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        To the crazies.

        For without the experience of

        dealing with you⁠—

        this story could not have been written.
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      It was rocky right from the start. Right from the get-go, I guess you could say. From the day I saw him on the street. But you have to hang in there. Really, it gets better. It was quite by accident, our chance encounter that day. I mean, sure, of course I’d been watching him. But I hadn’t intended for us to come face to face, not like that. He was walking with his stepson, with her son in the city. They’d come from his office and I wasn’t sure where they were headed, to lunch I assumed, but then that was partly why I kept following. I had to know.

      I was several steps behind them, I knew to keep my distance. Even then. Especially then. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be close to him. I did. But more than that, I wanted to see without being seen. That’s when it happened. The kid had been holding something in his hand and he dropped it. I watched it fall. William was looking off, somewhere down the street. Who knows. That’s why he didn’t see the boy stop or notice the car making a right on red, not the way I did. The car rounded the corner, quickly, too quickly. The driver clearly wasn’t paying attention. He didn’t see the boy crouched down. Not the way I did. I hadn’t wanted to be seen, of course, I hadn’t. Instinct took over.  I threw myself into the front end of the vehicle, palms out. My mouth formed the word STOP but I don’t think anything came out. It was too late. The kid was on his feet, safe, out of the way and I was on my back with the love of my life standing over me. That much in and of itself made everything else all right.

      “Are you ok?” he asked. I could see that he was visibly shaken. I remember that he’d checked the kid to make sure he was in one piece before he turned his attention to me. I told him I was fine and then he paced a little. I could see that he was thinking of what might have been, although not too much about it. For the most part, he was calm, in control, careful not to let the mask slip. I think he was thinking about me, about what to do with the woman laying on the pavement, grateful that she ended up with nothing more than a few minor scratches and some bruising. I wondered if it had been worse, whether he’d have felt remorseful for not being more precautious. Looking back, I can’t say for sure. Even now, I don’t know if he remembers. Does he know it was me? Or was it all very random to him?

      “You should have been watching,” I managed to say and he nodded.

      “Thank you,” he said and then he was gone, his security guys stepping in between, ushering him on.

      It’s too bad they hadn’t been watching properly or certainly they would have seen. What good is it if they’re only there to clean up the mess? That’s the way most people are, I’ve found. They see what they want to see. They’re looking for the bad guys, the big threats. The real danger. Not women who save little boys from getting crunched into a million pieces. They should be thankful they have me around, I recall thinking. What they don’t know won’t kill them. At least not today.

      The therapist looked up from the paper, having read what Lydia had written. “This is a good start,” she said.

      Lydia nodded.

      “So, this was your first memory of William Hartman?” she asked waving the paper in the air slightly. “Saving his child?” It’s difficult to make out what she’s saying given the pen shoved between her teeth but her exact words matter little. Lydia already knows where this is going.

      “No,” Lydia said.

      “No?” she asked, cocking her head, narrowing her eyes. “But you said⁠—”

      “It wasn’t his child,” Lydia corrected. “It was hers.”

      “I see.”

      Lydia pressed her lips together, her expression hopeful. “So, you’ll give me my things back, then?”

      The woman shakes her head. “Some of the items you requested your mother bring are against the rules Ms. Hammons. I’m afraid⁠—”

      “The pen and paper, specifically.”

      The paper she wants, the pen, well, she’ll have to figure something else out considering said pen is currently wedged between the woman’s teeth. It’s vile and it’s disgusting how a person with a higher ED degree can be so ignorant about germs, about other people’s possessions. Although, possession is nine-tenths of the law. Typical. Unclinical. This one should be a breeze.

      The woman considered her question for a moment before offering a response. “If you think it’ll help, writing things down…”

      Lydia shrugged. “Don’t you?” she asked nodding toward the paper in the woman’s lap.

      “You make a fair point Ms. Hammons,” she said. She followed up with a fake smile. “We’re going to get you a different pen. This one is against our safety regulations,” she added, raising her brow. She removed the pen from her mouth and studied it closely. “Also, I quite like it.”

      “Consider it a gift,” Lydia said. The woman smiled, this time it wasn’t as fake and that’s how Lydia knew they were getting somewhere.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        9:03 AM

        Dearest William,

      

        

      
        Schizoid personality disorder. This is the official diagnosis. It’s amazing, really. Amazing that they think they can label a person using three words and BAM… that’s who they are. Well, let me tell you. THEY are wrong. They think some scribble scrabble on a piece of paper gives them the right to tell me who and what I am.  Ha. THEY ARE THE CRAZY ONES!

      

        

      
        I am not those three words. Nope. I am a whole lot more than that. For one, I am a human being. And two, (trust me, this is where it gets good) I am in love with you. Deeply, madly, in love with you. What can I say? Love makes people do crazy things. Everyone knows that.

      

        

      
        Just this morning, I picked out a light blue top and jeans to wear. For you. For this occasion. To match your eyes, but also because blue signifies loyalty and honesty, and this is why I write. Because I will show them, and I will show you. I am more than a label.

      

        

      
        It wasn’t easy at first. When I began writing to you in here, I mean.  Honestly, I had no idea where this whole thing would take me. I simply picked up my pen, set it down, and thought of you—I thought about what I wanted to say and the best way to say it.

      

        

      
        It’s been several weeks now, and I can feel things winding down. I believe this chapter is coming to an end. And by the end, specifically, my time in this place.

        This will likely be my final chapter to you and every writer knows it’s important to go out with a bang. As for what comes after, I do not know.

      

        

      
        Because that’s the thing, my love. Something always comes after. Bangs don’t just occur, people just don’t go down, and that’s the end of it, you know. Someone has to pay. That is a true ending. Revenge. Retribution. Complete and utter destruction. That’s what love does, you see.

      

        

      
        Alas, as I ponder how this part of our story will end, I realize endings are never truly endings and this brings me great comfort. That’s why it’s important to get this right. I know this deep down in my bones and so I carry on. I do the work. I balance the tray on my lap, consider my plan for a moment, and then place the notebook on top of it. I pause and consider how much to tell you, here and now, before we are finally together again, and so I simply stare out the window and think of your eyes.

      

        

      
        As I watch the trees swaying in the wind, I think about the breeze and what it would feel like across my skin. If I had to guess, I’d say a lot like your lips.  I feel like I’m forgetting the simple things. Things like the sound of leaves rustling, the warmth of the sun on my face, the smell of real food, not the slop they serve in here. Through the double-plated glass windows, I swear I can almost hear the birds chirping, and I think of you and the sound of your voice calling my name. It is then I realize I want my work and my time in here to have meant something. It has to.

      

        

      
        It is also then that I truly understand the significance of her visits. This isn’t just about her. It isn’t about her getting the facts—her side of the story.

        It is about our story. It’s about the story of our love. And then it hit me….

      

        

      
        Who better to tell that story than me? That’s what this all means.

      

        

      
        This was never about her at all.

      

        

      
        It was about us.

      

        

      
        You and me.

      

        

      
        This is our story and it has been my love letter to you.

      

        

      
        In the spirit of the colors I’m wearing, and since we’re being honest here, I want you to know I have written this for you. I have told our story in hopes you might come to understand the depth and the expansiveness of my love for you. So, that by the time we are together again, in just a matter of hours now, you will see things differently.

      

        

      
        I don’t know how or why things got so mucked up, William. I don’t. I only know that I am in here and you are out there. I know you have been confused about our feelings for one another. And I also realize this, our story, my work in progress, will fix it all.

      

        

      
        Today, as I write this, I am unlike the birds I can so faintly make out chirping just beyond these bars. These walls. I am locked away on a 5150 involuntary psych hold, which was extended from seventy-two hours to fourteen days. Tomorrow there is to be a hearing.

      

        

      
        But for the past thirteen days now, I’ve been trapped, in a cage, living as an animal, essentially—and likely, I understand, at your doing. Not because I’ve done anything wrong—but because you have friends in high places.

      

        

      
        How could such a thing as sweet and pure as love be wrong, anyway, William?

      

        

      
        Riddle me that.

      

        

      
        But the good news is… it won’t be long now.

      

        

      
        They can’t keep me locked in here forever.

      

        

      
        Plus, I have a plan. I’m sure you of all people understand that. And William, my dear William, if there is anything you should know, know that I am not angry with you. There’s not one ounce of bitterness in me toward you—only love. Always, only love. I want to be angry. Sure I do. But how could I be angry with someone whose love for me is so vast and so true that he has to keep me locked up just so he has me all to himself? It’s like a fairy tale, really.

      

        

      
        It was brilliant, honestly. And so very you, William. Just like the blue shirt I wear, you’re loyal.

      

        

      
        Not just to me, to your wife as well. I understand that now. Even if I don’t necessarily like it… I understand.

      

        

      
        You’re sending me a message.

      

        

      
        Because underneath all of that loyalty, like the shirt I wear, you’re blue. The message you send is loud and clear—you want me as badly as I want you. I’m good at sensing these things. I always have been. But this doesn’t mean it’s easy, William. Being in here, your antics. Her. True love never is though, is it?

        I do get upset from time to time and I do things. Bad things. Necessary things. Things I will tell you about someday soon— when we are together. It’s just a matter of time as I help you to understand. In the meantime, before we can be together, skin on skin, flesh on flesh, I accomplish what I need to share in my writing. It’s the only way now. I will trade her. My story—our story—will be my letters to you, and they will set the record straight. It will be like sending messages in a bottle and we will get it right.

      

        

      
        Soon enough, though, I will be like the birds I hear in the distance, free from this cage. Free to express my love for you in all the ways that count.

      

        

      
        Until then, it should bring us both great comfort to know, that in my mind, I am like the birds now—here, in this moment. I am free. Free from labels. Free to love who I want to love and to know he loves me in return. They can hold me here, physically, but they can never control my mind.

      

        

      
        This story, the story of us, is proof. It is my song to you.

      

        

      
        Kisses,

        L

      

        

      
        P.S. I wrote you a poem:

        One can only deny the truth 

        for so long.

        Forever, maybe.

        But forever has nothing on

        the way I feel about you.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE
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        Ten Days Prior

      

      

      As she sat at her kitchen table with the notes laid out before her, she considered how today’s meeting with Lydia had gone. Not terrible. But not great either. Probably about as well as one might have expected. All things considered.

      God, she needed a drink. She’d kill for a drink. Given her current predicament, she realized that probably wasn’t the best analogy. But still. Something to take the edge off would be nice. Sobriety seemed to be a double-edge sword in times like these. Knowing there was only one vice left these days she could rely on, she picked up the coffee she’d poured, placed her lips to the cup and stared out the window. The coffee, still too hot to drink, taunted her.  She blew into the mug and then took a small sip, knowing it would burn her. Just the way Lydia Hammons would. If she let her. She understood she’d need to be careful, if she were going to proceed down this road. Lydia Hammons’ therapist had gone so far as to warn her personally. She couldn’t advise her specifically, but she could suggest the visits cease. And she had.

      She sat that way for a while, mug pressed to her lips, not drinking, not doing much of anything. She was thinking. Waiting. So much of their lives amounted to nothing more than waiting these days.

      Even still, she wasn’t sure she could keep going. Maybe the therapist was right. Maybe it was pointless. It was certainly risky. To keep reading, to keep searching was putting herself in jeopardy. How much she didn’t quite know. She only knew she had to keep going. She was tired. Hence the coffee in the middle of the day. Already, their meetings had taken a toll on her, given everything she’d been through. Now, the stakes were higher. There were lives at risk. If she weren’t careful, trying to get to the bottom of this, trying to get this story just might kill her.

      Eventually, she gave up on waiting for the fix she so desperately needed to cool, placed the mug back on the table and turned her attention back to the letter. Coffee, life, everything would have to wait.

      As she turned the pages over in her hands, she let the words replay in her mind. She’d known Lydia to be crazy right from the start—that was no secret. But she hadn’t exactly predicted she’d be so cunning. And definitely, not this clever.

      She eyed the words on the page, sighed, and pushed the letter away. What was laid out before her was hard to read and even more difficult to make sense of. Still, if there were an answer to be found that would save the people she loved, a plan, anything—a rhyme or reason to it all, she would be the one to find it. She had to.

      She was on a mission.

      She would pull herself together.

      She would fix this.

      She would get inside the mind of Lydia Hammons.

      Even if it killed her.

      She was determined.

      And so, she finished her coffee and she read.

      

      
        
        The Story of Us.

        By Lydia H.

      

        

      
        I knew I loved him from the first moment I saw him. I wore black as sure and as dark as night. It wasn’t like you’d think… He didn’t smile and take my hand the way I imagined. Our coming together actually wasn’t like that at all. It was an ordinary morning, early spring, the sun bright and yet still further away than one knew it soon would be. Soon the heat would be all consuming, soon it would sear your skin, burn your eyes. Our love would burn just the same. That’s the funny thing about it all. Isn’t it? Everything shifts eventually. Everything.

      

        

      
        Speaking of love, it wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I didn’t believe in love at first sight, at least not before. I do now. I can still recall the moment it all changed. It’s as though it happened just yesterday. I was brushing my teeth—half-listening to the morning news and half dreading going to the office. I hated the office. Mostly, I hated people. I brushed harder and watched the blood drip onto the porcelain as the crushing weight of the anxiety set in. I felt the familiar buzz; the low hum of noise that always precedes a full-blown panic attack. And then, all at once, I heard his voice and something inside me shook, something shifted in the world. This was what I’d been waiting for. He was what I’d been waiting for. The antidote to all life’s conundrums. And when I heard that familiar voice, I knew. As he spoke, the buzzing stopped and there was clarity and crispness to the day, to my life, like I’d never known. At once, my vision for the future became focused and sharp.

      

        

      
        Sure, I knew his name. Who wouldn’t, given all that had happened? I’d even gone so far as to make plans for us to meet. I just hadn’t acted on them yet. I’d avoided him and anything even closely resembling what had once been—just like I avoided germs and crowds full of people. Crowds of people are overwhelming, (not to mention germ-infested) they’re intimidating, foreign, and unknowing.

      

        

      
        And until that moment, so was William Hartman.

      

        

      
        I spat the last of the blood into the sink and dropped the toothbrush onto the counter like the omen that it was. Then I turned my full attention back to the television where it belonged and wondered how it was possible anything on this earth could be so utterly perfect. I was aware I wasn’t supposed to feel this way. Of course, I was. I knew I wasn’t supposed to feel that sort of attraction. Given what he’d taken from me, that is. But there he stood, in his crisp white shirt, suit, and tie, the whole of him—filling up so much space. As he spoke, he touched his tie and in one single movement sucked the air right out of the room, and with it, the air from my lungs. It was astonishing. Such a tiny fluctuation on his part, given what I knew he was capable of. But suddenly he set everything right in my world, and I wondered, why now? He was speaking on the Gleason merger, I remember it all so clearly. He might as well have been speaking gibberish for all I cared, but I knew then we would become close. It was remarkable. It was meant to be. I didn’t know when or how, but I knew I’d find a way. My father taught me that ‘where there’s a will, there’s a way!’—one of the few good things he’d ever imparted upon me—if we’re being honest here, and we are.

      

        

      
        I watched as he wrapped up the interview, so capable, so in control, and I no longer felt panicked or unease. I felt lighter and thinner.

      

        

      
        Just like the black I wore.

      

        

      
        Finally, I had a purpose.

      

        

      
        And that purpose was meeting him.
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        * * *

      

      Her mood was red hot like the shirt she wore. On the day of their first visit, Lydia knew she was on fire. She was on a role. She was playing a role. She’d ace this thing. She smiled, considering how long it had been since they’d last seen one another. Too long, she thought, picking at a faded thread which hung from the borrowed shirt she wore. She smoothed the shirt across her sunken belly, reveling in what the day had in store for her. Lydia fingered the thread, smiled, and caught the end of it. She twirled and twisted it between her thumb and forefinger, watching as it unraveled—not unlike she herself had done. She pulled a little more marveling at the irony of it all. That’s how it happens. One teensy snag and suddenly, a pull this way or that way, and it becomes a whole other matter altogether. It amused her a great deal that one simple analogy pretty much summed up the entirety of her life. But that was a story for another day.

      For now, she’d decided she’d gained what she’d been after—finally. A visitor!

      It wasn’t polite to withhold information, she knew that. But it was smart. That’s why Lydia decided to wait her out. She studied the thread she’d wrapped around her pinky and pulled tighter until her finger went from pink to purple to a beautiful shade of blue. Still, she pulled tighter. She always had liked that shade of blue.

      Somewhere far off, she heard an unknown tune hummed, and she attempted to match it with the whirl of the ceiling fan above. She turned her ear ever so slightly toward the music, but the one thing she didn’t do was look at the woman adjacent to her. She didn’t need to. It was enough she felt the woman’s gaze burning into her skin. She could feel things, she could feel everything which made visuals unnecessary in times like these. She was on fire. She knew who the woman was and why she’d come and the rest was history.

      Lydia cleared her throat and pulled tighter at the string. Later, she would come to realize that such a thing was her meal ticket. She had work to do, still, so she released the thread just a little and spoke slowly without looking at the woman directly. “I know why you’re here,” she said, losing at her own game. She waited for a response and when none came, she shrugged nonchalantly. “You want answers… I get it.”

      “I do want answers,” the woman replied slowly.

      Lydia raised her brow. She did meet her adversary’s eye. “I’m only going to agree to tell you my side of the story, which is what you want, isn’t it—if you agree to let me do the telling,” she said, tilting her head.

      “Why else would I be here?”

      “You see,” Lydia said. “That’s the thing—I’ve worked it out already, and I’ve decided I’m going to go ahead and let you in—in order to share our story. His and mine, that is. But first, you should know, despite any preconceptions you might have, that this is about love. What I will share with you is the truth as I know it, and I won’t allow you or anyone else to deny me that.”

      The woman glanced at her expensive, over-priced shoes and then looked up at Lydia.

      Lydia smiled. “And if we are going to do this—and it seems we are, or you wouldn’t be here, then we’re either going to do it my way… or not at all.”

      “What does that mean to you?”

      “It means that I will teach you the rules of the game, and you will listen. We will play together. Because only then will you understand, there are many sides to the truth. And no one wins a game of this kind. Not really.”

      The woman exhaled slowly. Already, she was listening. She narrowed her eyes. “What makes you think I want to play your games?”

      Because you’re here.

      The woman pressed her lips to one another. “Haven’t you considered that I’ve had enough? That maybe we all have…”

      “You want the story. I know you do,” Lydia told her, cocking her head. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

      Lydia had expected a response. Instead she watched as the woman stood and walked to the door, opening it hesitantly. She turned and paused just inside the frame. “I want answers; you’re right about that much, at least,” she said looking back over her shoulder. She shook her head slightly. “But you see, it takes two people to play a game, Lydia. And only one of us here is playing.”

      Lydia offered the woman a smile even though both knew this was no smiling matter. Still, it was a pleasant smile. The kind that welcomed one in and invited them to stay awhile. Paradoxically, Lydia shook her head. “That’s where you are wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1:33 PM

      

        

      
        Dear William,

      

        

      
        Today marks my second day here and the first visit from her.

        I have already decided that I will help her.

        But she doesn’t know that yet.

        I will tell her what she wants to hear.

        And likely a few things she doesn’t.

        I think that in order to truly help her—to help us all; I have to take it back to the beginning. When we were all happy.

        I see a pattern evolving here. I think you can see it, too. This is my specialty—seeing patterns—finding similarities. It is one reason you have come to love me, as I know you do. But then, you already know this. It was my knack for seeing the possibility, even back then, on that very first day as I watched you on the news. I listened to your words ring aloud in my head, and from that, I understood the magnificence of timing and the reason it all played out just like magic.

        Ironically, though, and sadly to her detriment, it would be your wife who loved me first.

        But if it is any consolation, I will tell you this—in a perfect world, my dreams sometimes still include Addison. There are days I picture us as one big happy family. Of course, you love me more (and will always) because your love for me is in direct proportion to my love for you. Unlike Addison, my feelings for you are so wide and so deep that few people, aside from the two of us, can grasp what exactly it is that means. Or the lengths we would go to for one another. Just like what you did by placing me in here. It’s extreme, but that’s us, William. Always has been, always will be.

        Also, since I’m wearing blue like your eyes and well, because blue signifies honesty, I have to admit it’s only on the good days that I imagine your wife being a part of our plan. Most days, I face the unfortunate reality of the situation (even more so now that I’m in here!). I know as long as she’s in the picture, the more I realize she will only ever come between us. Oh, how she likes to get in the way.

        Also, she makes you upset, William.

        She provokes you and changes your mood. She sucks your energy away. She takes everything. She does the same to me. It’s her fault the highs are so high and the lows are much too low.

        Addison is black magic. She does things to people. I know… I’ve seen it firsthand.

        It happened the first time I ever met her.

        Which, as hard as it is to believe, was six months ago now.

        I guess it is as they say, time flies when you’re having fun.

        And I like to think we are.

        Kisses,

        L

      

        

      
        P.S. I wrote a poem for you. I hope you like it.

      

        

      
        There are so many parts and pieces

        to the both of us.

        Just think⁠—

        Of what we might amount to

        if we put them all together. 
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        * * *

      

      Lydia showed up prepared for their second visit. She’d carefully prepped herself, choosing her attire wisely, managing her appearance to have the greatest effect. She understood how important these things were which is why she wore a green sweater— to match the plants she tended and to signify harmony. Also growth. That’s what this visit was to be about. Everything had a purpose.

      Lydia looked on as her opponent picked up the papers before her and studied them.

      For now, they were enemies—but it wouldn’t always be this way. Soon, there would be harmony between them as sure as the color green she wore. That was the goal. She wanted this. She wanted her. She wanted her to be on her side.

      Lydia studied the intricacies of the hardened expression the woman wore as she read the words that had been carefully crafted just for her. Well, for William truthfully—but she couldn’t—or rather shouldn’t say as much now. Lydia noticed the way her opponent’s nose curved a little, clearly broken once, a long time ago. She noted the way her eyebrows were meticulously over groomed. Maybe Lydia would do this to her own. Like the color green one wore to blend in. These were the little nuances she studied. Soon enough she would memorize them by heart. That’s where she’d write them, tuck them away for safekeeping.

      Understanding the art of war, Lydia spoke first. “We’re going to write the story together.”

      The woman glanced up and drew a long breath. “Is that so?”

      Lydia wasn’t put off by her rudeness, by her lack of commitment to the cause. She understood the woman needed her more than she wanted to admit.

      They always did.

      Things may have looked grim on her side of the table from where the other woman sat, but Lydia knew better. Everything would work out just as it should.

      She would pull herself together.

      She would fix this.

      She would make everything right again.

      Even if it killed her.

      Or more likely, someone else.

      Which is why on that day, for the record, she wore green, just like envy.
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        * * *
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