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Connor.

––––––––
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Soft music coming from my phone woke me. Rolling onto my side, I turned off my alarm and took a minute to reflect before getting up. Not only had I managed eight hours every night this past week, but I’d slept well. I marveled at the fact that I felt well-rested for the first time in half a year. No. I needed to be honest with myself. My sleep problems started when Dad passed away just over a year ago.

The quality of my sleep would have returned to normal after a period of grieving, but chaos entered my life shortly after Dad’s death. My sister, Abigail, and I had been spiraling from depression after we lost him. But we would have helped each other out of it after a while. We always did.

If only I’d never met Tiffany.

Two weeks after Dad died, I went out for an early morning run. At six in the morning, the world had been as foggy as my life felt. Feeling adrift since the funeral, I deviated from my normal running route for a change of pace.

Fuck I wish I hadn’t.

I found something on my morning run. A beautiful woman wracked with sorrow. Running through the thick fog, I came around a corner and could barely see a woman sitting on a bench in the distance. I thought nothing of it until I heard her crying. I sprinted to her to see if she needed help.

Her hands and knees were all bloodied up. She’d tripped on something and had a bad fall, but that wasn’t why she cried. She was all alone with no one to turn to. A twisted ankle wouldn’t let her walk, and on top of that, she had no medical coverage and feared the cost of an ambulance.

She couldn’t even call her parents to come get her because they’d packed up overnight one day, along with her sister, and moved away from the small town we lived in, abandoning her and leaving her no way to contact them. She’d been here on her own for years.

I would find out later that wasn’t the truth. Well. Not the proper truth. Her family hadn’t abandoned her when they moved away from this town. They had taken her with them when they moved to the city when she was thirteen. Their abandonment of her came many years later after they became afraid for their lives.

Now that I knew what Tiffany was like, I didn’t blame her family for moving away without a trace and leaving her on her own. She was thirty years old, more than old enough to look after herself. But in the beginning? When we first met? I thought they were monsters for abandoning their daughter.

I would find out the hard way that Tiffany was the monster.

I didn’t know her, but she was hurt, clearly suffering from depression, and seemed harmless. Two of those three were correct. Some of my friends claim I fell in love with her to distract myself from my own depression caused by my father’s death. I railed at them when they first said it, but honestly? They were probably right. At least in part. It would explain why I blinded myself to those first few red flags.

I called a taxi to take Tiffany to the hospital to get looked over. Helped her into the car and paid the driver because she had no money on her. That was all it should have been. I should have turned around and went home after the driver said he’d help her in. Thought about the sad pretty woman I met in the mist from time to time and hoped she was doing better.

Instead, Tiffany reached out with a shaking hand to clutch my sleeve. With tears in her eyes, she asked if I would go to the hospital with her. She was scared to be alone. Worried her ex might find her. She thought that was who pushed her in the fog.

Did I stop to wonder why she’d claimed to have fallen when we first spoke and now claimed she’d been pushed? No. Because I was an idiot. I assumed the pain of the fall had jarred or confused her, and she was only now processing what happened. My chest puffed out at the thought of protecting a lady in distress, and I got in the damn taxi to look after her.

We fell in love hard and fast. Within the first two weeks of us dating, Tiffany lost her job and then had a scare when her landlord broke into her apartment, offering her a month’s free rent in exchange for spending the night in his bed. He claimed he was trying to help her. He’d heard she lost her job and knew it would take a few weeks for her to find a new one. Listening to her story while she sobbed and shook with fright in my arms, I moved her into my place to keep her safe.

She had issues. Even she admitted that. I became so occupied trying to help her manage her mental health problems that I didn’t even realize she was controlling my actions, preventing me from seeing my friends and family by keeping me busy.

Each time I made plans to socialize—either on my own or with her—suddenly, she would have a new emergency, and I’d spend the night consoling her, my heart heavy as she shared another trauma with me. I would hold her until we both fell asleep.

A scream sounding tore me out of thoughts of the past.

Heart pounding, I bolted up in bed and tossed back the covers. It had stopped. The stalking had finally fucking stopped. So why was she here?

Despite my fear of seeing my ex again, I ran out into the living room. I’d been at my sister’s all week, watching the kids for her and Samuel while they finished the renovations at their new home. I was scared, but I would not let Tiffany near my niece and nephew. I would usher her out before she could wake them and call the police to tell them she was stalking me again.

Looking around wildly, I found no one in the living room and went into the kitchen. Another scream sounded, and I realized it was a male voice which meant it wasn’t Tiffany looking for attention.

Jordan.

Running into the room he shared with his younger sister, I didn’t find my ex-girlfriend terrorizing them like I feared. Only the kids were in here. Still, I glanced at the window to make sure it was shut. Tiffany had let herself into my home via the window before after I got her barred from my property.

The first scream hadn’t woken Ella, but the second had. Jordan thrashed in his sleep, and a scared noise came from him. Not knowing what had woken her except that it was something scary, Ella started crying at the top of her lungs.

“It’s okay, honey. Jordan’s just having a nightmare,” I told her as I rushed up the bunkbed to reach my nephew. I only needed to climb the first two steps to get to him and had to jerk my head back when his arm swung out as though to hit someone.

“Go away!” he screamed.

“It’s Uncle Connor,” I said. “Jordan, can you hear me? You’re having a bad dream.” Running my hand through his hair, I touched him gently, trying to let him know he was safe, and wake him.

Breath heaving from fear, Jordan’s eyes shot open. “Get away from her!” Surging to his knees, he reached out. “Ella!” His eyes were frantic with fear for his sister. He reached for her as though frightened that he would lose her.

Ella only cried harder and hid under her blanket.

“Jordan, it’s okay. You’re safe. I’m going to pick you up, okay?” My nephew was starting to get big, but he wasn’t yet ten years old, and I could still carry him in my arms. Hopping down from the ladder, I clutched him against me, and he started to calm.

Jordan blinked up at me. “Uncle Connor?”

“I’m here, you’re okay. You’re okay.”

Bursting into tears, he clung to me. “Where is she?”

“Ella’s right here. She’s just under her blanket.”

At my words, Ella crawled out and called her brother’s name. Her tears were abating, but now Jordan was crying. Trying to soothe him, I rubbed his back and bounced him in my arms like when he was smaller.

“She was here, she was here,” he sobbed.

Fear speared me, and I rushed to the window to be sure it was as locked as it looked. I checked the front door next and found it securely locked. I checked half the windows in the apartment before remembering Jordan had been fully asleep when I ran into his room. He hadn’t seen anyone, only dreamed of them. Still, I checked the rest of the windows to ensure they were locked.

Sitting on the couch, I held both kids against me and assured them it had been a dream, and there was no one here except the three of us.

“Do you remember who you were dreaming about?” I asked Jordan. But I knew. The dread that had lodged in my gut when I saw the fear in his eyes told me the answer.

Sniffling, he nodded. “Please don’t leave us,” he cried.

Eyes burning with tears, I held him tighter. “I’m not leaving you. Never,” I swore. “Your new house is in the country instead of a few blocks from me, but I’m going to visit you all the time. Okay? So much that you’ll be sick of me.”

Holding me just as tight as I was him, he nodded. “I don’t want to go. What if she comes back after we leave? You’ll be all alone.”

He was scared for me. The guilt I felt intensified. This was my fault. I’d brought Tiffany into their lives. She hadn’t been satisfied with just tearing my life apart, no. She’d spread it out to my family and friends.

My sister, her kids, and her husband were the most important people in my life. We saw each other multiple times a week. So why was it after I started dating Tiffany that warning bells didn’t go off in my head when my family time suddenly disappeared?

I’d been having issues with my mom again, so not seeing her had been par for the course. We went through periods like that. But Abby and the kids? No. We saw each other all the time. Yet, somehow, a full three months went by before we had a proper family meal.

I’d seen my sister a few times during those three months, of course. She was one of my best friends. But we hadn’t seen each other nearly as much as usual, and I hadn’t been around her place much those three months. I’d been missing everyone fiercely, and at the time, I felt the only thing my life needed was for its two parts to come together. So I dragged Tiffany to a family meal at my sister’s.

Everything seemed to be going well. Tiffany’s anxiety leveled off when she saw that my sister and her husband, Samuel, weren’t going to push for me to abandon her like her own family had. And at that revelation, I convinced myself that the red flags that I’d only just begun noticing weren’t red flags but signs of her trauma. Of course, she had been avoiding my family. Because she was scared to be abandoned again. My heart went out to her, and I started falling deeper in love with her with each passing minute.

Until later that same night.

Wondering why Tiffany had been in the bathroom for so long, I was about to get up and check on her when Jordan tore into the kitchen and leaped into my arms. He and his sister had been put to bed a half hour ago.

Sobbing, he begged me not to leave.

None of us understood why he would worry about that. Then he told us that Tiffany had gone into his room and woken him up. She told him it had been very nice to meet him, but that she and I would be living our own lives from here on out and wouldn’t see him anymore.

I just couldn't process it. Why would she say that to him? We questioned him, wondering if he had a bad dream, but Tiffany was still suspiciously absent. Samuel and I exchanged a look, and I handed Jordan off to his mother.

Leaving the kitchen, we found the bathroom door open. No Tiffany inside. Creeping up the stairs, we heard her talking. We found her reading from a book. Tiffany seemed happy as could be, reading a story in a silly voice to entertain my niece. It would have been a sweet moment had Ella not been quietly crying.

I expected Tiffany to deny what Jordan had told us or claim he must have dreamed the conversation, but she only smiled at me when I asked about what happened between her and Jordan.

“I just wanted to spend some time with the kids before we left since we won’t be seeing them again.”

My blood ran cold, and I asked her why that was.

Samuel picked up Ella and carried her out of the room. He told her to go downstairs and ask her mom to take her and Jordan to Grandma’s house. He looked freaked out, but he stayed with me. A good man to the core, he wanted to have my back if anything happened.

Looking the happiest I’d ever seen her, Tiffany turned to Samuel as though he had asked a question, not me. She told him that she and I were leaving the city tomorrow and going to look for her family. Once we found them, we would live with them.

She’d never mentioned any of this to me.

Apologizing to Samuel for my girlfriend having frightened the children, I led Tiffany out and headed home. During the drive, she talked about her family nonstop. I found out she’d lived with her parents until a few weeks before we’d met. It explained some things.

I had to teach her how to do laundry after she moved in, and her attempts at cooking never went well. Because she’d never had to do it before. That was why. I found out her family left our town when she was young, barely a teenager. And they’d taken her with them like any normal family would.

They did move away from her a few months ago, but none of that happened in our town like she originally told me, and it happened much more recently than she’d originally claimed. She kept talking nonstop, speaking now about things her parents did in the past, but she contradicted herself constantly. On top of that, she spoke like she loved them one minute, and like she hated them the next. She became more and more erratic.

The first time she dissolved into tears to the point of barely being able to breathe, I let her talk me out of taking her to the hospital. When it happened a second time, I took her despite her pleading to stay in the apartment.

Reeling from everything Tiffany had said and worried some sort of medical problem would arise from her crying so hard that she struggled to breathe, I brought her into the hospital and waited with her for someone to see her.

The doctor seemed to recognize her and looked leery about seeing her, but we lived in a small town, and he was the only one on call. He insisted on seeing her alone and made me stay in the waiting room. My sister joined me before he came out to talk to me. Telling us Tiffany was having a mental breakdown, the doctor sat down next to me.

“I can’t say much because of doctor-patient confidentiality, plus the last time I had her as a patient, she was a child. But sir, I very much want you to consider ending this relationship. She’s a troubled woman, and things are only going to get worse for you from here on out.”

With that, he got up and walked away.

I felt stunned. He just told me the woman I loved was having a mental breakdown, and he wanted me to leave her? She needed my help more than ever.

Abby took my hands into hers. “Connor, when the two of you started dating, I cried my eyes out when she told me about her past. But based on what you just told me, we no longer know if anything she told us about her family is true.”

Searching my eyes, she chewed on her lip.

“I found out something last week that I’ve been struggling with. I didn’t know if I should bring it up, but after what happened tonight, I have to. I found out who her landlord was. Connor, her landlord was a woman. I checked and she has no husband, nor is she dating anyone. So why did Tiffany say her landlord was a man?”

The news felt like a slap in the face. “Are you sure?”

“Very sure,” Abby said. “A few days ago, Samuel and Rowan were out having lunch together. They overheard a group of young girls talking about the apartments they’d just looked over. They didn’t pay the girls much attention at first, they could only hear them because they were seated so close to each other.”

“Just tell me what they heard.”

“The girls were debating which apartment to rent and decided to go for the building owned by a woman because they felt it would be safer. When the guys overheard the address, they knew the place was right by where Tiffany had been living. Driving down, they saw the cluster of buildings all shared the same design and wondered if the same person owned all three buildings, so they checked into it, and they are all owned by the same woman. I didn’t know what to make of it when they told me.”

“Was it a maintenance man?” I asked, trying to justify what Tiffany had told me.

Abby shrugged. “Maybe? It’s possible. But then why say he was the landlord? The place is still old school with collecting rent. Checks on the first of the month brought to the landlord’s home, which means Tiffany definitely knows her landlord.”

That night shook me. It really shook me. No one messed with my sister or her kids. But Tiffany had had a mental breakdown and she spent the next two weeks in the hospital. How could I leave a woman who had severe abandonment issues?

The night before Tiffany was released from the psychiatric ward, Abby and Samuel came over to my place. They suggested that Tiffany and I take a break—not break up, just take a break while she worked through her issues. I didn’t do that, of course, because I was an idiot, but then again, I sort of did?

I’ve always had a high sex drive. But after that night, the sex in our relationship died off. Tiffany hadn’t been interested in BDSM, so I’d already set that part of my sex life aside, but now I set aside my entire sexual identity too. I didn’t mind. I dedicated myself to helping my girlfriend over the next three months, but it cost me.

Friends started dropping out of my life. At first, because they never saw me anymore and assumed I was no longer interested in being their friend. Then after Rowan rallied people for an intervention when he grew worried about me, they started getting scared off.

I broke up with Tiffany the day that my friend Tessa came to me and told me Tiffany had shown up at her workplace and threatened her. Tiffany had accused her of secretly being in love with me and then assaulted her when she refused to stop being my friend.

Exhausted, distraught, and wishing I’d cut things off with Tiffany the night she scared my niece and nephew, I cut all ties with her.

She had worked very little during the half year we’d been together, always getting fired for this or that thing that she claimed wasn’t her fault. Abby got her a job at a department store and then she and I packed her things and moved her into an apartment. I prepaid three months’ rent to help her get ahead. We donated and collected furniture for her, so she’d have everything she needed. I wished her well and told her to never contact me, my family, or my friends ever again.

My list of friends had grown smaller because of Tiffany. And over the next four months, that list grew even smaller as she stalked me and made my life hell. She also stalked people I knew to try and find out where I was. I had to move twice to try and get away from her. It was a small town, though, and even selling my car and getting a used one that wasn’t my style in an effort to fool her, led to her finding me again and again.

At least my sister and her kids and husband were safe now, living in the country in their new house. Very few people were given their address to make sure Tiffany didn’t get a hold of it. Thank god she didn’t drive, or I feared she would have driven all over looking for them.

Then everything stopped two months ago.

Everyone’s best guess was that Tiffany had found someone new to obsess over, though I hoped she didn’t have a new victim.

Wiping away Jordan’s tears, I chose to be honest with him instead of pretending everything would always be okay. “I haven’t seen or heard from Tiffany in two months. I don’t think she’s going to come back, but if she does, I will call the police the moment I see or hear from her, okay? I am not leaving you. I will never leave you.”

“Okay,” he said, but he started crying again.

The three of us cried for a little while before I got up to make them breakfast. Jordan and Abby had lived with me for years before she met her husband, and Jordan felt like a son to me.

Dialing my sister, I told her about Jordan having a nightmare and asked how long they’d been going on.

“Please tell me,” I said when her silence lasted too long. I knew she was debating what to tell me.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” she said. “The nightmares started after Tiffany began leaving you alone. It made no sense. We questioned him multiple times, just, you know, making sure she hadn’t shown up at his school or something and spooked him. But as far as we know, he hasn’t seen her. The longer she went without bothering you, the more he worried something big would happen.”

“He watches cop dramas at his friend’s house sometimes,” Samuel said. “We think one of the stories might have creeped him out. We’re not sure. We asked his friend’s parents not to show him those kinds of shows anymore because there are always episodes about stalkers.”

“Okay. That could be it. I’m so sorry about everything. It’s my fault he’s scared.”

“Don’t,” Abby said, voice breaking. “Do not apologize for what that woman has done because none of it is your fault.”

Samuel taking the phone to finish the conversation let me know Abby was crying. Resting my forehead against the counter, I took stock of this morning. Did it tear me up inside to know my nephew was having nightmares about the woman I had been dating? Yes. But she was out of our lives now.

Promising myself to never fall for Tiffany’s tricks again because I wouldn’t let her ever scare my sister’s kids again, I booked another appointment with my therapist and doubled down on living healthy to get myself out of the ocean of depression that Tiffany had dunked me into. I had a nephew to look after and to do that, I had to look after myself.

“Who wants blueberry pancakes?” I called.

“I do!” Jordan called. “I want to break the eggs!”

“Choco chips?” Ella asked with hope.
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Connor.

––––––––
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Turning off the road, I spied Rowan. He was by one of the dugouts, but instead of being busy hauling equipment out to the ball field, he stood unmoving, forehead pressed against a wooden beam, arms hanging at his sides.

“He’s depressed,” Jordan said sadly, recognizing the signs. Signs he’d learned because of me. Fuck.

“He’s still having a hard time adjusting,” I said.

With his back to us, Rowan didn’t notice us until the engine shut off. Jumping from the sound, he quickly dried his eyes and turned around with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Hey, Jordan, ready for the game?”

“I’ll get the equipment out.” Jordan ran past Rowan without a “hello” or a hug.

Looking concerned from the quick glimpse he got of Jordan, Rowan looked to me and pointed at his eyes, then Jordan.

Holding up a finger, I greeted him like normal and waited for Jordan to be far enough away before addressing Rowan’s concern. “He had a nightmare. He’s embarrassed he cried and didn’t want you to notice. He might want to talk about it with you later.”

“Yeah, that’s fine.” Leading me to the bleachers, he sat down. “Did he say what it was about?”

Tears stung my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. A full half minute passed before I could get myself to answer. “He dreamed Tiffany took me away, and he never saw me again, and then he dreamed she came back to take him and his sister to a dark house where they would have to live alone forever.”

“Fuck. I’m sorry.” Leaning against me, Rowan tilted his head away from me. An attempt to hide the new tear leaking down his cheek.

“What’s up with you?” I asked.

Sighing, he wiped away the tear. “The usual,” he said softly.

Growing up, his older brother Braxton and I had been in the same grade and were best friends. Braxton always complained when his parents made him let his little brother hang out with us, but I’d always liked the little guy. I had always wanted a brother and used to pretend Rowan was my little brother. The three of us had some great times together. Then Braxton and I grew up and went off to college in different cities after we graduated.

We fell out of touch for a while, both busy with schoolwork and our new social lives, but when we moved home upon graduating, I expected us to pick right back up where we left off. Instead, I found that Braxton had changed.

He suddenly cared that I was bisexual. Cared a lot. Got nervous about being seen with me in public because he didn’t want people to think he was gay. Well, that wasn’t the word he used. He never used to use slurs when we were kids or teens. The word he used hurt.

He got weird about a slew of other things too. Things that didn’t affect his life at all, and weren’t even bad things. I didn’t know who he spent his time hanging out with during those two years we were gone, but it was clear they were bigots. Our friendship died out.

When I moved back home, Rowan was all grown up, and I only got to see him for two months in the summer before he left for college. He met a wonderful woman there. They got married, and he didn’t come back like his brother and me. It was normal. A lot of people left for the city after they graduated. We stayed in touch over the years, and when his wife grew ill, he moved back home with her because his parents could offer them more support than her own.

Braxton and I were there the second Rowan and his wife made their decision to move. We packed up their things and got them moved. Then we unpacked all their things for them and got them settled in with his parents while he looked after his wife whose health seemed to grow worse by the minute.

I hoped that helping his brother together would rekindle our friendship, but no. Braxton was grateful for my help, but things remained distant between us. Instead, my attempt to reconnect with my childhood friend led to Rowan and me becoming best friends. Sadly, his wife passed away more than a year ago. He was still having a hard time dealing with it. They’d been so in love. The kind of love I wanted.

I thought I’d found it. I wanted what I saw between them so much that I blinded myself. Rowan had been happy for me when Tiffany and I started dating, but he was a sharp man who didn’t miss much. A quiet person, he had a hard time discussing his concerns with me when he first noticed things not appearing right. I should have listened to him.

Resting against each other, we thanked each other for the millionth time. Him for me being there for him while he looked after his wife, and me for him being my friend while I went through an abusive relationship. Not that I understood it at the time. Despite how many times I canceled our plans together because Tiffany needed me, Rowan had never stopped being my friend or trying to look out for me.

“He’s a good kid,” Rowan said, nodding at Jordan who was dusting his hands off. He had all the equipment in place.

“He is,” I said, proud of my nephew.

“Is it going to be awkward for you today?” he asked me when Jordan looked over to see if the grownups had finished speaking.

“It will be,” I admitted. “But it’s okay. Thank you for taking over as coach while I get my shit together.”

“It’s been good for me.” He waved Jordan over. “I think it’s helping me.” Blinking away a tear, he got his hug from Jordan. “You ready to play today?”

“Yeah!” Excited for the first game of the season, Jordan chatted with his coach until the other kids started arriving, then ran off to talk with them.

The morning got awkward as hell now that the parents were here. I’d been the coach for years, and not all the parents understood why I stepped back. Some of the parents, men especially, sneered at me for needing time to look after my mental health. But they hadn’t had hundreds of phone calls a day. Hadn’t had to change not just their phone number but their address multiple times. Had never had someone break into their home.

Hadn’t had the police down their throats when their ex made up stories about them.

Breath caught in my chest, I stepped away from chatting with the gathered parents because I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Not only was I getting sneered at for failing to be a man in some of their eyes, but others wanted to confirm rumors they heard and get new gossip. My arrest coming up sent me staggering away to try and breathe.

It had been hard. Having my family see me hauled away in handcuffs. I spent a full weekend in jail before things got sorted, and an officer let me out with a half-murmured apology. My family had my back though and had never doubted me. Even my mom, who I haven't been close with since she treated my sister like crap for getting pregnant as a teen (Dad had left her over that) was there with everyone else, fighting to get me out of jail.

Mind you, as much as I tried to forgive my mother after she started being a good grandma, she was now treating me just like some of those parents over there were. You’re still depressed over her? Shouldn’t you be over what happened by now?

Was Tiffany strong enough to hurt me? No. But it was still frightening to have my home invaded not once but multiple times. To be stalked for months. To receive thousands of phone calls and voicemails during that time. In half of them, Tiffany would be sobbing and begging me to take her back. The other half was what kept me awake at night.

Catching my thoughts spiraling into fear, I tried to get control over myself.

A hand thumped down on my shoulder, and I knew without looking that it was Rowan. People had called him soft as a child. I came to learn that those who called him ‘soft’ considered him less than. If they said ‘such a soft boy’ there was at least a tiny bit of kindness there, but the one’s who just said ‘soft’? Those were the ones who tried to insinuate he would never be a man. Simply because he could express emotions. Fuck those people.

Rowan’s father had never understood why Rowan would cry when he saw someone else crying, but even as a child, I understood. Empathy. Rowan had a ton of empathy for other people, and their emotions could affect him.

He’d been so damn nervous to come to me after he moved back home. Nervous about telling anyone that he’d gone to see a doctor while he lived in the city and found out he was autistic. But he trusted me with the information. He didn’t want to tell his parents or brother yet, but his sister knew. Next, he told my sister and her family who all accepted him. He found a second family with us.

His family was . . . okay. They’d helped him care for his wife during her long illness after all. But like him, I didn’t know how they would treat him if they knew he was autistic, and I didn't blame him for not telling them.

“Why don’t you come help us warm up?” Rowan asked. “The kids miss you.”

I gave him a grateful smile. He’d seen that the adults were overwhelming me with their questions, and this would get me away from them. The kids were super enthused for me to lead them in our old chant, and I threw balls and ran around with them until the game started.

“Heyyy, look who we’ve got.”

Turning around, I saw one of my coworkers and her husband. “Oh my god, it’s the baby!” Running over, I peered at the little one in her arms.

“You can take her, it’s safe now,” she said, handing the child over.

“Hello there, beautiful. Are you all better now?” I asked. Seeing that Clara looked tired, I led the way to a section of the bleachers that had enough space to sit the three of us. Cooing at the baby, I smiled at the sight of Clara’s husband settling a blanket around her. They were a sweet couple.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Clara.

“Much better.”

I’d known something was wrong when the bank opened, and Clara wasn’t at her post. She was never late. Never. At five after, I called her, and then some of the others called as the morning grew later, but there was no answer. It turned out her little one had arrived six weeks early. Both Mama and Baby didn’t do well in the beginning, but here they were, safe and sound.

Emotions still in overdrive from Jordan’s nightmare and feeling guilty about causing it, I blinked away tears and told myself Clara and the baby would be okay from now on, and I didn’t need to worry about them any longer.

Watching the game, Clara told me about the last three months. It had been hard for her, and it strained things with her family that she wouldn’t let anyone but herself and her husband handle the baby, but the mildest of illnesses could have had devastating consequences.

“As far as the doctors can tell, her immune system is working now. It’s gone a long way with family relations that they can hold her now.”

“I’m sorry they were like that,” I said.

When Clara had asked that no one from work visit out of fear for the baby’s health, I had respected that and not felt slighted in the least. Not everyone had taken it so well. But better for them to be pissy at her than the baby becoming ill or worse.

Clara shrugged. “So, catch me up on the last three months of work drama. I have no gossip at home.”

Her husband chuckled. Looking at me, he grated his bottom lip between his teeth, and I cringed. He’s going to ask.

“Is it true they had to have an intervention meeting for you?”

“Ah, yep,” I said, ducking my head. The last thing I wanted to talk about right now was Tiffany, but Clara had been in the hospital when the meeting occurred and probably felt confused about what happened.

“I can’t believe they were thinking about firing you,” she said. “They recruited you out of high school. You selected your major for them, for God’s sake.”

“Tiffany, she’s . . . she’s very persuasive. I don’t blame them for falling for her ploy, I’m just glad we were able to get things sorted out.”

Bouncing the baby on my knee, I smiled when she made cute little sounds and waved her arms.

“After I broke up with her, she hounded me to get back with her. When that didn’t work, a lot more happened. She broke into my place. I believed her the first time when she said she was looking for something she forgot, despite the fact that my sister and I had very carefully packed everything she owned and gave it to her. She said the door wasn’t locked, and I believed her. I did not believe her the second time. Or the third.”

“Jesus,” Clara’s husband said.
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