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True strength is in the soul and spirit, not in muscles.

- Unknown.


























​CHAPTER 1

THERE IT WAS. That prickle at the back of my neck as somebody watched me.

I glanced at my reflection in store windows as I passed, trying to get a glimpse of who or what might be behind. There! What was that? A shadow flitting across the sidewalk? I whipped around, holding my breath, one hand on the can of pepper spray I carried in my jacket pocket.

My eyes darted from left to right, my gaze as jittery as a coffee addict looking for their mid-afternoon fix, then I sagged in relief. It was just a loose shop awning, flapping in the weak breeze that managed to find its way amongst the tightly packed jumble of crumbling apartments and the few stores that clung to life. The locals had christened this part of town “NoHo.”

No Hope.

As if by giving it a hip-sounding name they could stave off the need for a wrecking ball, which was the only way left of improving things. A solitary soul roamed the sidewalk—a woman on the corner, shoulders stooped as life weighed her down. Her harsh make-up and lack of clothing on an unseasonably chilly night told me what she was waiting for. I exhaled a thin stream of air then forced myself to breathe in and out, slowly, telling myself I was once again being ridiculous.

Paranoid.

Crazy.

Breathe in and out.

Breathe in and out.

Put one foot in front of the other, Lara. I started towards my apartment, just another girl returning home after a night out, trying to act casual. But my feet didn’t get the message and moved faster and faster, seemingly of their own accord.

More than once over the past couple of weeks, I’d given in to the urge to run and ended up pounding along the street. I must have looked like an escapee from the asylum as I was chased by an army of monsters invisible to everybody except me.

Tonight that wouldn’t happen. No, tonight I was going to stay calm. Except when I reached the bottom of the rickety stairs leading to the shabby walk-up I called home, I almost sobbed with relief. I abandoned my attempts to look unruffled and raced up the steps two at a time, feeling them wobble beneath my weight.

The key was already in my hand, and I stabbed it at the lock.

Missed.

Missed again.

Will you get in the freaking keyhole! I forced myself to pause and used my shaking left hand to help my equally tremulous right one to aim carefully. Twisted the key. Ran inside.

The slam of the door echoed in the hallway, and I quickly shot home the two bolts I’d begged the landlord for weeks to install. He hadn’t, of course. In the end, I’d given up and asked the creep who lived two doors down to do it with the promise of a six-pack and thirty minutes in which to stare at my cleavage.

But for now, I was home.

Home.

I’d made it for another night, and I leaned against the door and slid slowly to the floor. How much longer could I keep this up?

Believe it or not, I hadn’t always been a lunatic. In fact, until a couple of months ago, I’d considered myself relatively normal. Although in the little slice of heaven I called home, normal could be considered abnormal. I was probably the only person on the block who didn’t indulge, either recreationally or professionally, in some sort of illegal activity.

I’d lived in my one-room apartment for almost a year. A tiny kitchenette occupied the corner nearest the door, opposite a small, screened-off shower room that had seen better days. The place sat above Randy’s Grocery Store, or at least that was what the fading sign claimed. I’d ventured in there once when I ran out of milk and found a distinct lack of groceries on the dusty shelves. Everything I picked up was well past its sell-by date. Still, Randy had a steady trickle of visitors throughout the day and most of the night, silent shadows with hoods drawn up to hide their faces. I didn’t know what they were in the market for, but I suspected it wasn’t ramen noodles or a Snickers bar.

I’ll be the first to admit the apartment had a lot of negatives. But all of those were cancelled out by one huge, big, wonderful positive; I could afford it. And until two months ago, I’d never felt unsafe living there. Depressed, maybe, but not out-and-out scared like I was now.

Things changed not long after I was mugged. I say after, because in the grand scheme of things, the mugging itself wasn’t really that bad. Living where I did, it had been about due.

I’d been on my way home that night. Three blocks away, a scrawny kid stepped out of a doorway, his expensive sneakers and designer jeans at odds with his unwashed odour. Wild eyes peered out at me from beneath a tangle of hair, and from the way they rolled, I guessed the reason he’d turned to crime was to fund his pharmaceutical habit.

“Gimme your money.”

The demand wasn’t original, but when he thrust a gleaming knife in my face, it worked. I handed over my wallet and the week’s wages it contained, then clutched at a nearby lamp post because my legs refused to hold me up. 

As his footsteps receded into the night, little did I know that he’d stolen my sanity as well.

The cops had been sympathetic, and the detective who came out to take my statement spent enough time listening to almost make me believe I mattered. He’d bought me coffee, feigned sympathy, and only looked at his watch once while I told my story.

At the end of it, he’d given me his card and said, “If you’re worried about anything, call me.”

What was the point? I was realistic enough to know the high the kid spent my money on had worn off by now. I was just another statistic. And at first, I thought the jitters I felt afterwards were a reaction to the theft. That was perfectly normal, right? Surely I couldn’t be the only girl who got a bit nervous walking home at night?

Be logical, Lara.

I’d lived in Baysville all my life, and this was the first time I’d ever been mugged. Well, apart from the moment Joey Rogers pushed me over in third grade and stole my lunch money, but I couldn’t really count that.

I told myself that I hadn’t been hurt, that by the law of averages it wouldn’t be my turn again for a while. Sure, I hadn’t been able to pay my rent on time, and I ended up living on oatmeal for two weeks, but that was just the way my life seemed to be lately.

Unlucky.

In another lifetime, when I was a child, my pop used to call me Lucky Lara. Each Thursday, the guys came over to play poker, and he’d sit me on his lap and let me hold his cards because he said he always won that way. Back then, we’d lived in a proper house, and I had toys and friends and nice clothes and birthday parties and everything else a child dreamed of.

Then a week before my tenth birthday, my luck ran out. As did my father. When he left for work, he’d kissed me on the cheek and said, “Be good at school, Lucky.” I hadn’t seen him since. Gone were the house and the toys and birthday parties.

My friends went too, once I no longer wore the latest sneakers or played with whatever toy happened to be in fashion that week. Until that day, I hadn’t realised how nasty little girls could be. I came home crying most days, and when I walked in the door, my momma would dry her own eyes and comfort me.

She tried to hide her tears, but there’s no way one person could be unlucky enough to get grit in their eye almost every day. Still, I couldn’t complain. Momma did her best to look after me, even if she was never the same after Pop left. At first, I used to ask when he was coming back, but that only made her sadder, so I stopped. Once, I’d asked if it was my fault he left, and she swore it wasn’t, that he’d disappeared because he simply didn’t love her anymore.

Then she’d cried again, and that was the last time I mentioned him.

I went from being Lucky Lara to Lara the Loser, or occasionally Lousy Lara for variety. Grades four through ten were spent hiding in the library, avoiding the outside world in general and people in particular. The bullies couldn’t get to me in the library. Mrs. Weiss, the dragon of a librarian in high school, wouldn’t stand any nonsense in her domain. Books were my best friends—math, science, economics—I drank them in. I kept my head down and my GPA a smidgen under 4.0, so my teachers liked me even if nobody else did. But the loneliness? Yes, the loneliness got to me.

People say your school days are the best of your life, but at the time they didn’t feel like it. If only I’d known back then it was true, I might have smiled more. Either that or given up altogether. I put in all that work for a bar job and a dingy apartment with water that ran cold five days out of seven.

I tried to tell myself things would get better, that happiness lurked just around the corner, but it always remained a few steps ahead of me. And what was behind me? Well, I’d acquired either a genuine stalker or a deep-seated sense of crazy.


























​CHAPTER 2

I COULDN’T SIT on the floor all night. Besides the draught creeping under the door, my behind was slowly going numb, and the rest of me ached from being on my feet the whole day.

Just thinking about work brought on a yawn. I needed to get some sleep, because in five hours, I’d have to get up for my morning job cleaning Buck’s Bar of the detritus left by fifty or so men who treated drinking as a sport. Believe me, I knew all about that—in the evenings, I worked the late shift as a waitress-slash-barmaid-slash-general-dogsbody.

Living the dream, right?

I hauled myself to my feet and breathed in deeply, cringing at the familiar scent. The faint trace of cigarette smoke and cheap men’s cologne that meant an unwelcome visitor had been in my apartment. Again.

The first time I noticed the strange aroma, I’d convinced myself I was imagining it. The second time too, although doubt started to creep in. The third time, when I saw the TV remote on the fold-out bed, I knew I’d had an uninvited visitor. My apartment may have been tiny, but everything had its proper place, and the remote always lived on the crate that doubled up as a television stand.

Twice more over the next week, the odour of stale cigarettes seeped through the mustiness that came with thrift store furniture. Paranoia set in. Had I forgotten to put my favourite mug back in the cupboard? Did I move that pen from its home on the nightstand?

Was I losing my mind?

The day I came home to find my underwear drawer cracked open and the contents in disarray, I threw up. What kind of sick freak chose to rummage through my panties? Actually, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to that question.

But I suspected he was following me. The next evening, I was almost certain I heard soft footsteps trailing behind as I walked home from Buck’s, but when I spun around, there was only darkness. A paper bag blew past, end over end. Had I been mistaken?

Another week passed, and my nerves stretched thinner with every waking hour. A rustle here, a shadow there. Was I going insane or had I acquired an unwanted companion?

My friend Missy thought the former. She didn’t say that, of course, but when I confessed all over coffee, her frown told me she doubted my story. I remembered that day well. We’d met in our regular spot, a diner midway between us that served food that was edible and, more importantly, cheap, and she dumped three spoonfuls of sugar into her cappuccino before she spoke.

“Have you actually seen anyone following you?” she asked.

“Well, no. He could have hidden behind a tree or something.”

“You see many trees in NoHo?”

“I guess not.”

The place was a concrete jungle. The only greenery was the occasional cannabis leaf that popped up in the graffiti that adorned every building.

“So maybe there isn’t anyone? What if the smell in your apartment drifted in through a vent or something?”

Was Missy right? Did I just have an overactive imagination?

That afternoon, I taped a plastic bag over the air conditioning duct. The AC hadn’t worked since I’d moved in, so it was no great loss. But the day after, the whiff of cheap cologne and tobacco smoke once again lay in my apartment like a slumbering monster.

A knock at the door a few hours later made me jump out of my skin.

“It’s me,” Missy yelled. “I’ve come to check you’re okay.”

Bless her, even though she thought I’d lost my marbles, she’d come to help me gather them up again. 

We’d first met two years ago, in the hospital. Her brother was having chemo at the same time as Momma, except his was for bowel cancer. Someone up there smiled down on him, and he pulled through, but although I lost Momma, I gained Missy. We bonded in the cafeteria over a shared love of stale sandwiches and lukewarm coffee, and she helped me through the most awful time of my life. What would I do without her?

I cracked the door open. “He was here again.”

She pushed her way in and hugged me. “Oh, honey, you should call someone.”

Like who? Did she mean the police or a psychiatrist? “My phone’s got no credit.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out a crumpled ten-dollar bill. “Take this.”

My eyes prickled with tears at her generosity. She was saving up for her wedding, and money was tight. “I can’t.”

She tucked it into my pocket. “You can and you will.” After another rummage, she held out a can. “I brought you a gift.”

“Pepper spray?”

“A girl needs to be prepared. You should take a self-defence class. The one I did last year kicked ass.”

I didn’t want to kick ass. I just wanted to sleep in my own bed at night without some freak staking out my apartment.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Call me if you change your mind. The instructor was hot.”

I loved that girl. Even when she thought I’d gone insane, she still tried to make my padded cell a happier place.

Tried and failed.
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Feeling slowly returned to my bottom as I went into the bathroom to put my pyjamas on. Once, I’d have changed next to my bed, but now the madness had set in, I locked myself away before I peeled off my jeans.

In bed, I wrapped the blankets around me like a shield, regressing to my childhood belief that if the bogeyman couldn’t see me, he couldn’t get me. Even so, I barely closed my eyes. The prospect of being murdered in my sleep kept me awake better than a double dose of caffeine.

The next day, I was wiping down the bar at Buck’s when my phone rang. My heart skipped as “Unknown caller” flashed up on the screen. Only a handful of people had my number, and my hand shook as I answered.

“Lara Reynolds?”

“That’s me.” I hated the quaver that crept into my voice.

“I’m the detective who took your statement a couple of weeks ago. The mugging? I thought I’d check up to see if everything was okay.”

Oh shoot, should I tell him about my fears? Momma always said a problem shared was a problem halved, but if Missy didn’t believe me, why would a complete stranger? I had no proof, just instances of untidiness and an intangible scent problem. I may as well tell him I was being haunted. Hey, maybe I had a poltergeist? Did ghosts smoke?

“Hello?” His voice crackled out of the speaker.

“Yes, I’m here.” I hesitated. “I’m not sure… Sometimes I think…”

“You sound nervous, and that’s perfectly normal. A lot of people get jumpy after an assault. If you want, I could refer you to a…” I heard the rustling of paper in the background. “To a therapist. Now, where did I put the card with the number?”

Therapy? He thought it was all in my head, didn’t he? “No need for that. Everything’s fine, really.”

“You’re sure?”

“Never been better.”

“Glad to hear it. You know where to find me if you ever want to talk.”

As the line went dead, a ball of dread rolled around in my stomach. Perhaps I should have said something? Well, it was too late now.

Things only got worse the week after. I had four teabags left, enough to last until my next visit to the grocery store. Tragic that I should have to count them, but every cent counted when you lived on the breadline. When I got in from cleaning at lunchtime on Wednesday, four had turned into three. Had my math skills deserted me as well as my sanity? I thought they had until I touched the kettle and found it warm.

Heart pounding, I tried phoning Missy. I needed a hug, her positive words, and a hot self-defence instructor. No answer. A single tear escaped, and I wiped it away with the edge of my T-shirt. Now what? I checked my watch, did the math in my head, and calculated it was 8 a.m. in England. Tori would be awake—her kids never let her sleep past seven.

I’d known Victoria since I started elementary school. She was the one person who stuck by me after Pop left, and even though we attended different junior highs, we’d stayed close. When she moved to England at fourteen, that was the greatest loss I’d experienced up until Momma’s death. Now she lived in a London suburb, happily married to a cab driver, with two young sons and a cockapoo named Gordon. I’d snorted coffee when she told me the dog’s breed, but apparently cocker spaniels crossed with poodles were all the rage over there.

I trembled so much it took me three goes to dial her number, but the effort was worth it when I heard her voice.

“Lara! It’s been ages! How are you?”

I tried to keep my sobs to a minimum as I poured my heart out, detailing everything from the mugging to the unshakeable feeling that someone was stalking me.

Her gasps, followed by a stunned silence when I finished, helped to strengthen my tenuous grasp on reality. 

“That’s awful. You need to go to the police.”

“And tell them what? That my apartment smells odd? A pen isn’t where I left it? They’d have me committed.” 

Although that might not be so bad. Compared to my apartment, a padded cell would actually be quite comfortable.

“Okay, so it sounds a bit farfetched, but I still think you should consider it. Maybe they’d put your apartment under surveillance?”

I couldn’t help laughing. “Last month, a kid got murdered on the next block, and it took the cops three days to interview anyone. My issue’s hardly going to be a priority. When I put it into words, I can barely believe it myself.”

“Just think about it, okay? Do you have any idea who it might be?”

I’d racked my brains in that regard, staring at my neighbours with suspicion and trembling every time I saw a stranger.

“Not a clue. But when the mugger took my wallet, my address was in it, so maybe it’s connected somehow? What I don’t understand is why someone would follow me. I’m the least interesting person I know. I might as well be invisible.”

“You’re only invisible because you want to be. Billy did that to you.”

At the mention of his name, fear trickled through me. I’d tried so hard to forget him. “Don’t talk about Billy.”

“Just because he was an asshole doesn’t mean you need to hide away for the rest of your life.”

“I don’t hide away.”

“You go to work; you go home. What else do you do?”

“I need the money,” I mumbled.

“You need to live.”

What was I supposed to say to that? Deep down, I knew she was right. I just didn’t want to admit it.

“When are you coming to visit?” Tori asked.

“When I win the lotto.” 

Since I couldn’t afford to play the lotto, it would be a long wait.

“I’ve offered to pay for your plane ticket.”

“I know, and I appreciate it, I really do. But I can’t accept something so expensive. I’m saving up.” And at the rate I was saving, I’d be able to fly to England about the same time as mankind colonised Mars.

“Well, the offer’s always there.” Her voice softened. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

“I will,” I lied.

I flopped back onto the bed, thunking my head on the wall as I misjudged the distance. Despite the early hour, I was tired. So tired. My body craved rest, but I made myself get up and change instead. If I didn’t hurry up with the chores, I’d be late for work, and I didn’t have the energy to run all the way there.

That evening, I wore a chocolate-brown knee-length skirt with a cream blouse, topped off with a pair of sneakers—ugly but practical. I couldn’t sprint in high heels. When I first started working at the bar, one of the waitresses, a twenty-year veteran, had explained that tips were directly proportional to skirt length, and careful experimentation had proven her absolutely right. The shorter the skirt and the higher the heels, the more money I made.

Not only was my income suffering with my new outfits, Buck wasn’t impressed either. A pervert at best and an asshole at worst, the first day I turned up in jeans and a sweater, he’d hauled me through to the kitchen.

“What the fuck are you wearing?”

“Uh, jeans?”

“Did you forget that this is a bar, not some mom and pop grocery store?”

I withered under his stare. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m a little nervous after the mugging, and I can walk faster in pants.”

He folded his arms. “Well, I suggest you get un-nervous before I lose clientele to bars where the girls make an effort. If that happens, I’ll have to start losing staff as well.”

And work was scarce in Baysville. I wasn’t sure whether Buck was genuinely concerned about his customers or peeved that I’d spoiled his viewing pleasure—because I couldn’t recall having a conversation with him where his eyes got higher than my chest—but it didn’t matter. Without that job, I couldn’t pay the rent, so I switched back to skirts and carried my pumps in my purse as a compromise. If everything else failed, I could always smack any would-be attacker with a shoe.

On my half-run, half-walk to work that evening, I thought back to my conversation with Tori. Even with her encouragement, I felt too embarrassed to report what was happening. It was bad enough that Billy thought I was an idiot without proving to everybody else that he was right.

No, I could cope. After all, the person hadn’t hurt me, right? I’d be an adult about this and ignore the problem.

I repeated that to myself all evening while I served up beer and got my ass groped by a drunken regular. Every time a customer looked at me for a second too long, or smiled a touch too readily, I wondered… Was it him? I even caught myself sniffing a man before I scolded myself for being ridiculous.

My mantra continued the whole way home, while I climbed the stairs, unlocked my apartment door, and stepped inside. I could cope. I could cope. The books I’d carefully stacked hadn’t moved, and the mug I’d left perched on the edge of the counter was exactly where I placed it. If not for the now-familiar aroma, stronger than usual, I could have steadied my pulse. I sniffed again, and a faint memory flickered in the recesses of my mind. Had I smelled that before somewhere outside of home? I tried to cling onto the thread, but it skittered away like a child’s balloon, farther, farther, until it floated out of reach.

My gaze darted around the room, then stopped on the bed. Why was the bedspread wrinkled? Running late or not, I always smoothed out the covers before I left home. Always. I tiptoed over and ran my hand over the spot. Could I have sat down without remembering it? I paused, touched it again. Why was it warm? Warm like someone had been lying there?

My breath came in pants as I realised what that meant. Someone had been in my apartment again, and they’d been there recently. And not only that, this time they’d been in my bed.


























​CHAPTER 3

HOW LONG DID it take for a mattress to go cold? Ten minutes? Twenty? Surely no longer? I shuddered because that meant my intruder had left just before I got there. Was he still nearby?

I never normally swore—Momma had brought me up to be politer than that—but a string of expletives left my mouth.

Oh gosh, what to do? I scrabbled for my phone as I came to a decision—I’d call the detective who took my statement after the mugging. He’d said to contact him any time, right? And even if he thought I was mad, at least my fears would be on record somewhere if I turned up dead. Now, where did I put his card? I thought I’d tucked it into the front of To Kill a Mockingbird. Or was it Far from the Madding Crowd? I flicked through my meagre stack of books. Dammit! Where was it?

Perhaps I should call the station? What was the officer’s name? Jones? Johnson? Something like that—I couldn’t quite remember. I tugged at my hair so hard I must have loosened the roots.

For a brief moment, I considered calling 911 instead, but I soon discounted that. This was hardly an emergency. What would I say? Er, I think someone’s been sitting on my bed. Could you send a car out? They’d laugh at me for drinking too much wine and reading too much Goldilocks.

In the end, I jammed my dining chair under the door handle, and just for good measure, pushed the rickety table and chest of drawers up behind it. Would that hold? It would have to—apart from the bed and a tiny nightstand, that was all the furniture I had. I’d take a walk to the police station first thing in the morning. At least if I went in person, they couldn’t hang up on me.

[image: Image]

When daylight dawned, I almost got cold feet. Venturing outside where he could be waiting was the last thing I wanted to do, but I forced myself to go. As I explained my story to the officer at the front desk, even I knew how crazy it sounded. He nodded and said “mmm-hmm” in all the right places, but he glanced at the big clock on the wall four times and didn’t bother writing down a word I said. His mind was probably on his next donut instead.

“So, let me get this straight,” he said when I’d run out of words. “You want to file a report that says you think you might have been followed on occasion, but you’re unable to give us a description. And last night your bed looked wrinkled and your apartment smelled funny?”

I nodded, already backing out the door.

“Without wanting to trivialise any of this, Ms. Reynolds, have you considered using Febreze?”

He definitely thought I was a few olives short of a pizza. And maybe I was? I was beginning to wonder myself, so I didn’t bother to continue with the report. Why put my mental breakdown on record?

After I left, a bad day only got worse. A detour to avoid a narrow alley that gave me the creeps made me fifteen minutes late for work, and my tardiness didn’t escape Buck’s notice. He made a show of looking at the clock as I hastily changed my shoes.

Then Becky arrived. Five feet eight of fake tan and push-up bra with another three inches of blonde hair piled on top of her head. Although she was pretty in a vacant sort of way, she struggled with the beer pump, and her nails were so long she couldn’t write the orders properly. By the time I’d done my work and half of hers, I was exhausted.

“Are you working here permanently?” I asked her.

She giggled. “Dunno. Buck said to have a chat with him after closing.”

A chat? Yeah, right.

A stranger came in and took a seat. Was that a pack of cigarettes on the table next to him? Dammit, he caught me looking. All I could do was nod as he mimed drinking from a bottle.

“You want me to take that over?” Becky asked. Another giggle. “That guy’s hot.”

“I’ll do it.” Was he wearing cologne?

I’d barely taken two steps in his direction when Buck yelled at me. “Lara, the barrel needs changing. Give that to Becky.”

I handed the drink to my unwanted sidekick, but I still felt the prickle of the man’s eyes on me as she teetered towards him. At the end of the shift, he was still there, drawing out a second beer that must have gone lukewarm by now. Could he be my stalker? Should I try talking to him?

I got out a cloth and started wiping things down. Closer and closer I got, until I was two tables away. I inhaled, and… Nothing. I needed to get nearer.

But Buck interrupted with a tap on my shoulder. “Here.” 

He handed me an envelope.

“What’s this? Payday isn’t until Friday?”

He shifted on his feet and leaned back against the bar, which creaked ominously under his weight. “Yeah, about that. I can’t give you any shifts for a while. You haven’t been the picture of happiness lately, so I decided to try Becky instead.”

“You’re firing me? Just like that?”

Buck looked down at his feet like a toddler who knew he’d done wrong. “Not exactly. It’s more that I’m giving you a break for a while. You look as if you need it.”

Which translated as, “I’ll see how the younger, prettier girl does, and if she messes up completely, I’ll give you a call.”

I bit my lip to keep from crying in front of Buck and the few patrons still finishing their drinks. Almost a year I’d worked there without missing a shift, and this was what he did?

Thanks for nothing.

And worse, I glanced over at the stranger’s table and found an empty seat.

My eyes stung as I tugged on my coat. I needed to get out of there, and quickly. Buck could have fun cleaning up and explaining to Becky, for the tenth time, how to work the darn register.

As soon as my feet hit the pavement, I started running. Why try to act normally anymore? I obviously wasn’t fooling anybody. I sprinted all the way home, ignoring the slap, slap, slap of shoes on the sidewalk I swore I heard echoing along behind me.

Back in my apartment, I took in the scene. The zip of the laundry bag was open, a T-shirt poking out, and the book I’d left open at page fifty had skipped a couple of chapters.

“Why me?” I yelled at empty air.

The upstairs neighbour pounded on the ceiling, banging the final nail in the coffin for my sanity. Sheesh, couldn’t I even have a breakdown without upsetting someone?

Dragging the chest of drawers in front of the door took the last of my strength, and when I’d piled the chair and table behind it, I crawled into bed and fell into a restless sleep.

If only I didn’t have to wake up in the morning.
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When the sun showed its face through a haze of clouds, I took a long, hard look at my life. I was closer to thirty than twenty, and what had I accomplished? I’d lost my job, and if I didn’t find another one fast, I’d lose my home. I needed a hug, but Missy would be working, and the only other friend I could count on lived in another country.

A hysterical bubble of laughter escaped. Maybe I could ask my stalker for help? What would he do if I left a note begging for spare cash? I thumped my head against the pillow, because that was hardly a solution, was it?

No, things needed to change.

Heck, everything needed to change.

Until now, change was something that happened to me. I’d never tried to effect it for myself. Where should I start? Apart from Tori and Missy, there wasn’t a single thing I liked about my life. If I never saw my apartment, or NoHo, or even Baysville again, it would be a blessing.

In a moment of clarity, it came to me. What was keeping me here other than memories of Momma and a fear of the unknown?

I may have called Baysville home my whole life, but the town hadn’t been kind to me. If I stayed, what would I be doing in ten years’ time? Working to stay alive but not to live?

And those memories of my momma, they weren’t all good. She’d spent years battling cancer and even thought she’d beaten it once, but as I’d been packing for my return to college, a return that was long overdue after an unwelcome break, we got the news that the tumour was back.

“You should still go to Brown,” Momma said. “I’ll manage.”

Yeah, right. How could I leave her? She’d aged a decade since we got home from the hospital.

We fought together, one round of chemo after another, radiotherapy, and even a double mastectomy. When her hair fell out, she was devastated, and I learned how to pencil in her eyebrows and glue on false eyelashes so she could hold her head high at her weekly book club.

Staying positive was hard. I’d plaster on a smile every morning then cry alone at night, and I knew she did too. I heard her quiet sobs and felt the dampness on her pillow. I’d been so desperate for her to try a new experimental drug treatment, I borrowed everything I could to fund it, only it didn’t work. Before my eyes, she wasted away to a shadow, and a week before my twenty-fifth birthday, she slipped away in the hospital.

I’d never forget her last words to me, whispered so softly I had to put my ear to her lips to make them out.

“Be happy, Lara. Promise me you won’t waste your life. We only get one try each, and it’s far too short.”

“I will, Momma. I promise.”

Well, so far I’d done a sterling job of keeping that promise, hadn’t I? Alone and unemployed, residing in the worst part of town—how could I be happy? I didn’t hold out much hope for the future, either. The last time I dared to open the statement, the total I owed for Momma’s medical bills stood at $153,278.27.

In the year since she passed, I’d managed to pay off just over two thousand dollars. At that rate, it would take me another seventy-six years to be debt free, which basically meant never.

As I lay there, staring up at the cracks in the ceiling, I came to the realisation that I didn’t want to spend the time I had left in Baysville. Yesterday, I’d thought my life was ending, but at the dawn of a new day, it began again. Buck had gifted me with freedom. Nothing was keeping me here except my own fears.

I’d never been impulsive, but years of planning and organising hadn’t gotten me very far, had they? It was time to open myself up to new possibilities. And as an added bonus, perhaps I could leave my stalker behind too?

Before I changed my mind, I levered myself out of bed and grabbed my suitcase, the one I’d bought years ago in preparation for my return to Brown. A thick layer of dust covered the fabric, and I blew it away. It took me just over an hour to pack up my life. More than two-and-a-half decades on this planet, and everything of value that I owned fitted into a thirty by twenty-inch space.

Looking down at my possessions, my feet felt decidedly chilly. Was I doing the right thing? Baysville was all I’d ever known, and what about Missy? What would she say?

I slumped onto my chair and dialled her number.

“What’s up? Are you crying?” she asked.

“No,” I sniffed. “I’m worried I’m about to do something really crazy.”

“Are you finally gonna tell Buck he’s an asshole?”

A laugh escaped through my tears. “No, but I wish I could. He fired me. I’m thinking of leaving Baysville for a while.”

“Wait, wait. Back up a bit. He fired you? Why the heck would he do that?”

I told her the whole sorry story, ending with my stalker sleeping in my bed, and it sounded even worse out loud. “So that’s why I want to leave. These walls are closing in on me.” 

Not to mention some sick freak.

Missy paused for a few seconds. “You know what? Go. When I was nineteen, I did the same thing. That year I spent in Florida was an impulse move, although I’ll admit too many cosmopolitans had something to do with it.” She giggled. “I learned a lot about myself and life while I was away.”

“You really think I should?”

“A break would do you good. After…you know, everything. You’d sure as heck better come back for my wedding though.”

“Nothing would keep me away from that.” Except maybe the thought of the bridesmaid dress she’d choose. Missy and fashion made an interesting mix.

“Wherever you go, you’ll have a great time,” she said, sounding more confident than I felt.

“I’ll call you, I promise.”

A flicker of fear ran through me. I was really going! Into the unknown, whatever it may bring.

I stuffed some money and a note into an envelope for the landlord and dropped it through his mailbox on the first floor before I left. Baysville was coming to life as I walked along my street for the last time. Normally a creature of habit, I rarely saw this side of the town since I slept late after work, and in the daylight, it wasn’t so scary. As I reached downtown at 8 a.m., the sun burned through the clouds, bathing me in bright light. Was it an omen? Would it shine on my new life?

At the bus station on Main Street, I stood in front of a confusing array of screens. Years had passed since I’d been past the town limits, but now the world was my oyster. Or at least the bus network was—my finances wouldn’t stretch overseas.

Where should I go? New York? I could disappear among the thousands of other lost souls who flocked to the city in search of a new life. But I wouldn’t even be able to afford the rent on a closet. The West Coast? Land of surf, sun, and beautiful people? No, I wouldn’t fit in there. What about Minnesota? Snow was pretty, but also cold. Texas? Atlanta? Florida? 

Scientific reasoning wasn’t helping here. If I thought about this logically, I’d spend so long weighing up the pros and cons that I’d never leave. Instead, I closed my eyes then spun around and pointed, ignoring the crowd of strangers staring at me as if I’d gone mad.

My heartbeat sped up as I followed my finger. Where would life take me?

The block letters on the front of the bus jumped out in all their neon glory. Virginia. 

I was going to Virginia.


























​CHAPTER 4

A MONTH LATER, I lay back on the shabby bed in my new apartment, studying a water stain on the ceiling. If I tilted my head and squinted, it looked like North Dakota. So, how had things changed? Not a lot, in all honesty. The place in Richmond wasn’t much different from my old home, apart from being in a different state and having pale blue walls instead of cream. And it had a separate bedroom, albeit one I could touch both sides of if I stretched my arms out, plus the hot water seemed reliable if not a little sludge-coloured. As a bonus, it came with a grumpy landlady who lived on the floor below and treated complaining as a hobby.

“You came home too late last night,” she’d told me soon after I moved in.

“Eight o’clock?”

“A lady needs her beauty sleep.”

She’d missed a couple of decades of hers. “I’ll try to be quieter.”

“And don’t forget to lock the communal door. You left it open the other day.”

No way. My unwanted visitor had made me paranoid with regard to security, but I didn’t want to argue. 

“I’ll make sure I do.”

I’d make sure to keep out of her way too.

But the place had its good points as well as the bad. I hadn’t seen any signs of the stalker since I left—although I still broke out in a sweat every time I smelled tobacco smoke—and my mind, which I’d temporarily misplaced, was slowly returning.

The alarm on my phone trilled, informing me it was time to get ready for work. I’d picked up a waitressing job for two days a week. The café was nicer than Buck’s—the tips were better, and the clientele didn’t try to grope my butt—but it barely covered my rent.

“You’re first on the list if more shifts come up,” my new boss told me, but I knew the prospect was unlikely. She worked most of them herself, and the other girls showed no signs of quitting.

And that meant I needed to look elsewhere for extra income.

Luckily, the public library was within walking distance of my apartment. I spent a morning there updating my résumé, what little of it there was, and printed a hundred copies. My hopes were high as I started to deliver them to local businesses, but with every rejection, my spirits sank lower. After two days, the only offer I’d had was waitressing Monday to Wednesday in a gentlemen’s club. Topless. I’d sleep in a cardboard box before that happened.

Shoulders hunched, I traipsed home at the end of the afternoon, running through the food I had left in the cupboard. Could I eke it out for another day or two? Think positive, Lara—at least you’ve lost a few pounds.

Of course, the landlady popped out as I tiptoed past. How did she always do that?

“You keep playing your TV too loud.” 

“I don’t have a TV.”

“Don’t give me that. Young people these days, they’ve got no respect.”

“But I really don’t own a television. I haven’t even got a radio.”

“Kids were honest back in my day too.”

That was it! I’d had it up to here with that woman. I clenched my fists as I tried to stop my tears from escaping. “Look, I swear I don’t...”

I clammed up at the touch of a hand on my shoulder.

“Just ignore her,” a blonde girl who looked to be my age whispered. “She’s like that with everyone.”

The landlady glared at the newcomer, backed into her apartment, and slammed the door. My ally giggled. “Cantankerous old biddy. Don’t let her upset you. She’s not worth it.”

“It’s not just that.” I sniffed and resisted the urge to wipe my nose on my sleeve.

“What, then? Man trouble?”

I shook my head. “Right now, money trouble.”

She nodded sagely. “If it’s not one, it’s the other. Do you feel like grabbing a coffee? My treat—you look as if you need one.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or depressed by that statement, but I found myself nodding. “That’s very kind of you.”

“I’m Sylvia, by the way.”

“Lara.”

In the imitation Starbucks on the next corner, I told Sylvia a sanitised version of my recent move.

“You’re braver than me,” she said. “Before I came here, I planned for a year, and now I can’t ever see myself moving away.”

Brave? I couldn’t believe that. Stupid? Definitely. 

“I’m beginning to regret leaving Baysville. At least I had contacts there. Job hunting’s so much harder when you don’t know anyone.”

She took another sip of her mocha. “It may not be something you’d enjoy, but would you consider cleaning? That’s what I do, and the lady at the agency I work through may have something available.”

I could clean. Heck, I’d had enough practice when I was with Billy. “A cleaning job would be perfect.”

Sylvia gave me Michelle’s number and promised to call her in the morning to put in a good word for me. Could this be the answer to my problems?
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Meeting Sylvia turned out to be my lucky break. Over the next month, Michelle offered me a few days a week of housekeeping work in various hotels, covering for staff sickness and vacation. Some were nice, some not so much, but they all paid money and that meant I could afford to eat.

“They love you,” Michelle told me when I stopped by to pick up my pay cheque. “The manager from the hotel yesterday called me personally to say what a good job you did.”

That would be the slimeball who’d squeezed my bottom while I was dusting. I forced a smile. 

“That’s good. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of extra hours?”

“Things are slow at the moment, but if more work comes in, you’ll be at the top of my list.”

Where had I heard that before?

I kept my fingers crossed as I walked home, because while I was off the breadline, it still came down to a choice between heating and eating. With my new-found sense of optimism and the sun shining from above, I searched for the silver lining in the dark cloud hanging over my life. Hmm… At least the lack of work meant I had free time to explore the city I now called home. There we go.

Over the next few weeks, I did the tourist thing and visited Maymont Mansion and its beautiful gardens, Monument Avenue, and Agecroft Hall. Apart from a single horrid trip abroad with Billy, I’d never had a vacation, so I pretended I was on one now. The number of Kodak moments made me wish I could take some photos, but I’d pawned my camera to pay for Momma’s medication. Think positive, Lara. Maybe I could learn to draw instead?

On rainy days, I huddled under my umbrella and walked to the library. While the world outside glistened in shades of grey, I transported myself to far-off places through second-hand romance. I’d given up hope of finding my own Prince Charming, but I still loved to dream. In between those adventures, I flicked through math textbooks to give my mind a workout. College may have turned into a nightmare, but I’d always be a geek at heart.

While I loved the books, the building itself brought back unwelcome memories because it was in the school library that I’d first spoken to Billy. As I’d done every day for the last ten years, I rued ever meeting him. Back then, I’d thought it was a magical moment, but I soon learned not all spells were good.

And Billy Cooper was no wizard.
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Teenage me hadn’t had the benefit of hindsight on that fateful day. It was mid-afternoon on a rainy Thursday when Billy Cooper, the wide receiver on the high school football team—some said the best wide receiver ever—strutted into the library and asked me to help him with his math homework.

Me!

Lara the Loser!

What was I going to do? Say no? Of course not—I’d read those stories about the nerd ending up with the football star, and they gave me hope, okay?

I spent an hour working through all the problems with him and explaining two or three times what I’d done, and when we were in class three days later, he passed me a Post-it with a few scribbled words.




Full marks! Your a genius! 




I kept that note stuck carefully in the back of my math textbook, and every time I looked at it, a smile crept across my face. Looking back, the fact that he didn’t know the difference between you’re and your should have given me a hint we weren’t compatible, but when you’re sixteen years old, you tend to turn a blind eye to these things.

The next week, Billy came into the library again and slid into the seat beside me.

“Hey, Einstein, gimme some help with the new math assignment?”

Mesmerised by Billy’s grin, I refrained from pointing out that Einstein was a physicist rather than a mathematician. 

“Sure.”

Our weekly library sessions became somewhat of a fixture, and I counted down the hours, minutes, and seconds until he walked through the door. Back then, he’d been sweet to me—he’d bring me a soda one week, a bar of chocolate the next.

For a girl with few friends, the attention was flattering. I wasn’t Lara the Loser anymore. I was Lara-who-Billy-liked. People began to notice me, to see me in a different light. Now, I understood it was the attention that had attracted me rather than Billy himself, but as a teenager, I was blinded by his rudimentary charms.

After one particularly gruelling algebra session, he slammed his textbook shut and sat back in the chair, fingers laced behind his head. “I’ve got a game on Saturday. Wanna come? We could go get a burger after.”

Like I was going to decline that offer. My pulse sped out of control as I willed my voice to stay steady. “I’d like that.”

A burger led to a trip to the cinema, and before I knew it, we were making out every night in the back of Billy’s car. He changed me, and I didn’t realise at the time it was for the worse.

With him, I was in the popular crowd again, and with that came a sense of euphoria I hadn’t felt since my pop left. The feeling of acceptance overrode any niggling doubts I may have had over whether Billy was the right boy for me. Not only did I get access to his social circle, he also had money, and he liked to buy me things—snacks, dinner, even clothes.

“The way you look reflects on me, sweetheart. I want you to look good,” he told me one evening before we went to a party.

“Are you sure this top suits me?” I turned back and forth in front of the mirror. “It’s awful tight.” I gave the skirt another tug down. It didn’t cover much.

“It makes your tits look awesome. I want everyone else to know what’s mine.”

I kept the outfit on. I was seventeen, all right?

Mom saw the warning signs I’d missed. “It’s better to have your own style,” she told me. “Wear what’s comfortable.”

“I’ll wear whatever I want,” I snapped back, because like any teenager, I hated being lectured.

Oh, if only I’d listened.

When the opportunity came to follow Billy to college, I jumped at it. The day our acceptance letters for Brown arrived, we threw a party so wild I woke up on the kitchen floor, minus my underwear and my dignity. Even that didn’t bring me to my senses.

Billy won a football scholarship, and mine was in math. At first, I loved college. As a natural bookworm, studying was fun for me, and surrounded by like-minded people, my knowledge grew. Plus there were the perks of dating a football player.

For the first year, I lived in the dorms while Billy moved into a frat house, but I spent more time in his room than I did in my own. My roommate was nice enough, but we had nothing in common. Life was good, and I thought we’d stay in that arrangement for the whole of college, but a misunderstanding with a goat and a professor’s car led to Billy getting kicked out of Sigma Kappa Phi.

“Assholes,” he said as he shoved his belongings into a suitcase. “They were too tame for me, anyway.”

At first, I snuck him into my room, but the girl I shared with soon got annoyed with him hogging the bathroom. The hair. It was always the hair. He wore it slicked back, stiff with so much gel it felt crispy when you touched it. Plastic. Billy was a Ken doll but without the charisma—I saw that now.

“Maybe we could get a place of our own,” nineteen-year-old me suggested, blinded by what I thought was love.

“Already sorted. Pop’s buying me an apartment. We can move in next week.”

Why wasn’t I surprised? Mr. Cooper thought the sun shone out of his only son’s ass. He was wrong, though. It was the fires of hell glimmering through.

But back then, I’d still had my sunglasses on, and within seconds, I was mentally decorating the living room. 

“Ooh, our own place! I can’t wait.”

Mistakes? My life was full of them.


























​CHAPTER 5

AFTER THREE MONTHS in Richmond, I was keeping my head above water, albeit with a bit of kicking and the odd splutter. My chequebook balanced to the cent, and I was considering writing a cookbook called 50 Ways to Jazz Up Your Ramen Noodles. Apart from the lack of money and missing Missy terribly, my new life surpassed the old. My boss at the café let me take home leftovers on the two days I worked, and so far, Michelle had only asked me to clean at hotels where the managers treated me okay. I was on first-name terms with the librarian, and I’d even found time to catch up for coffee with Sylvia on a couple of occasions.

Tomorrow I only had work in the morning, and in the afternoon, I planned to take a long walk in the park if the weather was good. I was contemplating whether I could afford an ice cream when the landlady popped out of her door.

“I need a word with you.”

“If it’s about the hamster, I’ve already told you I don’t have one.”

“I know. It was mice. I got the exterminator in.”

Well, wonders would never cease—she’d admitted she’d gotten something wrong. Although ick, mice. 

“So why do you want to speak to me?”

“Rent’s going up next month. Fifty dollars.”

“What?” Even to my own ears, my voice sounded weak.

“Fifty dollars. I need to buy medication for Muffy.” She reversed into her apartment with the incontinent poodle trailing behind her. Slam.

The elevator was broken again, and by the time I climbed up to the third floor, what little energy I’d had left had deserted me. I fumbled the key into the lock, then sagged onto the bed.

Where was I supposed to magic up fifty dollars from? It might not sound like much, but when you don’t even have fifty spare cents, it might as well be a million bucks.

My first thought was to move, but where to? I already lived in the cheapest place I could find. Perhaps I could buy a tent? I paced my tiny room, trying to come up with a plan. How about trying another city? Another state? But I liked Richmond. A vision popped into my head of me sitting on a street corner with a begging bowl, and a bubble of laughter escaped my lips. No, I couldn’t do that. I’d try speaking to Michelle at the cleaning agency again before I resorted to anything desperate.
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“Cup of coffee, hun?” Michelle asked the next morning.

I’d been waiting outside the door when she arrived.

“Yes, please. I’ve run out at home.”

“No time to go to the store?”

More like no money. I explained the difficulties with my rent while Michelle poured me a mug of caffeinated heaven from her drip machine. “So I was wondering if you might have any extra work going? I’ll even go to that place with the cockroaches Sandy walked out of last month.”

“No can do, hun. The cockroach place got closed down by the health department.”

“How about private cleaning? Don’t you do homes as well as hotels?” A note of desperation crept into my voice, and I hated it. Hated that my survival depended on begging to clean up other people’s filth.

“The standards are higher for those clients. They tend to be more demanding.” She rolled her eyes. “Sometimes impossible.”

“I can deal with picky.”

Heck, I’d had enough practice in my years with Billy. The apartment his father bought him was spacious and comfortable, by far the nicest place I’d ever lived, at least in terms of bricks and mortar and fancy floor-to-ceiling windows. With no rent to pay, I felt I should earn my keep by helping around the place, which roughly translated as doing everything—cooking, cleaning, laundry, the lot—while Billy watched TV or drank beer with his buddies. I asked him to take the trash out once, and he gave me such a scathing look I did it myself.

He liked the place to look immaculate, though I doubt his friends would have noticed if the living room was knee-deep in pizza boxes. The mess would surely have reminded them of home. And although his nagging never let up, the buzz I got going to football games with him every Saturday cancelled it out.

Then there was Momma. I visited her every month, and her face glowed with pride when I updated her on my studies. I didn’t want to tarnish the illusion by telling her Billy was awful to live with.

So I coped. At least, until the beginning of the second semester. The front row was packed with screaming girls as the Brown Bears played Harvard, and I was one of them. Then, just ten minutes into the game, my shouts of joy were drowned out by Billy’s howls of agony as he landed awkwardly from a tackle.

I perched nervously beside his bed in the hospital as the doctor walked in. He pushed his glasses up and took a quick glance at his notes before breaking the news.

“Well, Mr. Cooper, you’ve torn your anterior cruciate ligament.” His mouth twitched. “Right the way through.”

“What does that mean?” Billy snapped. “In English.”

The doctor sucked in a breath, clearly not used to being spoken to in that manner. Me? I was dead to it by then.

“We can perform surgery to help you walk again, but your football career’s over.” He arranged his features into canned sympathy and shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

Billy didn’t take it well. The doctor barely had time to duck before the pitcher of water whistled past his ear and smashed against the wall behind him.

“Send a different doctor. One who knows what he’s talking about.”

The poor man ran out of the room. With hindsight, I should have been hot on his heels, but I stayed. Stupid me.

Doctors two and three gave the same diagnosis, and life with Billy became unbearable. With no outlet for his pent-up anger on the football field, the beast that slumbered inside him came out at home. Playing in the NFL was all Billy had ever wanted to do, and now that he couldn’t, he took it out on me.

When the consequences of a stray speck of dirt were liable to hurt, a person became real good at cleaning, believe me. I was prepared for anything Michelle’s clients could throw at me. Literally.

She fished a package of cookies out of her drawer and offered me one before replying. They were the good kind with chocolate on them. Would it be greedy if I took two? Probably.

“Yeah, I reckon you’d be able to cope. Problem is, I haven’t got so much on the books at the moment. Kids are home from college for the summer, and they’ll work the low-end hotel jobs more cheaply than our staff. I’ve had to push more people over to the private side temporarily.” She smiled and pushed the cookies towards me again. “Things’ll pick up in a month or two.”

“I’ll be homeless before then.” I bit into a second cookie, holding a hand up to catch the crumbs.

Michelle tapped away at her computer for a few seconds. “There’s one possibility, but I’ll be honest. You’ve got a slim chance of landing the job. Still, you might as well have a shot at it, hun—you’ve got nothing to lose.”

A sliver of hope was better than none, and I grabbed at it. “What is it?”

“A full-time housekeeping job. Sounds straightforward, but I’ve sent twelve of my best people over so far, and none of them has gotten past the first interview.” She shook her head. “I’ve never had so much trouble filling a position before.”

“Why? Is the boss a complete ogre?”

She shook her head. “The company’s hired domestic staff for their executives from me in the past, and they’ve all raved about what a great place it is to work. It’s just difficult to get a foot in the door.”

“Could I put in an application? Like you said, I’ve got nothing to lose.”

“I’ll send off your details, hun. Keep your fingers crossed.”
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Two days later, I was vacuuming up what appeared to be an entire package of chips from a motel room floor when my phone vibrated in my pocket. I stiffened as the screen announced Michelle was calling. Would it be good news or bad?

“Well, hun, you’ve got an interview.”

I let out a squeal, then clapped a hand over my mouth.

She chuckled. “You’re the thirteenth candidate.”

Gee, thanks for reminding me. “When? Where do I need to go?”

“Can you do tomorrow? You’ll be meeting the client’s assistant.”

“I’m free in the afternoon.”

“I’ll set it up.”

“Uh, I’ve never had a proper interview before—do you have any tips?” 

All my jobs had come through word of mouth or popping into a bar or agency for an informal chat. What should I expect?

“Oh, just be yourself.”

Well, that was super advice. Being myself hadn’t gotten me very far yet, had it?

“Do you have any more details of the job?”

“My contact was a bit cagey with those. Apparently, you’ll discuss it during the interview.” Another phone rang in the background. “Good luck. I’ll text you later with the time and place.”
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Having the interview so soon gave me little chance to prepare, but at least I had less time to get nervous. Actually, scratch that. I wasn’t nervous; I was terrified.

My hands trembled as I opened the door to the swanky office building downtown. The plaque outside listed an insurance company, a law firm, and a software business. Which of those would I be visiting? Michelle’s message just said to go to the desk in the lobby and ask for Bradley.

The perfectly groomed receptionist with her razor-sharp blonde bob made me feel like an impostor as I fidgeted in front of her.

“Uh, I’m looking for Bradley?”

“Lara Reynolds?”

“That’s right.”

“Take a seat, please.” She waved at a bank of cream leather chairs by the window.

I shuffled over and sank into one. What was I doing here? I didn’t belong. Not in my cheap white blouse and the thrift shop pants I’d worn to Momma’s funeral. They didn’t even fit properly now—I’d lost too much weight on my unwelcome diet, and they sagged around the middle. I peered at my reflection in the floor-to-ceiling glass. My hair desperately needed a cut, and a bunch of brown strands had escaped from my ponytail again. I tucked them behind my ear. Last night, I’d considered taking the scissors to it, but I’d chickened out.
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