to accept her invitation. Just weeks before, I would have killed for it. “I really wish I could,” I say, apologetically. “But I have all of this cooking to do.”

      Her expression goes blank for a second, and then there is something else, almost like a gate between us has closed. Whatever she is thinking, whatever I have said, the shift is palpable. She straightens her back and takes two steps forward. “No pressure. But if you can stop by, we’d love to have you.”

      “Thank you,” I say, swinging my cart to the right. I have to get out of here before I mess anything else up. Some things you can’t undo. “It was nice to meet you.”

      She nods and I nod. I would curtsy if it meant extinguishing the look of disappointment on her face. Ann Banks isn’t the kind of woman who is familiar with rejection. She’s said so herself. That’s why she’s so successful.

      “A pleasure,” she replies. “It’s been harder than I thought to get to know people in this town.”

      I offer a tight smile. It’s the best I can manage. How cute that she wants to be relatable. How very like her.

      “Oh—and it’s nice to know—the whole gluten issue isn’t just made up.”

      “That’s the thing…” I reply. “I’m starting to think it might be.”

      “I hope I’ll see you again,” she says.

      I nod. You will. My future happiness depends on it.

      Her features soften as she looks back over her shoulder. “This evening would be lovely.”

      “I’ll try my best.”

      And just like that, we officially meet. A chance encounter that was fated to happen. It was less painful than I thought. All things considered. Conversation flowed. An invitation was extended. Neither of us mentioned what just happened in the parking lot. Ann isn’t like that. She pushes onward. Onward toward her perfect new home, with her perfect husband and her perfect children. I leave the grocery store, like Ann says in her book and all over the internet, faking it until I make it. The thought makes me smile. I don’t know what kind of person meets a stranger in a supermarket and invites them to their home straightaway. But as it turns out, Ann Banks is exactly that kind of person.
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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