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 Chapter 1

 


Ripley
Mackenzie sat on her bed, kneading her nylons through her fingers.
She pulled them on over her toes; first one then the other. The
cashmere blouse she’d chosen lay on the silk sheet; a goose-down
duvet remained folded over since she awoke.

Suddenly the
bed bounced, and she was greeted with a hungry kiss on the neck.
“Ian! You scared the crap out of me!” She shrieked.

With the wave
of movement, Ian’s long hair was swept onto his forehead. He
laughed. “Were you expecting someone else?”

Ripley gave
him a knowing look. “Of course not.”

Ian picked up
her blouse. “What’s this? What are you getting all dressed up
for?”

“My parents
are having a dinner party tonight.”

A clicking
noise came from his mouth. “Thanks for sparing me.” he said
appreciatively.

Ripley’s
parents lived on the upscale side of Los Angeles, close to South
Beach. Ian’s long, greasy hair and leather clothing didn’t suit the
ideals the Mackenzie’s had for their Ivy League daughter. During
the first year of their relationship, Ripley’s parents had approved
of Ian, but once he rode his Harley to their place, her father
forbade her from seeing him. Ripley had continued seeing Ian
secretly; only her mother knew since then.

“Besides, I’m
heading out to Billy’s tonight.” Ian explained, pulling on his
leather riding chaps.

“Billy’s?”
Ripley sighed disapprovingly.

“Yeah,
Billy’s.” Ian barked. “Is that a problem?”

“Just make
sure he doesn’t send you home in the state he did the last time.”
She insisted.

Ian coughed.
“Listen, if I wanna go out and drink with my buddies, what’s that
to you?”

“Nothing. It’s
just that whenever you go out with Billy, either something gets
broken, ruined or you end up in jail.”

Throwing his
overnight bag on the bed, Ian stomped over to the spare drawer that
Ripley had assigned to him. “You know what? I don’t have to take
this shit from you. It’s bad enough your daddy doesn’t approve of
me, but maybe you don’t, either.” He growled. “So I broke the damn
lock on the door, you know it was an accident; I couldn’t go back
to my parent’s place the way I was.”

“So why did
you have to drink so much? And why didn’t you just call me if you
were too drunk to use your key? I would’ve unlocked the door for
you.” Ripley argued.

“Are we gonna
have this same fight for the rest of our lives?” Ian threw his
clothes into the bag. “Dammit, Ripley! I can’t please you!”

They were both
silent for a few moments. Then Ian spoke as he zipped up his bag.
“Maybe we should take a break for a while.” He suggested. “I mean,
you just finished school, and I know you want to start up your
practice.”

Ripley had
studied to be a paediatrician. Her father fronted the money so she
could open a practice inside UCLA’s medical centre. She shook her
head. “That’s irrelevant, Ian. I just want you to stop hanging
around with Billy, that’s all. I don’t see why you can’t respect my
wishes.”

Billy chuckled
sarcastically. “Yeah, first it’s Billy, then it’s Nathan, then
sooner or later it’s just you and me, is that it?” He shook his
head, lifting the bag off the bed. Placing a cigarette behind his
ear, he walked to the front door of the two bedroom bungalow, and
opened it. The lock mechanism was still broken, so he had to fiddle
with it.

“I’ll see ya
when I see ya.” Ian said, closing the door behind him. The lock
didn’t properly engage so Ripley pushed the door with her knee,
forcing the metal pin in place. Blowing a piece of hair away from
her face, she said to herself for the hundredth time, “Yeah, I’ll
see ya.”

 


***

 


Ripley lay in
bed, tossing and turning. Why do I have to try and make him
better? Why can’t I just love him for who he is? She thought to
herself. But the same argument had emerged time and time again. Ian
was simply a weekend drunk, and he only drank when he was with
Billy. He was a good guy otherwise; even though they didn’t have
much in common. Ian was rough around the edges, didn’t have a high
school education, and he worked seasonally as a roofer. Ripley was
well-educated, her parents well-to-do; Mr. Warren was the owner of
an aviation company and he spent most of his time travelling for
business.

Finally sleep
came. The last time she peered at her alarm clock it read two
o’clock in the morning. She awoke to a strange sound coming from
the front door. Thinking it was Ian coming back in another drunken
stupor, she turned onto her back and waited. Her eyes sprung open
as a man’s cold hand aggressively covered her mouth. As she tried
to scream, she stared into her assailant’s eyes, which were dark
and wide. The man said nothing; he didn’t have to: the sound of his
switch blade silenced her.

 


***

 


As she
swallowed the lump in her throat, she felt her breath being cut off
by the pressure of the man’s hand against her throat and nose. His
leather glove tasted like salt against her lips, and his weight
against her body was imposing, making her feel like she would
smother. She was pinned down; a prisoner in her own bed. As she lay
there, shaking almost convulsively, she listened and watched. There
were three other men inside the house; one was keeping watch
outside and two others were randomly rummaging through her
belongings.

Ripley didn’t
have a lot of valuables; a television, laptop and some jewellery;
all of which was replaceable. What was of most concern to her was
her body; would these men physically harm her? She’d worked hard to
have the frame she did, and her fair complexion complimented her
deep blue eyes and strawberry blonde hair. As far as she was
concerned the men could take what they wanted; just as long as they
left her alone.

They wore ski
masks, so Ripley would never be able to identify them; she prayed
this would bode well for her. Desperately, she wanted to bargain
with them. She wanted to beg them to let her go; Ripley had no
intention of ever calling these walls home again after this
terrifying encounter. The criminals could have it all, even the
house and her car, as long as she could be left unharmed.

“Did you bring
the rope?” One of the bandits hissed. He had a husky voice, low and
throaty like he’d just contracted bronchitis.

Ripley’s heart
lurched. She could only guess what the rope was for. Remembering
she’d left some bungee cord in her bedroom closet, she hoped they
wouldn’t search for resources. When the other man shook his head
no, the husky-voiced criminal swore under his breath. He opened her
underwear drawer and withdrew a pair of socks. Pulling apart the
matching garments, he approached the man who still sat atop Ripley
and lifted her head. Tying the sock around her head, attaching it
from behind, he’d created a makeshift gag.

The
husky-voiced bandit dismissed the man on top of her and used the
other sock to tie her hands behind her back. The sock wasn’t quite
long enough, so he returned to her drawer and pulled out a pair of
nylons. When Ripley was successfully tied and gagged, they left her
in her room, but not before aggressively pulling the telephone jack
out of the wall.

Ripley heard
the men ransacking her house. They were dumping out all the kitchen
drawers, dragging all her belongings out and taking what they
wanted. She heard one man walk out the door, possibly to deposit
their findings, and then he returned a minute later.

“Check the
fuckin’ dresser man!” Another man hissed.

Ripley’s heart
began to pound in her chest again, thinking they weren’t finished
yet. As the man stormed into her room, she felt herself rigid with
fear.

“Where is it?”
He said, as if she knew what he was talking about.

Shaking her
head, she moaned, trying to convey that she didn’t know what he was
asking her.

He came closer
and hissed. “Where the fuck is it?”

Her eyes
widened as tears poured from her eyes. Lips moving and frightened,
she tried to ask him what he wanted. She felt a blow from the side
of her head; something hard had hit her. The room went blurry and
she was suddenly nauseated even more than she’d been. When she came
to, he was standing there with a switch blade in his hand. He held
it upright so the moonlight shone across its sharp edge.

Sobbing, she
lowered her head. He placed the blade against her throat. “You tell
me where it is and you live.” He seethed. Then he looked her up and
down her person with an expression that made her sick. “You’ve got
a sexy body. I’d hate to scar it all up.”

His voice was
gravelly, like he’d just awakened from a nap. He stared at her legs
peeking out from under her silk pyjamas. Running a gloved hand up
her skin; from her knee to the top of her thigh, she winced as if
in pain.

She heard the
husky-voiced man enter the bedroom. “Yo, did you get it?”

The
knife-baring man leaned in closer to her and said evenly. “Not
yet.”

Suddenly they
heard sirens. “Time to go, man!” The criminal who was manning the
windows said.

“Is it for
us?” The husky-voiced man asked.

“You wanna
stick around and find out?” the other man asked with his hands
outstretched, as if it was the most ridiculous thing he’d
heard.

The
knife-baring man kept one hand on the knife and caressed Ripley’s
breast with the other. “I like you. I think I’ll come back for more
later.” He said seductively. When she thought he was going to do
more, the man swiftly punched her on the side of her head, knocking
her unconscious.

 


***

 


Ripley awoke
to a throbbing head, and she was choking on her gag. Lifting
herself from the bed she tried desperately to remember where her
cell phone was. As she walked from her bedroom, she tripped and
fell over the mess the criminals had left. There wasn’t a clear
spot on her living room floor. Ignoring the scene, she focused on
finding her purse. The door began to creak open, sending Ripley
fleeing to her bedroom in a fright.

As she fled to
the bedroom, she lost her footing and tripped, hitting her head on
the side of the dresser. She was knocked unconscious.

 


***

 


Ian’s head
inched its way inside the door. “Ripley, baby.” He slurred. “Baby,
I forgot my keys.”

He pushed the
door open, sliding items across the floor. Peering inside, he saw
his girlfriend lying on the floor, and the terrible disgrace her
house was left in. He craned his neck and turned on his heel right
back out the door, leaving her there alone.


 Chapter 2

 


Warren sat
next to his daughter. He’d received word from police about Ripley’s
home invasion mere minutes before his flight was about to take off
to Japan. His business meeting with Southeast Asian Airlines was
put on hold. The airline limousine dropped him off at the hospital,
where Ripley was checked out and released, and then they both
disembarked at the police station.

His arm lay
draped around Ripley, his youngest child of three; his eldest son
was married and living in London, England, and his middle child,
another daughter, lived with her lesbian partner in Nebraska. Both
ran various parts of the airline business for Warren. Ripley was
the exception; having a love for children, she’d always dreamed of
working with little ones. Her decision to become a paediatrician
arrived when Thomas Junior, her older brother’s first born son,
arrived prematurely and with complications.

Ripley had
suffered a concussion from the two blows she received, but nothing
serious enough to warrant a hospital stay. Police wanted her
statement as soon as possible, and had instructed her to come
straight to the station once she was released from the hospital.
She’d taken some Advil for pain, but was otherwise unscathed
physically. Emotionally, that was another story.

As she drifted
off to sleep on her father’s shoulder, she was startled awake by a
nightmare that re-enacted the break-in. “You okay, sweetheart?”
Warren asked, after his daughter nearly jumped out of her skin and
gasped, like her breathing had been cut off. Her body shook,
tormented by the fresh memory of the night’s events.

“God, I can’t
make it go away.” She sobbed. Warren grabbed a tissue from a nearby
console table and handed it to her.

“Not to worry,
love. We’ll get you through this.” He soothed. His wife of thirty
years, Nora, had a dear friend that was a psychologist. He would be
sure to have her call and make an appointment for their daughter as
soon as Ripley was feeling up to it.

“Dad, I can’t
go back there.” Ripley said, taking a deep breath. “I’ll never feel
safe there again.”

Warren patted
his daughter on the shoulder. “Sweetie, we don’t need to worry
about that right now. Let’s just get this over with and get you
home.”

Ripley gave
her father a fleeting look.

“I mean home.
Our home.” Warren clarified, pointing at himself and Ripley.
“Where you grew up.”

Relieved, she
sighed. “Thank you, daddy.”

“Nonsense. You
know your mother has kept all of your rooms as they were when you
left. We’ll store your stuff in the basement—“ Warren checked
himself. “What’s left of your stuff, that is.” He glanced at
Ripley, who was staring at the floor. “You can stay as long as you
want.”

“Sergeant
Wittmer will be just a few more minutes.” A woman from reception
said.

Looking at her
father, Ripley took his hand in hers. “Daddy, there’s something I
need to tell you.” She said, almost apologetically.

Warren rose.
“What is it?” He asked as his brows furrowed. “You aren’t in any
kind of trouble, are you?” The look of concern on his face was
crushing.

“No; nothing
like that.” Ripley assured. “I just need to be honest with you
about something.”

Nodding,
Warren waited.

Without
preamble, Ripley looked her father straight in the eye. “Daddy,
I’ve been seeing Ian.”

Shifting his
weight, almost squirming, Warren asked. “Ian? The one with the long
hair and the motorcycle?”

“Yes, Daddy.”
She admitted. “We’ve been kind of off and on for a while now.”

“So are you
off or on right now?” Warren asked pointedly.

“I think we’re
off.”

Nodding, as if
to dismiss her feelings of guilt, Warren patted her shoulder and
invited her to snuggle with him again. It was then that they were
asked to come into the interview room.

Sergeant
Wittmer was tall, thin and had a subtle tick in his left eye; he
would blink every ten seconds or so, distracting Warren somewhat.
Ripley recounted the events of the night, pointing out that none of
the men had exposed faces; they all wore masks, so she couldn’t
help with identification. All she could recall were some of the
things they said to her.

The Sergeant’s
ears perked up when she told him about one of the masked men asking
repeatedly “where is it?” Ripley noted that she had no idea what
“it” might be.

“Do you have
anyone else living with you or that’s stayed with you recently?”
Wittmer asked.

Ripley’s
glance went quickly to her father. She felt relieved that she’d
already told him about Ian. “Yes, my boyfriend—“


“Ex-boyfriend.” Warren clarified.

Ignoring her
father’s statement, Ripley continued. “Ian Davenport, my boyfriend,
he’s been staying with me some nights. He doesn’t live with me
though.”

Sergeant
Wittmer scrawled on his notepad and then looked up at Ripley. “Are
you or your boyfriend into any drugs?”

Ripley shook
her head no.

“Do either of
you have a police record?”

Feeling her
cheeks heat, Ripley looked down at the linoleum floor. “Um, yes.
Ian has a record. Recently he was in a bar fight and was arrested
for assault and disorderly conduct, but the charges were
dropped.”

“Why were they
dropped?” Warren asked.

“I’m not
sure.” Ripley admitted.

“Does he have
any other prior arrests?” Wittmer asked.

“He got into a
fight with a co-worker about a year ago.”

Mr. Mackenzie
pursed his lips. Ripley caught the look but tried to ignore it.

“Did he serve
time?”

“No, he just
did probation. And he lost his job.” Ripley said in a low voice;
she was embarrassed.

Sergeant
Wittmer sighed and changed the subject. “Is there anyone you think
might have done this? Do you or your boyfriend have any
enemies?”

Ripley
swallowed. “I don’t.” She said. “But obviously Ian does, although I
don’t believe any of his friends would do this.”

Wittmer asked
a few more questions and explained that the house had already been
processed, and had come up clean for any fingerprints. There was no
evidence left at the scene. Police had already canvassed the area,
and there were no witnesses to identify the vehicle or the
criminals. Ripley’s home was on a quiet street that generally had
no problems.

“When can she
go back to the house?” Warren asked Sergeant Wittmer.

“Any time.”
Wittmer answered. “One more thing; was your lock broken before
tonight or is that perhaps how the criminals entered?”

“No, it was
broken already.”

Warren’s head
turned abruptly to Ripley. “Your lock was broken?” His nostrils
flared.

Ripley nodded,
avoiding eye contact.

“How did that
happen?” Her father glared at her, and then he checked himself.
“Never mind.” He turned towards Sergeant Wittmer and shook his
hand. “Thank you, Sergeant. Please don’t hesitate to contact me
should you need anything else.”

Wittmer
offered his hand to Ripley. She shook it weakly. “Thank you,
sir.”

The Sergeant
pumped her hand heartily. “We’ll be sure to let you know if we find
the criminals.”

Ripley and
Warren walked out of the room. Warren waited until they reached the
limousine and the doors were closed. “Ripley, I love you very much,
but so help me God if you ever speak to that boy again, I’ll disown
you.”

Turning
towards her father, Ripley squeaked. “He isn’t responsible for
this, daddy.”

Warren took
his daughter’s hand. “My love, it may not have been him, but you
live on a safe street; one I selected myself.” He squeezed her
hand. “If he didn’t do it, he probably knows who did.”

Ripley
remained silent. Warren’s heart sank. He didn’t care that his
daughter’s house was trashed. Those men were looking for something,
and from what he guessed they didn’t find it…yet.

 


***

 


Nora and
Warren sat at the table, eating lunch half-heartedly. “So you knew
about her and Ian and you didn’t tell me, is that it?” Warren
said.

“Warren, I
used my own judgement.” Nora said pointedly. “I trusted that Ripley
knew what she was doing.” Her voice raised an octave. “There’s no
proof that Ian was responsible for this.”

“I know,
Nora.” Mr. Mackenzie said through gritted teeth. “It just doesn’t
make sense.” He raised his hand for emphasis. “Look at her street!
Christ, old ladies live there!” He shouted. Warren had chosen that
particular street on the advice of one of his shareholders whose
aunt lived there. She’d been on Parker Street for over forty years
and never had there been any trouble since the day she moved
in.

“There’s a
first time for everything.” Nora reminded. “And he’s innocent until
proven guilty.”

Suddenly they
were both silenced as Ripley entered the room.

“Hi, dear, are
you hungry?” Nora asked. “Can I make you a sandwich?”

“No, mom.
Thanks, but I’m just thirsty.” Ripley took a glass tumbler from the
cupboard.

“Sweetheart,
you have to eat.” Warren pressed. “How about just half a
sandwich?”

Taking a
handsome gulp of water, Ripley sat on the chair next to her mother.
“Alright, I’ll try.”

They both
busied themselves tidying in the kitchen, watching their daughter
eat through the corner of their eyes. Nora broke the silence first.
“I took the liberty of hiring a container and cleaner for the
house, Ripley. I hope that’s okay.”

“I don’t ever
want to set foot in that place again, mom.” Ripley said, setting
her half-eaten sandwich down. She’d instantly lost her
appetite.

“You don’t
have to, sweetie.” Warren said. “Your mother and I are going over
this afternoon. We’ll instruct the cleaners as to what stays and
what goes.”

“Mom, dad, you
don’t have to do that. I have friends who can help.”

“Nonsense,
Ripley.” Warren defended. “I want this to stay in the family.” He
said. If his daughter had been keeping secrets from him, he wanted
to make sure he and his wife were the only two people who went
through Ripley’s stuff.

The young
woman ate another bite of sandwich and went back to bed, after
taking another Advil. Nora and Warren went straight to the house,
leaving their neighbour Margaret to come over and check on her
while they were gone.

As Nora and
Warren pulled into the driveway at 110 Parker Street, Louanne, the
next door neighbour, came out to say hello.

“Hi, Louanne,
how are you?” Nora pasted on a smile, hoping the elderly woman
wouldn’t ask too many questions.

“I saw some
police cars here in the middle of the night.” Louanne stated. “Is
Ripley okay?”

“Yes, she’s
fine.” Nora watched her husband enter the house and quickly close
the door behind him.

Louanne
stepped closer to Nora. She put her hand in front of her mouth and
lowered her voice. “That boyfriend of hers…I think he’s trouble.”
She put her hand right over her mouth, cupping it to conceal her
lips, even though there was nobody else around. “Drugs.” She
added.

“What makes
you say that?” Nora was intrigued.

Louanne waved.
“Those biker guys, they’re all into it.” She said, as if she was
surprised Nora didn’t know.

To Louanne’s
relief, Warren suddenly appeared at the front door. “Do you need a
hand, dear?” She asked expectantly.

“I could if
you can spare a moment.”

“I’ll talk to
you later, Louanne.” Nora walked away swiftly.

Entering her
daughter’s house, Nora had to choke back tears. “Oh, the poor
thing.” She looked at all the discarded things on the floor.
Ripley’s entertainment stand was devoid of the television and all
electronics. Just some torn, loose wires hung from the back where
the criminals had ripped it from the receptacle. Her couch was on
its side, the cushions were torn.

Her kitchen
drawers were on the floor, some items had been spilled out, and in
her bedroom, the dresser drawers were all hanging out, and clothing
was haphazardly thrown on the floor. Nora inspected Ripley’s
jewellery box; which had been emptied and left on its side. “They
took all of her jewellery.”

“She knew
that.” Warren said, rummaging through the bedroom closet; the only
thing that appeared untouched. “Her laptop is gone and all her
electronics, plus her leather jacket.” He observed.

Inside the
closet were random shoeboxes, each labelled; about five were
labelled ‘pictures’, two others ‘memories’, and one ‘misc.’. Warren
hazarded a look in the last one. He opened it and his eyes bulged.
He lifted the item out of the box and peered over his shoulder.

Nora was still
inspecting her daughter’s jewellery box, when she noticed the
cardboard bottom had been ripped out of one of the drawers.
“Warren, come and have a look at this.”

Mr. Mackenzie
quickly placed the item inside his jacket and joined his wife.

“They were
definitely looking for something.” Nora showed her husband the
destroyed dresser drawers. The bottoms had all been hacked apart;
clothes were torn.

Warren nodded.
“Yep. We’ve seen all we need to see. Let’s go.”


 Chapter 3

 


Ripley’s house
was cleaned out. Anything salvageable was given to the Salvation
Army; including all her clothes. Warren decided to rent it to
tenants for a year, instead of selling or leaving it vacant, just
in case his daughter decided she wanted to keep it. She was in no
state of mind to make that decision yet.

It had been
three days since the home invasion. Nora was growing more and more
worried as her daughter remained in her childhood bedroom,
cocooning herself in the comfort of her blankets, only coming out
twice a day for food. She had to be coaxed into the shower. The
spare clothing she’d left at her parents house had already been
washed and re-worn twice. Finally, Nora decided it was time to get
Ripley out of the house.

Dozing, Ripley
heard a knock at the door. “Can I come in, dear?” Nora called.

“Yeah,
mom.”

“I thought we
would go out and get you some new clothes.” Mrs. Mackenzie
suggested. “You’ve been wearing the same things for three days
now.” She sat down on the bed while Ripley remained wrapped in her
duvet. “If you want I can give Claire a call and she can take you
or I can. It’s up to you.”

Claire was
Ripley’s best friend since high school. She and Ripley were the
only two left unmarried of the bunch they used to hang with around
their little town.

“Claire’s gone
away for a couple of weeks.” Ripley reminded her mother. With all
the confusion, Nora had forgotten that they’d given her two free
airline tickets to go away and see her family in England for the
summer; it was their graduation gift to her.

“Slipped my
mind.” Nora blushed. “Did you want to call Marie?”

Marie was a
friend from college; they studied and completed many school
projects together. But Marie was a psychology major, and in
Ripley’s opinion, that was the last thing she needed right now.

“No, that’s
fine, mom. We can go together.” Ripley conceded, trying not to make
it sound like she didn’t want to go shopping with her mother.
Rather, she just didn’t want to go shopping at all. Her motivation
didn’t extend beyond lying in bed.

“Shall I start
your shower?” Nora offered.

“I think I’ll
take a bath.”

Nora placed
Ripley’s change of clothes on the edge of her bed. “I’ll be
downstairs when you’re ready.”

Thirty minutes
later, Ripley came downstairs. “Where do you want to go? The outlet
mall?” Nora asked, grabbing her keys from the console table by the
door.

“No, let’s
just go to Walmart.” The young girl didn’t believe she would
require anything more than a couple of pairs of jogging pants,
t-shirts and some underwear.

Nora frowned;
wishing her normal, fashionista daughter would soon return. As they
drove, Mrs. Mackenzie engaged in idle chatter with Ripley. Soon,
Marie’s name arose, and Nora thought her daughter’s friend, who
would soon be a practicing psychiatrist, would be a good segue into
what was on her mind.

“I made an
appointment with Dr. Mudson.” Nora treaded carefully.

Ripley looked
at her mother with furrowed brows.

“Henrietta.”
Nora clarified. When Warren launched FirstFlight Airlines nearly
twenty years ago, there were many cocktail parties as part of the
initial public relations. Gabriel Mudson, Henrietta’s late husband,
was on the board of directors. She and Henrietta had been friends
for many years, but Ripley never heard her mother address her as
‘doctor’, let alone by her surname.

Ripley
suddenly looked like she’d eaten a lime. “No, I can’t mother. I
just can’t.” She choked back tears, averting her mother’s
glance.

“Ripley,
honey, would you at least think about it?” Nora begged. “I can’t
bear to watch you waste your life away lying in bed.” They came to
a stoplight, and Nora took her daughter’s hand in hers. “Sweetie,
you have so many plans. You just graduated. Daddy wanted to get
started with plans for your practice; you two wanted to open in the
fall.”

The thought of
doing anything other than lying in bed made Ripley nauseous. Her
nightmares kept her awake at night, which made her unbearably
exhausted all day. She felt safe in her childhood bed, shielded by
her parent’s loving care. She didn’t want to see anyone, or even
talk to anyone other than her parents. Mostly, she didn’t even want
her parents to disturb her; she was happier alone. As much as she
hated to admit it, she missed Ian. She hadn’t seen him or heard
from him since the night of the home invasion. Her cell phone had
remained on, even though no messages had been received from him. If
he had come by her house, he would have called to see where she
was, seeing as her house was now empty. At least that’s what she
believed.

All she wanted
to do was lie in bed until the nightmares and the emotional pain
went away. Each time she closed her eyes she could feel the leather
gloves covering her face, see the knife on the switch blade, or
hear the masked-men’s voices shouting obscenities and carrying away
all her possessions.

She hadn’t
given up on life; she just gave up on human decency. It would take
a lot to restore that. More than she felt was possible. “Mom, I’m
not ready to think about that or anything else right now.” Ripley
said. “In fact, I don’t even want to go out shopping. Can we just
go home?”

Nora
retracted. “No, no that’s fine. We’ll just go shopping.” She caved.
“I won’t mention another word about anything else.”

Ripley managed
to select some undergarments, a couple of pairs of yoga pants and
matching t-shirts, but when she went to look for shoes the
selection was sparse. Nora convinced her daughter to go to the shoe
store in the mini plaza, since it was walking distance away. As the
young girl sauntered through the aisles, her mother ran into a
friend and began chatting, leaving Ripley to continue her
search.

One of the
aisles had split both male and female running shoes; men’s were on
one side and female’s were on the opposite side. Ripley found a
pair of joggers in her size and tried to gently pull the box out
from under a bunch of others. The box was effectively stuck, and
when she finally managed to work it out of the spot, it caused her
to lose her balance slightly and take a step backward…right into a
man who was behind her, perusing the men’s joggers.

As she felt
his hands grasp her shoulders to help steady her, she gasped
loudly. When Ripley turned around, she saw a masked man holding a
knife to the side of her face. In terror, she dropped the box and
screamed for help. Shouting, “Let me go! Take it all!”

The poor man
stood there with his mouth wide open, backing away. His young son
stood behind him and began to sob. Hearing the commotion, Nora came
running with the sales lady. When they saw the apparently innocent
encounter, Mrs. Mackenzie took Ripley in her arms and stroked her
daughter’s head against her body. She craned her neck toward the
man and spoke softly to him. “I’m so sorry; it’s not your fault.
She was attacked recently.”

He nodded
respectfully and lifted his son. The saleslady offered to give the
boy a lollipop, which perked him up instantly. Nora lifted her
daughter’s head, “Are you okay, sweetie?”

Ripley sobbed.
“I swear it was him, mom. I swear it was.”

Nora pointed
to the man at the front counter, helping his son select a lollipop.
“That’s the man you saw, sweetie. You see? He wasn’t trying to hurt
you.”

Shaking her
head, as though trying to shake away the unpleasant memory, Ripley
repeated. “I swear it was him. He was right here.”

Swallowing,
Nora lowered her voice. “Do you think you’re ready to see Dr.
Mudson now?”

Blinking tears
away, Ripley nodded. “I think so.”

 


***

 


Warren packed
his bags, readying himself for his trip to Japan. “Did you get her
in to see Henrietta?” He asked Nora, who was turning down the bed.
It was going on ten o’clock, and Warren’s flight was leaving at
five o’clock in the morning. They had just finished packing his
things and he was just adding in his dress shoes from their walk-in
closet.

“Yes, I was
finally able to convince her.” Nora said, she kept the incident at
the shoe store to herself; Warren was worrying enough about Ripley
and she feared it would soon affect his work or worse, his
health.

“When does she
go?” Warren asked, pulling his ‘WM’ insignia cuff links from the
bureau and placing them in the small pocket inside his leather
briefcase.

“Tomorrow
afternoon. Two o’clock.” Nora pumped hand cream into her palm.
“Henrietta said she’ll have her up and about in no time.”

Warren lifted
his brows. He wasn’t convinced. Ripley was the type of girl who had
zest for life; she was on the Dean’s list throughout college and
graduate school. She was a leader; full of self-esteem and
confidence. The only blip he’d ever seen from her was when she
began dating Ian. Warren knew he was no good for her; her attitude
changed the moment they met. But this change in personality was
completely unfounded; Warren feared his daughter would never return
to her old self. He declined any comment to his wife.

“I’ll take
her.” Nora added. “We’ll have lunch first at the bistro across the
street, and then she’ll see Henrietta.”

“That sounds
good.” Warren joined his wife in bed. “I’ll be gone a while. This
deal with Southeast Airlines could last weeks, and then I have to
meet with Thomas in London.” He took Nora’s hand. “Do you think
you’ll be okay here with her on your own?”

Kissing her
husband chastely on the lips, Nora answered. “I’ll keep you posted,
love. But I’m sure everything will be fine.”

 


***

 


Warren plugged
in his iPad, which he always took with him on business trips
abroad. He liked to keep in touch with local and national news; it
was paramount that he knew what was going on in the world around
him, especially since his company was one of the most important
ones for getting much of the population from one place to another
via air.

He was uneasy
about leaving his daughter in the state she was in, but he felt
confident his wife could take the upper hand. Nora and Ripley were
always very close, as they both were with all their children. If
they couldn’t see each other regularly, they would speak on
videophone several times a week. Although, with Warren’s line of
work, it was nothing for him to travel to the various parts of the
world to visit his other two children, especially since both of
their older children ran the other two head offices.

The pilot came
on the overhead speaker, alerting Mr. Mackenzie that the jet would
be landing in Japan in approximately sixty minutes. His assistant
was busying herself on the phone with the manager of the South
Beach office, and his marketing manager was listening to a podcast,
introducing himself to basic Japanese language.

Warren touched
his iPad, bringing it to life, and immediately logged into the
local news website. There had been a church fundraiser taking place
the previous day, which was reportedly a success, a fire at a local
park that was quickly contained, and an elderly woman’s house was
broken into but the lady wasn’t home at the time so there were no
reported injuries. Mr. Mackenzie quickly scanned the stories, when
suddenly his heart began to beat faster.

Taking a
closer look at the name of the woman whose home was victimized, his
eyes widened as he read the passage softly to himself. ‘Greta
Davenport, age 62, came home to find her home burglarized. Her son,
Ian, age 27, was away from home at the time of the
break-in.’

“Jesus
Christ.” Warren muttered, wiping sweat from his brow. It appeared
the criminals were still on the loose, and still hunting for the
coveted item. He would have to move fast. Pulling his cell phone
from his pocket, Warren made a call. He wanted the best protection
money could buy, and it had to be secret or his cover would be
blown.


 



 Chapter 4


 


“I’ll wait
here.” Nora stated; taking a seat as Ripley was called in to see
Dr. Mudson.

Dr. Henrietta
Mudson was tall, caramel-skinned and plump in the waist. She wore
half-moon shaped glasses that came down to the bridge of her nose,
with pearl-adorned chains that hung from either side of the
frames.

“Have a seat,
dear.” Dr. Mudson offered. The room was dark, with only a softly
lit floor lamp in the corner. The desk beside the lamp was ornate;
definitely antique, and the cream walls were bare except for a
small framed photo with a child, standing in a meadow blowing on a
dandelion gone to seed.

Ripley
immediately noticed the closeness in the air. There were no windows
opened and only a small table-top fan sitting atop the desk
provided circulation. The young girl felt claustrophobic and out of
place. Henrietta was friends with her mother, which made this
session even more uncomfortable. Dr. Mudson and Ripley had only
been acquainted a few times, but never more than a simple
hello and how are you?

The plush,
two-seated couch was comfortable; its softness was the only thing
that felt welcoming in the whole room. As Ripley sat, Dr. Mudson
lifted a red file folder from the surface of her desk and pushed
her glasses up higher on her nose.

“Why don’t you
start by telling me why you’re here?” The psychologist said by
rote.

Ripley felt
awkward; had her mother not told Henrietta why she was there? She
felt no inclination to revisit the events leading up to this
meeting. All she wanted to do was run for the door.

“I understand
you were attacked?” Henrietta ventured. “Your house was broken
into?”

Peering down
at Ripley from behind her glasses, Dr. Mudson waited for her to
answer. Feeling put on the spot, as though she was at the
principal’s office, the young girl simply cleared her throat and
nodded.

“Do you care
to elaborate?” The doctor asked. “Is there anything you remember
from that night?”

Ripley
remembered everything; from the smell of the man’s breath on her
face to the sound of the men’s voices as they violated her home.
That was the problem; she wanted to forget, not to recall all the
horrifying moments she endured that fateful night. Staring at the
carpeted floor, Ripley chose to simply nod again; hoping perhaps
her lack of communication would speak volumes.

Dr. Mudson
sighed, which Ripley took as impatience. The young woman looked up
at the doctor. Torn between wanting to placate her mother and her
desire to walk out of the room without being noticed, Ripley asked
if she could use the washroom. Henrietta was no fool; she nodded
and gestured her patient to make a left outside the door.

Nora was
reading a gossip magazine when she saw her daughter exit the room.
She rose and watched Ripley make a beeline for the main exit door.
Mrs. Mackenzie looked at her friend expectantly. “Is it over
already?”

Henrietta gave
Nora a half smile. “It never really started. She’s not ready to
talk about it yet.” She handed her a business card. “Maybe it would
be better if she saw someone else; it’s quite common for people to
feel uncomfortable discussing their problems with a friend of the
family. I had a feeling things might turn out this way.”
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