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        ❝ It's easier to fool people than to convince them that they have been fooled.❞  ― Mark Twain
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      If you’re reading this, chances are you’re my replacement. It might surprise you to hear that I know you. Not in the literal sense, but in the sense that we’re probably somewhat alike. I’m sure you have bright eyes—and big dreams to match. And I’m guessing you’re pretty, but who knows? They’re picky about some things, others not so much.

      If you take anything from what I’m about to tell you, let it be this: no matter how they spin it, this is not a mistake. What’s the saying? A mistake made more than once is a decision.

      You’ve probably already noticed the whispers. They’ve trained you. Discretion is important. They’re very private people, after all. You won’t question it. You’re too worried about fitting in. You’ve heard the rumors.

      Like you, I didn’t question it either. I believed what I was told. I was shallow back then. Naive and pretty. A fool. In other words: perfect for the job.

      It’s not like I could have known. I don’t think any of us did.

      But you will.

      Five days, nine hours, and what feels like an untenable number of seconds. That’s how long I’ve been in this room. You probably haven’t realized that time can be measured in fractions of seconds, but the moment he invites you into his bed, I assure you, you’ll understand.

      You’ve yet to realize his heart’s not like yours.

      By then, it’s too late.

      Not to worry. He has people for that.

      Ask me how I know.

      One minute I was safe in my bed, the next I wasn’t. A lot of thoughts passed during the time they yanked me from the warmth of the familiar and shoved me to the very edge of the unknown. Strange thoughts, terrifying thoughts, slow-motion thoughts. Mostly, I thought of you.

      My other big mistake? I underestimated how evil human beings can be, how terribly they can actually treat one another.

      Once upon a time, long past the moment I realized our hearts were different, but before I realized it was too late, I spent hours binging on true crime stories from the safety of that bed. I believed that if I understood the minds of criminals, I could beat them. I told myself it was entertainment, water cooler fodder for the office, but the truth was, I assumed that if I knew enough, I could escape the fate of all those hapless victims. Possibly, I even thought I could win.

      I probably don’t have to tell you I was wrong.

      If you even believe me.

      It doesn’t matter. I’ll be dead either way. And maybe I can’t save you, but you can always save the next girl. It’s a nice thought, in a sea of endless terrible ones: somewhere this has to stop.

      Here’s what I wish I’d known: There was always going to be a replacement. Whether or not I did what they wanted me to, you were always a given.

      Comply, you move up. For a little while.

      Refuse, and it’s game over.

      You wouldn’t believe the stories.

      I didn’t.

      Now, I’m living them.

      I drop my pen as the heavy thud of footsteps reverberates off the concrete walls that line the long corridor. Quickly, I scramble for the pen, tucking it and the notepad under my thin mattress. My room is at the end of the corridor, which is a punishment in its own right.

      My shoulders tense as a single pair of black boots moves closer.

      One helper is always worse than two.

      They’re not really helpers, of course. Nothing is called by its rightful name, not in this industry.

      In my gut, I know he’s coming for me. That’s the thing about this place—your senses hit differently.

      My eyes dart toward the clock that hangs high above the door. I don’t believe for a minute the time is correct, but even a broken clock is right twice a day, and I am thankful to have it. The slow tick reminds me of the old grandfather clock at Nana’s house. It’s not meant to be comforting, and it’s a sheer act of defiance that I refuse to let drive me mad. Sometimes that’s all you have.

      They are going to kill me. But not before I endure enough suffering to suit them.

      The lock releases, and as the helper calls my number, I rise to my feet. I’m tempted to make him come in after me, but last time that didn’t turn out so well, so I cooperate.

      That, and this guy, he’s a friend. Not in the genuine sense, only in that he’s agreed to get this to you. As he holds the door open, I think about the tradeoff. He’s far from a catch, although, I’ve seen worse.

      There’s a price for everything, you’ll learn, and everyone has one.

      He didn’t have to agree to my bribe. He could have taken what he wants by force, but I suppose even that loses its appeal after a while.

      He leads me to a room where he motions toward a chair. I sit without hesitation. I’m eager to get this over with, but that doesn’t stop my knees from shaking.

      As I consider my follow-up bribe, and how good the first will have to turn out for him to accept, I study him carefully.

      All I need is a knife.

      It’s a big ask, and I don’t have a lot of time. He must sense my thoughts because he leaves without meeting my eye. Still, I can hear his throaty breath just outside the door.

      Eventually, a higher-ranked helper comes in. He looks me over, starting with the black eye before moving onto the jagged cut on my right cheek. It’s deep enough to scar. I can see this in his reflection.

      He shakes his head. “This will have to be fixed.”

      It takes everything in me not to recoil as he holds my face firmly in his hand. “That is, provided you want it fixed.”

      I know what he’s asking, and I have to dig deep for a response. I’m very, very tired. “I want to make it right.”

      “Some things cannot be made right. You know this?”

      “Yes,” I say simply.

      In his left hand is a pair of clippers. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to take your hair.”

      He says it like they haven’t already taken everything else.

      “What’s the point of a pretty face,” I ask, “if you have no hair?”

      You won’t understand the point I’m trying to make, not yet, but he does. He grips my chin tighter, forcing me to look into his eyes. As he speaks, his spittle coats my face. “I don’t think you want to find out.”

      He is wrong. Maybe it’s divine timing or a sign from God, I can’t say. I only know what flashes through my mind feels like it was always meant to be. It feels like it was a part of the plan all along. An image first, followed by words.

      The pen is mightier than the sword.

      For the first time in nearly six days, I smile. I’ve just realized what I am going to have to do to save my life. Who needs a knife?
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        Five Weeks Earlier

      

      

      

      
        
        Gillian

      

      

      

      A bad day for the ego is a great day for the soul. I contemplate what the author is trying to say, only to draw a blank. Is there a deeper meaning, or is it meant to simply sound good?

      I have no idea. I’m new to the self-development world, and so far, I can’t seem to piece any of it together.

      The book was a gift from my dad, and if I turn up at Sunday dinner empty-handed, which is to say without feedback, he’ll be disappointed. Heaven knows I’ve provided enough of that, so listening to an audiobook feels like the least I can do. Arguing is a rare thing for us, and I’m not sure how to navigate the situation. Although, where the audiobook is concerned, I suspect it was part punishment, part peace offering, and it’s not like I have a reasonable excuse. I’m in the car all day. That’s what he’ll say if I show up for dinner next week none the wiser. We’re too much alike for me not to know this, so I tap replay and listen again.

      I still haven’t managed to comprehend any of it by the time my cell vibrates in the clip holder that sits atop my dash, cutting the audio off. A photo of me and Devon at her twenty-first birthday party fills the screen.

      The audiobook resumes as I press decline and turn my attention back to the road, letting it go to voicemail. Stop managing your time and start managing your focus.

      Chapter two has just finished when my best friend’s bleached white smile lights up the screen again. My first thought is how good she looks in that photo, and my second is how I wish I could travel back in time. I don’t know if I could save her from herself, or from the last few months, but I’d like to think it’s possible. My third thought, and the reason I answer: it’s only been four minutes since her last call.

      “Soooo,” Devon’s voice croons the second I hit the speaker button. Not only is she not one to give up, she’s not one for pleasantries. Like the audiobook, she has a knack for dropping you right in the middle of things. “You’ll never guess what happened!”

      I’m certain she’s wrong.

      Unfortunately, I already know the story and the ending is hardly a surprise.

      Not that it matters. It’s clear I’m going to get a repeat.

      The short version is Devon hooked up with the mildly attractive bartender who served us last night, and she’s positive she’s found her soulmate. And even though I’m hardly in the mood for the long version, I give her a pass because I know that if it had gone that well, she’d be too busy or too tired to call me. “I take it you liked him then?”

      “Who?”

      “The bartender?”

      “The who?” She coughs into the phone.

      “Danny or David or whatever his name was.” I’m pretty sure it was David. But if I act like I care, the story will go on forever, and the party will never end.

      “The guy from last night? God, no. He was awful! The worst sex I ever had. If you can call it that. He⁠—”

      “Can I call you back, Dev?” I say, cutting her off. “I’m at work.”

      Not only do I not want to know, I’ve heard it all before. This, and hearing about Devon’s relationship problems only highlight my own. Or the lack thereof.

      “You work for yourself.”

      “I actually don’t.”

      “Well, why’d you answer, then?”

      “You called twice. I thought it might be an emergency.”

      “It is.”

      I sigh heavily. I don’t mean to, but the small part of me that envies Devon gets in the way of pretending I’m not annoyed. It’s her ability to do literally anything to avoid being alone that drives me crazy, but it also speaks to the lonely part of me whose boyfriend is a million miles away, with no plan to return anytime soon. “What now?”

      “Oh God,” Devon scoffs. I hear the eye roll in her voice. “Please don’t tell me you’re still mad about last night.”

      I’m still mad about last night. “What about it?”

      “Nothing.”

      It wasn’t nothing. Devon promised we’d meet to rehearse for my interview, but failed to mention she’d also invited three of her friends along for drinks. By the end of the night, not only was I the only one sober and no closer to nailing my interview, I was the designated driver.

      “So how’d it go?”

      “What?”

      “The interview.” She scoffs. “Are you listening?”

      “It’s tomorrow.”

      “Oh.”

      She was drunk, but not that drunk. I don’t think this is why she called.

      “You’re pissed,” she says. “I can tell you’re pissed.”

      “I’m—”

      “Wait.” She cuts me off mid-sentence. “Where are you?”

      Devon always has about twenty thoughts running through her head that all come tumbling out at once. More if she’s high. “I told you; I’m working.”

      “Yeah, but where? You work out of your car.”

      “I’m about to make a delivery. Why?”

      “No reason.”

      I hit the brakes a little harder than I intended as I spot the address I’m looking for. Horns blare from behind as I pull up to the curb. As the first car passes, the driver lets down his window and gives me the finger while shouting an impressive amount of profanity.

      “Jesus,” Devon says. “What the hell was that?”

      “Road rage,” I tell her, killing the ignition. “I’ve gotta make this delivery. I’ll call you when I’m back in the car.”

      “But… hold on. I just need to tell you⁠—”

      I snatch the phone from the cradle and press it to my ear. I have one foot out the door when I glance down and see blood seeping through the heel of my shoe. “I gotta go. I’m bleeding.”

      “You’re bleeding?”

      “It’s nothing⁠—”

      “Should I call the police? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. It’s just my ankle.”

      “Your what?”

      “It’s nothing. Just a blister.”

      “You see!” she gasps. “I told you to buy the good shoes! Why don’t you ever listen to me?”

      Because our budgets and our life choices tend to run on opposite ends of the spectrum. “You know, I ask myself the same thing all the time.”

      “I have a great idea…”

      This is rarely the truth. But I still want to hear it.

      “You should say something came up,” she says. “Call it a day. Tell them you’re not feeling well. Or, better yet—say you have cramps!”

      “I’m fine. And I can’t. We’re swamped today.”

      “So?”

      “So I’d be lying.”

      “Everyone lies, Gillian.” She sounds like the opposite of my mother but with the same tone.

      “Not me,” I say, huffing a bit. It’s a short trek up a steep hill to the front of the house. “Not if I can help it.”
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      Gillian Louise Martin. She’s a looker, all right. It’s likely she catches my eye because she isn’t his usual type. Maybe he’s getting sloppy, maybe he’s just bored, or maybe it’s plain ol’ opportunity.

      Easy, to put it succinctly. Still, I don’t get what he sees in her.

      I have yet to determine if this makes Miss Martin dangerous or not. I only know that she has more to lose than he does, so at least for now, we’re still in the black.

      I will admit, breathing a sigh of relief that I don’t have to deliver bad news. God knows he hates bad news, and he will shoot the messenger if it comes down to it.

      For that reason, I have to be careful. Honest, but careful, which are not always one and the same.

      I didn’t have to watch Miss Martin for long to determine she’s not the brightest bulb in the lot.

      Sometimes this works in his favor. Sometimes it doesn’t.

      I don’t know if this information will please him. Only time will tell.

      Either way, he’s lucky he has me.

      I did my due diligence. I checked her references.

      And one thing is for sure: that friend of hers is bound to be trouble.
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      The house at the top of the hill is what you might call a modern colonial. It’s old, but it’s had work done, and it is easily love at first sight. I place the bag on the mat, take my phone from my ear, snap a picture of the delivery, and send it through the app, marking it complete. Then I stand there for a second, promising myself I’m going to live in a house like this someday, even if it kills me.

      “Hello?” Devon says incredulously.

      “I’m here.”

      “You sound distracted.”

      “I told you. I’m making a delivery.”

      “What are you wearing?” She tries to sound sexy, but she sounds ridiculous, and I have to admit I sort of pity her. To have so much at her disposal, Devon has little going on in her life, except for dramas of her own making.

      “Jeans and a sweater. Why?”

      “No, I mean to the interview. What’d you decide?”

      Last night, over drinks at Jeffery’s, I recounted the interview outfit saga. I explained how I’d picked out the perfect dress, only to be told at the register that it had been placed on the sale rack by mistake. Needless to say, it was out of my price range. Sort of like this house. Falling in love with things I can’t have seems to be a major talent of mine. I assume Devon wants a retelling of the situation with the rude sales associate, so in turn, she can feel sorry for me. The games we play.

      “I told you at Jeffery’s.”

      “You said you’d send a pic of the runner up.”

      “I forgot.”

      “Hmm. Didn’t you just say you don’t lie?”

      “It was late when I got home.”

      “Right.” I hear water running in the background. “Anyway, how’d it fit?”

      “Fine.”

      “I would have lent you the money for the dress.”

      Devon knows I never would have accepted the money, so I’m not sure why she brings it up. “If you needed it, I mean.”

      “I said I didn’t,” I tell her, and it’s almost not a lie.

      “First impressions are important. You deserve to look your best.”

      “And I will.” The words roll off my tongue so confidently that I think the audiobook might be wearing off on me. Dad would be proud.

      “Gillian?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I know you’re going to get the job.”

      “We’ll see.” I don’t want to jinx anything.

      “You always get everything you want.”

      “That’s not true.” As soon as the words leave my mouth I brace for what comes next. She’s going to bring up Tommy Childress.

      “Remember Thomas?”

      “Who?” Thomas was Devon’s third -grade crush. Only unlike every other boy before and every boy since, Tommy was into me and not her. She’s never forgotten it. To this day, she stalks Tommy Childress on social media, looking for flaws or bad news of any kind. Devon does not take rejection well.

      “Tommy. The one with the supermodel wife. From third grade.”

      “Oh, him.”

      “I was in love with him, you know.”

      “You were nine.”

      “So what? It was true love.”

      “I don’t have time for this now, Dev.”

      “Anyway,” she tells me with a wistful sigh. “You’ll get the job just like you got Tommy.”

      “I didn’t get Tommy.”

      “Sure you did. Oh, and Gillian…”

      “Yeah?”

      “You asked me how I know about the job.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mumble, only half listening. I’ve outgrown the Tommy storyline.

      “They called me as a reference.”

      This gets my attention. “They called you?”

      “Yep.”

      “How’d they get your number?”

      “I don’t know. How does anyone get anything these days? Social media? The internet? Telepathy?”

      “That’s weird,” I say as I carefully descend the hill. Devon’s right about the shoes. They’re killing me. Though they were a half-size too small, I picked them up on clearance because they looked exactly like what I needed. I told myself that it would be fine, I’d break them in. I just hadn’t accounted for it being so painful.

      I pause to rub my heels, and while I’m standing there, I get the idea to snap a picture of the house. Later, I’ll send it to Kevin. It’ll be nighttime here and the middle of the day there, and in my melancholy, I’ll ask if he thinks this might be the one. It’s pure fantasy, obviously, and if I’m lucky, he’ll offer me reassurance. If I’m lucky, he’ll say something along the lines of this is all meant to be. He’ll assure me that his absence won’t last forever. More likely, he’ll send an emoji or a two-word response, and whichever way it goes will determine how well I sleep.

      I don’t know if this is as hard for him as it is for me, the distance, no matter how temporary it has been made to seem.

      “What’d you say?” Devon asks. “You’re cutting in and out.”

      “I said that was weird.”

      “What’s weird?”

      “That they called you for a reference.”

      “I guess so.”

      “I haven’t even had an interview.”

      “It’s a good sign.”

      “Well, what’d she say?”

      “She?”

      “I just assumed.”

      “That’s the thing, I couldn’t tell. You know how it is these days. At first, I thought it was a female… but then, I wasn’t sure. It’s like their voice kept switching.”

      “What do you mean, switching?”

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Just tell me what you said.”

      “Not much, really…” Her voice trails off. “Not until they asked if they could stop by and meet with me in person.”

      My heart leaps into my throat. “They what?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t have agreed, but you see, I really needed to know.”

      I remove my fob from my back pocket, unlocking the car. “Needed to know what?”

      “Whether it was a man or a woman.”

      Oh, God.

      “It felt like a great mystery, and I figured why not?”

      I fling the car door open and plop down on the seat. This is what I meant by her doing anything to avoid being alone. “You’re not serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Jesus, Dev,” I say, leaning my head back against the headrest. I look toward the heavens. “I’m offended on their behalf.”

      “Don’t worry. They were supposed to come this morning. But after I took the test, I called back and said I was busy.”

      That seems flaky. “You didn’t!” I gasp.

      It’s probably for the best. But please, please let her say she’s joking.

      “Promise though,” she tells me earnestly. “That you’ll let me know.”

      I start the engine, put the car in reverse, and check my rearview mirror. “Wait, what test?”

      The line is silent for a long while, then in a quiet voice Devon says, “About that. Do you think you could come over? I wouldn’t ask, but it’s important.”

      “If things slow down, I might be able to stop by.”

      “I meant now.”

      “What test?”

      “Just come over, okay?”

      I hope she’s not high. She doesn’t sound high. It’s still early, but Devon is rarely practical. “I have customers in queue, Dev. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      For fuck’s sake. “Maybe⁠—”

      I stop myself and decide what I want to say. Her request is a stretch, and I don’t want to lie. I can’t go to her aid. Not with a full queue. Not on a high-volume day. Not when I still need to prep for the biggest interview of my life.

      “I feel like I don’t even want to live, Gilly. You know I have the worst luck. This is going to ruin my life. There’s no point⁠—”

      Ah, there it is. And that’s Devon. Always dropping bombs. “I need this job, Dev.”

      “You have an interview tomorrow.”

      “And in the meantime, I need this one.”

      “I know. It’s just… what if it’s twins?”

      “Don’t be dramatic.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one gestating a fetus.”

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “Look,” she huffs, cutting me off. “I called because I need you to bring me another test. Just put me in your queue or whatever. I’m too shaky to drive.”

      I’ve never met anyone more melodramatic in my life, and probably never will. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Well, make it work like that.”

      When I don’t immediately respond with the answer she wants, there’s a long pause and then her voice softens. She’s used to getting her way and she’s not sure how to take it when it doesn’t come easy. “I left gas money in your car last night. Use it for the test and I’ll pay you back.”

      I will a single two-letter word to come out of my mouth, knowing it won’t.

      “Please, Gillian. I’m not okay. I’m sort of freaking out.”

      I’ve known Devon for twenty-three of my twenty-five years. This is her fifth pregnancy scare, at minimum. “Fine,” I hiss. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
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