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"Twisted is the perfect word to describe the way you'll feel as this thriller reaches that OMG moment when you finally figure out what's going on. It'll keep you guessing until the very last page."  

—Lyn Liao Butler, Amazon Bestselling author of Someone Else's Life.



"With an intricate, inventive plot, TWISTED by Maggie Giles is a fascinating suspense that had me theorizing every which way while enthralled with the clever clues. As a detective trying to solve a jewelry theft stumbles on a high-class escort service, nothing is as it seems. This wild, gritty thrill ride will knock you for a loop and blow your mind."

—Samantha M. Bailey, international bestselling author of Woman on the Edge and Watch Out for Her
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"Immersive and hard to put down, WICKED is a thrilling ride into the underbelly of a pharmaceutical gone wrong where the balance between right and wrong isn’t just blurry; it’s wicked."

—Tanya E Williams, Historical, Women’s Fiction Author



"Edgy, haunting, and unputdownable, Wicked confirms that Maggie Giles is a master at crafting intricate webs of twists and lies. An intoxicating thriller, Wicked picks up the threads from Twisted as Detective Ryan Boone and a forensic specialist, Cora Porter, investigate a slew of murders connected to a rogue pharmaceutical company. Giles’s novel holds readers hostage as each new layer of complexity is revealed. A gripping read."

—Kristin Kisska, Agatha Award-nominated author of The Hint of Light
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Distinguished Favourite in the 2023 Independent Press Awards



“The many plot twists and turns will keep readers flipping through the pages at lightning speed. This novel has it all: love, laughter, murder, and hope.”

—Booklist starred review



“This intriguing Sliding Doors-style story makes the reader think about how a single decision can change our entire future. Both suspenseful and emotional, THE THINGS WE LOST will keep you turning pages right until the end.”

—Kathleen Barber Author of Are You Sleeping



“In THE THINGS WE LOST, debut author, Maggie Giles has crafted a page-turning contemporary allegory about the domino effect of our choices and our desires. Book clubs are sure to devour this one, as Maddie Butler’s “Then” and “Now” intertwine and interrupt with unexpected twists and reveals that will have readers contemplating the “What If?” in their own lives as well!”

—Amy Impellizzeri Author of Award-winning Author of Lemongrass Hope



“Maggie Giles’s debut did not disappoint. THE THINGS WE LOST is a thoughtful look at the choices we make and how one decision can snowball out of control. It’s the perfect clear-off-the-calendar read! Maggie Giles is a delightful new voice and I’m looking forward to seeing what comes next from this talented author.”

—Orly Konig Author of Carousel Beach and founder of the Women’s Fiction Writers Association
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Chapter one

MELANIE PARKER 





This wasn't the first girl they'd encountered in the street, and Mel knew she likely wasn't the last. Her sour attitude pervaded as her best friend Jackie crouched next to the girl, trying to shake her awake gently.  

The location was strange enough to put Mel on edge. They’d found the girl, whoever she was, slouched against the wall in a back alleyway behind a closed club with a swollen cheek, cut lip, and what looked like a forming black eye. Her bright red hair was mussed and matted with blood. She wore jeans and a cropped shirt, the latter torn. Whatever had happened to her hadn't been good. 

As Jackie tried to coax the girl awake, Mel reached for the girl’s discarded purse, a square silver clutch. It was empty except for an orange bottle of pills prescribed to someone named Lexi. The drug—Solydexran—was unknown to Mel and the pills looked big and painful to swallow. Otherwise, the girl had nothing—no money, no ID—though Mel did find the glinting diamond bracelet wrapped around her thin wrist quite appealing.

“Hey, sweetie,” Jackie asked. “You okay?” 

Jackie was always so kind and gentle, and often Mel wondered how they’d grown so close over the past year. They couldn’t be more different. Not that Mel didn’t care about the girl or what had happened to her, but this wasn’t the first one they’d come across and, more than once, it had meant bad news. 

The girl blinked several times before her brown eyes focused on Jackie. She drew a sharp breath, then her hand flew up to her head, and a groan escaped her lips.

“Hey, sit still.” Jackie caught her hand. “You look pretty beat up.” She glanced back at Mel with a concerned gaze. Mel didn't budge. She knew exactly what Jackie wanted to do. She was always the saviour, bringing home lost and broken girls. The whole thing was getting old, especially when the girls disappeared the next morning … usually with something precious stolen from their house. 

“Lexi?” Mel asked, trying the name on the bottle of pills.

The girl's gaze found Mel and her brow crinkled. “No, Candice … Candy usually.” She glanced around, a nervous look in her eyes as if trying to find an escape. There was nowhere to go, and even if there were, she wouldn't get far from the looks of her. She possibly also had a concussion. 

Mel grimaced. Why would this woman have someone else's pills? In her twenty-eight years, Mel knew that meant only one of two things. Druggie. Thief. 

“I’d say it’s a pleasure to meet you, but you don’t look so good.” Jackie reached out and touched the bracelet Mel had been admiring. “That's pretty.”

Candy's eyes darted to it. Confusion clouded her gaze. “Uh, yeah, thanks.” She tried to shift and winced.  “How did you find me?”

Jackie glanced back at Mel. “We were taking a shortcut home. And I’m glad we did.”

Mel crossed her arms, certain the girl was hiding something. “Do you remember what happened?”

“No.” Candy closed her eyes for a moment. “I can't remember anything.”

Mel gritted her teeth. Definitely a druggie.

“Can you move?” Jackie asked. “I'll help.” She slipped an arm around the girl's back and instructed her to go slow.

Mel stood back and offered the small purse. “This was next to you.”

“That's not mine.” Candy didn't even reach for it. “I've never seen it before.” She swayed and fell against Jackie, who steadied her.

Mel glanced down at the clutch in hand. Either she’d stolen it, or she was lying; Mel couldn’t be sure, and neither boded well. 

“C'mon, let's get you out of the street.” Jackie walked alongside Candy as the girl limped, clearly favouring her right leg. 

“Should we go to the hospital?” Candy asked, drawing a slow breath as they exited the alleyway.

Mel followed them. “You don't have any ID, nothing. They’ll ask a lot of questions. Ones I don't think you can answer.”

Jackie shot Mel a cool look over her shoulder before focusing back on Candy. “Do you think you were robbed?”

“I … uh don't know.” Candy's gaze dropped to the sidewalk.

“Don't worry,” Jackie said. “Blaine has stitched me up more than once. He'll say if you need a doctor.”

“You're taking her home?” Mel asked. She’d been expecting it but hoping Jackie would have sense this time. They had to be more careful about who they welcomed into their lives. 

Again, Mel received another glare from her friend. “She needs help, Mel.”

Mel pursed her lips and didn't respond. The girl needed help, but did Jackie always have to be the one to provide it? This girl was just some prescription drug addict or thief. Why did she have to be their problem? 

Main Street was busy that morning. Everyone's day was just beginning as Jackie and Mel's was ending. The hottest restaurants and boutiques lined the busy road. People of all different classes scattered the sidewalks. Some looked at them as they passed; others didn't even glance.

Across the street from where they walked, a noticeable commotion sprung up. Several police cruisers sat outside a small store roped off with caution tape. A large sign outside indicated it was a jewelry boutique, and even across the four lanes of traffic, Mel could see the shattered front window. Her mind immediately went to Candy's mysterious diamond bracelet.

“What happened there?” Candy asked as if reading Mel’s thoughts.

Jackie shrugged. “No clue. Robbery or something.”

“It looks pretty bad.” Candy reached down and fiddled with the bracelet on her wrist.

“Whatever, shit like this happens all the time around here,” Mel said, though she hadn't heard of anything that looked this severe in weeks, and she always made a point to keep up with the police. The more she knew about their movements, the easier it was to run her operation without disruption. And the safer it kept her and her girls. 

Candy glanced back at Mel, who only looked at her with disdain. She swayed on her feet again, and Jackie reached out to support her.

“Where are we going?” Candy moaned, resting her head against Jackie's shoulder. “I’m exhausted. I could use a rest.”

“Don't worry,” Jackie said. “His place isn't far.”

Mel cleared her throat. Sure, the house was Blaine’s, but Mel had considered it home for the past two years she’d lived there with him. 

Jackie ignored her. “I can't let you rest. What if you have a concussion?”

“Is it safe?” Candy asked, her voice quiet.

Mel scoffed at the idea of Blaine being dangerous. 

“It is,” Jackie said. “Blaine looks like a bull, but it doesn't match his personality. I promise it will be fine. We'll make you all better.”

“Okay,” Candy said, the tone of her voice still uneasy. 

“Where are you from?” Jackie asked, trying to keep her talking as they turned off the main street toward a row of houses.

It took a while before Candy answered, “I've lived here all my life.”

“And where are you living right now?”

Candy frowned. “Nowhere. My boyfriend kicked me out last week.”

This made Mel hesitate and rethink her theory. Maybe she wasn't just some deadbeat druggie; maybe her ex-boyfriend was abusive. 

“What an ass,” Jackie said.

“Tell me about it,” Candy grumbled.

“Do you want to stay with us for a while?”

“Jackie!” Mel said, stopping before they climbed the cobblestone path to the front door of the large, two-story home.

“Only until she gets back on her feet,” Jackie said. “We can't just leave her alone with nowhere to go.”

Mel narrowed her gaze. They didn't know anything about her. What if she was some informant for the police? What if she could bring their whole lives crashing down? Mel had more to think about than just herself. Blaine, Jackie, and the other girls would be implicated if the police ever got word of how she kept so many women employed and off the streets. 

Mel didn't answer as she stormed past them to the red front door. The brick was darker than the other houses on the street, and the three front windows on the lower level were shuttered. Only the silver sedan in the driveway confirmed Blaine was waiting inside.

“Hey, babe,” Blaine called from the kitchen.

“Hey.” Mel tossed her keys on the side table and kicked off her shoes, not bothering to look back as Jackie and Candy entered the house. Instead, she continued toward the kitchen.

Blaine sat at the counter, slouched over the day's newspaper, and glanced up with a beaming smile when she entered. His wide smile was bright, and he offered his arms for a hug. Mel held back, too pissed to enjoy his affection. However, part of her wanted to crumble into his arms and let him deal with Jackie's nice streak. 

“What's wrong?” His arms dropped to his side, and he slipped off the barstool he'd been sitting on. “You look annoyed. Did last night go badly?”

“No,” Mel said. “The job was fine. Christine took the clients to meet Jackie at a bar in town and from the sounds of it, they gave a show. Hopefully, it get us some returning business.” 

“Then what’s wrong?”

Mel grimaced. “It was after, when Jackie and I were on the way back from the hotel, and she found someone to bring home.”

Blaine ran a hand through his thick hair. “Another stray?”

“You know Jackie.”

He rounded the corner and caught Mel's hips. “How's this one look?”

“Worse than all the others.” Mel slipped out of his hold and tossed the purse she'd found with Candy on the counter. “I was thinking a drug addict, though now I'm not so sure.” Then she waved toward the entrance hall. “Go see for yourself.”

Blaine nodded and left the kitchen.

Mel waited, listening as he spoke to Jackie in a hushed voice and then to his steady footsteps as they climbed the stairs. It was only another few seconds before Jackie entered the kitchen.

“Don't be mad,” she said.

“I'm not mad.”

“I know you better than that.” She cracked a smile.

“Hmm. Just make sure to hide the silverware.” 

Mel hummed her disapproval, then reached for the bag on the counter. “What do you make of this?” She rolled the pill bottle toward Jackie, who caught it.

“No clue.” Jackie examined it. She cracked the lid and poured the large grey and white pills into her palm. “What do you think it is?”

“Who knows? It isn't prescribed to our lost girl.”

Jackie frowned as she read over the name. “Solydexran. Never heard of it.”

“Me neither,” Mel said. “ If we're dealing with a drug addict—”

“We're not,” Jackie cut her off. “We've seen enough of those. Candy isn't using. She's hurt.” She placed the bottle on the counter. “Considering she was kicked out of her boyfriend's, I thought you'd be more sympathetic.”

“Yeah, well, until I know who this girl really is, I'll keep my sympathy to myself.”

Jackie flashed her a sardonic smile, then turned away. “I'm going to go check on Candy.”

Mel let her go, then reached for the bottle again. She didn't know why the pills put her on edge since she'd never even heard of the drug before. She tipped one into her hand. It looked like a pain to swallow, and according to the instructions, whoever Lexi was, she should take these pills twice a day. Unsure what else to do, Mel snapped the bottle's lid shut, tossed it into the top drawer, and went searching for Gabi. Maybe finding out about Gabi’s night would take Mel’s mind off the morning, a lost girl, a jewelry theft, and strange pills. Could the day get odder? Mel sure hoped not.








  
  

Chapter two

DETECTIVE RYAN BOONE





Appearances suggested a typical burglary—the large front window shattered inwards, thick metal bars pried out of place, and yellow caution tape blocked the crime scene from the busy main street—yet the twisted feeling in Ryan's stomach said something different. After weeks of heavy caseloads, this one seemed too easy. Ryan ran a hand through his brown hair as his partner Brad Archer stepped to his side from the front seat of the cruiser. Archer instinctively straightened his suit jacket, something he did whenever he felt uneasy. 

“Yikes,” Archer said. 

“What? Too heavy for your first case after taking leave?” Ryan cracked a playful smile at his partner, who'd been off for two months with a new baby.

“Waking up this morning was too much,” Archer retorted, then waved a large hand in front of them. “Shall we?”

“Sure,” Ryan said. “Though I'd bet getting up to an alarm to chat with adults is a bit better than a screaming baby and shit-filled diaper.” 

Archer only chuckled. Ryan had never been great with kids—only one of the reasons he didn't have them. 

The two detectives ducked under the police tape and entered the front door. Inside, two uniformed officers stood near the back of the store, speaking closely with an older man. Two others dressed in dark forensic uniforms snapped pictures of the scene and spoke quietly to one another as they gathered whatever evidence they could find. 

“Ah, Boone, Archer,” Superintendent Jasbir Singh said, stepping away from the other two. “About time you two arrived.”

“Sorry, sir,” Ryan said, cocking his head toward Archer. “You know we're still on the baby's schedule.” 

Archer nudged him. “What happened here?” 

Ryan found it obvious. The window had shattered inwards, scattering glass across the dark, carpeted floor. Inside, the square storefront was lined with plastic cases filled with various sparkling jewelry pieces, all intact except one. He crouched next to the broken-in case and pulled on a plastic glove before running his fingers along the edge of the giant hole in the side of the case.

“We're looking for a bad guy with a blowtorch?” Ryan asked. 

“What do you mean?” Singh asked.

“The case has been melted.” Ryan straightened and pulled the glove off with a soft snap. “Why didn't they touch any of the other ones?”

Singh frowned. “Mr. Donovan has described an exquisite piece of jewelry. A silver bracelet encrusted with hundreds of tiny diamonds, worth a pretty penny.” He looked back at a short man with shock-white hair and chubby cheeks. “He seems to think that’s the most valuable piece they took.”

“Must have been some bracelet,” Ryan muttered as he scanned the cases filled with gold watches and thousands of sparkling gems. “Might be a good time to shop for the wife, eh Archer? Isn't your anniversary around the corner?” 

“I don't need you reminding me,” Archer said. 

“Of course not.” Ryan laughed. “She won't let you forget it.” Ryan scanned the case again when something caught his eye on the opposite side; a single pill resting in the crease where the wall met the floor. It was a cylinder, half white, half grey, clear against the clean carpet. Ryan tapped the closest forensic officer and directed her to the pill.

“Ever seen one of those before?” Ryan asked Archer when the woman picked it up and placed it in a clear bag. Archer only shook his head. To the woman, Ryan said, “Get that tested and let me know what it is.”

Then he turned back to the other officers and Mr. Donovan. “Are we only looking at jewel thieves out for your bracelet, or are they more basic, just looking for anything of value?” He could see the cash register open and empty.

Officer Jerry Quinn, the rookie on the team, shook his head. “They jimmied open the register, though Mr. Donovan says there wasn't much cash there. They busted into the back room and found the safe, I guess.”

Archer frowned. “Still doesn't explain why they left the other cases.”

“Thieves with a particular taste?” Ryan walked closer to Mr. Donovan. “Do you have an inventory of all the stolen items?”

“Of course,” the man said, handing him a package with the items' descriptions and photos.

Ryan flipped through the pages and found the bracelet Singh referred to. “This is the piece worth the most?”

“Indeed,” Mr. Donovan said.

“And the safe?”

“Cleaned out,” Quinn said.

“Broken into?” Archer asked. “How did they manage?”

“They must have had the code, or they were killer at breaking them.” Quinn ran a hand over his wavy, long hair, wiping away a layer of sweat on his forehead.

Ryan glanced around the room. “Hey, look, Archer.” Ryan pointed to the corner of the ceiling. “We're on camera.” 

“Do you have surveillance for the night of the burglary?” Archer asked. 

Mr. Donovan clicked several times on his computer to bring up colour footage.

“No audio?”

Mr. Donovan shook his head.

Ryan scratched at his chin as the video played. It didn't show the break-in, just the two culprits moving through the store. The smaller of the two deactivated the alarm and turned to the partner. In the quick turn, Ryan saw a flash of red hair. The figure's slender form suggested a woman; the other figure was much bigger. The larger person went to the camera; his face was covered, but Ryan saw his green eyes as he broke the camera lens. The picture went blurry and cut out.

“They move through the place with ease,” Ryan said, looking back to Singh. “Maybe a former employee?”

“Donovan is compiling a list,” Singh said. “It will be at the station when you are done here.”

“And current employees?” Archer asked.

Mr. Donovan shook his head. “Cory is a reliable worker. He wouldn't have done this.”

“We'll need to speak with him just the same. Maybe he saw something or someone checking out the place.” Ryan stepped closer to Singh. “Pull the last few weeks of surveillance too. Maybe they were in, casing the place as a customer.”

“That's probably a long shot,” Singh said. 

Ryan cracked a smile. “Sure, then you can spend the next few days sitting in front of the TV. Isn't that your favourite thing to do?” 

Singh raised an eyebrow at Ryan but said nothing about the quip. 

“Put a rookie on it,” Ryan said when his joke fell flat. He glanced over his shoulder at the two forensic officers. “Any prints or DNA you've found?”

The woman he directed to the pill shook her head. “Hundreds of prints, likely from daily customers. What was left of the camera and the empty case were wiped clean.”

“Let me check out the back. Then we can head to the office. Archer and I can contact the former employees when we return.”

A wave of relief washed over Singh's stern expression. He reached out and took Ryan's hand in a firm shake. “Thank you, Detective,” he said. “I have no doubt you'll figure this one out quickly.” When he released Ryan's hand, he reached for Archer’s, then nodded to Quinn. “We'll head back to the station. Don't hesitate to contact me if you need anything.” Singh headed toward the door with Quinn on his heels. “See you back there.”

Ryan watched him go before turning to Archer with an amused grin. “He sure bolted fast.” 

“Does that surprise you?” 

“Nah.” Ryan waved it off. “I know better than to expect more than donuts and coffee out of Singh.” He turned and followed Mr. Donovan to the back of his store to look at the safe.

Archer followed with a soft chuckle. “I can see my time away hasn't hindered your obnoxious humour.”

Ryan glanced over his shoulder at his muscular partner. “Did you miss me?”

“I guess your terrible jokes do beat the screaming baby.” Archer grinned. “Still, I'll stick to my wife and kid for snuggling.”

“No argument here.” 










  
  

Chapter three

MELANIE PARKER





Mel paced the tiled floor in the kitchen, rubbing at her temples in an attempt to stay calm. “God dammit, Jackie. You're trying my patience.” 

“What was I supposed to do?” Jackie asked from where she sat perched on a barstool. Her wide eyes made her look younger than twenty-seven, and she cowered under Mel's accusing gaze.

“You're supposed to get over this need to help people.”

Her soft-hearted friend had not only brought home Candy several hours before, but she’d also now offered her permanent residence until further notice, something Mel hadn't agreed to. If this were the first one, then maybe it wouldn't have been so bad, but Jackie had brought home more than one helpless girl in the past. Mel's operation had little to show for it. Jackie had promised it wouldn't happen again, though, of course, it had.

“We don't even know who this girl is, and by the sound of it, she doesn't know either.”

“She got kicked out of her boyfriend's house, and it looks like he beat the shit out of her,” Jackie said, dropping her gaze to the floor. Though her blonde hair fell forward and shielded her face from view, Mel knew the familiar look of sympathy.

“You think it was the boyfriend who hit her?” Mel hated considering the idea, wanting no reason to pity the girl—having come from an abusive relationship with her ex, she couldn’t deny the pattern felt familiar. Still, a part of her was convinced the drugs had something to do with it.

“I don't think she just got in a bar fight,” Jackie said, looking back at her friend.

Mel chewed on her lower lip as her blue eyes darted around the bright room. She didn't speak for a while, and Jackie didn't push her to. Finally, she let out a long breath. 

 “Fine,” she said through clenched teeth. “She'll stay until she's better. After, if she's not willing to work, she has to go. I don't care what you promised.” Mel wouldn't have any freeloaders in the house longer than necessary. She had a duty to her girls. The house was there for them whenever they needed it, not for the strays Jackie tried to bring home. 

“Okay, thank you. I wouldn't ask you to take care of her for free or anything. I'm sure she'll be willing to pay her way.”

The front door opened with a loud creak. Mel turned to leave the kitchen but hesitated. “Go upstairs and check on her. See if Blaine needs anything else.”

Jackie headed upstairs by the back staircase, and Mel went into the front hall.

“I wondered when you were showing up,” Mel said. Gabi stood in front of the door, kicking off her shoes. The black cocktail dress she wore stretched around her round middle. Her wavy onyx hair was a tangled mess pulled back her round, tawny face. The dark makeup she wore last night had mostly been wiped away, evidence of its remains resting under her eyes.

Gabi said nothing, only dug into her purse and tossed a plastic grocery bag at Mel.

Mel caught it and opened it, checking the contents. “How was last night? I expected you hours ago.”

“Fine.” Gabi pushed by Mel, who reached out and grabbed her wrist.

“Where’s the money?”

Gabi laughed. “You’re looking at it. You said to grab.”

Mel released her arm, and her grip on the bag tightened. “Fine.”

Gabi had been with Mel for only six short months, and as much as she liked to question Mel’s authority, Mel had a soft spot for the younger woman. Mel remembered being twenty-two and carefree. It was easy to excuse her juvenile behaviour. Plus, Gabi had been there for Mel when she needed to get out of a bad situation and couldn’t involve Blaine. Gabi held some of her darkest secrets in a way Jackie could never understand. 

“Hello to you too, hon,” Gabi said, standing on her toes and kissing both of Mel’s cheeks. Mel’s response was stiff, and when Gabi pulled back, she frowned. “Something going on?”

“Jackie brought home another stray,” Mel said.

Gabi linked her arm and steered her into the sitting room to the waiting couch. “Who’s the stray? You don’t seem happy about it.”

“Am I ever happy about it?”

Gabi laughed. “C’mon, tell me. I miss all the fun.”

“Her name is Candy,” Mel said. “At least, that’s what she claims. We found a pill bottle on her that suggested differently. Her memory is foggy, and she can’t remember anything. She was all beat up in an alleyway downtown. I’ll admit she looks awful. Jackie thinks her ex beat her or something. I’m still on the theory she’s a no-good druggie.”

“Are you letting her stay?”

Mel frowned.

Gabi gently nudged her. “What’s bugging you?”

“How many girls has she brought home now?” Mel shook her head in disbelief.

“This is four,” Gabi replied.

“And how many of them are still here?”

“I see your point. Anna did stay for a bit. You don’t think this one will be any different?”

For a moment, Mel didn’t respond. Candy appeared too scared to be a druggie and too out of it to be a thief. Her story about where she came from seemed true, but Mel couldn’t be sure. 

“I don’t know. You know Jackie; she couldn't just leave her there.”

“Yeah.”

Before either could say anymore, Blaine and Candy entered the room. Mel stood to meet them. The red-haired woman's cuts had been cleaned, and her swollen cheek was bright red like it had been iced. Blaine had given her a set of Jackie's clothes to replace the torn shirt and dirty jeans she'd shown up in. She still looked like crap.

“Feeling better?” Mel asked.

“Yeah, thanks,” Candy said. “I appreciate your help.”

Gabi stood. “I'm going to have a shower and get changed.” She stepped closer to Candy and took her by the shoulders. “I'm Gabi.” She leaned in and kissed Candy's cheeks, then smiled. “Welcome to the family.” Gabi glanced back at Mel before turning and hurrying up the stairs. Typical Gabi welcome.

“You can stay as long as you need to heal,” Mel said. “I don't know what happened to you, and I don't know if I want to. You look like shit and can't remember if you have anywhere to go, so stay. Get better and see if your mind comes back.”

Candy frowned. “Are you sure?”

Mel ignored her question and looked at Blaine. “Can you go make up the pull-out bed in Jackie's room?”

Blaine leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “I thought Jackie was going home.”

“Change of plans,” Mel said. “She's staying, and so is Candy.”

Blaine's eyebrows furrowed. He turned and went toward the stairs.

“So, you'll stay,” Mel said. “At least until you're better.”

Candy only frowned for a moment, lowering her gaze to the ground. She then glanced back at Mel, her eyes lit up with a smile.

“Yeah, that would be great. Thank you.”

“Get better. It will make Jackie happy.”


      [image: image-placeholder]It had been three days since Candy arrived at the house, and Mel's irritation with her grew daily. She worried about the life the twenty-five-year-old couldn't seem to remember. She worried about the drugs that remained in the kitchen drawer. She worried about the supposed ex that might come breaking down their door. Mostly, she worried about the state they'd found Candy in and if the cops would come knocking one day. 

Mel stepped out of the primary bedroom and paused when she heard Jackie speaking at the bottom of the stairs.

“Are you sure you want to go back there?”

“It'll be okay,” another voice said. “I won't be long.”

Mel descended the stairs, where Jackie spoke with Candy, who was dressed and looked ready to leave.

“What's going on?” Mel asked.

“Candy is going back to her boyfriend's place,” Jackie said. “I told her it was a bad idea.”

Mel frowned. “If she thinks she needs to go, then she should.”

“What if he hits you again?” Jackie turned away from Mel.

“We don't know if he did hit me.” From the look on Candy's face, it was clear she thought he did. Mel had seen abused women return to their husbands; Mel had seen that look. Mel had had that look. 

“Maybe Jackie’s right.”

Candy shook her head. “I have to.”

Jackie grabbed Candy's wrist. “What if you don't come back?”

“I will.” Candy pulled her arm from Jackie's grasp and reached for the door. Before touching the handle, she hesitated, unclipped the silver bracelet from her wrist, and handed it to Jackie. Then she looked up at Mel.

“That's for letting me stay here,” Candy said. “It's my guarantee I'll come back and repay you for taking care of me.”

Jackie's hand closed around the bracelet, and she shook her head. “You've only been here a few days. You're not better yet.”

“I'm well enough.” Candy reached for the door. “I'll be back. I promise.”

Mel stepped forward. “Do you want Blaine to take you?”

“That would make things worse,” Candy said. “I'll be fine.” She didn’t wait for either to answer before slipping out the door.

Jackie frowned and glanced down at the bracelet. “Why wouldn't she listen?”

“She's going through something you can’t understand,” Mel said. “She has to figure it out on her own.” 

Jackie looked up and held the bracelet out. “Take it. It's all you care about.”

Mel shook her head. “I thought you knew me better than that, Jackie.”

“You never cared about anyone else I brought home.” Jackie planted her hands on her hips.

“I know,” Mel said. “And I don't care much about this one, but I know an abused woman when I see one. She's been hurt. That much is clear.”

“Then why didn't you stop her?” Jackie's voice was desperate.

“What was I supposed to do?” Mel said, losing her patience. “If you think I'm okay with letting Candy go back to her fucked up boyfriend, then you have me all wrong.”

Jackie dropped her eyes back down to the bracelet. Her mouth curved down. Mel, for a moment, felt terrible for snapping. Stepping closer to Jackie, Mel put her hands on her shoulders.

“Keep the bracelet safe,” Mel said. “Candy will want it when she comes back.”

“If she comes back,” Jackie mumbled.

Mel gave her a little shake. “When she comes back.” She directed Jackie to the stairs. “Stay here tonight.”

“You don't want me to work?” Jackie asked.

Mel laughed. “No, I want you to relax.”

Jackie looked to protest but didn't and eventually headed upstairs. Mel watched her go, then turned for the kitchen.

She entered to find Blaine’s back to her. 

“What are you doing?” she asked. 

His shoulders jumped at the sound, and he quickly discarded the phone he was holding. 

Mel frowned, realizing the cellphone in his hand was hers. 

“Are you going through my phone?” 

“No.” Blaine shifted under her gaze. “I was just going to plug mine in.” He waved his phone at her, then turned back to the charging dock. 

Mel didn’t answer, finding his reaction strange, and took her phone from where he dropped it. The screen was blank, and she tucked it away without another thought.

“Are you driving Gabi to her job tonight?” Mel leaned against the counter, mind on the clients she had booked for the evening. 

“Yeah.” Blaine glanced back at his phone when the screen sprung to life. “What’s your plan tonight?” 

“A little accounting,” Mel said. “The girls need to get paid. I gave Jackie the night off, so I’ll have to call one of the others in.” 

“Christine will always work.” 

Mel only nodded her agreement. Most of the girls would jump at a job. Cash was cash. 

The front door opened with a noisy creak before Blaine or Mel could speak again. 

Mel raised her eyebrow. “I thought you said you oiled the hinges.” 

“I guess I forgot.” Blaine gave her a sheepish smile as she rounded the counter and left him alone in the kitchen. 

“About time you made it,” Mel said to Gabi, who stood in the front hallway. Gabi was due at her job in an hour. Mel usually liked having a bit more time to prepare. 

“Something came up,” Gabi said, and Mel didn’t pry. She didn’t ask the girls for details and expected them to do the same. 

“Are you ready?” Mel looked her over.

“I am.” Gabi wore a tight red dress that hugged her curvy shape in all the right places and complimented her bronze complexion. Her long black hair was curled and framed her smiling face. Mel had to admit she looked great. 

“Good.” Mel raised an eyebrow. “Why do you look so pleased with yourself?”

“I got you a new client,” Gabi said.

“Did you? Who?”

“Paul Dorian.”

“The lawyer?” Dorian was a well-known defense attorney in the city—one with a huge office building and a record for winning. He didn't seem like the type who would seek out Mel's services. 

“The very one.”

Mel crossed her arms. “How?” It was unlike Gabi to bring home such wealthy potential clients. She was still new to the game, so the idea she could bring in others like Dorian was appealing. 

“You know Mr. Kyles has a thing for me.”

“The short banker?” Mel snorted. “What of him?”

“Seems he and Dorian have done business in the past. Mr. Dorian was at Liam's last night,” Gabi said.

“Liam?” Mel asked with an amused smile.

Gabi's cheeks went red, and she looked away. “He asked me to call him that.”

“I'm sure he asked you to scream it.” Mel cackled. “What about Dorian?”

“He pulled me aside before the end of the night and asked if the rumours about Melanie Parker were true.”

Mel leaned forward with a raised eyebrow. “And what rumours would those be?”

“My question exactly,” Gabi said. “Said he was interested in getting to know you. Said he'd like to take you out.”

Mel laughed. “I don't go out.”

“You will for this one.” Gabi pulled out a business card and passed it to Mel. “Call him; see what he wants.” She crossed her arms with a smug smile. “I imagine a group of girls and a ritzy party. Probably better than what Liam would throw.”

Mel's fingers traced over the textured writing on the card. “Enough games. What does he want?”

Gabi shrugged. “He wouldn't tell me. Said he'd only speak with you. Call the guy. You know it’ll be worth it.”

“I'll consider it. Maybe it would be a good assignment for Candy if she decides to stick around.” Candy would be good for the job. Mel always looked for diversity in her girls. A flavour for everyone. Candy would bring in good money. Some men loved a feisty ginger. 

Gabi frowned. “The new girl? Really? I brought him in.”

Mel stopped and sneered. “Mr. Kyles is one thing, and a top-notch lawyer who's willing to pay big money is another.”

“Nice.” Gabi scoffed.

Mel smirked. “You know I'm not.” 

Gabi opened her mouth to retort when Jackie came down the stairs with her bag packed.

“Where are you going?” Mel asked as she brushed by Gabi, finished with their conversation.

“Home,” Jackie said. “You don't want me to work and I don't want to stay here doing nothing. My roommate is probably hanging around. I might as well go see her and catch up.”

“I'll be here tonight,” Mel said. “Stay with me.”

Jackie glanced behind her toward the kitchen and shook her head. “You and Blaine could use a night.” She lifted her bag and moved passed Mel. “I'll see you in the morning, or maybe in a couple days, depending on how I'm feeling.”

Mel narrowed her eyes and wanted to protest further, but Jackie didn't wait for an answer, instead reaching for the door and leaving with a quick goodbye.

“What's her problem?” Gabi asked. 

Mel only shook her head and shooed Gabi upstairs to put on her final touches. Mel watched Jackie from the window as she climbed into a waiting cab and disappeared down the street. 

Footsteps from behind her drew her attention away from the window.

“Everything okay?” 

Mel sighed and stepped to Blaine, resting her head against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her. 

“Jackie went home,” Mel murmured. “I think she’s mad at me.” 

Blaine gently kissed the crown of Mel's head. “She'll be okay after she cools off. You know Jackie. She always gets caught up and worried about the ones she brings home.”

Mel didn't answer, only allowing herself a moment of peace in Blaine's arms. Maybe Jackie was right; they could use a night together. Too often, Mel knew she was cold with Blaine and too often was he beyond patient. Sometimes she wondered why he loved her. 

“Do I look okay?” 

Mel untangled herself from Blaine's hold and turned to address Gabi. The shorter girl stood on the steps, rocking her red dress and significant, black stripper heels. She'd touched up her makeup and the winged liner looked so precise it could have been tattooed on. 

“Perfect.” Mel took Gabi by the shoulders. “You were requested for six hours. There will be drinks and a nice place to stay—a beach house. Blaine will be here if you need him. He's your third number on speed dial. Hold it down if you need him fast.” Gabi knew all this, but Mel made a point to repeat it for each job.

“I'll be fine, mother hen.” Gabi winked.

Mel dropped her hold and looked away. “I've told you not to call me that.”

Gabi laughed. “I know, but you take such great care of us.”

“Be safe.”

“I always am.”

Blaine grabbed his coat and the keys, then motioned to the door. Gabi smiled and headed outside.

Before leaving, Blaine leaned down and pecked Mel on the lips. “Don't worry.”

“I won’t.”

Blaine half-smiled. “You will. I'll pretend you won’t.” 

He turned and headed to the car where Gabi waited. Mel watched from the doorway until the car pulled out of the driveway and disappeared down the street. 

Alone in the silent house, Mel reached for her phone and unlocked the device. There was a voicemail. Her brow furrowed. She checked her call history but didn't have any recorded missed calls.

Clicking on her voicemail indicated the message had been left three hours before. 

“Patsy, cut the bullshit and call me back. I'm tired of your games.”

The voice was harsh and familiar. It sent chills down Mel's spine. She couldn't place it. The name Patsy made her pause. She didn't think she knew anyone by that name, yet she was sure she'd heard it before. Though unsure what the feeling was, she hit delete and removed the message.

Mel chewed on her lower lip as she flipped through her call history again. Patsy. She made a mental note to ask Blaine about it.                                         








  
  

Chapter four

BRIELLE JEFFRIES





The bright sunlight woke Brielle from a restful slumber. She hadn't slept well in months, but last night was okay. She felt rested, revived, and actually happy. Until she looked around and realized she wasn't in her bedroom. 

The room's walls were eggshell white and featured only a single window. The box room was small, smaller than anything in her parent's home. Her heart began to race. Something wasn't right.

Brielle flipped her legs off the bed and looked around. Her purse rested on the floor, discarded against the farthest wall. Her wallet was still intact, and there was no one to be seen.

Sweat prickled on her brow line, and she pressed her eyes shut. She was hot. Too hot. 

Brielle reached into her bag to pull out her prescription and found it missing. Her eyes crawled to the desk in the corner. An orange pill container, tipped on its side, sat on top. Brielle grabbed it—the bottle belonged to her—and only one pill remained. She popped the white and grey pill into her mouth and swallowed. She'd gotten good at swallowing pills dry when she was high every day.

On the other side of the desk were stacks of papers and a pile of bills made out to Jacqueline Biggs. This gave Brielle pause. She was in Jackie's apartment. According to the address, she was on the other side of town. How did she end up here?

Brielle's parents had been away for the last week, and expected to return in four nights. She'd been alone and drinking at a bar, something she'd started doing whenever her parents left her by herself. It probably wasn't the best habit, but it made forgetting everything easier. Plus, it beat getting high. She wasn't allowed to do that anymore.

Brielle waited for a moment and listened. She couldn't hear anyone moving in the apartment, and she wondered where Jackie could have gone.

Closing her eyes, she thought back to the previous night. It was the same as every night. Drinks at the bar, slow intoxication, a handsome face, a trip to the bathroom, and an escape home. Except she couldn't remember going home. Or seeing Jackie. It didn't explain how she ended up here.

She gathered her things, not willing to face her estranged friend after so long and headed to the front door. A bright digital clock made her stop. The date was written in bold, blue lettering. Brielle had difficulty believing it. If it was true, she was missing more than a night of memory.

Shaken, Brielle hurried from the house. She hailed a cab when she reached the street. As she climbed into the back seat, she noticed a black SUV sitting a few car lengths away. There was someone in the front seat, though the windows were tinted. Brielle was sure she'd seen the car before. She shook her cloudy head. How could she be sure of anything when several days seemed to be missing from her memories? 

Brielle gave the driver her address and grabbed her phone from her bag. The device was dead; who knew for how long.

“Is it really the twentieth today?” Brielle asked the driver.

“Yes.”

Brielle frowned. She’d lost three days, and her parents would be home tonight. It was happening again.

The cab pulled up to her parents' house, and she hurried inside. There, she was met with her housekeeper's bright smile. Rose had worked with her family for many years.

“Good morning, miss,” Rose said.

“Good morning,” Brielle said as she brushed passed the older woman and ran up the stairs to her bedroom.

She threw open the door to her pristine room. Even if she had slept here in the past three days, Rose would have been through to clean it already. She tossed her purse on her bed and started rifling through it. Not enough to justify leaving for three days. Only her wallet, a pack of half-finished gum, cigarettes—only one remained—and a blue BIC lighter. She ran her tongue over her teeth. Her mouth felt dry, dirty. When was the last time she'd brushed her teeth? 

Grabbing her phone, she plugged it in. It would be a few minutes before she could use it. That was when she caught her reflection in the mirror. Brielle was wearing a pair of jogging pants and a T-shirt she'd never seen before. Quickly, she removed the shirt for a bigger surprise. The bra wasn't hers either. Had she been staying with Jackie in a drunken or drug-induced coma? 

Looking at her dead phone, Brielle considered trying to call Jackie to see what had happened, but from what Brielle remembered, there wasn't a number to call. Brielle had no idea how Jackie had found her. Had she stumbled across her at the bar? Or maybe Brielle sought her out after too many vodka sodas. There was no way to be sure.  

Brielle quickly changed and headed back down the stairs. “Rose?” 

Rose looked up from her work. Her thinning white hair was pulled back in a tight bun, stretching the lines around her eyes as she smiled.

“Yes?”

“Someone has been in my room,” Brielle said. “I'm missing a necklace.”

Rose's smile immediately faded. “It's not possible, miss. No one has entered your room since it was cleaned after your departure. It hasn't seen a single step for two days.” 

A cool shiver ran down Brielle's spine. So, she hadn't been home in days. Quickly she shook her head. “I probably just lost it on my own. I'm pretty spacey like that.” Then she headed for the front door.

“Where are you going?” Rose asked. “Your parents will be home tonight.”

“And I'll be back,” Brielle said. “I'm just meeting a friend for lunch.”

Rose glanced at the clock; Brielle did too. It was only ten in the morning.

“Brunch, I meant.” She turned, grabbed the keys from the hanger and left the house before Rose could comment. Taking her mom's car, she headed to the last place she could remember being: the small bar off the main stretch.

She was there in minutes and was surprised to find the place closed. Brielle hadn't really thought it through. Typical. She parked and went to the door, hopeful someone had come in early for their shift. She knocked. No one answered.

Brielle waited a moment more before turning back for her car and resolving she'd have to return later. As she climbed in, a bang resounded down the alleyway. A young man flipped a large bag of garbage into the outside bin.

“Excuse me!” Brielle called, rounding her car and entering the alley.

The man looked at her. He was young, probably in his early twenties, with dark brown hair and matching eyes. He regarded her for a moment before his confused expression melted into a steady smile.

“You're that girl from the other night,” he said.

“You remember?” Brielle asked.

“I couldn't forget the performance you gave!” He chuckled.

Brielle frowned. He seemed to notice her reaction before his chuckling silenced and he mumbled, “Sorry. You looked like you were having a bit of fun.”

“I likely was. I just can't remember,” Brielle said. “Do you have a minute to talk?” She waved to the door. “I know you're not open; however, I could use a drink and a bit of insight on what happened while I was here.”

The man looked like he would refuse but said, “Yeah, sure. C'mon in.”

Brielle followed him into the bar. It looked different during the day. The lights were bright, the tables and chairs stacked. The liquor behind the bar was covered or locked away.

“I'm Brielle, by the way.” She sat on one of the bar stools.

He'd moved around the bar, unclicking locks and then mixing a drink. She hadn't even ordered anything. When he finished, he plopped the glass down in front of her. She knew it immediately—an amaretto sour.

“I know,” the man said. “You told me. I told you I was Gary.”

Brielle winced as her eyes were still fixed on the drink. She reached for it and scrunched her nose as the smell of the amaretto hit her. Then she set it back down.

“Please tell me I was drinking something else when I was here.”

“You started with martinis, then that other girl showed up and you two started downing these. I assumed it was your favourite.”

“Other girl?” Brielle looked away from the glass and back at Gary. “What other girl?”

“I don't know. You didn't say.” Gary moved around the bar and sat on the stool next to her. “You two were mighty friendly, though. A lot of hugging, drinking, and laughing. Then the show started.”

“What show?”

“You both got up on the bar and started dancing.” Gary smiled. “The manager came over to boot you off but your friend wouldn't hear it. Claiming you two were allowed to do whatever you wanted. Then you started kissing, and, well, no one was gonna stop you.”

Brielle shook her head. “It's not possible.” The actions he described were the exact things she used to do with Jackie. Then, dreading the idea, Brielle asked. “Did we leave alone?”

“After that performance?” Gary said. “Hell, no!”

“Who did we leave with?”

Gary frowned, placing a finger on his temple. “Come to think of it, I think the girl may have arrived with two men, and they took you home.”

“This girl,” Brielle said. “What did she look like?”

“Uh,” Gary said, then he looked Brielle up and down. “A lot like you, actually. Pretty, thin, blonde, with a friendly smile.”

“That's it?” Brielle said. “We drank and left with some guys?”

“Yep. You came back the next night alone. You didn't come to talk to me and you didn't stay long. Some man came and met you for a drink. When he left, you did, too, both going your separate ways, it seemed.”

“Thanks.” Brielle stood and moved away from the bar.

Gary grabbed the drink he'd made her. “Didn't you say you needed a drink?”

Brielle looked back at the amaretto sour, scrunching her nose again. “I hate amaretto.”

“You'd have fooled me.” Gary moved around the bar and tipped the drink into the sink. “I'll remember for next time.”

“Great,” Brielle said, then left Gary alone in the bar. She shook her head when she breathed in fresh air. Everything he described was identical to the nights before she went to rehab, when she used to see Jackie. Drinks, dancing, likely drugs, and anonymous sex. It worried Brielle she had no memory of the events. A part of her wanted to find Jackie and tell her it couldn't happen again; the other part didn't want to see her. Jackie did something to Brielle, something she couldn't control, and it terrified her.

Back in the car, Brielle drew several steady breaths. She'd have to be careful. Her parents were back tonight, and if they knew how she'd spent the last few days or who she'd spent it with, they'd send her back to the clinic, and after a year away from there, Brielle didn't want to go back.
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