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      “One person can’t be responsible for another person’s happiness.” 




An Unwanted Guest by Shari Lapena
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  Prologue

  
  




How much time had elapsed?

After one final tetanic spasm, Robin’s back arched. A minute later, she became flaccid. Her dead body lay sprawled along the beige carpet like a broken doll. Blood oozed out her mouth, pooling underneath thick box braids.

Careful not to slip in blood splatter, she bent down and checked for a pulse but detected nothing on Robin’s warm wrist. Fingerprints. Could police get prints off skin? 

She scanned the living room and considered what she had touched. It didn’t matter. Her prints were all over the house, and there wasn’t time to wipe everything down. Need to get out of here and think.

In reaching for the doorknob, she noticed blood droplets on her knuckles. Without thinking, she reached into her coat pocket for a tissue. Damn. Blood smeared along the sleeve. Time to go. 

At the front door, she paused and glanced around once more. Certain nothing was left behind, she dashed outside for the car. Had the neighbors heard anything?

Across the neighborhood, street decorations heralded the upcoming holidays. Plastic reindeer and inflatable snowmen dotted lawns. Christmas ornaments promised gaiety and good cheer. 

Inside the car, dread pressed down upon her. Was there time to drive away without being seen?

It was the middle of the day. Most people in this middle-class neighborhood were at work, and their children were in school dreaming about the pending holiday break. 

Tinsel rustled in the wind. Cold December weather created an empty street. From the rearview mirror, the neighborhood looked vacant. She had a chance.

With a deep breath, she started the engine and reversed down the driveway—not too fast or too slow. Don’t attract attention.

But when Robin’s body was discovered … Would anyone identify her car? 

With a sigh, she rested her head on the steering wheel. This was supposed to have been a quick errand. How did it end like this?
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Laughter danced around the Green Pastures Café conference room like leaves on a spring breeze, but it was actually a Saturday autumn afternoon in downtown Greensboro. Pumpkin and thyme scented the air, announcing Thanksgiving had passed and a new year stood on the threshold. Already, people were wearing the festive colors of Christmas. 

Myaisha noticed a café server wearing an elf’s cap passing around receipts. She searched in her wallet for loose change, preferring to tip in cash.  

In the conference room, standing before a brick wall of shelves containing books and assorted bric-a-brac, Tina stood on tiptoes, straining above the din of conversations. 

“Don’t forget Think It, Ink It is on Thursday evenings at the library.” 

“Ladies, please,” René said, her eyes boring into the attendees. “We’re almost finished with the announcements.”

Tina’s round face lit up. She wiped a few strands of thick black hair off her forehead. “Remember, next month we vote on whether to join the women’s national writing organization. Complete your ballots and we’ll tally the results before our next meeting.” She pivoted toward René and lowered her voice. “Anything else?”

Shaking her head, René dismissed the attendees, and the Greensboro Women of Color Writing Group meeting concluded.

Myaisha and Deniece rose but remained beside their chairs. Most women exited from the conference room’s rear door leading into the café. Once the room emptied, Myaisha donned her fedora while approaching Tina and René. 

At that moment, another group member was speaking with Tina. While she waited, Myaisha observed René’s necklace. 

“How unusual.” With her fingertips, Myaisha probed the figurine dangling along a gold chain. “Is that a lion with a goat’s head?”

Grimacing, René retreated, causing the figurine to slip from Myaisha’s fingers. 

“Yes, it was a gift.”

“Sorry.” Myaisha smiled. “It’s unique.”

Before she could inquire further, René’s sister, Robin, skipped over, linked her arm with René’s, and interrupted.

“Chi, you ready to go? I have an appointment.” 

A bloom crested over René’s freckled face as she extricated her arm from Robin’s embrace.

“Hello,” Myaisha said, extending a hand forward.

Robin faced her. “Oh, hi. I’m sorry. Did I interrupt?”

“No, it’s quite all right,” Myaisha said as they shook hands.

“Haven’t we met?” Robin’s forehead wrinkled with thought. “I think … Oh, yes. You’re the doctor.”

“Yes. I believe you attended our November meeting.” 

“Of course. It’s nice to see you again. Chi speaks about you all the time. You helped launch her childcare business.”

“A little,” Myaisha said, glancing at René.

“I’d love to speak with you sometime about business opportunities. If Chi wasn’t busy, I’d stay and chat now.” Hollywood white teeth contrasted against Robin’s slick red lips, accentuating her ebony skin. “Well, we should be going.” Without allowing René an opportunity to reply, Robin headed for the exit.

“I’m coming,” René said. Then she addressed Myaisha. “Excuse me. See you Thursday.” Pivoting on her back foot, René jogged behind Robin and left. 

Myaisha stared at the departing sisters—something about twins intrigued her. She shrugged and turned around to find Deniece conversing with Tina. The other group member had departed. 

“So, when is your book coming out?” Deniece asked.

Tina’s face glistened. “Oh, not ‘til sometime next year. I finally got an agent.”

“How long does it take to traditionally publish a book?” Deniece asked, her forehead creasing. 

Chuckling, Tina gathered her purse and several folders off a nearby table. “A year, maybe two. Getting an agent is simply the first step. It’ll be a long time before I publish anything.”

“Why query for an agent then?” Deniece grumbled. 

While discussing the pros and cons of traditional publishing, the women snaked between abandoned folding chairs and exited the conference room into the café. 

“Tina, you’re the first person in our group to get an agent,” Myaisha said, bringing up the rear. “We’re behind you. Any support you need, let us know.” 

“Are you guys going to get something to eat?” Deniece asked.

“No,” Tina said. “Ian’s dropping by. My aunt is visiting from the Philippines and tonight she’s making his favorite dishes.” 

A vision of Detective Ian de Jesus flashed across Myaisha’s memory. She recalled enormous biceps.

“Mmm.” Deniece licked her lips. “I have dibs on leftovers.”

Tina threw back her head and laughed. “There won’t be any leftovers. If you want food, you better stop by.”

“How long is your aunt visiting?” Deniece asked.

While Tina and Deniece conversed, Myaisha sauntered over to the café counter and ordered fried okra, red beans and rice, cornbread, and fried chicken. 

Christmas music murmured from hidden speakers, playing What Christmas Means to Me by Stevie Wonder. While waiting for her order, Myaisha admired the black and white photos of Civil Rights-era icons hanging on the red brick walls. She remembered Boomer, her black Labrador, and requested two servings of chicken. 

Since she didn’t have to work at the urgent care clinic tonight, Myaisha had planned a quiet day at home reading a book. Because her medical office was closed this Saturday morning, her entire weekend was patient-free.

“Bye.” Myaisha waved, completing her order as Tina departed. 

“Did you want something?” she asked Deniece, who stood beside her at the counter. 

“No, I ate earlier.”

“That was a snack.” Myaisha accepted the takeout containers from the server. As they headed toward the exit of the café, Myaisha checked the bag to verify its contents.  

Deniece held the door open. “It’ll have to be enough. I have a few pounds to work off. My pants are strangling my hips.”

Myaisha’s drooping eyes considered the food containers. “I could afford to lose some weight too. We can exercise together.”

They crossed the street toward the parking lot. On the right, in a corner of the lot, Myaisha observed René and Robin standing beside a car, arguing. She stopped and watched. However, Robin detected her scrutiny and tapped René’s arm. Their conversation paused as they eyeballed her. 

Myaisha raised her voice to compensate for the traffic noise. “Everything okay?” 

Without responding, both sisters waved, jumped in their car, and zipped out of the lot. 

Half a minute passed as Myaisha observed their car stopped at a traffic light. Hands flew back and forth between their faces as each sister gesticulated animatedly. Though she couldn’t hear anything, it was clear Robin and René were quarreling. But about what?

The traffic light flashed green, and the coupe sped forward and through the light. 

As she started toward her own car, Myaisha spied a white Camaro whip out of the lot and rush across the intersection behind René’s car before the traffic light changed. 

Odd. The Camaro had been idling in the parking space as Myaisha and Deniece exited the café. Why would someone be following René? 

Myaisha shook her head free of suspicion. You read too many mysteries.

“Have you noticed a change in René?” Deniece asked, holding the food containers as Myaisha unlocked the car doors.

After settling behind the steering wheel, Myaisha checked traffic before exiting the lot. “Possible. She’s been reserved since—” 

“Donald dumped her—yeah, real hush hush about it. But what can you say when your sister steals your man?”

“Robin didn’t steal him. You can’t steal a man.”

“But you can date someone other than the guy your sister was seeing.” Deniece opened the smaller food container and crunched on a piece of okra.

“Close it. I don’t want the okra to become limp.”

“Kinda like Donald.” Deniece laughed.

Myaisha side-eyed her. “That’s not funny.”

“Not to René either.”

Twenty minutes later, Myaisha steered her car into the cul de sac where she lived. 

“I don’t know what I’d do if my sister dated my ex.”

“I’d kill her.” Deniece grinned and popped another piece of okra into her mouth.
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Tires screeched as René’s small coupe weaved between the parade of cars on the used car lot. Cardboard yellow sticker signs advertised ‘Deep Discounts’ on car windshields. 

Robin gripped the door handle and glared at her sister’s profile.

René shifted the coupe into park and idled in front of double glass doors leading into the Evans Used Cars dealership showroom. 

“There,” René said, staring out the windshield.

Part of Robin hoped Donald would exit the dealership at that moment and the three of them could discuss the situation. 

Older than her by five minutes, René had always been the dependable sister. Nothing reckless or unexpected about her. She’d been on the school honor roll consistently since grade school. Accepted to college on scholarship, and not once had she given their parents a moment of consternation. 

During an eighth-grade school assembly, their father had beamed with delight at René’s achievements. He had regarded Robin with questioning brows. “Why can’t you get good grades like your sister?” 

Instead of replying to his comment, Robin had cried. Though he apologized, he had asked a good question. Why hadn’t she done better in school? 

Robin wasn’t stupid. No, she simply didn’t believe it mattered. She had no interest in attending college. Early in life, she had decided comfort and ease would be her mantra. Like the lilies of the field in Matthew 6:28, neither would she labor or toil.  

Still avoiding Robin’s gaze, René said, “This has gotta stop. I’m not dropping you off here again. He’s gonna hurt you.”

With a surly grin, Robin released the seatbelt and opened the passenger car door. “This is real love. Donald wants to take care of me—and I’ll take care of him.”

“It’s just sex.”

“Was it only sex when he dated you?” 

René’s jaw clenched as the car door slammed. 

Robin bit her lip. She’d gone too far. As she leaned toward the window, René stepped on the accelerator and peeled out of the lot. 

Though her actions were selfish, Robin knew she was a better judge of male character than her sister. Donald was wrong for René. An older man wanted excitement, adventure. He was perfect for her. 

Sure, he’d dated René first. But once they’d met, Donald had realized his mistake. Why couldn’t René get over it?

On espadrilles laced up her shimmering dark legs, Robin pirouetted toward the entrance. “Forget it.”

A man exiting the showroom held the door open for her. 

She bestowed a lascivious smile upon him. “Thank you.” Her back straightened, feeling him ogling her behind as she entered the brightly lit showroom. Her full hips sashayed her appreciation.

Inside the building on the right, a man leaned against a desk watching an enormous television screen positioned on the far wall broadcasting a sports game. 

“Hello, Milton. Is Donald in?” Although Robin asked, her strut continued toward the rear offices.

“Hey, Robin. Yeah, I think he’s with someone.”

His last sentence was spoken to her back because she had already proceeded toward the wide hallway leading to the offices. 

Out front, the building contained a small showroom. In the rear were four rooms—two on each side. Donald had designated the smallest as an employee break room. The others served as business offices. 

Bypassing the restroom, Robin chuckled at the site of Cynthia—Donald’s bookkeeper and nursemaid. Seated before a large calculator with her head bent over a ledger, Cynthia stared at a computer screen. Robin didn’t stop to speak with her. 

On the opposite side of the hallway and one door down, loud voices seeped under a flimsy plywood door. 

For a second, Robin’s hand hesitated above the doorknob as she eavesdropped.

“Dad, I can’t live on this salary.”

“Well, you’ll have to. Your sister does.”

“She doesn’t work for you. Besides, I’m also in school.”

“There’s a recession coming—in case you haven’t heard. I’ve already let most of the staff go. I—”

Uninterested in family drama other than her own, Robin rapped on the door, simultaneously opening it.

Tap, tap, tap.

“Am I interrupting?” 

Neither man had an opportunity to reply before she sauntered across the room and rested on the desk in front of a heavy-set dark man seated in a plush leather chair. Her curvaceous legs crossed as she leaned across the desk. 

Donald grinned. Fluorescent lights glinted off his gold-capped left front tooth. 

“Hey, babe.” Large lips swallowed her mouth as they kissed. 

On the other side of the desk, a younger man—the spitting image of Donald—grimaced and rose.

Robin ended their embrace and ambled behind the large leather chair as her hands caressed Donald’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, but I had to see you.”

“No problem. Junior was leaving.” Donald’s weighty gaze glowered at his son, hinting toward the open door. 

Junior, his lips tight, glared at Robin. “What do you want? Haven’t you taken enough of his money?”

The leather chair slammed against the back wall as Donald stormed forward. “Look here—”

Because he vaulted out of the seat, Robin scooted backward away from the desk and bumped against the window. 

“You better learn some respect.” Donald’s beefy finger darted before Junior’s face.

Nostrils flaring, Junior eyed his dad. “Or what? You’ll fire me. Go ahead. I never wanted this dumb job anyway.” Junior marched away. 

Walls shook as the office door banged shut behind him. 

Donald bolted for the door, wrenched it open, and dashed from the room. In the hallway, Cynthia accosted him, impeding his pursuit of Junior. 

“Mr. Evans,” she said, “we need to discuss these expenses.”

For a moment, Donald stared over her shoulder, watching his son depart. His shoulders heaved as he brushed against her and headed back toward his office. 

“Not now. I told you I’ll get to it later.”

“But Mr. Evans, the bills …”

Her voice trailed away as Donald re-entered his office and the door banged shut. 

During the exchange in the hallway, Robin sat in the leather chair rummaging inside desk drawers. When she heard Donald returning, she quickly shut them and pretended to be reading on her cell phone. 

“What did Cynthia want?” she asked.

“Business. Nothing you need to worry about.”

Beside his desk, Donald opened a mini refrigerator and removed a carafe. He poured a sea-green thick fluid into a mug, followed by a dollop of protein powder. 

“Do you like the smoothies I made for you?” Robin asked, extending her legs along the desktop.

Donald strolled up to the desk, rubbing his thick fingers along her calves. “They taste like grass, but they give me energy.” His hungry mouth smiled down at her. A drop of green smoothie clung to the corner of his lips. 

Robin swung her legs off the desk, rose, and allowed him to retake his seat. She relaxed against the corner of the desk again. 

“I’ll make a fortune selling them in my yoga shop. When are we going to talk about starting my business?”

After a deep inhale, Donald sipped more smoothie. “I told you, babe. It’s gonna take a while.” 

“How long?” Her slick red lips pouted. 

“Why do you need a place in Charlotte? Greensboro is—”

“Provincial. I want to be in a city.”

“This is a city.”

“A larger city.” She ambled around the room. “Maybe I should go back to Chicago.”

Donald’s gaze simmered. “Back to your ex?”

The corner of her lip curled. “There are other people in Chicago than Terrence. People who will support my yoga business. Or maybe I should be alone for a while—like René suggested—before settling down with another man.”

Green contacts made her cat-like eyes glimmer. She peeked toward Donald, before her gaze darted away. In front of the mini fridge, she pretended to read ingredients on a container of powdered protein.

Not a minute elapsed before Donald—as she expected—hustled to her side. 

“I told you, I’ll take care of it.” His hand rested on her hip.

Like a slow wave along the Carolina coast, her shoulders dipped. She slipped away from him and sauntered around the room. “You seem to have your hands full, and I don’t have time for family drama. First, take care of your personal business, then call me when you’re available.”

She headed for the door but knew he would intercede. 

On cue, he bustled in front of her with open pleading arms. “Don’t go. I promise. Give me ‘til the end of the month. You can stay at my place for now.”

Slender arms crossed over her ample cleavage. “I’m not staying in another woman’s bed.”

“I’ll buy another mattress.”

“I want another place.”

“Fine. Stay with René until I figure things out. It’ll take time to get an apartment and start a business. I need to move some money around.”

She feigned a pouty lip as her sinewy arms embraced him around the neck. She simpered, her voice solicitous. “Okay. I’ll wait.”

Donald’s rough hands brought her hips against his pelvis. She allowed him to explore her body as she teased a flickering tongue along his neck. His cheap cologne reminded her of rubbing alcohol. She would have to buy him a different scent—with his money, of course.

Excitement grew inside him. He pressed her up against the wall. 

A giggle trickled from between her lips. He lifted the corner of her skirt. Heat escaped her mouth as she panted into his ear. 

“And Donald, you better not disappoint me.”

For the moment, he did not disappoint. His moaning throbbed in her ears. Robin hoped though, he had more to deliver. If not, perhaps Terrence … 








  
  4

  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




The rhythmic beeping of the pulse oximetry machine mimicked the child’s heartbeat, echoing throughout the urgent care clinic. Myaisha auscultated his chest and smiled up at the parents. 

“Once the breathing treatment finishes, I’ll discharge him home,” she said, dropping the stethoscope into her coat pocket. “The RSV and flu tests were negative. Give him plenty of fluids and follow up with your doctor tomorrow. The medical assistant will give you a handout on what to watch for tonight.” 

Screech. 

A muted green curtain slid across the metal rod, dividing the toddler from the other bed in the trauma bay.

Myaisha peeked into the other compartment and gazed over at the nurse. “Are we ready?”

“Yes, Dr. Douglas. I cleansed the wound. He’s ready for stitches.”

With a wave to the child whose face was covered by a nebulizer mask, Myaisha closed the curtain and approached the somber man lying on the gurney. These were the last two remaining patients after a long, busy Sunday clinic. She washed her hands before slipping into sterile gloves. 

The man reclined along a stretcher with his head on a pillow, while she considered different options for stitching the wound.

“You okay, Carl?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m fine.” The paleness under his tan contradicted his comment. 

She fought to hide a grin and considered the six-foot-tall, 230-pound Carl lying on the gurney with a laceration along his lateral arm. The bigger they are, the harder they cry. 

Bending down, she scrutinized the wound, inhaling scents of wood and paint. “You’re doing fine. Turn toward the curtain.” 

Once Carl averted his gaze, Myaisha injected lidocaine with epinephrine around the wound where she intended to insert sutures. 

“He’ll be fine,” AJ said, grinning up at her from a seat beside the gurney. 

Myaisha gave him a slight smile. She and AJ had dated consistently since their meeting six months ago during an ACLS recertification class. He impressed her with his intellect and passion for history and museums. Now, she admired his patience and caring for a fellow firefighter. 

“It’s a flesh wound,” AJ said, “but I thought he should get it stitched up. I’m glad you were working tonight.” A corner of his mouth curled up, slightly revealing his dimples. 

Myaisha ignored his banter. Besides treating a patient, she didn’t want the clinic staff aware of her personal relationships. She segregated private and work life. 

The nurse arranged a suture kit on a portable metal tray. Forceps pinched the skin around Carl’s arm as Myaisha tested to determine if the anesthetic had taken effect. 

“Can you feel that?”

“No,” Carl said.

“Good.” She began closing the gash.

“What happened?” the nurse asked Carl while handing Myaisha a pair of scissors.

“I slipped and a 4x4 slammed into my arm.”

Seated on a low wheeled stool, AJ peered up at Myaisha, observing her handiwork. Aware of his gaze, she concentrated on stitching. 

“We’re making modifications to his house,” AJ said to no one in particular, “and instead of making two trips, Superman here tried carrying drywall and his tools.”

“I didn’t want to drop the automatic drill,” Carl said, his blanched face glaring at AJ. “Anyway, I tripped and cut myself on the corner of a piece of wood.”

Using gauze and antiseptic, Myaisha cleansed the skin and evaluated her work. “Not bad, but you’ll have a scar. The inner layer of sutures is absorbable, but the top layer should be removed in ten to fourteen days. Instructions will be on the discharge papers.” 

The curtain parted as the nurse departed to retrieve paperwork.

Myaisha ripped off the gloves and washed her hands. “What renovations are you making?”

Less squeamish now and regaining color, Carl sat up, tossing the pillow aside. “We’re not remodeling but fixing it up to be habitable.”

AJ answered the frown on her face. “Carl bought a ‘fixer-upper’ from Evans Realty. Have you heard of them?”

“No,” Myaisha said, wrapping Carl’s wound in bandages. “What’s wrong with the house?”

“I can’t believe it passed inspection,” Carl said as his face sagged.

“Humph,” AJ huffed. “There was no inspection. That piece of crap should’ve been condemned.”

Myaisha considered AJ’s attitude. He acted more upset than Carl. What was their relationship?

“Did you complain? To the city, I mean.”

While AJ chuckled, Carl moaned. 

“We’ve done nothing but complain,” the latter said. “Reggie’s been down to city hall so often, they might start charging him rent.”

“Reggie?” Myaisha asked.

“My husband.” Carl laid his discharge papers from the nurse on the gurney while he slipped his arms into a sweater. 

She nodded, detecting a piercing glare from AJ. What was that about? “It sounds terrible.” 

AJ said, “Real estate is nothing but chaos right now—people losing their homes. The city can’t address all the problems even if they wanted to.”

“Friends have been helping us get the house in order,” Carl said. “Even some of the guys from work.” Once dressed, Carl shook Myaisha’s hand. “Thank you, ma’am.” 

A line exited the trauma room as Carl proceeded toward the front desk, followed by the nurse. Myaisha brought up the rear with AJ hovering at her side. She perceived he wanted to speak privately but waited for him to take the initiative. 

He leaned toward her ear. “Thanks. I wasn’t sure how you’d react about him—”

“Being gay.” She rubbed his arm. “I’m not homophobic.”

He smiled. “Thanks for stitching him up. I—”

“Dr. Douglas,” the medical assistant interrupted, “someone came in as the last guy left. She insists on being seen. I told her we closed ten minutes ago.”

Myaisha’s shoulders slouched. “That’s fine. I’ll see her.”  

When the medical assistant hustled away, AJ whispered, “Call you later.”

Before sprinting to the computer to complete charting, Myaisha gave him a tepid grin. 

Five minutes later the nurse returned, her lips in a flat line. 

Myaisha’s brows lifted at the nurse’s scowl. 

“She walks in late and can’t pay,” the nurse said.

Deep breath. Myaisha stretched her back and draped the stethoscope around her shoulders. “There’s a sliding scale for uninsured patients.”

“Yeah, but the billing clerk left, and we don’t know what to charge.”

“Not our problem. Collect her information. The biller will figure it out in the morning.”

Minutes later, Myaisha tapped twice on the exam room door then entered. She gaped.

“Hello, Robin. What …” Surprised, she used the seconds it took to wash her hands to judge the situation. “How can I help you?”

“I didn’t know you worked here. Chi said you had an office in Greensboro.”

While drying her hands, Myaisha said, “I work here to make extra money.”

Robin’s gaze narrowed. “I would’ve thought a doctor made enough money.”

“It also keeps me up on my suturing and splinting skills. I don’t get a lot of experience in the office. But if you’re uncomfortable, I can suggest another clinic.” There wasn’t another urgent care open at that time of night within fifty miles, but she didn’t want Robin to feel obligated to stay. An ER was ten miles away.

After nearly a minute, Robin said, “No, it’s fine. Medical care is confidential, right?”

“Absolutely. I never discuss patient care outside the office.”

Robin exhaled. “Good.”

“So, how can I help you?”

“Well, for the past month, I’ve developed these bruises—especially on my back.”

Myaisha regarded Robin’s outstretched arm. The two-centimeter bruise on her forearm was blackish purple. Robin denied any pain on palpation. Four other bruises of similar color and size covered Robin’s upper extremities. 

It was going to be a longer night.

After handing Robin a cloth gown, Myaisha said, “I’ll step out while you get undressed. I need to examine your entire body.”
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The clinic clock chimed ten o’clock as the nurse exited the exam room carrying two vials of blood labeled with Robin’s demographics. Myaisha re-entered the room and perched on a stool. 

“Remember what I said, if you’re being abused—”

“I’m not in an abusive relationship.” A fluffy soft pink sweater slid over Robin’s head. “At least not anymore.” She spoke the last bit before departing the room.

Myaisha stared at her departing back, vacillating between following Robin or leaving the matter alone. During the twenty-minute office visit, she’d questioned and cajoled. But Robin had remained steadfast about not being assaulted. How many patients had she treated who made similar assertions? 

People needed support, despite their denials. The handout she provided Robin included numbers and resources to assist abuse victims—including her private office number. 

In the charting area, where the nurse prepared the blood specimens for the laboratory courier, Myaisha sank into a chair and completed Robin’s chart. Afterward, she massaged her temples. Her mind became thick. Maybe she should approach Robin privately outside the office. If she was careful not to refer to the office visit, it shouldn’t skirt HIPAA restrictions. It would require more thought. 

With her eyes glued to paperwork, the nurse asked, “Did someone hit her?”

The computer monitor blinked off as Myaisha shut it down. “She denied it.”

“The front door’s locked,” the medical assistant said, returning from the lobby.

Dropping the stethoscope into her tote bag, Myaisha asked, “Ready?”

Both the nurse and medical assistant nodded and en masse they departed from the building’s rear exit, huddled together against the cold weather. The back door locked behind them, snapping shut. 

“Good night, Dr. Douglas,” the medical assistant said, dashing into a nearby idling car.

With a hurried goodbye, the nurse drove off too.

Zipping up her leather jacket, Myaisha held onto her trilby and bolted for her car. Once inside, she circled around to the front of the building prepared to enter the main road. Down the street, a signal light changed green. 

When Myaisha craned her head right to scan for traffic, she glimpsed movement near the urgent care center entrance. In the building’s front parking lot, she noticed Robin—and she wasn’t alone. Myaisha reversed and drove toward the entrance. 

Thrum. 

On the car’s console, her cell phone shimmied. She snatched it up and hit answer. “Yes?”

“Is this a bad time?” AJ asked. “I thought the clinic closed at 9:30.”

Even as she spoke, Myaisha observed Robin speaking to an unknown person in a Camaro. “It does, but we had a late patient.”

“Are you on your way home?”

“No. A woman is outside the clinic speaking to someone in a car. I want to make sure she’s okay.”

AJ’s voice raised. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I—”

In an instant, a hand jutted out of the car and grabbed Robin about the wrist. She struggled against the person’s grasp. 

“Oh, no.”

“Is there a problem? Call 911.”

The Honda accelerated as Myaisha raced toward the melee, dropping the cell phone onto the passenger seat. AJ shouted questions and advised her to call the police. Before she reached Robin, the Camaro’s engine revved, and the car exploded out of the parking lot. 

Pulling up beside Robin, Myaisha scrolled down the window. “Are you all right?”

A plastered grin crept along Robin’s face. “Yes. It was nothing.”

“We should call the police,” Myaisha said, viewing Robin’s wrist for signs of bruising.

“No, forget it.” Robin shook her head and hurried away. “I’m fine.”

“Do you want me to drive you home?”

Robin’s jaw clenched. “No, thank you.”

“Where are you going?” Myaisha scanned the area as they spoke. 

“I’m staying with René.”

“I’ll follow you home.”

“No,” Robin sniped, biting her bottom lip. The plastered grin returned. “I’ll be okay.” 

Robin charged into her car, started the ignition, and sped off. 

Monday evening traffic between Kernersville and Greensboro was steady. However, Myaisha managed to remain two to three cars behind Robin even on the freeway.  

Realizing AJ was still on the phone, Myaisha placed it on speaker. “AJ?”

“I’m on my way. What happened?”

She watched Robin signaling to exit the freeway and duplicated those actions while answering. 

“The last patient was arguing with someone in the parking lot. I wanted to make sure she was okay, but we’ve both left. You can return home.”

“I don’t like you working late at night. You should carry a gun or learn self-defense.”

“We aren’t allowed to bring weapons into the clinic.”

“Then you need to learn self-defense. I—”

“AJ, I’m fine. I need you to write something down for me.” 

Robin turned off Interstate 40 onto state Highway 68 in High Point—not Greensboro.

“What is it?”

“A license plate.” She gave him the information.

At the bottom of the off-ramp, Robin caught the green signal light and turned right. The car in front of Myaisha slowed down long enough for the light to turn red.

“Dammit,” Myaisha swore, slapping the steering wheel.

“What happened?” AJ asked.

She finally turned right onto Highway 68, but Robin’s car was no longer in sight. “I lost her.”

“That plate’s not from North Carolina,” AJ said.

“No, it’s from Illinois.” 
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Howling winds tossed around long pine trees framing René’s High Point office window. December’s winter tempest bled through the cement walls. She shivered and tightened the sweater over her shoulders, studying budget figures provided by her accountant. 

Careful management and judicious spending had brought her childcare business into a positive cash flow for the past two quarters. She reclined into the cushioned chair. It had been a long, arduous journey. 

René, obsessed with organization, had calculated her business and household budgets to the penny in anticipation of opening this second location. Although the High Point office hadn’t opened as planned—nothing in business or life ever proceeded on schedule, Robin’s unexpected arrival added another level of complication.

For three years, René had struggled to establish a childcare business in the Triad region of Winston-Salem, High Point, and Greensboro. Although she’d grown up in Chicago, René had fled the Windy City once she’d completed her undergraduate degree, placing distance between herself, her family, and especially Robin. 

In Greensboro, she had developed a sense of security, built new friendships, and a romantic relationship—until her sister’s unannounced arrival. 

The idea of refusing to help Robin had danced along the edges of René’s mind, but of course, she hadn’t. Older by five minutes, she felt obligated to protect Robin, no matter what inconvenience she suffered. Even if she wanted to refuse, her parents wouldn’t allow it. 

Their differences were biblical. She, the older twin, was loved and adored by her father—they were both intellectual high achievers. Dark, svelte Robin resembled their mom in appearance and attitude.

Like Esau and Jacob, they’d fought for attention and favor all their lives. Though the birthright technically belonged to her, bubbly, beautiful Robin had eclipsed quiet, reserved René from the moment they’d abandoned the womb—except in the eyes of their father. But her father had acceded to the wishes of their mother, and René had always been expected to make sacrifices for Robin. But when Robin stole Donald—

Crack.

The pencil twisted between René’s fingers snapped. 

“Ms. Jones?” An office assistant hovered in the doorway.

René jerked to attention as the pencil crumbled onto her desk. “What is it?”

“A parent would like to speak with you.” 

As the assistant held the door open, René exited her office.

Over the next fifteen minutes, René conducted a tour of the childcare facility, assuring the new mother they could be trusted to care for the shy toddler. 

Back in her office, René opened a drawer full of menus and considered where to order lunch. Her cell phone rang. The screen read Robin. For a moment, she considered ignoring it, but she didn’t.

“Yeah?” she asked.

“What’s wrong?” 

“I’m working.”

Melodious tones drummed in the background of Eartha Kitt singing Santa Baby. Robin giggled. “It’s lunchtime. Even great businesswomen eat.”

René bit back a rejoinder. “What. Do. You. Want.”

“You’re my sister. I thought we could spend lunch together.”

A high school memory flashed across René’s mind. A time when she’d been eating lunch alone on the bleachers. Her friends were a small tight group, but they were solely focused on their GPAs. During lunch, they congregated in the library, studying class notes in preparation for the next exam or quiz. 

But that day, René had wanted to enjoy the sunshine. Chicago winters were brutal, and she loved spring. She had asked Robin to join her for lunch.

“Where are you going?” Robin had asked.

“Nowhere. I want to sit outside. Come on. We’re sisters. Let’s do something together for once.”

Gazing over René’s shoulder, Robin had said, “Not today. I’m going to the pizza joint around the corner with some friends.”

“Fine. Can I come?”

A moment of incredulity suspended between them, then Robin chuckled. “You wouldn’t fit in. We talk about fashion, not fractions.” 

Robin had disappeared into a boisterous crowd of giggling teenagers. 

Swiveling her chair around, René glanced out her office window. “Would you turn down the music? I can’t hear you.” 

The music died away. “Happy?” Robin asked.

“I don’t have time for this. Tell me—”

“I need a ride.”

“Where are you?” René asked, glimpsing menus scattered across her desk.

“At Donald’s.”

“Why—”

“Not now. We can argue about it later. It’s important. Please.”

The last word shot home. Robin never begged. It must be serious.

“Give me ten minutes.” René slid the menus into a desk drawer. She donned her coat, checking in the pockets for her gloves. What trouble was Robin in this time? 
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Tall, knobby trees shaded the suburban neighborhood street. Lack of sunlight further decreased the temperature. René appreciated shade during the summer, but it made winter’s bite harder. 

She counted five homes on the street with Christmas decorations. A six-foot Santa waved to her across a green lawn studded with reindeer. A blow-up snowman saluted beside a gloomy crepe myrtle. People decorated earlier each year. Soon holiday decorations would go up after Halloween, she mused. 

Her mind circled back to last winter. She and Donald had lounged together out on his patio deck, admiring the winter foliage while planning their future together. 

There had always been an excuse why he wouldn’t—couldn’t—marry her. His divorce was new. His kids would cause drama. Finances were complicated. But she wasn’t concerned because she loved him, and he her. Whether or not they married hadn’t mattered. The institution meant little to René since Donald belonged to her. 

Then she’d made the mistake of introducing him to Robin. Her twin sister had arrived unexpectedly and needed a job. Donald knew people and René had requested his help. 

René hoped her boyfriend would find her sister a job. But like a dial moved by the magnetic pull of earth’s core, Donald’s feet—and heart—gravitated toward Robin. Men had always been enamored by Robin. Not simply her beauty, but her buoyant character. 

People described Robin as charismatic. To René, her sister acted silly and immature. Would they consider Robin charismatic if she had a hooked nose without an hourglass figure? Probably not. Charisma was a generic term bestowed upon the young and beautiful who were forgiven for being slack and selfish. 

At first, René hadn’t worried. She figured Donald and Robin were engaging in harmless flirting. Sisters honored certain boundaries—until they didn’t. 

Within days of meeting Donald, Robin had slept with him—deliberately flaunting their tryst without confessing their mutual attraction. René resented Robin but forgave her. As for Donald … Had he ever loved her? 

René questioned every moment of their relationship. But did she have a right to be upset? Her relationship with Donald had begun during his marriage. And René had heard rumors of his prior infidelities. In fact, Donald had admitted to an indiscretion with his office assistant. Still, like a fool, she’d loved him. Trusted him. Made certain—

Once she’d learned about Robin’s affair with Donald, René had spent nights devising torture mechanisms to castrate him before slowly killing him. When she’d confronted him about Robin, he’d deflected. Then he ghosted her calls. 

Over the past month, her murderous rage had dwindled to a simmering anger. More crucial things now occupied her mind. She focused on business and writing. 

Poetry provided an outlet for her repressed anger. Dark, ugly thoughts flowed from her mind and onto the pages of her journals. She hid those words from prying eyes, afraid to acknowledge the hurt festering inside her soul.

René had had enough of driving Robin to and from Donald’s home and office. When she picked up Robin this time, she’d explain things would change. If Donald wanted to see Robin, he could loan her one of his trashy used cars. How long would their affair last when Donald tallied up the expenses associated with keeping Robin happy? 

After parking in the driveway, René trotted up to Donald’s home and tapped on the wooden front door. She rang the bell. Seconds later, she jiggled the knob. The front door glided open. René gasped.

Robin was splayed along the floor of Donald’s beige carpet, convulsing. As if in a wind tunnel, time swooshed around her. She grew faint. 

Rallying, René rushed to Robin’s side. Her shoe slipped in splattered blood surrounding her sister’s head like a syrupy lake of death. 

With one hand, she pushed thick black hair away from Robin’s forehead. She gazed into the fluttering green eyes rolled back into her sister’s head. René’s fingers brushed against a scar behind Robin’s ear from when they’d tried to pierce their own ears. She wiped blood away from Robin’s lips, smearing makeup grotesquely along her cheeks. 

Helpless, she frantically looked around the room but found nothing likely to help. She grabbed Robin’s hand, but convulsions ripped it away. Removing the cell phone from her handbag, she dialed 911. 

While it rang, she cried, “I’m so sorry. Please don’t die.”

The phone dropped onto the ground as she attempted CPR at the direction of the call center operator. 

Robin’s back arched and gurgled blood spewed from her mouth. 

Like pistons, René’s arms pumped on Robin’s chest. Her mind swirled. How did this happen? 
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Positioned in an established neighborhood closer to downtown Greensboro than not, the weathered brick home buzzed with police and rescue personnel. Todd’s gait stalled as his gaze canvassed the nearby homes and scenery. A quiet neighborhood awaiting Christmas.

A police officer greeted him. “Detective, the first officers to arrive on scene are inside.”

He frowned. “Why are we here? I heard the woman had a seizure.”

“I never heard of a seizure causing massive bleeding.” The officer led him into the house. 

Before Todd reached the front door, he evaluated the area for any disturbance or irregularity. Upon entering the home, he observed a light-skinned, freckle-faced woman off to the left huddled on a recliner sobbing. He blocked out the woman’s sorrow and examined the scene. 

A different uniformed officer approached. “Detective Gamble?”

He acknowledged the officer with a slight nod. 

“I thought you’d want to know …” The officer relayed information about what had occurred prior to the first unit arriving.

Todd’s thin fingers tapped along his long, lean legs. While listening, he assessed the crime scene. 

“If she was seizing, why didn’t the paramedics take her to the hospital?”

“She was dead when they arrived.”

On the floor five yards ahead of him lay a dark-skinned woman, her body bent awkwardly with one arm across her chest and the other strewn limply beside her face. Around the woman’s head and torso, the once-beige carpet resembled a Jackson Pollock painting. Todd’s stomach clenched.
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