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      Heart pounding and covered in sweat, Erin woke up with a start. Through sheer panic she noted she was sleeping in a strange bed, in an unknown room that looked pretty shabby. It was a motel room.

      Before her panic could escalate any further, she firmly closed her eyes again and tried to take a couple of deep breaths.

      You are free.

      You are safe.

      They can’t hurt you now.

      She repeated this simple mantra to herself, patiently waiting for her heart rate to return to normal.

      Today is the day.

      Knowing that left her with a strange mixture of excitement and dread.

      Erin tried her best to focus on the excitement part. This would be the best thing that happened to her. This was what she wanted, after all. This was what she needed.

      She opened her eyes again just in time to see Fenix coming out of the bathroom. Noticing she was up, he jumped onto the bed and immediately started licking her face.

      She laughed, petting him. “Good morning to you too.” She loved their morning snuggles.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked after some time.

      He didn’t necessarily bark, he knew how to behave, but he let out a sound, a chuff, which she interpreted as a yes.

      After taking care of her companion, Erin went to wash up and dress.

      Some of the nervousness remained inside her as she gathered her stuff, and she purposefully ignored it. This would be the best thing that happened to her in a long time, and she wouldn’t let anything ruin that experience. Not even herself.

      After returning the room key to a skinny, acne-infested teenager who worked at the reception desk, she got into her car. There was a trailer with all her belongings behind it. A part of her was glad she didn’t own that much stuff. It made traveling across the country a bit easier. Besides, it wasn’t like she couldn’t buy all she needed afterward. Online shopping was a thing even where she was headed.

      Feeling slightly better, with Fenix dutifully sitting on the passenger seat, Erin put on some shades, since the sun was coming straight at her, and started up the car. Parking with that trailer attached to her car took some getting used to, but by now, she had the hang of it.

      “Buckle up, because here we go,” she joked as they left that ratty place behind them.

      The drive to the coastline wasn’t a long one. She could have done it last night, but she’d still stopped to rest. She had been tired and hoped a good night’s sleep would help. Sadly, sleeping in an unfamiliar bed only made matters with her insomnia worse.

      However, there was one more reason she’d made a stop. There were no ferries that could take her to the island during the night, and she needed to take one to reach her new hometown. The town she chose for herself.

      Reaching the harbor, she was relieved to see that the next ferry was leaving in twenty minutes, so she bought the ticket and made sure to speak with Fenix so he would be on his best behavior before they boarded. They left the car, moving to the upper decks once the boat left the docks. With Fenix by her side, Erin looked at the shores they were leaving behind.

      Wasn’t that a great metaphor for her leaving the old life behind? Unfortunately, she couldn’t leave everything behind—that wasn’t possible—yet she would still do her best to start fresh and make a good life for herself away from all that drama and pain.

      She moved to the bow. The island was shrouded in fog, so she couldn’t see her future home in all its glory.

      At some point, a little girl around ten came to greet her. She was enamored with Fenix. Her words of praise confirmed as much.

      “You can pet him if you want,” Erin offered.

      She nodded enthusiastically before doing just that. She giggled as Fenix licked her face as both of her hands were buried deep inside his fur. It went without saying that Fenix loved every minute of it. He was such a mollycoddle at times.

      About forty-five minutes later, they could see the island of King James in front of them. It came into full view, including the harbor they were trying to reach.

      Erin had never heard of this place before, not until she’d decided to move there, of course. It sounded strange but true. Nevertheless, the small island was perfect for what she needed, a true fresh start.

      After they docked, Erin decided to linger for a while. The town she was trying to reach was located on the other side of the island. There was nothing here, only the harbor and a few resting places. No one actually lived here, but she was starting to get pretty hungry, since she’d skipped breakfast that morning, and deemed that was the perfect time for a little break.

      There was a fish restaurant not ten paces away from where she parked her car, and they didn’t mind her bringing her dog with her, so it was the perfect happenstance.

      Erin gave half of her grilled fish filet to Fenix, excruciatingly slowly going through every piece, making sure there were no bones left in it. It was hard to ignore him when he looked at her with those big, pleading eyes that were saying he hadn’t eaten in days.

      Naturally, that was not true. He’d had his breakfast this morning. Erin would never forget to feed him, although she constantly forgot to feed herself, and then he’d had a snack too while they were on the ferry.

      That didn’t stop him from looking at her pleadingly. She spoiled him, that much was true. I swear, he belongs in a movie, she mused while they made haste on her meal.

      Fenix nudged her leg purposefully, and she rolled her eyes.

      “Last piece, okay?” she said before giving him his share, which he devoured in one go.

      Erin had stumbled upon him by accident a year ago in an animal shelter. He was such a small thing, too delicate for this cruel world, and she stopped to pet him. He waggled his tail enthusiastically, licking her hands as though beyond grateful someone had actually decided to pay attention to him.

      She heard his story, and her heart broke. They were kindred spirits, in a way. It was love at first sight. She took him home, and they had been best friends ever since. Under her care and love, Fenix grew and grew right in front of her eyes. He looked like a border collie, only much bigger, like a collie but with a slightly different snout, and black and white. He was a mixed breed, and to Erin, he was the most beautiful dog in the world.

      He nudged her again, and she showed him her plate. “You ate everything. There’s nothing else,” she explained.

      He looked unapologetically at her while sniffing the clean plate, as though to make sure.

      She scratched him behind the ears. “Let’s go.”

      A few locals looked at her as they passed, yet not too intently. This place got a fair share of tourists, so she didn’t stand out that much.

      Or so she liked to tell herself.

      Returning to the car, they continued their journey. Pretty soon, the scenery around them became breathtakingly beautiful. She understood why so many people decided to come here to visit. It was picturesque, serene, beautiful.

      Erin could look at the pretty scene in front of her as long as she wanted because she was driving on the only road, so there was no danger of her getting lost. She liked how everything was left to be as it was. People here didn’t try to change nature but let it thrive the way it pleased. All around her were green hills, and since it was the beginning of spring, the first touches of wildflowers were everywhere.

      Checking her GPS just in case, her excitement started to grow as she realized they were only ten minutes away.

      And sure enough, she reached a bend in the road, and when she made it, the town below her came into full view. It took her breath away.

      Welcome to Misty Cliffs, she thought.

      The small town of Misty Cliffs, population seven thousand and some change, was nestled along a gulf surrounded by a mountain range. This whole island was made of volcanic debris, so it was very rocky.

      The city was very picturesque with its small buildings painted in all the colors of the rainbow. The first time Erin visited this place was about a month ago when she came to make all the necessary preparations. She had looked at the real estate for the big move, and she had to stop at this place and marvel at the sheer beauty of it. She snapped a couple of pictures as well, but her phone was not able to capture the beauty of it or the feelings the view instilled in her.

      This is my new home. She could hardly believe it. The notion that she was to live here almost brought tears to her eyes, yet she forced herself to get a grip on herself. She was driving, after all.

      As she started her slow descent toward Misty Cliffs on the winding road, she gave it her full attention. She was never much of a driver, yet that hadn’t stopped her from starting this journey. It only made her more determined.

      The turns were the worst, and she really concentrated on those since the road was pretty narrow, and she was pulling a trailer, after all. Eventually, she made it all the way to the bottom without a problem. She grinned, pretty proud of herself, and the fact that only Fenix witnessed her savviness did not diminish the experience or her feelings about it.

      It was midday when she found her way to the cottage she’d bought.

      “We made it in record time,” she informed her companion, feeling proud of that fact. Even with all the stops they’d made, Erin had managed to drive them here faster than she anticipated.

      Then again, she was motivated.

      After parking very carefully, they both got out of the car. Although this last driving section wasn’t long, Erin still felt good stretching her legs a bit. After days of driving, it was good to be out of the car and use her legs for walking for a change.

      Fenix happily ran around her, trying to get a feel of their new home.

      “Do you like it?”

      He came to get a pat on the back before dashing off again.

      As he played, Erin went to the cottage to unlock the door. Since the place had stood empty for a while, she made haste to open all the windows to air it out.

      She adored her little cottage. The wooden house was nestled between the trees, which offered not only shade but privacy as well. However, that was not to imply she was in the middle of nowhere. She had plenty of neighbors.

      Between the foliage, she could see three more houses in the distance. Two were much larger than hers, the other smaller. People were definitely coming and going around here. And in a way, that gave her comfort. That was one of the reasons she’d bought this small estate in the first place. She hated the thought of being all alone in the world, isolated, powerless.

      Never again.

      She had Fenix now, too.

      Although tired, she felt like her strength was renewed simply by finally being here, so she set to unpack.

      It took her a couple of hours to move all the things inside and unpack.

      In a movie, some friendly neighbor in his prime—and of course, drop-dead gorgeous was implied—would come and offer his services. She would accept, and they would pleasantly chat while working. She would pretty soon hear his sad story, and they would bond. Fall in love.

      Erin made an expression of pure disgust. Luckily for her, this was not a movie, so Erin worked in peace.

      After all that driving, insomnia, and stressing about everything, she was finally here. Finally home. It was no wonder she felt bone-tired, yet at the same time, she felt like she could run a marathon. Not that she was about to test that theory.

      Moving the last piece, the rocking chair she’d bought on impulse since she had always wanted one, Erin sat on the couch, marveling at her accomplishments. Fenix was in her lap in the next instant, and she absentmindedly moved her fingers through his long fur while taking it all in.

      This house was so much different from the last place she lived in, and she adored it. This cottage was lovely and charming in its simplicity.

      It had a large living room with a huge stone fireplace that definitely dominated the space. Erin was sure it would keep her warm during winter.

      Through the door to the right was the kitchen with a small dining room table. Erin knew her way in the kitchen enough not to starve, and she was looking forward to the opportunity to improve her skills.

      Next to the huge fireplace, to the left was a door to the bathroom. For some reason, the cottage had a bathtub and a shower, and she hoped the room would always be warm, even in the midst of winter, thanks to the clever placement of the fireplace, provided she learned how to start a fire in the first place. Luckily, she would have plenty of time to learn.

      Behind her was a glass double door that led to a small patio and the garden beyond that. Nestled in the far-right corner were the stairs that led to the upper level. It was basically a loft turned into a huge bedroom, and above was a small terrace from where she could gaze at the downstairs floor.

      Overall, she loved every detail of it, from the few chosen furniture pieces to the exposed wooden beams. It was cozy and simply perfect in every way.

      At the same time, she was kind of biased.

      The last touch was placing Fenix’s bowls and sleeping mat. He rarely used it, preferring to sleep with her, yet she liked him to have his place, nevertheless.

      Erin just thought how it would be nice to sit outside for a bit, watch the lights of the day slowly change, and simply be in the moment without worrying about tomorrow, when her phone started ringing. It startled her from her musings, making her frown since not many people had her new phone number.

      She tried really hard not to think of certain things, certain people while checking the caller ID.

      I should have known, she thought with a small amount of relief. It was Dr. Weathers.

      “Yes?” Erin answered immediately.

      “Hello, Erin,” the other woman greeted. “Are you busy?”

      “No, taking a break, actually.” She still had some unpacking to do, but those were details. The main work was done.

      In Erin’s life, it was imperative to always keep busy. Time spent with nothing to do, alone and left to her thoughts, was something she tended to avoid like the plague.

      “You arrived, then?”

      “Yes, a couple of hours ago, which I spent unpacking, trying to settle, and all that . . .” She trailed off.

      “Great.” And she sounded as though she truly meant it. “Did you have a pleasant journey?”

      Erin decided to ignore the under question and answered in the most obvious of ways. “It was pleasant enough, and the weather served us well.”

      It had rained only two times while she made her journey, and she’d stopped both times at truck stops and treated Fenix with something nice while they waited for the rain to pass.

      “Did you sleep all right?”

      “The usual,” Erin hedged.

      “Flashbacks?”

      “No.” And she was relieved that was the case.

      It would have been ten times more difficult to make this trip if she’d had to deal with that shit on top of everything else she was forced to deal with. Luckily, her crazy head had decided to give her a break.

      “Good. So we’ll be seeing each other tomorrow?”

      Erin made a face even though the other woman couldn’t see her.

      “I was thinking Friday. I need a couple more days to settle everything down, open my shop.” That was very important to her. She needed to start working as soon as possible.

      She wasn’t stalling, though. Erin simply had a million things to do and not enough time to do them. As it turned out, it wasn’t easy uprooting her life and moving someplace else to start fresh. So, for now, the appointment with Dr. Weathers had to wait.

      “Of course. I understand.”

      They set up a time, and Erin thanked her.

      “Alright then, see you on Friday,” Dr. Weathers said.

      “Okay,” Erin replied.

      “Oh, and Erin?”

      “Yes?”

      “Hang in there. You did a wonderful thing,” she offered as encouragement.

      “Thanks,” she replied, and they finished their conversation. It felt nice hearing that.

      Dr. Weathers seemed like a nice woman, although Erin had only spoken with her a handful of times and had never met her in person. Not yet, at least.

      Some would think it was a bit depressing that her new therapist had her on speed dial, and vice versa, while checking up on her to make sure she arrived, but Erin knew how important all of this was, so she wouldn’t let details like that bring her down.

      She was finally here, ready to start a new chapter in her life, maybe even write a new book altogether, and that was wonderful.

      Besides, it was kind of comforting knowing there was at least one person in this new, strange place that knew of her and would have her back.

      Putting the phone away, she whistled, getting Fenix’s attention. “Come on, boy, it’s dinnertime.”
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      After eating some leftover chips for dinner, since it wasn’t like she had time to go grocery shopping, Erin considered going to town to walk for a bit and check out her future shop, but she ruled against it. There would be plenty of time for that in the future. Since opening up her shop was all she would be doing tomorrow and the day after that and the day after that, it would be better to stay put and relax for the night. Get some well-deserved rest. Have some peace and quiet for a change.

      What does that feel like?

      Finally deciding to find that out, she made herself some tea and fired up her laptop, trying to find something decent to watch. She didn’t own a TV at the moment, and this place didn’t have cable, so this would have to do for now. As she browsed, she dutifully skipped all the romance movies.

      She needed a comedy, yet not of the romantic kind. She couldn’t stand those at the moment since they were so full of shit and were only pissing her off. There was no such thing as happily ever after. It was a myth created by Hollywood that was supported by millions of gullible women and men alike.

      Eventually, she managed to find something to her liking.

      During the past year, she’d watched a lot of TV series she’d missed since for a while she hadn’t watched any TV. She was fascinated with Stranger Things, and although she wasn’t particularly religious, she felt amused and aghast in equal parts while watching The Young Pope.

      Just as she settled in to watch, she remembered there was one more thing she needed to do and couldn’t believe she forgot.

      She needed to get something from the car. Although she didn’t quite expect to get robbed on the first night here—hopefully, she wouldn’t get robbed at all—she didn’t feel comfortable leaving something so important to her outside.

      Without wasting any more time, she stood up, and Fenix followed suit. She quickly jogged to her car, remaining barefoot, and the soft grass beneath her feet felt nice. The night air was a bit chilly, but not uncomfortably so.

      It was so fresh, so invigorating, it slightly took her by surprise. She had never been this close to the ocean, after all, and that changed things considerably. This weather would definitely need some getting used to. She was not uncomfortable. It was simply different from the climate in Pennsylvania.

      She reached under the passenger seat to pull out a big manila envelope that was brimming with all kinds of legal documents.

      She had lived in Pittsburgh her whole life, and the only time she’d traveled, up until now, was for her honeymoon. They had gone to Barbados, then Fiji, and ended up in Hawaii last, since his family had a house there. The whole trip had lasted a little over a month. All her friends thought she was the luckiest girl in the world when Mark Knox fell in love with her, then proposed, and for the briefest of times, she’d thought so too.

      Erin stopped herself there. She didn’t want to think of Mark, not now, not tonight. Not when she was finally trying to move on with her life. She’d moved to a different state, for crying out loud, and was currently on an island, no less. Perhaps with that distance between them, she could finally get some peace. Lord knew, she deserved it.

      Since her legs were getting chilled, reminding her she was still barefoot, she dashed back inside.

      Fenix looked expectantly at her, as though he’d enjoyed this little game of theirs and wanted another go. Erin firmly closed the door and returned to her previous seat on the couch.

      By habit, she took all the documents out to make sure all of it was there. She had all the most important papers inside that envelope.

      Inside were her divorce papers, a list of all the estates she was entitled to now, bank account numbers, and things like that. She got half of everything Mark owned, and that gave her a certain financial freedom.

      It was a huge relief that she had more than enough to buy her house and the building for her business without worrying about mortgages or about the future. She paid everything in full. She wanted to have safety in that certainty, that she was the true owner of these things.

      And no one can take them away from me.

      At first, once she filed for divorce, she wasn’t after Mark’s money, only her freedom. More to the point, she didn’t want to have anything to do with him, his family, or the money he had. Yet on second thought, after speaking with her attorney, a lovely man named Antony Swanson, Erin reconsidered.

      In court, she demanded to get her half, the amount she was entitled to by law. That was the least that wretched family could do for her after treating her the way they did. And she wouldn’t lie, she got some satisfaction from such an act. She knew that family valued stature, power, and money above all else. To be bested by some peasant, as she looked in their eyes, was an insult and something that would burn them for a long time.

      Of course, that was not to imply that they went down without a fight. They fought her tooth and nail each step of the way. They hired an army of attorneys and tried to prove she was unstable, unfaithful. They had plenty of witnesses at hand who were ready and willing to lie for them—for a small fee, of course. Not to mention, they harassed her day and night with phone calls and threats, and they even made sure no one would hire her. But Erin didn’t give up.

      It got pretty rough by the end, but none of what they did mattered in the end. The judge ruled in her favor. The look on their faces was almost enough to wipe away all the torment she’d endured from that evil family.

      Almost.

      In the end, it didn’t matter that they tried to bribe the judge and threatened her or her lawyer. Justice prevailed, and Erin left the courthouse with her head held high and with more money than she needed for a couple of lifetimes.

      “Karma’s a bitch,” she threw over her shoulder at her ex-mother-in-law, which in retrospect wasn’t her finest moment.

      Especially since Mark’s mother went into a fit of rage and tried to attack her. Only the presence of Erin’s lawyer and a half-dozen spectators prevented the scene from escalating.

      “You will get nothing from us, you gold-digging whore,” Mrs. Knox threw in Erin’s face.

      And Erin grinned at that. That woman had called her much worse during her marriage to her son. “Wanna bet?”

      And with that, she and her lawyer left, leaving the other woman to rage. It felt good, winning.

      And while Erin felt victorious and full of hope for a better tomorrow, she took an old map of the States, closed her eyes, and placed a finger on it. She read the name of a small island underneath her finger and started laughing.

      That looked like the perfect place for her. And not simply because it was thousands of miles away from Mark and his crazy family. She’d always wanted to live on an island, although she couldn’t fully understand why, and now it appeared that she would get her wish after all.

      She certainly had enough money to settle anywhere she pleased, so why not King James Island?

      Afterward, it was as simple as finding a Realtor to work with to find what she needed, and that was that.

      She worked fast, wanting to leave all the shit revolving around Mark as soon as possible. It still took a month for all the contracts to be drawn up and signed. Yet eventually, she became the proud owner of one building and one cottage.

      Erin had never felt better in her entire life. And after the hell she’d endured, that was saying much about her current mental state. She struggled a great deal. Her ex really did a number on her, yet she was working on it, and more importantly, she now had the liberty to choose for herself, choose what she wanted, how she needed to spend her life.

      And it was hard choosing who was worse toward her in that family, Mark or his mother. His father never much bothered with her, deeming her unworthy of his energy or time. In his mind, his son had bought himself a starter wife, and that was all.

      His mother was a different story altogether. She was constantly in Erin’s business, meddling in her life, her marriage, constantly reminding her that she wasn’t good enough. And Mark never said a thing, finding his mother’s behavior perfectly normal and acceptable.

      Selena Knox hated Erin’s guts from the moment Mark brought her to dinner and introduced her to his family. By that time, they were already engaged. The dinner in question was pure hell, where all of them constantly humiliated her at every turn, yet Erin, a fool in love as she was, endured everything for Mark’s sake. Firmly believing he loved her made her forget about herself, her pride, her value, and simply allowed that family to treat her like trash.

      Selena constantly made her feel like she was beneath all of them, like she should be grateful they forced themselves to even look in her direction. All that resulted in Erin’s being constantly miserable, isolated.

      Unfortunately, that family’s attitude only worsened after she and Mark got married. Selena organized the whole wedding and the honeymoon. Erin didn’t have a say in the matter whatsoever. She barely allowed the bride to choose her own wedding dress.

      “That is too plain. I can’t have you embarrassing me in front of my friends,” was her comment when she saw Erin’s pick.

      All the while, Mark tried to reassure her that this was Selena’s way of showing love, care, and that things would settle once she was officially part of the family. He’d lied. His mask of a loving man completely slid off after she was legally married to him. Legally his, as he liked to say.

      He became controlling, jealous without reason, and abusive beyond belief. Mark behaved as though she were his property, something he’d bought and could use as he pleased.

      Erin had known there were signs of his cruelty even before they’d married, but she’d rationalized it or ignored it and by doing so made the biggest mistake of her life.

      His becoming something so unrecognizable broke her heart. It broke something else inside her as well. The biggest issue was that she started to believe them, started looking at herself the way they did.

      Mark was so confident in himself, confident she would faithfully follow him around no matter what, that he didn’t even bother to give her a prenup to sign. He believed she was his forever, and that was that.

      Luckily, he was wrong. Despite all the abuse, Erin retained a piece of herself that knew this was wrong, one that knew she had to get away or would die. Sadly, something had to happen first to spark that fire in her and make her fight.

      Once she ended up in the hospital after Mark had beaten her senseless, she’d finally had enough. And after speaking to an attorney, she realized she had the best kind of revenge at her disposal. Mark’s family wasn’t simply rich. They were wealthy beyond reason. They were millionaires.

      Naturally, not all of it was in Mark’s name, but Erin still managed to get half of everything he had.

      His family tried to hide a great deal in hopes of preventing her from getting anything, yet her brilliant attorney stopped them. And that was how Erin got her money.

      It was the best vengeance she could have hoped for, yet it wasn’t without ramifications.

      While they’d treated her as some kind of parasitic nuisance before, overnight, after filing for divorce and suing Mark for attempted murder, she became enemy number one, and they went after her with everything they had. That was the scariest part of her life, constantly fearing they would finally be the end of her.

      That was why after the judge’s ruling, she decided it wouldn’t be prudent to linger around the city—or state, for that matter—and moved someplace else.

      It still took her an excruciating amount of time, a whole month to get away, all while nightmares and flashbacks about Mark’s abuse plagued her daily. No wonder she started going to therapy. That became her only coping mechanism.

      Dr. Silva praised her decision to leave Pittsburgh and start afresh someplace else. She constantly reminded her that getting out of that seriously abusive relationship, which included forced imprisonment in a toxic environment, was the bravest thing she’d managed to do. All the same, she didn’t feel particularly brave. She simply wanted to get away and hide. Staying wasn’t an option. Erin wanted a real chance for a real fresh start. She wanted her life back.

      Deep down, Erin hoped that moving to an island would save her from any future harassment, that although they were a wealthy family, their reach couldn’t harm her someplace else. Now, she knew how naive that made her.

      Nevertheless, she packed up her life, and after choosing a destination, she left everything behind without looking back. One alcoholic father she never spoke with wasn’t something she would particularly miss. Not that anyone would miss her. She’d lost all her friends a long time ago.

      Knowing she was dealing with dangerous people, she and her lawyer tried their best to cover her tracks so the Knox family wouldn’t find her on King James Island. Sometimes, at night, she worried that wasn’t enough, especially while being completely alone in this new, strange place.

      Fenix nudged her with his nose, as though he could sense her mood, and made her remember she was not completely alone.

      She scratched his head before reaching down to kiss that wet snout of his.

      “I love you, you big goof,” she said to him before collecting all the scattered documents and putting them back in the envelope. Although then, she was at a loss. She had no idea where to put them. It wasn’t like she had a study here or something.

      Shrugging it all away, she went upstairs and shoved it under the bed. That would have to do for now. Erin paused then, reconsidering her idea of watching a movie.

      The bed looked beyond inviting, especially after the couple of days she’d had. “Let’s go to sleep, Fen-fen.”

      After changing into an old T-shirt and shorts, she crawled into bed.

      She sighed happily, snuggling between the sheets as Fenix jumped on it as well, making a place for himself.

      Erin was so bone-tired she felt like she fell asleep even before her head hit the pillow.

      A loud crash of glass being broken woke her up.

      The patio door came a sudden thought. The next one was interrupted by shouts.

      “Erin!” a very familiar voice growled.

      “Fenix?” she called out, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      Did Mark hurt Fenix? she thought with dread.

      “Did you think you could just run away from me?” her ex boomed. “You’re mine. You belong to me. And you will pay for even dreaming of leaving me!”

      Erin tried to get out of bed, but her feet were tangled in the sheets. She struggled and felt as though they were restricting her on purpose.

      “No,” she cried, continuing to fight. She needed to get away.

      In the next instant, Mark was standing in front of her. Even in the darkness, she could see his evil face grinning at her. He was tall, proud, and utterly formidable.

      Everything inside her went numb.

      The last time she saw him, he’d thrown over his shoulder very casually and declared that he would find her, wherever she was, and finish the job. In other words, kill her.

      And here he is now.
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      Mark wore one of his favorite pinstriped suits, paired with a blood-red tie. He’d dressed for the occasion.

      She tried to move and couldn’t. It felt like those eyes of his, cold, hypnotic, held her in place.

      “Hello, Erin,” he greeted, almost carelessly.

      She noticed his right hand was bloody and casually dripping on the foot of the bed. He must have hurt himself while breaking the glass.

      She could only stare at him. How did he find her? Not that it mattered at the moment.

      “Ready to come home with me?”

      “No, never,” she snapped in return, finally finding her voice again. “I would rather—”

      “Die?” he finished for her.

      “Leave me alone, Mark,” she sobbed. Erin was very much aware that there was nowhere for her to run. She was trapped, at his mercy, and didn’t like her odds whatsoever.

      “I can’t do that. I love you.”

      Those words coming from his mouth cut her like a knife. That monster had no understanding of what love truly was.

      “I hate you,” she said in return, holding her head high, inviting him to see the truth in her eyes.

      “Ah, that’s a shame,” he countered, almost bored looking, before advancing toward her.

      She screamed.

      Erin’s scream finally woke her up. She was shaking in her new bed, covered in sweat. Fenix started licking her face, as though sensing she needed it, even before she managed to fully get her bearings.

      Fenix’s being there helped a lot in calming her down.

      It was just a dream, she told herself with a substantial amount of relief. Mark can’t hurt me. Especially not now, since he was still in prison for actually trying to kill her.

      Despite knowing all of that, her heart still took its sweet time slowing down. This wasn’t the first time she’d had a nightmare about Mark trying to hurt her, yet it was unnerving seeing him in this setting. The nightmare had been so real, felt so real. It had seemed as though he’d invaded her safe place on her first night here, and that troubled her.

      Will I ever truly get rid of him?

      She really hoped this would be her safe haven in more ways than one, and now she understood how foolish that was of her. Although she’d traveled thousands of miles to get away from that monster, he continued to linger inside her head. The trauma she’d endured plagued her, and the fact that Mark was in prison changed nothing.

      The pain he’d inflicted, that fear he had beaten into her, was alive and well inside her. Until she managed to get rid of it and learned to forgive herself for all her impassiveness, he would continue to be in her dreams, harming her, tormenting her.

      That was depressing. However, she still saw hope. She could get better. I will get better.

      It was just that she wasn’t quite there yet. Erin was still troubled by what had happened between them, especially during that last week when he’d accused her of cheating on him.

      Erin could remember how furious he looked, and Erin was frightened, stupefied. By that time, she never even left the house without him and had stopped seeing any of her friends. She was completely his, her whole life revolving around him and how to make him happy.

      That didn’t stop him from raging or coming at her.

      Erin stopped herself there, unconsciously touching her neck. He’d choked her at some point. She took a deep breath, emptying her mind, a useful trick Dr. Silva had taught her.

      There was no point in dwelling on the past. It was better to simply analyze the whole thing, learn what she could, and then move on with her life.

      With such an attitude, she was surprised she was such a basket case. She almost chuckled at her own joke.

      Realizing there was no point in staying in bed anymore, as any thoughts of falling asleep again were unappealing, she got up. Fenix thought nothing strange of it and followed suit.

      After she put some training clothes on, they went outside.

      The sun had just started to color the night’s sky into shades of dark blue when she set herself to do her morning exercises. The brisk air helped with waking her up further. It felt nice.

      When she was done stretching, she moved on to practice some self-defense moves she’d learned in classes during the past year. She fleetingly wondered whether she could find such classes here before she had to refocus her attention to the more demanding moves at hand.

      Her dream had disturbed her more than it should have, and that irked her to no end. It had been more than a year since all of that went down. She should be able to enjoy a night’s sleep by now.

      Once she finished her routine, she started the whole process all over again. Maybe if she exhausted herself enough, she could simply pass out and sleep without being disturbed by dreams.

      But there was one more reason she did the routine. There was no way in hell she would allow herself to be that vulnerable in real life ever again.
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      “I can’t have you running around like a lunatic, so please behave,” Erin told Fenix, looking sternly at him. They were about to jump into her car and drive to the shop, and before any of it, Erin felt the need to have a chat with her companion.

      Usually, he was a good dog, intelligent, kind, and compassionate. Yet at times, he could get overly excited, and since he was a big dog, not all people would take kindly to his running around, jumping for joy at them, and trying to lick them.

      And since they were in a completely new town where Erin didn’t know people and where those same people didn’t know her or the hairy goofball beside her, she felt the need to caution him before he scared someone half to death.

      “Understood?”

      He simply wagged his tail in return, looking at her with those big eyes as though thinking she’d lost her mind. Or at least that was how she took it.

      Erin sighed. I guess we’ll see if you understood.

      With that settled, sort of, she grabbed a couple of boxes she needed to get to the shop, then drove them to the building she’d bought.

      Main Street, where the building was located, was also called Seaview by the locals. Seaview was easily within walking distance from her cottage. However, since she had to bring some of the supplies with her, it was easier to drive the short distance than to struggle with them on foot.

      In the future, she planned on walking or even getting a bike. No reason to pollute the planet in such a manner.

      Although it was early in the morning, Seaview was already buzzing with activity. Shops were being opened and deliveries made, and people greeted one another on their way to work.

      Erin smiled for some reason, looking at all the commotion around her. She liked what she saw. She had been alone for so long and would enjoy the fact that she wasn’t anymore, even though none of these people knew her yet.

      The building she’d managed to purchase was two stories high, painted in baby blue, and structurally in good condition, or at least that was what her architect had told her, as she’d contracted some remodeling to be done. She’d needed something specific done for the specific kind of service she was about to offer.

      The ground floor of the building was where her future shop would be. It had a massive window she still didn’t know how to decorate. At one time, she simply thought of doing a fake stained glass of Fenix while getting his bath but ruled against it. That would be too much.

      Inside was a reception area now, and to the left was a small hallway that connected a couple of rooms. In some ways, it resembled a doctor’s office, but Erin had a different clientele in mind.

      The second floor had been adapted to an apartment a long time ago. The previous owner of the building had rented it, and Erin decided to continue that tradition. She had no use for it anyway since she’d already bought herself a house.

      Her neighbors were a hairdresser’s salon and what looked like a cosmetics shop, so overall, she was in good company.

      Erin checked the time.

      She’ll be here soon, she thought while scratching Fenix’s head. Like a good boy, he stayed by her side, although it was clear he would like nothing more than to be allowed to roam free and explore this new piece of land they’d stumbled upon.

      Erin made a mental note to take him for a walk later to let him sniff around and explore every nook and cranny, but not now. She had some business to attend to first.

      She also hated the idea of having him on a leash, but sadly, for now, she knew that to be more prudent.

      As she waited for her future employee to arrive, a couple of stores away from her, a man in his thirties, blond, in tight black jeans and snug black shirt, was opening his shop. He looked like he just got out of some heavy metal rock music video, which kind of made sense considering he worked at a guitar shop. His muscles worked hard as he pulled the security grilles up.

      Eventually, he noticed she was checking him out and grinned. For some reason, that irked her to no end, and Erin looked away.

      Unfortunately, her natural curiosity made her take a second peek. He was still looking at her. It was obvious he wanted to approach, yet something was keeping him away.

      “Hi, sorry I’m late,” a female voice called, making her turn in the opposite direction.

      “Hi, Alicia,” Erin greeted.

      “Here, I bought you some coffee,” the other woman said, handing her a cup.

      That cheered her up. “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t know how you like it, so I got you a plain black coffee with a little sugar,” she explained almost apologetically.

      “Perfect,” Erin reassured her. She liked some cream in it as well. All the same, she had no problem taking her first coffee of the morning without.

      Alicia Andrews was Erin’s first employee. While she had waited for all the legal documents to be done, then renovations to be over, she was not idle. She knew she would be needing help, and of course, she wanted to hire a local. That was the only logical thing to do.

      She was worried at first that she wouldn’t find a qualified person for the job she had in mind, but she got lucky with Alicia. Coincidentally, she was also the one renting the apartment above the shop.

      “I’m very excited you decided to open your shop here,” Alicia said eagerly.

      Alicia was only two years younger than Erin, so twenty-nine, but she looked much younger for her age. That was probably due to the fact that she was so petite, shorter than Erin with a freckled, kind face and long, wild red hair that flowed around her while she moved.

      Alicia also had curves in all the right places, making her really feminine and naturally sexy. That left Erin feeling slightly envious, but in a good way.

      Erin got the impression that Alicia was a friendly person with an easy smile, which was great.

      “Me too,” Erin replied frankly. This was what she needed, a fresh start while doing something she loved.

      “And who is this?” Alicia asked, looking at Fenix, who in return grew at least ten inches. He adored being the center of attention.

      “This is Fenix. He’ll be working with us,” Erin joked.

      As she let the two of them get to know one another, Erin grabbed the keys for the shop.

      They went inside. The place smelled slightly of paint, but Erin didn’t mind.

      The reception area, which held only a desk at the moment, was on the small side, but not confining, and it was clean, since everything was painted in white. Erin had ordered the desk online and was pleased it fit perfectly into the space.

      That reminded her. “Someone from the phone company will be dropping by in the next couple of days,” she informed Alicia. “They’ll set us up with phone lines and all that.”

      “Great,” Alicia replied.

      Going through the small hallway, Erin entered the first room. At first glance, it looked like an oversized bathroom, with its white tiles and strange stalls. And that was exactly what it was. Just for animals.

      Erin was opening a pet grooming business that would provide full service, so having a place to wash the animals was essential. Besides that, they would also groom them in every other possible way, haircutting, nail trimming, and so on.

      Erin had plenty of experience since that was something she had been doing her whole life. Up until she married Mark. Instantly, she banished that thought, refocusing on the room she was standing in.

      All the pets would be washed here, so she really made sure while working with a contracting firm that everything would be as it needed to be.

      She’d personally designed all the bathing tubs, making sure they had shower attachments to them. There were six of them in different sizes. It wasn’t the same washing a Great Dane as it was washing a Chihuahua, so it was imperative to have options.

      Adjacent to this was a human bathroom with a shower and a locker room. Changes of clothes would be essential while working here. No matter how careful Erin was, she always ended up wet in the end.

      Fenix jumped into a tub, sitting expectantly. He was no stranger to personal hygiene, and both women laughed.

      “Not now, buddy. Later,” Erin informed him.

      They proceeded to the next room.

      After washing the dogs, they would be brought in here. Erin was pleased to see that the grooming tables she’d ordered were already there. This was where they would dry the pets, then proceed to comb them, cut their fur, clip their nails, clean their ears, and so on.

      It was a fairly large room, so Alicia and Erin would have no problem working side by side. If the business demanded it, they could even employ someone else.

      However, Erin wasn’t about to jump the gun.

      “What are those?” Alicia pointed at a small metal construction next to a table.

      “That’s for all the tools to have at hand, and that’s for holding a dryer,” Erin explained.

      “Really? Neat.”

      “I have some of my tools in the car.”

      “Do you want me to get them?”

      “We’ll do that later.”

      There was one more room to inspect.

      In some ways, the last room was the biggest, especially because it was empty at the moment. After Erin finished with it, it would look like a child’s playroom, but for pets. She pictured it full of toys and feeding areas, with a small section for kennels. It would have a distinct part for dogs, and for cats as well.

      The furthest space in the back would be sectioned off and would serve for the dogs that didn’t feel particularly sociable at the moment. Or those who simply needed a time out.

      Erin felt almost giddy as she pictured how it would look in the future, with all the animals milling around, waiting for their owners to come and take them home.

      Fenix liked it too, and he ran around the empty space.

      Erin would like to leave him to play by himself, even in an empty room, yet there was work to be done since she wanted to open the shop as soon as possible.

      “Do you know a place where we could have flyers, coupons, and things like that printed?” she asked.

      The other woman was nodding even before Erin finished speaking. “Yeah, at Mike’s. He’s just around the corner.”

      “Great, let’s go. I’ve got some drawn up on my phone that I want to have printed.”

      After they finished with that, they returned to the shop, and Erin brought all the tools inside, showing them to Alicia and making sure to explain what they were for.

      She had various dog and cat brushes, combs, and shears, although she planned on buying even more. She’d also bought gloves, grooming clippers, nail clippers, and grinders.

      “I had no idea we would be needing so many different things,” Alicia commented in wonder.

      Erin smiled in return. “Dogs are like people. Not all have the same type of skin or the same quality of hair. And we need to be mindful of that.”

      “Clearly.”

      Which reminded her. “I ordered shampoos, conditioners, and ear cleaning products, and they’ll be arriving tomorrow.”

      “I can take care of that if they arrive first thing,” Alicia offered.

      Erin nodded.

      “And I was thinking maybe we should include bandannas and bows.”

      “That’s a great idea. My friend Samantha always ties her dog’s hair up or puts small bows on her head. It’s pretty.”

      With that settled, they moved on to the next subject at hand.

      In the next couple of days, Erin and Alicia worked side by side to start the grooming business. Erin bought a brand-new computer for the reception desk and white chairs for the small waiting area.

      She didn’t expect to get that crowded, especially in the early days, but all the same, better safe than sorry.

      The guy from the phone company came and left, leaving them with a working phone system.

      “All we need now are the costumers,” Alicia half-joked.

      Food and toys arrived for the pets, as well as the care products. Erin had made a deal with the company who made them, so she was allowed to sell them to her customers as well.

      When all was set the way she wanted it to be, it was time for the grand opening.

      “It’s time to christen this place in the right way,” Erin announced the night before while they gave the shop its final touches.

      Alicia looked at her questioningly. “You want to throw a party?” she asked slowly.

      Erin shook her head. “I was more thinking about giving Fenix a bath,” Erin explained with a smile.

      Alicia grinned in return. “Can I do it?”

      “Sure,” Erin allowed, knowing this would be the perfect opportunity for Alicia to start her training since she had never actually worked in a place like this.

      Alicia had worked as a receptionist before in a dental office, and she volunteered at the animal shelter.

      The way Erin saw it, Alicia could easily learn everything about the grooming business while observing Erin, but there was one thing that had to be a given. Erin could never teach her how to love or care for an animal, and within these walls, that was the most important thing.

      “Where do I begin?” Alicia asked excitedly.

      Erin switched to her business mode. “Well, first, you have to take the dog to that.”

      Fenix was a trooper while Erin walked Alicia through the process of washing a dog. After toweling him dry, he was led to the grooming room.

      The whole thing lasted over an hour, but only because Erin had a lot to say about the proper way of doing things.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” Alicia said after it was all done.

      Fenix stood next to her, with glistening fur and smelling nice for a change, while the other woman looked utterly exhausted, not to mention covered in fur and completely wet.

      Erin stifled a laugh.

      “Have in mind, some dogs won’t be on their best behavior,” she cautioned her.

      Fenix was trained, and he loved to take baths. On the other hand, some pets detested it with a passion. All the same, there were tricks for that kind of clientele as well.

      “Noted,” Alicia replied dutifully.

      “Good job, by the way,” Erin complimented, and the other woman grinned in return.

      The next morning, Erin was excited beyond words, and Fenix picked up on that, so he was skipping around like a happy puppy on their way to the shop. Alicia waited for her at the door, smiling.

      Today was the big day.

      “Good morning,” she greeted Erin.

      “Good morning. Are you ready?” she added.

      Alicia nodded.

      They added a few final touches to their grand opening decor before unlocking the door. All kinds of balloons with paws on them decorated the entire space. Out of pets’ reach, of course. They didn’t need this to turn into some kind of wild hunt on their first day.

      Erin put a basket for Fenix to lie in behind the counter, and he went to it willingly. Although he pretended to sleep, Erin knew he was alert and mindful of his surroundings.

      The bell chimed about fifteen minutes later as the door opened. Erin recognized her from the hair salon next door. While they had been setting everything up, Alicia had tried to tell her who was who in their small ecosystem on Seaview Street, so Erin felt confident that this woman was Donna, the proprietress of the salon.

      “Hello,” the woman greeted in a nice baritone. She was in her forties, wearing a big smile, and carried an even bigger basket as she entered.

      “Hello, and welcome,” Erin greeted with eagerness.

      She was dressed in the brightest flowery dress Erin had ever seen in her life. And it was just perfect on her. Donna was taller than Erin, with dark skin and generous features, coupled with black eyes. At the moment, her hair was done in long microbraids whose ends were tipped in gold. Overall, she oozed confidence that only those comfortable with themselves and who they were could achieve. In comparison, Erin was seriously lacking.

      “Erin, let me introduce you to Donna Purcell,” Alicia said.

      So she was right. Erin patted herself on the back.

      “Erin Caldwell. Nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise. Hi, Alicia.” Donna winked at the other woman.

      “This is for you,” she continued in the same easy manner, offering the basket to Erin. “To say welcome to the neighborhood.”

      “Thank you. That is so sweet.” Erin was genuinely touched by the gesture. She spied that among the cookies in the basket were free haircut coupons as well.

      Putting the basket on the counter, she grabbed a handful of coupons of their own. “This is for you.” She offered them to Donna, who looked curiously at them.

      “Thanks. So, how do you like our little town so far?” she asked conversationally after she finished reading them.

      “I love it very much,” Erin replied honestly.

      “I didn’t want to bother you earlier when you were getting things set up,” Donna explained.

      Naturally, the whole town knew of her arrival, but so far, it looked like they’d stayed away. She had met only one person on Seaview Street, and that was Nancy, who owned the grocery store. The only grocery store.

      “Now I’m glad I waited,” Donna continued, snapping her from her reverie as she started looking around.

      It appeared that Donna was impressed with how the shop looked. Her next words confirmed as much.

      “You turned this rickety old thing into something really nice,” she complimented.

      Erin took pride in that. Based on what Erin knew before she bought the building, there had been a shoemaker’s shop here, and it hadn’t been doing so well.

      Before Erin could respond, Donna continued, “I was glad when I heard our street would be getting a pet grooming shop.”

      “Really? Do you have a dog?”

      “A cat, but I think Kiara Carrington will particularly be pleased by this turn of events,” Donna provided.

      Erin looked at Alicia questioningly. The name did ring a bell, but she couldn’t remember any specifics.

      Donna filled in the blanks. “Kiara has a jewelry shop here on Seaview.”

      “Oh, yes.” Erin remembered it now. She had passed by it, of course. The display looked impressive, but everything was too flashy for her taste. Not that she would say something like that out loud.

      “Kiara fosters dogs with special needs,” Donna explained. “So I’m sure she’ll come here to investigate.”

      “Oh, really?” Erin replied, surprised and pleased at the same time. “That’s very nice of her.”

      “Kiara’s a very nice person. Only nice people live at Misty Cliffs,” she said with a wink, clearly enjoying some private joke with herself.

      “I’d be happy to offer an additional discount for cases like that,” Erin offered, hoping Donna would pass along that message. She really wanted to meet this woman and speak with her to learn about the animals she fostered.

      Besides, it had been her plan from the start to offer special offers and discounts to foster and rescue programs, even work pro bono with a shelter once a month.

      “That is great news.” Donna looked pleased.

      They chatted for a bit more before the other woman excused herself, but not before she invited Erin to drop by the salon to get a haircut.

      Erin smiled at that and committed to nothing. She already had the hairstyle she wanted, and the best part was that she chose it for herself. But the other woman didn’t need to know that. Erin didn’t want to offend anyone in her first week.

      She would have to leave something for the next. She almost chuckled at her own joke as Donna dashed away.

      “Soo that’s Donna,” Alicia commented afterward. “She’s the unofficial leader of Martha’s Fishing Club.”

      Erin made a face.

      Alicia laughed. “It’s just a joke. Although this is a fishermen’s town, the group has nothing to do with fishing. These women simply gather to gossip and drink wine,” she provided.

      “Okay.”

      “I think she likes you. That’s good,” Alicia added as an afterthought.

      Erin really didn’t know what to say to that. While Donna was here, Erin didn’t get the impression that she was being judged in any way, but if she managed to get in the other woman’s good graces, that was certainly a plus.

      Erin wanted to be part of this island. And if that meant joining the fishing group, then so be it.

      “Want a cookie?” Erin asked simply to say something.

      Alicia smiled. “One of Donna’s? You don’t even have to ask.”

      As they enjoyed delicious treats with some coffee, their first customer came in. An elderly woman, Mrs. Huff, and her companion, Mr. Beans, came for some pampering.

      Erin put her working face on.

      It’s showtime.
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      That evening, Erin couldn’t stop smiling while closing the shop. The day was a huge success. They were completely out of flyers, and more importantly, they were completely out of coupons, so she made a mental note to make more.

      Some people came in out of curiosity while others brought in their pets for a little pampering and left happy, so they already had a few appointments lined up for the next couple of days. Erin called that a victory.

      And Alicia was a marvel and a true sport. Her help made a big difference. The fact that she was a townie and worked in this shop made a huge difference. If people were wary of Erin, they were still ready to give her the benefit of the doubt because of Alicia, and Erin appreciated that.

      She knew she would gain their trust over time. When they saw how good she was at her job, they would accept her as their own. She was sure of that.

      “You can leave now. I’ll close up,” Erin told Alicia.

      “I’ll help you clean up first,” Alicia said in return.

      “Thanks.”

      Truth be told, Erin was glad Alicia was as enthusiastic about all this as she was. It would help in the long run and make working with her a pleasure.

      “You did great today,” Erin said.

      “I really like working here.”

      Wait until a cat scratches you for the first time, or a dog bites you, then say that. Of course, Erin didn’t say that out loud.

      “I’m glad.” After a second, she added, “And you did great too.” She gave Fenix a well-deserved back rub.

      He’d let people pet him and small children ride him, all the while helping calm the more nervous dogs as they got washed and cleaned without complaining or making a fuss.

      After saying goodbye to Alicia and locking the shop up, Erin, with Fenix in tow, walked toward the car while patting herself on the back for a job well done.

      She hoped tomorrow would be as good as today.

      Walking slowly down Seaview, she could see that most shops had already closed for the day. She liked that. That meant people here prioritized other things, like spending time with their friends and family.

      Erin had neither. But she banished that thought.

      Seaview Street was not built in a straight line. It was more of a semicircle around a petite park, and on the other side of it, naturally, was the ocean. A stone promenade followed the length of the town. It was soothing listening to waves breaking against the stones.

      Erin knew that if she followed the promenade to the east, she would eventually come across a vast sandy beach, and even beyond that, on a small hill, there was a lighthouse. It was a famous one, although she couldn’t remember what it was called. It had been used in some romantic movie and a blockbuster movie a couple of years ago, so people all around the world came here to take a picture of it.

      Erin couldn’t fully understand that urge to do something like that, travel a long distance simply to see something that was basically a prop in a movie. She saw the picture of the lighthouse, and it was a nice one, well-preserved, although she couldn’t say there was anything special about it. It looked like any other lighthouse in the world.

      All the same, to visit it was on her to-do list. When in Rome and all that.

      She wanted to visit the entire island. Although Misty Cliffs was the only town, she wanted to see the rest of the island as well. She’d heard there were ruins of some ancient civilization here, although historians couldn’t really agree whose civilization it was, which she found pretty fascinating.

      Kiara, Donna’s friend, didn’t drop by today, although Erin looked forward to meeting her. She would like to speak with her about her foster dogs. But her not showing up didn’t discourage her.

      Erin planned on visiting all the shops on Seaview to introduce herself and leave coupons. A little self-promoting couldn’t do her any harm. So even if Kiara was too busy to leave her jewelry shop, Erin would go to her.

      She had just reached her car when her phone started ringing. It was an unknown number.

      “What do you think, Fenix? Who could it be?” she said, showing him the screen, and the dog cocked his head to the side while calmly sitting next to her.

      Erin tried her best not to get freaked out by the unknown caller as she answered. She knew she could have rejected it, but she refused to live in fear. A while ago, she’d decided to fight and meet all her troubles head-on.

      “Hello?” she answered in her normal voice.

      “How can you live with yourself after what you did to my sweet Mark?” Selena demanded from the start.

      Erin made a face, although the other woman couldn’t see her.

      ‘Sweet Mark’ had put Erin in a hospital after almost killing her, beating her to death, yet she didn’t bother to say that out loud. Selena knew all that and chose to ignore it. In her eyes, Mark could do no wrong.

      Erin was not a mother. She didn’t know what that felt like, what it entailed, but she was still of firm mind that Selena was the worst type of mother on the planet, overprotective and blind.

      She would help him get away with murder. And in that family, that wasn’t simply a phrase. In short, the woman was completely mad.

      “How did you get my number?” Erin asked, slightly tired. This was the fifth number she’d had since leaving Mark, and each time, nothing changed. Selena still found ways to torment her.

      At times like this, Erin wondered why she even bothered. Maybe she should get one of those burner phones that drug dealers in movies used. Maybe then she could actually obtain some privacy.

      “Mark is still in prison because of your lies,” Selena snapped in return, as though Erin hadn’t said a thing.

      That was her usual MO. She ranted and ranted, expecting Erin to simply take it. And if Erin dared to speak, it was met with deaf ears.

      That didn’t mean Erin waited for the other woman to finish. Her days of accepting that family’s abuse were long over.

      “I did not lie,” Erin replied sternly. “Your sweet Mark,” she spat the words, “tried to kill me. And for that, he needs to rot in jail.”

      “You lying whore. It wasn’t enough that you came like a parasite and stole what didn’t belong to you. You had to go further. You are an evil woman, and I hope you will suffer while alive, and beyond that, I hope you burn in hell,” she ranted.

      Erin sighed. This was nothing new, and these hollow words couldn’t hurt her. Not anymore.

      Selena had probably drunk at least four margaritas before making this call. And in her drunk state, she was a one-hit wonder.

      Once upon a time, Erin would cower in front of that woman and cry herself to sleep after hearing such insults, but now, they did nothing. If Selena hoped she would accomplish something with this, that Erin would fall on her knees begging for forgiveness, then go to the district attorney to retract her statement and say how she lied, then she was even crazier than Erin believed.

      Erin made a promise to herself never to allow Selena, or anyone else, for that matter, to ever again bully her or harm her in any way.

      “You will not find happiness, not while I’m alive,” Selena continued in the same manner.

      Erin had enough.

      “Oh, shut up,” she exploded, finally stopping the woman’s rantings. “I am going to say a few things now, and I really hope your alcohol-soaked brain will remember it tomorrow because I would hate to repeat myself.”

      “Why, you—”

      “I said shut up. And while we’re at it, stop calling me. I don’t care what you have to say. You are a sad old woman, rotten inside, who doesn’t have any power over me. Stop this madness. You are once again violating the protection order.”

      “That won’t stop me. I will never stop,” she countered defiantly.

      “You really should,” Erin replied calmly. “No one is above the law. Besides, you already lost twice in court to me. Are you really looking forward to a trifecta?” Erin knew she was taunting her, but it couldn’t be helped. The woman had tormented her for so long that it felt good to finally tell her everything that was on her mind and not keep it bottled up inside.

      “You bitch,” Selena screamed, to the point that Erin had to pull the phone away from her ear. Those decibels could cause serious damage.

      “Careful,” Erin warned in all seriousness. “That kind of language doesn’t suit someone of your stature,” she mocked.

      “My Mark will deal with you as soon as he gets out of prison. And he will be getting out really soon,” she added.

      Erin felt that threat hit the mark, pun not intended. That was her biggest fear, that he would get out due to his family’s connections.

      By law in Pennsylvania, he could have gotten up to twenty years for what he had done, but sadly, his lawyers had managed to negotiate it down to only five. Erin was still worried he wouldn’t serve even that much. And listening to Selena only confirmed that. They were doing everything in their power to get him out earlier, just as she feared.

      And then what? What would happen to her? Mark had told her he would come after her, wherever she was. He will come, and then he’ll . . . She stopped herself there.

      “This pointless conversation is over,” Erin snapped in return, refusing to show how much this rattled her. “And normally, I would suggest that you get some professional help, but you are clearly beyond that!” Saying all that in one breath, Erin hung up.

      She leaned against her car for a moment, closing her eyes. Everything will be all right.

      Opening her eyes again, she could see Fenix was looking at her intently, yet in an amused way. Or so she believed.

      She smiled. Overall, she felt quite good about herself. She stood her ground and didn’t let that crazy bitch rattle her. Well, almost. She was no idiot, after all, and had to realistically look at certain things. The threats Mark made were quite serious, so she shouldn’t lower her guard no matter what.

      With her mind settled, she blocked the number, preventing Selena from harassing her again. At least for tonight. That woman had an endless supply of numbers, so it was a matter of time before she decided to drunk dial her again.

      Oh, joy.

      It was troubling how quickly the woman got ahold of Erin’s numbers. Erin started to call the police, then stopped herself. She was not in Pittsburgh anymore, and the local cops, a small sheriff’s department, had no clue who she was, let alone who her ex was.

      That made her pause. What to do? she wondered and realized she already knew the answer. Erin called her lawyer.

      Mr. Swanson sounded surprised. He probably believed that once she moved away, they wouldn’t be speaking so frequently.

      “What’s going on, Erin?” he asked, all businesslike.

      “Selena violated the protection order again,” Erin informed him.

      “When?”

      “She called me just ten minutes ago. Threatened me, in her usual manner.”

      Unfortunately, Erin couldn’t record their conversation since Pennsylvania had a strict Two-Party Consent Law. Which reminded her to look into local laws. Perhaps Washington state looked differently at such things. Or she could ask her lawyer.

      “I will inform the judge and the officers assigned to your case.”

      Erin knew that would do jack shit.

      Selena had violated the order multiple times, and all they did was pick her up, then either let her go with a warning or simply fine her. The whole thing was a joke.

      No wonder she had to move thousands of miles away from them all. They owned that city.

      And still, I accomplished nothing. She had a moment of self-doubt.

      At the same time, doing all this had a purpose. The police officers would know on whose doors to knock when they discovered Erin’s body.

      That was too dark of humor, even for her.

      “Should I inform the local authorities as well?” Erin asked in return.

      “That would be prudent. Let them know what is going on, just in case.”

      Just in case Mark decides to visit me, she added.

      They talked for a bit more. Erin asked her question and was disappointed to learn that Washington had a Two-Party Consent Law as well before disconnecting.

      Erin was about five minutes away from the local sheriff’s department. At the same time, she didn’t have all the legal documents with her, proof she was saying the truth, so she decided to go home, then call them.

      One thing made her hesitant. If she called the cops and told her story, she was sure the gossip would follow almost immediately. Especially in a small town like this where it would spread like wildfire.

      She would hate people speaking about what happened to her. Nevertheless, she knew this was something that needed to be done. Her safety had to come first.

      Erin called, and although it was hard for her to explain what kind of a crime had occurred, Deputy Kent came over to her house.

      He looked a bit young to be a police officer, but she didn’t comment on it. Erin explained what had taken place, trying her best to be concise and on point while showing him all the legal documents.

      It was kind of funny, but not in a humorous way, that she had protection orders against each member of the Knox family.

      “So she called you and threatened you?” he asked for the second time.

      “Yes, which is in direct violation of the protection order.”

      “Okay, what do you want me to do about it? She is in Pittsburgh.” It was obvious at least part of him thought she was completely wasting his time.

      Erin forced herself to remain calm. If she lost her temper, he would definitely assume she was exaggerating without reason and refuse to help in the future. She couldn’t allow that. She had to make him see.

      “I’ve already called my attorney, who will inform the judge. I called the station so you know what is going on, as well. Just in case.”

      “Just in case of what?”

      “If something else happens.”

      “Like what?”

      “Officer Kent, my ex-husband already tried to kill me once, so I tend to call the police when someone from that family calls and threatens me.”

      “But he’s in prison, right?”

      “As you may know, most people don’t stay in prison, no matter how much they deserve it,” she pointed out.

      “I see.” He was realizing this was more serious than at first glance, and Erin was relieved that was the case. She needed them to take this seriously because it was. “I’ll file a report, then get in touch with the Pittsburgh police.”

      “Thank you.” She saw him out.

      Erin knew this was more than she could have hoped to accomplish. Most would think she was simply overreacting since she wasn’t in any immediate danger. Mark was locked up, after all. So what if some drunken old lady was calling her over the phone? She couldn’t harm her, not really.

      Erin knew that was far from the truth. That family could still make her life miserable, even from a distance. She hoped they hadn’t discovered where she was yet. Erin was using her mother’s last name now, hoping that would help cover her tracks. But was that enough to hide her from such a dangerous family? Perhaps she should have done more. Because Erin knew, deep down, that this was far from over. There was no doubt about that. Mark was furious that she’d managed to humiliate him in such a manner, take his money, and put him in jail.

      So the real question was, how long would it take for them to find her here?

      How long would she be safe? And that was really daunting. She had traveled across the country in the hope of starting new, to create a new life for herself. She prayed it wasn’t all for nothing.

      Now the local police were informed as well, and she hoped that would make a difference in the long run.

      She wasn’t alone like she was in Pittsburgh.

      Despite reassuring herself that history wouldn’t repeat itself, she couldn’t help but feel worried and anxious.

      Mark was a millionaire, and if his fury remained unwavering, if he persisted in his delusion and sought revenge, then there was no telling what he was capable of doing. He had been obsessed with her while he had her, while she still loved him, so she was afraid that his state only became worse once he lost her for good. A person like him couldn’t simply accept that. Unfortunately.

      She stopped her raging thoughts right there. If she continued down that path and stressed about the future, she would pack a bag and run away again. And that was something she refused to do. She was scared enough. And although she recognized there was a need to remain cautious, she refused to live in fear, petrified about a future in which Mark would or wouldn’t come after her. She came here to start new, make new friends, and live her life to the fullest, and that was exactly what she planned on doing, Mark be damned.

      She’d already fought that family and won. She deserved happiness. And if Mark tried something, or his crazy mother in the future, she would deal with it, fight, as she had done so far.

      With her mind somewhat reassured, she went to bed. She would live her life as she pleased, build a happy future, and Mark could rot in the past where he belonged. And most importantly, where he couldn’t hurt her anymore.
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      As though some invisible force field stopped existing or a brick wall simply crumbled to dust, with Donna visiting Erin to welcome her to town, all the other shop owners on Seaview started coming to greet her as well.

      Unofficial leader, my ass, Erin grumbled with a certain amount of humor. She didn’t feel irked that they’d all waited for Donna to make her move to see how she would behave before they followed suit.

      Erin figured that was standard practice in all communities, especially in small ones as tight as Misty Cliffs was. She was just glad everything went without problems. The last thing she needed or wanted was to unintentionally step on someone’s toes or insult someone in any way.

      Ignorance was bliss in this case. And if she had known Donna held such power, Erin would probably have been a nervous wreck during their first encounter. So this was better, preferable even, and the fact that it went well meant a great deal.

      She was very mindful of all that since she wished to live here for a long time. Ruffling feathers in a small community would be a bad thing. At the same time, she was grateful no one gossiped about her or about Mark, which meant the deputy had remained silent.

      She even waited for Alicia to say something to her, but the other woman appeared none the wiser, which was a relief. She didn’t feel like dealing with that. She didn’t need notoriety her first week in her new town while trying to make friends.

      Erin also made a mental note to always stay on Donna’s good side, which she suspected wouldn’t be difficult. Donna appeared to be a lovely person, friendly, kind, with a good sense of humor.

      The best thing was that around noon, the day following the grand opening, Kiara came for a visit to officially introduce herself.

      Kiara was a tall woman in her thirties, with naturally wavy brown hair and impressive brown eyes. Her expensive forest green suit looked striking, complementing her medium-dark skin, and Erin also noted she wore the jewelry she sold in her shop, which was a nice touch.

      “Thank you for your offer.” She expressed her gratitude in a perfect English accent while flicking her hair to the side.

      Erin was pleased she mentioned that since that meant Donna had talked to her about it. Word really traveled fast around here. Got to love living in a small town.

      Erin made sure to stress that she would be able to lower her rates for all the services they provided to her foster dogs, and Kiara waved at that. Not in an ungrateful way, only to state how money wasn’t an issue.

      Since she owned a jewelry store on Seaview and wore clothes that cost more than Erin’s entire wardrobe, she could see how the price wasn’t a problem.

      Kiara had other concerns, though. “I am more interested in hearing about your experiences with traumatized dogs,” she said, pursing her lips, clearly eager to hear a reply.

      Alicia had shared an interesting piece of gossip with Erin the day before. She’d said that Kiara had started fostering dogs after she managed to save a neglected dog from a nasty neighbor. That wasn’t even a thing in a small town like this before Kiara’s intervention.

      Kiara had moved to this island about four years ago. Apparently, she’d met an American six years ago in a pub in London and fell in love, and when he asked her to come home with him, she said yes. The relationship ended terribly a few months later, however. For whatever reason, Kiara decided to stay in the States.

      She had traveled quite a bit before finally settling here. She came here purely by chance and fell in love with the quaint little town of Misty Cliffs. The rest of the story was easy to guess. She stayed, opened a jewelry shop, and eventually started fostering animals as well.

      Erin had been quite impressed and relieved that she wasn’t the only one who had completely uprooted herself and moved all across the world here.

      “Traumatized in what way?” Erin asked.

      “Most of the dogs that come to me are rescued from people who were abusive or neglectful.”

      Erin nodded, understanding everything without further discussion. “I worked in a shelter back in Pittsburgh,” she began, “and we had plenty of cases like that, as you can imagine, but instead of telling you how I would do anything, why not show you?”

      Kiara cocked an eyebrow in return.

      “There’s no standardized manual when dealing with these things, since not every trauma is the same, and every dog reacts differently.” They were like people in this regard. “So would you be willing to bring in one of your dogs for a little demonstration?” Erin offered.

      Kiara gave it some thought.

      Last night, Erin had Googled Kiara’s website. Kiara sold her jewelry online. That was actually how she’d started in the first place, and now she simply had a base of operations while continuing to do that. She’d discovered that Kiara designed and made all the jewelry on her own. She was quite impressive, not to mention expensive, but there were a lot of people ready to pay a little extra for the sake of uniqueness.

      Also, Alicia had mentioned that Kiara threw the best parties on the island, and Erin hoped she would get a chance to experience that on her own.

      “It would be completely free of charge.” Erin threw that in as well, for good measure. She was really motivated to persuade Kiara to bring her dogs here. And although it had been stated before that money wasn’t an issue for Kiara, Erin wanted to show her, with such a gesture, how confident she was in her skills.

      Eventually, the other woman nodded. “I will return tomorrow with Curly,” she informed Erin. With a specific time settled, she left.

      Erin sighed with relief. “That went well.” She grinned at Alicia, who nodded enthusiastically.

      Although Kiara had a snobbish aura about herself, partly because she was British and partly because she was the owner of such a prestigious store, Erin still got a feeling that she was a good person. She must be; otherwise, she wouldn’t care for so many animals.

      Caring for animals, for those who couldn’t care for themselves, was a big plus in Erin’s book. Erin would even groom her dogs for free if Kiara had mentioned that she had no means to pay her.

      Overall, she really liked the other woman, although she couldn’t quite put her finger on why. Luckily, she would have plenty of time to figure that out.

      The next day, Kiara returned at ten o’clock sharp with Curly in tow. He was a small mixed-breed poodle. It broke Erin’s heart, looking at him all scared out of his mind, uncertain of where he was or why. The leash on him, the collar around his neck looked extra heavy because of the fact that he was so anxious and distraught.

      Kiara’s eyes were soft as she slowly ushered him inside the shop.

      “Hello, Curly, nice to meet you,” Erin said in her most soothing voice.

      He looked at her with big eyes that were full of fright.

      “Do your magic,” Kiara said expectantly.

      Erin whistled softly, and Fenix came out from behind the counter. He didn’t run. He slowly approached Erin, and only when she nodded, he continued in the same manner toward the other dog.

      For a big dog, Fenix knew how to appear nonthreatening when needed. That was a trait Erin was grateful he was blessed with. He was the most compassionate dog Erin had the privilege of meeting, and at times, he was of great help when meeting new dogs.

      Curly looked unsure at first, especially when this big, fluffy animal came toward him, but Fenix waggled his tail as he went for a sniffing ritual. Curly returned the gesture, tentatively at first, and once he determined Fenix was not a threat, with vigor.

      “Who is this?” Kiara asked, gesturing with her chin toward Fenix.

      “That is my secret weapon,” Erin only half-joked in return. “His name is Fenix.”

      Once Curly got used to Fenix and Erin alike, she took his leash from Kiara and walked him over to the playroom.

      It would be wrong to simply start washing him while the dog still had such high levels of anxiety in him. That would only deepen his trauma and create further distrust toward people. Naturally, Erin wanted to avoid that at all costs.

      She let him explore the room at his own leisure, then they played for a bit, and afterward, Erin fed him from her hand and could see he was starting to relax.

      She gave some treats to Fenix as well so he wouldn’t feel left out. He was a good boy, after all, and deserved it.

      After some more time passed, Erin felt comfortable enough to move them to the other room with the baths. She knew this would be extremely tricky since she had no idea whether Curly liked water. Some dogs, like Fenix, adored it, while others tended to detest it with a passion, as though fearing they would dissolve in it.

      Either way, based on his condition, it was pretty safe to assume he had never had a proper wash in his life.

      Here goes nothing, she thought, opening a tap. Curly didn’t react. She took that as a good sign.

      Dutifully, Fenix jumped in one of the tubs without being told, and Erin led Curly toward it.

      Overall, he wasn’t particularly happy he was getting wet. His left paw stayed in the air for quite some time, but he didn’t try to run away. He didn’t try to bite her or claw his way out of the tub. On the contrary, despite his wariness, he licked the water from the showerhead with slight curiosity.

      Erin took all that as a massive victory considering how they had started their meeting. Like a true sport, Curly endured being thoroughly soaked, soaped, rinsed, conditioned, then rinsed again.

      After a slight toweling to get all the excess water out from his fur, something magical happened. It appeared Curly liked being blow-dried. He looked like he was in Nirvana while standing in front of all that hot air, and Kiara smiled for the first time looking at him.

      Curly sat on the grooming table with his eyes closed, looking utterly relaxed and at peace, letting Erin do as she liked. At first, he did try to catch the hot air, to everyone’s delight, but afterward, he simply sat there, soaking in the heat.

      Erin lowered the temperature to give him a few extra minutes of pleasure. Everything else afterward was a breeze, as though the drying had put him in some kind of pleasant trance, so he didn’t mind having his nails cut, then filed, or his ears cleaned. He even licked Erin’s hand at some point. She took it as his way of showing appreciation. Perhaps that was a reach, but she didn’t care. In return, she couldn’t help kissing him on the snout.

      “You smell really nice, Curly,” she complimented.

      After putting him back on the floor, he went to Kiara, wagging his tail for a little pet, and she did.

      “He looks like a different dog,” she commented.

      “A happier dog,” Alicia added.

      “I tried washing him myself, but it was a disaster. This was quite impressive. You were impressive,” Kiara complimented, still having a little moment with Curly.

      “Curly is a great dog. All he wanted was to be treated right,” Erin replied, brushing the compliments away. What she did wasn’t magical. She simply listened to him, observed, and tended to his needs. Nothing more or less.

      “That is true. But you knew what to do. You know, he has been with me for a couple of months, and this is the first time he came to me to be petted.” There was a slight sadness in her voice as well as excitement.

      “I’m sure it will only get better from here.”

      “Yes, thanks to you.”

      Erin smiled, not really knowing what to say to that.

      Fenix barked once, not malevolently, simply to get their attention. He was still dripping wet, and they all started laughing. Erin had completely forgotten about him.

      “Alicia, could you please take care of our assistant?” Erin asked.

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      As she walked away with the wet dog, Kiara surprised Erin by handing her a business card. “I will definitely be using your services in the future, so I will be in touch.”

      Erin suppressed the urge to jump for joy since this clearly meant she’d passed the test. She said, “Looking forward to it.”

      “I’m sorry for leaving before saying goodbye to Fenix, but I really have to dash,” Kiara explained. “That dog is a true gem.”

      “And that is precisely why I tolerate him,” Erin joked. That was her standard behavior. When she felt overwhelmed in any way, when people were complimenting her, which she wasn’t used to, she tended to joke.

      It should be noted here that she was working on that with her therapist, well, former therapist now, but would probably continue with a future one as well so she could take a compliment like a normal human being.

      Kiara was about to leave after that exchange but lingered at the door as though she just remembered something else, which made her return to stand in front of Erin. “A few local shop owners have a sort of women’s group,” she started to explain.

      “Martha’s Fishing Club?” Erin jumped in.

      Kiara smiled, as though pleased she’d already heard of it. “Right. We meet at my house. You should come to one of our gatherings. Alicia too.”

      From the moment Alicia had mentioned it for the first time, Erin had been extremely curious about this club and was beyond excited one of the members had asked her to participate, at least for one night. Besides, that would be a perfect opportunity to meet all the rest and maybe even make a few friends.

      Erin nodded to Kiara, not even trying to hide her excitement. “We’ll be there,” she said.

      “Good,” Kiara said, leaving the shop.

      Erin turned and immediately went to the grooming room, where Alicia was still taking care of Fenix, to share the good news with her.
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      After Kiara left, the day became a truly busy one, so much so that Erin couldn’t keep her appointment with Dr. Weathers. It went without saying that she felt extremely guilty about it. It couldn’t be helped, though.

      She had made the mistake while making the appointment in the first place. Erin forgot to consider that Alicia had no idea what she was doing and couldn’t be left to her own devices to take care of the store, let alone groom a dog. In a couple of months, maybe, but not now, not on her third day.

      So, when she managed to grab a few minutes, she called Dr. Weathers to apologize. Part of her was prepared for the therapist to be so pissed off at her that she wouldn’t want to have her as a client anymore. Which would be ironic since they hadn’t had a single session yet, only talked over the phone a handful of times.

      Luckily, Dr. Weathers was full of understanding. She knew the struggles revolving around a new business, but mental health was important as well, she noted. In return, Erin asked if she could come tomorrow morning.

      “Let me check my appointments really quick.”

      Erin nodded, although the other woman couldn’t see her. She really hoped the therapist would have an opening for her because she didn’t feel like taking the ferry and driving all the way to Bellingham or wherever for a therapy session.

      “I can see you tomorrow, but only if you don’t mind coming early, around seven.”

      “That would be perfect, actually,” Erin replied, relieved.

      “Great, see you tomorrow, then.”

      “See you,” Erin replied before hanging up.

      That turned out better than she could have imagined. This way, she wouldn’t have to miss work and wouldn’t have to leave Alicia alone in the shop since they opened at nine anyway.

      Dr. Weathers’s office was two streets away from Seaview, which was good. Erin would feel slightly self-conscious if everyone knew where she was going. She wondered if that was why the doctor didn’t have her office on Seaview, because other people would feel like that too? Either way, Erin counted her blessings.

      She hoped their appointments could always be on Saturdays. It was true that it would get easier handling the shop over time, especially once Erin found her rhythm and managed to coordinate things better, but with training Alicia, she predicted things would continue to be pretty hectic during the week for a while. So this was the perfect option for her, and she made a mental note to ask Dr. Weathers about it.

      What am I going to do with Fenix? came a sudden thought. She didn’t like leaving him alone. He wouldn’t cause problems—he never destroyed things or wreaked havoc when bored. Erin was the problem. He was her emotional support animal, and that meant she would take him with her, and if Dr. Weathers had a problem with it, then she would find another therapist even if she had to drive five hours to get there, she thought resignedly.

      Look at her, already fighting when no one was attacking her, and she hadn’t even had her first session yet. Those were her nerves. She took a couple of steadying breaths and returned to work. Nothing like helping others to forget about her own problems.

      After the phone call with Dr. Weathers, she felt like everything that could go wrong did. They didn’t have any more coupons to give out and wouldn’t be getting new ones since the place they’d ordered them printed from, Mike’s, was experiencing some technical problems.

      Then the delivery guys brought them the wrong food. Instead of cat food, it was for rabbits, which wasn’t remotely close to what they needed. And on top of that, Alicia had made an appointment for Stan, a German shepherd, and for Theo, a Labrador, to be groomed at the same time.

      Erin took care of it all in stride. She reminded herself that this was only day three, so she really should not be too hard on herself no matter what happened. Besides, problems arose no matter the business at hand.

      It was just important to stay levelheaded, take care of everything without a fuss, and remember what was the most important thing, taking care of animals, and in return, taking care of their humans.

      Erin changed clothes for the second time today, since the last dog had been a handful, and checking the time, she smiled. They made it. The evening came, and it was time to close the shop. She went to the reception area to tell Alicia to start wrapping things up, when they had another visitor.

      It was the blond guy from the guitar shop. Dominic was his name. Erin had heard about him, a bit more than she would like, from Alicia in the last couple of days. Alicia liked to mention him every once in a while, quite casually, at random times, making Erin suspect she had a crush on him.

      And for some reason, Erin couldn’t be happy about it. She considered him to be bad news.

      Anyway, he came in wearing tight black jeans and a band T-shirt that fit him perfectly, flashing a smile.

      Did he consider that to be his secret weapon, a sexy smile with a smoldering look? came the fleeting thought that rather amused her.

      The whole setup did nothing for her. But she was enjoying the show immensely.

      He reached the counter and leaned on it. “Hello,” he greeted them both.

      Erin noted that on top of everything else, he had a nice voice. Not too deep, but slightly raspy.

      And then an idea popped inside her head. Why not have a little fun?

      She glanced at him, giving him a confused look as she looked down, as though searching for something around his feet. Then she looked up at him again and asked, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      It was his turn to look confused. “Excuse me?” he asked, unsure.

      Erin was pleased she’d managed to knock some of his smugness away.

      “This is a pet grooming shop,” she started to explain very slowly. “So where is your pet?”

      He burst out laughing, finally understanding her meaning. “Oh, no. I don’t have a dog. I came here to introduce myself.”

      The smile was back on as he pushed one hand through his thick blond hair. “Dominic Martin.”

      They shook hands, and he held her hand longer than needed, just lingered there, before releasing her. He is laying it on thick, isn’t he?

      At that moment, Fenix came out from behind the counter to give Dominic a little sniff. Then he looked at Erin. Her baby was not impressed with this man. They were of the same mind.

      “I own a guitar shop, but I’m sure you already knew that,” he added with a wink.

      Erin suppressed the urge to roll her eyes at him.

      By his micro expressions, it was obvious he found it odd that Erin remained straight-faced. Did he expect her to swoon or something? She couldn’t say if she was amused or irritated by that. Probably a little bit of both.

      “It’s nice meeting you, but we’re about to close,” she said eventually in a dismissive tone.

      Alicia stayed out of their conversation the entire time, although from the corner of her eye, Erin could see she went a little pink. At least one of them was happy Dominic was here, not that Erin considered that a good thing. Those puppy eyes of Alicia’s were looking at Dominic like he was the most wonderful man on the planet. Oh, boy, she’s got it bad.

      That only made her that more determined to get him out of her shop. And she couldn’t say why. He’d done nothing so far. It was simply a gut feeling, but Erin would listen to it.

      “You should drop by the store sometime. I would love to give you some guitar lessons. For free, of course,” he said generously.

      His eyes were telling her he planned on charging some other way.

      “You too, Alicia,” he added as an afterthought.

      And the other woman actually swooned. “That is very kind of you, Dominic.”

      “Just trying to be neighborly,” he replied with faked humility.

      Erin started to speak before Alicia could say something stupid, like agree to that nonsense, because in her state, it was bound to happen. The last thing Erin wanted was guitar lessons.

      “As you can imagine, we’re pretty busy with the new business and all that,” Erin said, offering no smile. Her meaning was completely clear. There was no time for stupid guitar lessons, especially not from him.

      Unfortunately, Dominic refused to take a hint. “Everyone needs a break, am I right?” he asked, looking at Alicia and flashing that well-rehearsed smile of his as though sensing he had an ally in her.

      And Alicia beamed in return. “Right,” she replied instantly, happily.

      Erin groaned inwardly.

      Maybe she should simply leave the two of them alone. There was no need for her to be in the middle. The problem was that Dominic looked at her like a starving man would a steak, and this was her shop. So she shouldn’t be the one leaving, damn it.

      “Well, if you ever get a dog, you know where to bring him,” Erin said, changing the subject altogether. She needed him to understand that things between them would be strictly professional, cordial. Nothing more or less. And she really needed him to drop this flirtation act because it was getting old.

      “Of course,” he replied with a small frown between his brows. “But until then, how about you let me buy you a couple of drinks, and you can tell me everything about yourself?” He wasn’t giving up. It was maddening.

      “Alicia, you can come as well, of course,” he added gracefully.

      “I don’t drink,” Erin replied simply, needing this to end. She was tired and wanted to go home, and this man’s pestering, refusing to take no for an answer, was getting in the way of that.

      In a way, he reminded her of Mark. He, too, didn’t like the word no, and that irked her to no end.

      Dominic looked like a petulant child hearing that. “Oh, come on, just one drink,” he whined.

      Erin simply shook her head, much to his chagrin. Alicia’s too.

      “I promise, just one drink,” he insisted. “Besides, we really need to celebrate your opening your business here since that made me the happiest man in the world.”

      To that, Erin did roll her eyes at him. “No, thank you.” She stood her ground.

      Dominic was starting to waver.

      Then Alicia said, “Come on, Erin, one drink after a day like this won’t kill us.” She nudged her. It was obvious she wanted to go with him, and if that meant she had to accept Erin’s tagging along, then so be it.

      Alicia’s crush will be the death of me.

      And once again, Dominic was all hyped up, ready to pester her the whole night if he had to, just to hear her say yes.

      “Come on,” he persisted with a smile. And the smugness returned. He looked confident, as though expecting she was about to crack.

      Erin was troubled. It was obvious he had no scruples, and Alicia’s crush was deeper than she’d initially believed. Dominic was a player, there was no doubt about that. He liked flirting and making women swoon around him.

      That was like breathing to him, necessary, effortless, but Erin was deeply worried about Alicia. Although she’d just met her, she didn’t want her to get hurt. At the same time, should she get involved? Alicia was a grown woman capable of making her own decisions . . . and mistakes.

      At the same time, Alicia did appear to be on the naive side. On and on, her mind went in circles.

      Perhaps once upon a time, Erin too would fall for his charms. Although it was obvious his act was well-rehearsed and definitely well-tested on other women, it was still powerful. Luckily, after everything Erin had gone through with her ex, she was immune to his advances and could with a clear head see him for what he truly was.

      A sad man who used his good looks and a small amount of charm to seduce women. It was like a sport to him, and all those women meant nothing to him once he achieved his goal. He was shallow, unimpressive, and completely obnoxious, not to mention hygiene deficient.

      And Erin felt sorry for him. Yet not as much as she felt sorry for all his victims, Alicia included. Besides, he was not a man at all, simply a selfish boy. A real man would know when no meant no, when to stop.

      Erin shook her head. “If you want to go for a drink, go for a drink, but I’m going home.”

      They booed her, yet she ignored it. She was tired of this game. And if Dominic didn’t stop, she would tell Fenix to bite him on the ass. That almost made her smile.

      “How about this?” he said after a moment, his eyes calculating.

      Erin felt like shouting out of frustration. She didn’t know how much of this she could endure. What was it going to take to get this man out of her store? To say yes to a drink, a part of her pointed out.

      Naturally, that was the last thing she would do. At the same time, her saying no had only excited him more. Her refusal made an appealing challenge.

      She sighed. All this thinking was causing her a headache.

      “How about I bring us some beers, and we can have it here?” he asked triumphantly.

      “Dominic, what are you doing?” A woman appeared at the door, a teasing look on her face. “Were you bothering these lovely ladies?” she accused. Her tone had an edge to it, but it still held that teasing manner.

      Busted, Erin thought with glee. Erin watched the two with interest. Who was this woman? Was she Dominic’s girlfriend? His wife?

      “Is he bothering you?” she asked, turning to Erin and Alicia.

      Alicia shook her head.

      On the other hand, Erin made no attempt to respond either way. She was still assessing the mysterious woman who apparently knew Dominic all too well.

      “I was introducing myself to the newest member of our community, that’s all, Stella,” he defended, still leaning heavily on the charm.

      The only one buying that was Alicia, and the mysterious woman proved that by rolling her eyes. “Yeah, I can imagine,” she added, mostly to herself.

      “Hello, I’m Erin Caldwell,” she said since no one attempted to make the introductions.

      The woman nodded in her direction with a smile. “Hi, I’m Stella, Dominic’s twin sister.”

      Twin sister. Interesting. And as she thought that, Erin had to admit she saw it. The resemblance was pretty keen. Stella had a feminine face, but they did look a great deal alike, especially since Stella dressed the same as her brother in tight black jeans and a rock band T-shirt. She wore her sandy blonde hair a bit longer than Dominic, but it was just as thick. Stella also wore jewelry and was curvy where he was lean.

      Overall, Erin found her interesting.

      “Nice to meet you,” Erin said.

      “Likewise,” Stella replied, grinning, but she kept her eyes on Dominic, as though waiting for him to start flirting again.

      She and Erin definitely had that in common.

      “Come on, Dom, I’m gonna bet you’ve bothered them enough. Let them close up,” Stella said, her tone light as she tugged him toward the door.

      Dominic shot an annoyed glance at her. “Stella,” he whined, “you’re embarrassing me in front of my new friend.”

      “I’m sure you did that plenty on your own,” Stella deadpanned and then laughed.

      Erin had to stifle a laugh of her own as she caught the look on Alicia’s face.

      “He was on his best behavior,” Alicia said, running to his defense.

      He immediately gifted her with a smile and an air kiss. “See?” he said to his sister, smiling smugly like an alley cat that just caught a rat.

      “Right.” Stella rolled her eyes and looked tolerant, but it was obvious she wasn’t buying it. “Dom, you’re being rude. I’m sure these ladies have plans for the night, so let’s go.”

      Dominic didn’t make a move to leave. He was still looking as though he was going to try to turn this situation to his advantage. “I invited them for a dr—”

      “Oh, no you don’t. You’ve still got chores to do!” Stella said and started dragging him through the open door. “I’m not going to do your share again. Now, say good night to these lovely ladies,” she added while pushing her brother forward, holding him firmly.

      He struggled, but apparently, it was futile. “Stella, let go of me,” he whined.

      Alicia covered her mouth to hide her smile, but Erin laughed out loud.

      “Good night,” she said to them both. Erin couldn’t believe her luck to be gifted with such a remarkable scene.

      Stella looked at her one last time and smiled before ushering them both outside.

      Erin chose that moment to mouth, “Thank you,” to her.

      It was fortunate that Stella arrived when she did. Not only did she offer them great entertainment, but she took care of their pest problem. If she hadn’t shown up, Erin was sure Dominic would have continued to bother her, and she would be at a loss, not knowing how to get him out.

      Stella looked at her confusedly, as though startled to receive a thank you, but she composed herself quickly. Erin imagined it wasn’t the reaction she was expecting since most women probably fell for Dominic’s shit. The whole thing lasted only a second before they finally left the shop.

      Erin sighed happily. Alone at last.

      “Isn’t he hot?” Alicia asked with the biggest smile imaginable, her eyes glazed over and dreamy.

      Erin could only stare at her. She couldn’t believe that was all she had to say about this whole scene. Shaking her head, not wanting to get into it, she still felt the need to say, “Maybe, but he’s definitely taking advantage of that fact.”

      Alicia shrugged. “He’s single. He’s allowed to have his options open.”

      “True, but there’s a difference between playing the field versus playing the game.”

      “What do you mean?” Alicia looked at her confusedly.

      “Men like him are interested in getting into a woman’s pants, and that’s all. He’s not interested in getting to know you, or anything else, for that matter. Once you spend the night with him, that’s game over. He’ll simply move on.”

      “Yeah, but what a night that would be.”

      Erin sighed. “There’s no real substance to him,” she warned, “and I think you’re worth more than a couple of hours of fooling around.”

      Alicia simply shrugged to that again, and that was deeply troubling.
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      Saturday morning came too quickly with Erin still bone tired. She’d spent another night tossing and turning, and when she finally managed to fall asleep, that was followed by a vicious nightmare in which Mark chased her around their old home, and at the last second before she woke, Fenix showed up, growling at her ex.

      And that was definitely new. Also, that small thing made a huge difference for her. Erin woke up, not as rattled as she could have been. She was still covered in sweat, still pumped with adrenaline, but she calmed quicker while petting Fenix, who instantly put his head on her belly as though knowing that was precisely what she needed at the moment.

      “Thank you, buddy,” she whispered to him. They stayed like that for at least half an hour before getting up.

      After drinking some tea, she took Fenix for a walk, then headed out for therapy.

      Dr. Teresa Weathers was a woman in her late forties, and to Erin, she looked exactly as a psychiatrist did in all the Hollywood movies and famous TV shows. That was not to suggest she looked bad in any way. More to the point, she was a fox.

      She was small and round and liked comfortable clothes in colorful patterns, and there was this aura around her, this confidence that impressed Erin immensely. She wore her hair in a long braid and at times liked to play with its tip, and her eyes were very piercing and hazel, but a dark hazel, almost brown at first glance, but they clearly had more depth than that.

      She was not only beautiful, but also smart. Her office walls were covered in all kinds of diplomas, certificates, and awards. Apparently, she was an expert in a lot of things. All the same, Erin didn’t know what half of those things were or what they meant.

      From their talk over the phone, Erin also knew Dr. Weathers had opened her private practice about ten years ago, and before that, she worked in a hospital in Chicago. She had been born and raised in Misty Cliffs, though.

      Dr. Weathers expressed her happiness at finally meeting her, and Erin smiled in return. Right from the start, she mentioned her latest nightmare, yet to her surprise, that wasn’t what they discussed during the session.

      They didn’t talk at all about her past, only about more mundane things—her move, her new house, her impressions about her new town, and things like that. Erin believed there was a point to it all, that her new therapist wanted to ease her into this and not simply dive into the deepest, darkest parts of her trauma.

      Dr. Weathers was a stranger, after all, and Erin did feel slightly awkward. Opening up her soul, revealing her darkest secrets, and crying about her struggles did sound a bit intimidating, especially during a first session.

      Luckily, Dr. Weathers was already familiar with her struggles. No, she wasn’t clairvoyant. Erin didn’t write a memoir then pass it along. Dr. Silva, her former therapist, had graciously agreed to send some of her notes about Erin’s history with some thoughts on her key problems and traumas to Dr. Weathers as soon as Erin had contacted her.

      Which was a big help to Erin. She knew this new therapist would ask her to speak about certain things eventually, but she was glad she didn’t have to do that just yet. Although she was mentally preparing herself for that day in the future. She knew talking about it would make her feel better, but it was hard. She broke down each time she tried and was frustrated with herself that she apparently still wasn’t strong enough.

      “So how do you like Misty Cliffs so far?” Dr. Weathers asked, snapping her from her thoughts.

      “I like it very much,” she replied honestly. “It’s much prettier than Pittsburgh.”

      “And the people?”

      Dr. Weathers allowed Fenix to not only come inside but lie on the couch next to her, so Erin moved her fingers through his fur as he slept, and it helped in calming her, centering her.

      “Most are very kind to me. One of the other shop owners, Kiara, even invited me for a gathering at her home.”

      “Martha’s Fishing Club?” she asked with interest.

      “Yes.”

      “Really? That was quick. She must have really liked you.”

      Erin did a little slight half-shrug. “I think she was just grateful I helped out with one of her dogs, Curly.” As always, she did her best to brush the compliment away.

      Dr. Weathers took that moment to make a note in her notebook. “So, why most?” she asked next.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You said that most are kind,” Dr. Weathers quoted her.

      She wasn’t sure if she was glad her therapist had picked up on that or not. Erin didn’t particularly want to speak about it, since it wasn’t such a big deal. Then again, she could have lied in the first place and not made an obvious remark that not all was perfect.

      So she decided to tell it all. “Last night, I had a strange encounter with another business owner. A guy named Dominic Martin.”

      Dr. Weathers nodded at his name, so Erin felt no need to go into details since she clearly knew him or knew of him. Erin was not that surprised that was the case. The therapist’s words confirmed as much. “Ah, I see. What happened?”

      Very quickly, Erin recounted their interaction without any embellishments or emotions, sticking to the facts, wanting to show she wasn’t trying to make too big a deal out of it. He was pushy, he was relentless in his pursuit, yet he was not violent, and luckily, his sister saved her from his futile advances.

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that after only being in our town for a week.”

      “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. And it wasn’t that bad. Alicia clearly enjoyed it.”

      “In a way, that’s a rite of passage. You aren’t really a part of Misty Cliffs until you get unwanted advances from Dominic at least once.” She tried to make a joke, and Erin appreciated it.

      “So I’m a true islander now,” Erin replied in the same manner.

      “I’ve heard he can get a bit pushy.” Dr. Weathers returned to the subject, sobering up.

      “Yeah, I got that same impression from him. Like he wouldn’t take no for an answer. Luckily, Stella came and took him away. Otherwise . . .” Erin left the sentence hanging.

      She didn’t think Dominic would get violent, but he had seriously started to make her feel uncomfortable.

      “He wasn’t always like that, but as the years have passed . . .” It was her turn to leave things unsaid.

      “So, you know him?” Erin asked the obvious.

      The other woman smiled, giving a slight nod. “This is a small town, and we are all bound to know someone who knows someone. Besides, people talk, and word travels even faster about infamous people.”

      “Infamous?” Erin asked while leaning forward.

      Dr. Weathers took a moment. “Normally, I wouldn’t indulge in such things as gossip, but I firmly believe you should be informed because of what you’ve been through.”

      “Thank you. So why is Dominic infamous?” Erin pressed.

      “Perhaps that is the wrong word since I didn’t mean it in a criminal sense. He simply has a certain reputation,” she hedged.

      “As a player?” Erin jumped in.

      The therapist nodded. “He goes through the local women like a bad case of the flu.”

      No surprise there. From the first glance, Erin knew he was a man-whore. It was all over him, in the way he talked, the way he looked at women . . . all was designed to attract. He was like a predator stalking prey. He didn’t do that to survive, only for the sport.

      “My suggestion would be to stay away from him as much as possible and don’t encourage him.”

      “I have no intention of doing anything like that. Encouraging him, I mean. I just wish my assistant would stop. I’m pretty sure she has a crush on him.” Erin frowned. “I tried to discourage her, to tell her he’s bad news, but she doesn’t want to listen.”

      “You’re a good friend, Erin. However, sometimes people need to make their own mistakes for them to learn from them. You can’t live her life for her. Just be there for her when he breaks her heart.”

      Erin nodded. “I will.” It frustrated her that Alicia wouldn’t take her advice.

      “You have good instincts. Just listen to them,” her therapist complimented.

      Unfortunately, Erin had obtained those instincts the hard way, while surviving hell with Mark. She had been no better than Alicia, naive, romantic, but she’d learned.

      Dominic reminded her of Mark in a way. That wasn’t to suggest they were pieces of the same cloth because they weren’t. Mark was a control freak and an abusive asshole, jealous beyond reason. Dominic was a man-whore who went through women like they were nothing but objects to fulfill his basic desires, but that was equally as bad.

      “I just wish Alicia could see what I see,” she replied.

      “Unfortunately, we can’t force people to see what we want them to see. Believe me, I’ve tried.” Dr. Weathers tried to make a little joke to lighten the mood. “Besides, Alicia has been in love with him for quite some time now.”

      “So disaster is inevitable?” Erin asked glumly.

      “Not necessarily. People can surprise you when you least expect it.”

      Erin knew it was her job to look at things from a positive perspective, but Erin was more realistic. She knew firsthand how people could surprise you, and not for the better. And she’d had the broken arm to prove it.

      That was why she planned on having a chat with Alicia again. Part of her knew it wasn’t her place to butt in, but then again, it wasn’t like there was anyone else volunteering to put some sense into that woman.

      One might ask, why was she getting so invested? It was because Alicia reminded her of herself too much. Alicia was great, and Erin didn’t want her making all the mistakes she made, like trusting the wrong guy.

      That made up her mind. For now she would wait, observe, and bide her time, be like a guardian angel and keep Alicia from harm’s way, also known as Dominic Martin.
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      After a very informative therapy session, Erin went to have some breakfast. There was a small diner right on Seaview, and the owner didn’t mind Fenix tagging along, so she had her meal there before going to work. It wasn’t nine yet, and Erin was pleasantly surprised to see Alicia had already opened the shop.

      That is one dedicated employee, Erin thought with approval. If Alicia continued like this, she would earn herself a nice Christmas bonus. Birthday bonus, too. It wasn’t like Erin couldn’t afford that.

      To be frank, in reality, Erin didn’t need this job whatsoever. From what she got from Mark, she could live comfortably wherever she liked, travel too, without having to work a day in her life. She still wanted to, though, for her peace of mind. For the sake of her sanity, it was always better to be busy.

      However, there was one more reason for all this charade. Although having the shop brought her joy since she loved animals, there was a need for a ruse as well. She didn’t want the good people of Misty Cliffs to know how wealthy she was. People tended to act differently, weirdly when money was involved, and Erin wanted to avoid that. She wanted them to like her for who she was, or not like her, but not because of the money.

      Alicia beamed as Erin entered.

      “We have three more appointments set,” she said in greeting.

      “All made this morning?” Erin asked in return, bemused.

      “Yes, in the last ten minutes, actually. Mr. O’Brian came in about his twin beagles, and then Mr. Jacobs made the appointment for Toby as well.”

      Erin had had the opportunity of meeting Toby. He was an old St. Bernard that lived with Mr. Jacobs in the lighthouse.

      From what she learned, Mr. Jacobs rarely came to town, and she was pleased he’d learned about the shop. Word traveled fast, indeed.

      “Great,” Erin replied. She was relieved they were getting this much business. For a moment, she was worried they wouldn’t since this was a small town and all. Luckily, she was wrong.

      As Erin started asking questions about what kind of treatments the owners wanted for their pets, the front door opened with a chime, and Kiara came inside, this time with a different dog by her side.

      “Hello, Kiara,” Erin greeted with a smile. She was honestly surprised to see her that quickly. She did say she would bring other dogs after liking what Erin did with Curly, but Erin was still startled by how quickly that happened.

      “I apologize for not making an appointment,” the other woman said, making a face as though that only now came to mind. “I had a hectic evening. My site went down.”

      “It’s okay. We have time,” Erin was quick to reassure her.

      Alicia asked, “What happened?”

      Kiara shrugged. “Server problems, but we managed to get everything back online.”

      Erin was glad to hear that and said as much. “So who is this?” Erin asked next, pointing at the small dog by Kiara’s feet.

      “This is Poppy,” she said with a small frown.

      Erin knew better than to simply approach the dog, so she waited for Kiara to explain the situation first. And she did.

      “You did such a fine job with Curly, I wanted to see if you could achieve the same result with my dear Poppy.”

      Poppy was a young black poodle.

      “She’s a recent rescue, and I’ve had many difficulties with her,” Kiara stressed. It was obvious that this was deeply troubling her.

      Erin felt the same way. In her desire to help, it was frustrating and troubling when she couldn’t. She hoped this wouldn’t be one of those cases.

      “She came from the continent, and she is just the sweetest thing, but she can’t stand other dogs. I have to keep her separate in my workshop.”

      Just as if on cue, Fenix appeared, friendly as ever, wagging his tail, and Poppy lost it. She immediately tried to run away, biting her leash as she growled at Fenix.

      Her good boy stopped in his tracks next to Erin, looking at her as though for further instructions.

      She patted him on the back. “Return to your place,” she told him, shooing him away. In rare cases like this one, when a dog was petrified and lashing out, Fenix’s presence could do more harm than good.

      Poppy was clearly traumatized beyond reason, distrustful of people and dogs alike, which meant it would take some time to calm her down to help her. She was shivering in a corner, flustered and nippy. And Erin’s heart broke seeing the general state of her.

      The small dog was clearly malnourished and matted in spots. Someone hadn’t been taking care of her properly, or at all, she corrected herself. Her owner was a rotten human being. And that knowledge filled Erin with so much fury she wanted to find that person and kick his butt.

      It was physically painful seeing such a beautiful dog in such a state, but she pushed all those negative feelings to the side, knowing a sensitive dog could pick up on them, and refocused on Poppy determinedly. She needed Erin’s help.

      Very slowly and deliberately, Erin crouched next to Kiara, and Poppy immediately took cover. She stopped growling, but her eyes were pretty bewildered. Getting a few treats from her pocket, Erin offered them to the dog.

      Her small nose immediately started working as she tried to identify if the thing the human was holding was edible. No matter how frightened she was and unsure of her surroundings, her brain was still telling her to get that treat.

      It took some patience, time, and gentle coaxing, but eventually, Poppy approached her. Kiara and Alicia remained silent and unmoving while Erin tried to establish a connection with Poppy.

      Erin smiled as the dog grabbed the treat from her hand. She did it very slowly, gently, and to Erin, that gesture right there said a lot.

      “That’s it, girl,” she complimented, offering her some more. After some more time passed, she was able to pat her, just a little.

      Eventually, Erin managed to take her to the bathroom, although getting her into one of the tubs took some coaxing. Erin was prepared to stop everything, return her to the playroom, and give her more time to calm down, even postpone this to some other day when Poppy suddenly, without warning, jumped in.

      “Bless her heart, she wants to get clean,” Kiara commented, placing a hand across her heart.

      Erin didn’t try to contradict her. Stranger things happened in this world than that.

      While she tended to the dog, she had to continue being very gentle, slow, and most importantly, emotionally calm. And before actually washing her, Erin realized she would have to cut some of her hair off, since it was just too tangled, and Kiara agreed. She worked on that quickly, efficiently, not wanting Poppy to get agitated all over again.

      Erin was pleased that although some of the fallen hair and skin did get tangled, the skin infection that could have taken place hadn’t. Kiara got her just in time.

      Poppy didn’t seem to mind that part much. If anything, she looked curiously at the bits that were falling off, giving them a little sniff.

      “Yes, honey, that was yours, but you don’t need it,” Erin said to the dog in a soft voice.

      The washing proved to be a problem. Several times, Erin had to stop to soothe the dog and calm her down, offering a steady stream of treats before proceeding. Eventually, they managed to go through it without a bigger incident and move on to soft toweling. She wagged her tail as Erin engulfed her between the cotton towels.

      “She likes it.”

      “I guess she does,” Erin agreed with a smile.

      But it went sideways after that. She couldn’t stand the dryer. Poppy appeared to hate the loud noise and the hot air coming from it. She tried to run away from it. Erin tried lowering the temperature, but it did no good.

      That happened sometimes, so Erin stopped, not wanting to press the dog further. Alicia gave her a couple more towels to dry her off that way. Poppy calmed down while being petted with the cloth.

      She really loved that. Kiara looked like she was taking a mental note of what was happening.

      “You are a really good girl,” Erin complimented as she clipped her nails.

      When she was dry enough, Erin trimmed her pelt into a usual style, but she used scissors, not the electric razor, not wanting to startle her all over again. Erin worked quickly, seeing she was getting fidgety, and although she continued to accept treats, it was obvious she was starting to hesitate. Poppy was getting tired of it all.

      Erin made a few finishing touches before clipping a bow next to her right ear. Erin offered it to Poppy first to sniff before placing it in its place. She didn’t seem to mind.

      “There, girl. Look how beautiful you are,” Erin said, placing a small mirror in front of her.

      Poppy sniffed at the surface but didn’t look impressed that some other dog was staring back at her.

      Kiara and Alicia were both grinning while that happened.

      “Tough crowd,” Erin said mostly to herself, yet the two women heard her and started laughing.

      “You are a miracle worker,” Kiara complimented once she calmed.

      She looked impressed by what Erin had managed to accomplish in a matter of hours. She wished they’d taken a before and after image because the difference was staggering.

      “Look how her pelt shines now,” Alicia said.

      “She is a beautiful dog, simply needed some attention to show it,” Erin said knowingly.

      “I will definitely be bringing my other dogs in the next couple of days,” Kiara said, clearly still in a daze.

      “How many dogs do you have?” Erin asked out of curiosity.

      Kiara waved dismissively in return. “I have a huge house and detest being alone.”

      Erin’s frown was light. That wasn’t really an answer to her question, but then again if Kiara indeed had such a huge house, then maybe she didn’t know. She almost chuckled at that, imagining a motel for animals run by this jewelry shop owner.

      “Talk to Alicia about appointments,” Erin said while putting Poppy down from the grooming table.

      “Will do. Oh, look at you, honey, how clean and beautiful you are,” Kiara said to Poppy in an entirely different voice.

      While she was a bit cold and clipped even while speaking with humans, with this dog, she was completely different. Her voice was soft, warm, and full of love.

      And the small dog recognized that and wiggled her way toward her. Kiara petted her gingerly. “My beautiful Poppy.”

      It was a very emotional scene watching those two interact, as though for the first time. Poppy looked as though she was relaxed, free from fear, and returned to Erin, who petted her as well.

      They all moved to the front of the shop so Kiara could pay for the services.

      “Thank you again, Erin.”

      “No problem,” Erin replied, putting her hands in her pockets.

      Kiara and Poppy, freshly bathed and with a new attitude, were at the door when Dominic appeared out of nowhere.

      Not this guy again. Erin groaned inwardly.

      They were all having a nice moment, and now he showed up, putting a damper on it all.

      He’d felt off to her from day one, yet over time, that gut feeling worsened. After last night when he’d dropped by acting in that way and was so dismissive with Alicia, it definitely intensified her animosity.

      After what she’d been through, she couldn’t stand men like him. She hoped he was simply passing by and not trying to visit her again, or God forbid, flirt with her.

      Unfortunately, he stopped and came in, but Kiara got in his way. Erin cheered in secrecy.

      Dominic didn’t look particularly pleased to see her. The sentiment appeared to be mutual. For a fleeting moment, Erin wondered if there was a story there. Probably was.

      Dominic looked past Kiara and grinned at Erin. “Hello, Erin. Are we going for that drink now?”

      Erin didn’t get a chance to refuse him because someone beat her to the punch.

      Kiara made a face that oozed disdain. “Of course, you would come sniffing around like a mutt in heat.” She spat each word as though finding them dirty without reproach.

      “Hello, Kiara, always a pleasure. Say, did you find another guy to boss around? No, wait, he ran away.” He made a morose expression. “Make sure to keep the next one on a leash like all your other dogs.”

      Kiara pressed her lips in a tight line. “Get lost, you dumb blond. All your tricks are old and smelly, like that rug you call a shirt.”

      Erin had no idea whether she should intervene or not. Either way, it was entertaining to watch these two go at each other. Kiara really didn’t pull any punches, and Dominic was matching her every step of the way, so Erin got the impression this wasn’t the first time they’d sparred like this. However, seeing Poppy dart behind Kiara’s legs and cower, her eyes frightened as she stared at Dominic, had her worried.

      Just when things really started to get heated up, Stella joined the party. She frowned at her brother. “Would you stop being such a pain in the ass?” She shook her head, rolling her eyes at his behavior.

      Dominic looked at all the women surrounding him, none of them regarding him too kindly, apart from Alicia, who was grinning like a fool, and put a hand through his hair. “Whatever,” he said, spitting on the ground. “I’m out of here. Your loss.” The last part was meant for Erin, and he delivered it with a wink before walking away.

      “Sorry about him,” Stella called as she headed back out the door and down the street.

      Erin sank down to Poppy’s level and cooed at her. “It’s okay, baby, the irritating man is gone now.”

      Poppy wagged her tail a bit and cautiously came out from behind Kiara.

      “So, you’ve met Dominic, I see,” Kiara said, annoyance in her voice.

      “Unfortunately.” Erin nodded as Mrs. Schmitt entered with her Chihuahua. “Hello,” Erin greeted her. “Alicia, will you see to them while I finish up with Kiara?”

      Kiara gave her a curious look but didn’t say anything.

      “Of course. Right this way, Mrs. Schmitt. How is Alice feeling today?” Alicia smiled and gestured to the client to follow her.

      Erin waited for Alicia to be out of earshot before saying, “The man is a pest. Wouldn’t take no for an answer, and Alicia doesn’t help because she’s got a crush on him.”

      “Ah, yes, I have heard that she was mooning over him,” Kiara said. “I’m glad you’ve seen through him. He’s responsible for several broken hearts just on Seaview alone, even got a local girl pregnant. I heard she had to leave town to get an abortion, the poor girl. I also know two childhood best friends who stopped speaking to each other after learning he had been with both of them at the same time. And that isn’t the least he’s done. A year ago, he was responsible for a chlamydia outbreak among the single women, a few married ones as well. It was quite a scandal.”

      Erin could only imagine. To have such a pest in the city was a big problem. Then again, there was always one who couldn’t help but cause havoc. In the neighborhood she grew up in, that person was her dad. He was a local drunk who fought in bars all the time. That was what he loved, what he lived for. With that in mind, though, there was one thing he loved even more, and that was embarrassing Erin.

      As soon as she started working and making enough money, she’d moved as far away from him as possible.

      So it seemed Dominic was equally as bad as her father was, she realized. Didn’t he have any shame? Erin couldn’t believe he still lived in Misty Cliffs after causing such a ruckus.

      “Unfortunately, he doesn’t just chase after single women. Every once in a while, he starts chasing an attached woman or two,” Kiara said with disgust.

      “I had him pegged as a man-whore without morals or standards. My guess is he’ll chase after anything in a skirt.”

      Kiara smirked. “As you can imagine, it’s landed him in a fight or two.”

      “He should get his ass kicked for such behavior,” Erin replied, fully supporting that. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like he learned his lesson.” She sighed.

      “That is probably due to the fact that there are women who like his attention,” Kiara murmured, and they both turned to look toward the playroom, where Alicia was speaking with Mrs. Schmitt.

      “What about Stella?” Erin asked, feeling like she’d heard enough about Dominic to last a lifetime.

      “She recently moved into town, and as far as I can see, she tries to rein Dominic in, but I’ve never actually spoken to her.”

      “She dragged Dominic out of my shop pretty successfully the other night.” And with a flair, she might add.

      “The burdens of family.” Kiara smiled. “Anyway, I’d better go, but we’ll see you for our Martha’s Fishing Club meeting, right?”

      “Of course, I’m looking forward to it.” Erin waved as Kiara and Poppy headed out the door, then turned to go help Alicia with Mrs. Schmitt and her Chihuahua.
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      Erin took Sunday off. It had been a while since she’d sat back and done nothing. Over the past year, she’d fought that evil family to claim what belonged to her, fought for justice, and now, at least once in a while, she deserved the right to do absolutely nothing and simply enjoy the company of her furry companion, Fenix.

      That impression of the scared dog Poppy hiding behind Kiara stayed with her. That was the problem with traumatized dogs—they could get triggered by anything. They were like people in that regard. Maybe Dominic reminded her of her former owner, the one who had neglected her so badly. It was hard to say without actually knowing her background.

      She pondered that as she took Fenix to see the lighthouse. They went there on foot. She had to admit, it looked rather impressive in real life. The structure was painted in red, and she suspected it was a recent job, as it shone brightly, especially as the sun was up.

      She could see Mr. Jacobs, the lighthouse keeper, with his dog, Toby, speaking with a few tourists about the history of the lighthouse. He was telling them who built it, why, and things like that, but after waving to him, Erin went in a different direction. She didn’t want to bother him, so she and Fenix went to the beach.

      They found a small beach hidden among rocks, and they settled there, listening to the waves smashing against the cliffs. Despite the constant noise, it was peaceful. Erin actually lay down and had a little nap. It was the most peaceful sleep she’d had in a long time.

      She was pretty surprised by that fact once she woke.

      “Maybe I should have built my cottage here,” she joked with Fenix on their way back as the sun started its slow descent.

      The next couple of days came and went. Erin and Alicia worked side by side in the shop without problems. Erin was pleased to see that Alicia was a fast learner. Erin never had to tell her something more than twice, and she was a natural with animals, there was no doubt about that. As she progressed so well, Erin decided to allow her to groom one of the dogs completely on her own. Erin would supervise and offer suggestions if needed, but otherwise, she wouldn’t intervene.

      She seemed pretty excited by the opportunity.

      And Alicia aced it. She took care of Charlie, one of the more agreeable dogs, naturally, and she did an amazing job. Erin was very proud of her.

      On Friday night, she and Alicia went to Kiara’s house for the Martha’s Fishing Club meeting. She had no idea where Kiara lived, so Alicia agreed to carpool with her and show her the way. Naturally, Fenix was with them, although he was less than pleased that he was denied to sit in the front seat.

      Erin didn’t want to appear empty-handed coming to someone’s house for the first time, so she’d decided to bake olive bread. That was one of the few things she was good at and knew she wouldn’t mess it up. Then she stopped by Nancy’s grocery store to buy a bottle of wine. The selection wasn’t that great, but then again, Erin wasn’t an expert, so she simply bought the most expensive bottle available.

      She felt slightly nervous as she drove to Seaview Street to pick Alicia up. It had been a while since she’d socialized with other people on such a grand scale, and she wanted to make a good impression.

      “What’s that delicious smell?” Alicia asked as she jumped into the car.

      “Fenix rolled in the grass,” Erin deadpanned. He, too, wanted to look nice for tonight.

      “No, some kind of food.”

      “Oh, I made olive bread for the party. It’s still warm.”

      “It smells delicious,” Alicia complimented.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank you, by the way, for letting me tag along.”

      Erin looked at her oddly for the briefest of moments. She was still driving the car, after all.

      “What are you talking about? Kiara invited you too,” she pointed out.

      “She wouldn’t have if it weren’t for you. I wasn’t working in Seaview up until now, and I have been dying to see what all the fuss is about,” she said in one breath.

      Erin didn’t know what to say to that. You’re welcome sounded wrong. “Now we’ll see what the fuss is about together,” Erin replied instead.

      They continued to chat on their way.

      “I was meaning to ask you, why Fenix?” Alicia asked with interest.

      She understood perfectly. Not many dogs were named that. “I worked part-time in the shelter where he was born. His mother had a big litter, and he came out last. He was small, so weak, and the people who were working there thought he wouldn’t make it. The mother pushed him away as though he were already dead. At some point, he stopped moving, stopped breathing. The vet picked him up and managed to bring him back. The next day, when I came, they were debating what to do with him because he required constant care. And I volunteered to take him.”

      It wasn’t a conscious decision. She saw him, heard what the veterinarian said, and she picked him up. Even so small, fragile, and blind, he started licking her as though grateful someone had decided to show him kindness.

      “Oh, I get it,” Alicia said, snapping Erin from her reverie. “Fenix because he went away and came back, like the phoenix bird.”

      “Right, Fenix is Greek for phoenix,” Erin replied with a small nod. And he came back stronger.

      That was something they had in common. Her heart had stopped beating for a while as well. After Mark’s beating, her body simply gave up at some point, and the doctors had to resuscitate her. She was young and healthy, and they immediately managed to bring her back.

      At times, she thought they both came back to find each other. Fenix was her kindred spirit, best friend, and protector.

      She decided not to share that part with Alicia. Even before the move, Erin had decided not to speak about Mark to anyone other than Dr. Weathers. A new life meant to be unburdened from the mistakes of the past. Besides, telling someone she was dead for a while because her husband had tried to kill her was a big downer, and they were going to a party, after all.

      About ten minutes later, they arrived. As she parked in the front, Erin could only stare at the massive, ostentatious house—no, scratch that, mansion—Kiara lived in.

      Dogs started barking the instant they left the car, and now Erin understood why Kiara had moved here. She had no neighbors, at least not close ones. Fenix immediately started wagging his tail in excitement. He was a true social butterfly.

      “I am so glad you came.” Kiara walked outside to greet them. “And you brought Fenix, how lovely. You can take him to the garden to meet the pack. We’re all inside,” she instructed. “Oh, what’s that?” she asked, motioning to the bottle and platter in Erin’s hands.

      Erin smiled. “I didn’t want to come empty-handed, so I made olive bread and brought wine.”

      “That was so sweet. You didn’t have to do that.” Kiara took them from her. “Go get Fenix settled, and I’ll get this set out for everyone.”

      Erin was mind-boggled by the sheer number of dogs that were housed in the backyard. They all came to meet Fenix, and shortly after, they started playing. With a full heart that he had so many new friends, she went inside, hoping to achieve the same.

      Donna was there. Erin immediately saw her. She was in the middle of some story, and the women around her were laughing like crazy.

      She stopped and glanced at her. So did everyone else.

      “Hi, girls,” she greeted.

      “Hi, Erin, grab a drink and join the party,” Donna said.

      “Will do.”

      There was a table in the corner of the living room that had a margarita pitcher on it that was half full, so she grabbed an empty glass that was also provided and poured herself a drink.

      “Make that two,” Alicia said beside her.

      “Make that three,” an unknown woman said. “I’m Cordelia Larsen,” she added in the same instance.

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Erin,” she said, offering a margarita.

      Cordelia was in her late twenties, very tall, very blonde, with perfect skin and large brown eyes. She wore tight jeans and a red shirt that went well with her complexion and hair.

      She was a local esthetician, a cosmetologist, and she owned the shop right next to Erin. She offered treatments as well as sold various skin-care products. It was a well-rounded service.

      “I meant to greet you sooner, but sadly, I have allergies,” she said somewhat apologetically.

      “Oh, that’s okay,” Erin replied sympathetically.

      She felt sorry for people who were allergic to animals. Their lives were impoverished because of it. Although, there were types of cats and dogs whose hair did not cause allergies. She was about to mention that to Cordelia, but she had already turned around to rejoin the rest of the crowd.

      “I have to tell you what happened to me today.” Cordelia immediately launched into a story. “I put a facial mask on a client, and as the other came in, I totally forgot to set the timer on to take it off after fifteen minutes.”

      “And what happened?” Donna wanted to know.

      “I remembered about forty-five minutes later, and when I took it off, her face was blue!”

      “Like a Smurf?” Kiara asked, aghast.

      “Yes,” Cordelia said, straight-faced with a small shrug. “She would have been the perfect casting for Smurfette.”

      They all started laughing.

      “Luckily, I managed to remove it, leaving the client none the wiser. She even tipped me, saying her skin had never looked better.”

      “Remind me to never come and have a facial,” Donna deadpanned.

      “At your age, you really should,” Cordelia countered.

      The friendly banter continued.

      While listening, Erin glanced outside to see what Fenix was up to. He was enjoying himself immensely with Kiara’s pack of misfits. And then it dawned on her—Kiara had at least dozens of dogs on the property, and they were allowed to roam the house as they pleased, but Cordelia looked perfectly fine, so her story about allergies was complete bullshit.

      Why did she lie? Erin wondered. It was true that she was new in town, new on Seaview, but it wasn’t mandatory to come and meet her, so why lie?

      Regardless, Erin decided to brush it off and enjoy her evening. She met a few other women who worked on Seaview. Nancy arrived last, since she clearly had to close the grocery store first, but some of her employees were here as well, Maribelle and Biyu.

      Erin also met Nora, who worked at the jewelry shop with Kiara. Erin was nervous she would start messing up names since there were a lot of new faces. Fortunately, she had Alicia, who could help her if needed.

      Overall, Martha’s Fishing Club was full of very joyful women, especially after a couple of margaritas. And then the party really started when Kiara brought out the good wine along with the bottle Erin had brought, her olive bread, and some cheese.

      Erin was not much of a drinker, so she paced herself, yet the atmosphere was so good, she started feeling more relaxed to indulge a little more. She was nervous at first, but she soon realized there was no need for that. They were all very welcoming and friendly toward her.

      “You have a lovely home,” she said to Kiara at some point.

      Kiara made a face in return. “It is an abomination. It’s equal to a red Ferrari for a man during his midlife crisis,” she replied with a laugh. “It was the only thing big enough and far enough away from neighbors to house my babies.”

      “You are doing an amazing thing here for these dogs.”

      “I know,” she replied. If anyone else had said that, it would sound ostentatious, but since Kiara said it, it was just fine.

      Erin spent most of the night talking with Donna and Kiara and, surprisingly, with Cordelia.

      Although she’d lied for some reason, Erin decided to let that slide. She rationalized that perhaps the other woman was embarrassed that she hadn’t made time to come and meet her, so she found an excuse. Erin had learned hospitality played a big role in this community, and Cordelia hadn’t shown enough.

      Since Erin grew up in Pittsburgh, in a big city where people tended to mind their own business, she didn’t take offense at the fact that Cordelia didn’t rush to meet her, nor had she expected that. In other words, they were cool. More than cool.

      During the night, Cordelia told so many fun stories that Erin found herself laughing like crazy. At some point, her stomach actually hurt. It was insane what kind of things transpired in her skin-care and cosmetics shop, which was called Diva.

      As the night progressed, they all took turns speaking about what anecdotal, funny thing happened to them, although Cordelia spoke the most.

      And then it was Kiara’s turn. “You will definitely not believe what happened to me the other day,” she started with a smile.

      The other women went quiet as though knowing they were about to receive a treat.

      “I was taking Poppy, my newest rescue, to Erin.” She turned to point at her at that moment. “By the way, she is a miracle worker, and I highly recommend her services.”

      Erin simply mouthed a thank you at that, not wanting to interrupt the story she’d just begun.

      “And while I was there, guess who decided to show up?” She looked knowingly at the group, with one eyebrow raised, and as if on cue, they all started laughing.

      Erin of course knew what she was speaking about and didn’t fully understand the reaction. She felt like she was missing a part of the story.

      “Well, of course Dominic came knocking,” Donna chimed in. “We all know how he loves fresh meat. Sorry, Erin.”

      “It’s okay,” Erin replied good-naturedly. “I am fresh meat, and he clearly is not,” she deadpanned, and most started snickering at that.

      “Oh, snap,” Kiara commented. “I knew I would like you.”

      “Likewise.” Erin grinned and really meant it.

      “The man is a constant pest, continually sniffing around my girls at the store,” Nancy huffed, sounding irritated.

      Erin couldn’t help but understand her frustration.

      Some of the ladies continued to giggle.

      As the crowd started to calm down, Kiara made a face. “But we really shouldn’t laugh at him. That poor soul, what else can he do?” She was nailing it, the look of concern on her face Oscar-worthy. “He needs to always find fresh blood because we all know him and his smug attitude too well.”

      “Some more than others,” Donna commented, which elicited another eruption of laughter.

      Erin didn’t have to be a genius to piece out that all the women present had been chased by Dominic at some point in history. But with Donna’s comment, it was safe to assume some even let themselves be caught as well, which Erin found interesting.

      Is Kiara so hard toward him because she’s an ex? Erin banished that. She didn’t look like the type who would be attracted to the likes of Dominic. Then again, stranger things happened in the world. Besides, she was known to be wrong before.

      Dominic’s pursuits appeared to be a constant amusement to the group.

      All except one, as it turned out.

      Alicia stayed out of that conversation completely and didn’t laugh at all. Because she wasn’t included in the statistics, or because she wanted to be one of the statistics wasn’t clear. Probably a little bit of both.

      Oh, Alicia . . .
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      As it turned out, Erin was way off in her assessment of Alicia. She neither grieved for not being hit on by Dominic, nor was she wistful to be with him. And Erin learned that in a rather peculiar way.

      On Monday, Erin stayed late in the shop. Alicia offered to help close up, but Erin refused, letting her go home early since they only had one computer and the work couldn’t be done twice as fast.

      Alicia thanked her, then eagerly left the shop, giving the impression she was relieved, having somewhere else to be. Although while they’d chatted during the day, Erin did ask if she had plans for tonight, and Alicia simply shrugged the question away, stating there wasn’t much to be done in Misty Cliffs on a Monday night.

      Shortly after Alicia left, Erin completely forgot about the other woman as she immersed herself in the work at hand. She set up everything for the next day, then started doing inventory when out of the blue, she started to hear strange noises.

      She stopped what she was doing, trying to get a feel of it—what was the nature of it, where the source of it was, and things like that.

      “Do you hear that, boy?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      His ears perked up, which she took as a yes.

      Instinctively, Erin went to investigate. The noise wasn’t completely ominous in nature, only strange and alien since the shop was overall quiet as Erin was sitting behind a computer, crunching some numbers.

      Perhaps it was an injured cat or a burglar trying to come inside via the back door. Although what burglar would make those specific sounds was beyond her. Perhaps an injured one, or one with asthma.

      Shaking her head because her thoughts were beyond silly, she reached the small storage room, then paused. Is this a good idea? She was treating this as nothing. What if she was in grave danger without realizing it?

      Should I call the police? She immediately banished that. So far, there were no indicators she was in danger, so calling the police would be beyond silly. She didn’t want to get on the local police department’s bad side by making a call that turned into a false alarm.

      Still, she silently jogged back, very lightly on her feet, toward the front desk, and reaching into her bag, she took out a stun gun. After what had happened to her with Mark, she always carried it with her.

      With her weapon at the ready and Fenix by her side, she returned to the storage room since it appeared the noise was the loudest there. Entering, she realized that the sound wasn’t coming from the outside of the building but from within. More accurately put, from above. From Alicia’s apartment. Finally putting two and two together, figuring out the true nature of those sounds, Erin’s whole face went bright pink.

      So much for not having anything to do on a Monday night. She snickered.

      Apparently, Alicia’s bedroom was right above the storage room, and the acoustics were pretty great, unfortunately. It left no room for the imagination of what was currently happening upstairs. Erin now fully understood Alicia’s eagerness to get out of work as soon as possible.

      That thought made her laugh even more.

      The sex Alicia was having at the moment was impressively loud, not to mention clearly enjoyable for both parties involved. Realizing she was still there, looking above like some peeping tom, Erin left the storage room, making sure to fully close the door behind herself.

      Now that she knew what those noises were all about, she could hear them more clearly, although she returned to the reception area.

      “You go, girl,” she muttered to herself as she tried to return to work, dutifully ignoring Alicia’s pleasure moans.

      Erin was glad the other woman was clearly enjoying herself and not pining over some man-whore like Dominic.

      Okay, look at the numbers, Erin. She commanded herself to stop feeling like the third wheel. She debated whether she should simply finish this tomorrow and go home, give Alicia and her partner their privacy back. Although they were not aware of her, she couldn’t help feeling like she was imposing on their most private moments.

      On the other hand, she hated this type of work and needed it done as soon as possible.

      Maybe I have some headphones stashed here, she thought in a strike of inspiration. As she looked about in the desk drawers, the noises stopped altogether after a very climactic ending.

      I don’t need them anymore, she thought with a small smile, returning her gaze toward the computer screen. Within minutes, she was once again concentrating on the paperwork, urging herself to hurry and get home to make some dinner and rest. In the next hour and a half, Alicia and her partner had two more sessions of intense lovemaking.

      Alicia was pretty insatiable, as it turned out, and luckily, her partner had enough stamina to cater to her needs. Good for her, Erin cheered.

      She stopped herself there and took a moment to analyze her thoughts and emotions and to contemplate how inappropriate she was on a scale of one to ten.

      Sex was the most natural thing in the world, nothing to be ashamed about, and Erin was glad Alicia was getting some. And the fact that she was aware of it couldn’t tarnish that in any way.

      More to the point, if Erin were having a night of amazing sex with a guy she liked, she would definitely share it with her friends and would expect those friends to be happy for her.

      Sadly, she had neither. Erin stopped herself there because thinking about it would make her feel sad and depressed. She was all alone here, and that was as pathetic as it was tragic.

      Was that the case, though? A part of her rebelled. One of the things she learned in therapy was perceiving something as realistically as possible, without emotions and, most importantly, without self-pity.

      She didn’t have a partner at the moment by choice. After what had happened with Mark, she had trust issues toward others and was insecure about herself. She didn’t feel like she could trust herself to make the right decisions or choose the right guy, which was all perfectly understandable.

      So, for now, she wanted to remain solo while she worked on herself. As for friends, she was actively working on getting some. She was new in town, after all. At the same time, that wasn’t an endeavor one could simply work hard at and expect results. Friendships had to form more organically. They formed among like-minded people, at the right time, for the right reason, so she would have to be patient and let things happen on their own over time.

      After spending some time here, getting to know people apart from Alicia, Erin really liked Kiara, Donna, and Cordelia and hoped they would become good friends in the future.

      As she contemplated her place in this quaint small town while working on really dull paperwork, Erin found it easier to tune out all the noises she wasn’t supposed to be aware of in the first place. Respecting someone’s privacy was part of being a good friend, at any rate.

      While she was in college, Erin had a really funny roommate, Maria. She had no boundaries whatsoever and would most definitely speak about things that were considered impolite. If she were in this situation, she would certainly high-five Alicia afterward. She would go so far as to ask what skills the guy used to make her scream so hard. The whole imaginary scene made Erin laugh.

      She hadn’t thought about Maria in a long time and wondered what became of her. They’d lost touch after she and Mark started dating. She lost so much because of that man, yet at the same time, he wasn’t the only one to blame. It was her choice to be with him in the first place.

      If he was manipulative, then she definitely let him manipulate her. She was alone for so long that when she found someone who claimed to love her, she clung to him with all her might.

      Her former therapist thought deep down, she believed she wasn’t worthy of love since her mother had bailed, leaving her with an alcoholic father who liked his vice more than he ever loved her. And perhaps there was some truth to that, but she was working hard to change it.

      Her previous therapist had insisted, made a whole speech about how they were all deserving of love. “The key is not to simply know that you are deserving but feel that toward yourself as well. Love yourself, and also recognize it when someone else offers his love to you.”

      Piece of cake.

      Erin felt she was seriously lacking in that department. She was on the road to accepting that she was worthy of love, but the rest . . . For the most part, she liked her new life. Could that count for something? She believed so.

      Her stomach started growling, which made her stop working for a moment. Should I just go home? she asked herself again. There wasn’t much work left. However, it wasn’t like her fridge was fully stocked. Erin constantly forgot to go grocery shopping.

      And then it dawned on her. Erin had a packed lunch in her bag and had completely forgotten to eat it because that was when Travis, a dog who came for a trim, threw up on her shoes, so she lost her appetite.

      That appetite was alive and well now, and she practically skipped toward her locker to grab the container with the Caesar salad. It wouldn’t be a meal to remember, but it would certainly keep her full.

      She sniffed it, deeming it still good to eat.

      Erin started eating with a plastic utensil, which she hated. She reminded herself that she would really have to buy proper ones for work as she walked back toward the desk.

      Since she wasn’t working at the moment and wasn’t lost in thoughts either, she realized the noises had stopped again. So round three was a bit shorter than the first two, she noted.

      Apparently, someone else needed a snack. She almost chuckled at her own joke. As she thought that, the noises started up again. But this time around, they were definitely not noises of pleasure but two people talking or, more likely, arguing.

      She returned to the reception area and took a seat when the distinct sound of a door being slammed echoed all around her.

      The apartment was designed in such a way that it had a separate entrance in the side alley, which Erin found perfect. It would be completely inconvenient for Alicia, or whoever was renting the apartment, to go through the shop each time she wanted to leave. It would also make these kinds of encounters extremely awkward.

      As it was, someone left the apartment without having to interact with Erin.

      About five seconds later, she could hear Alicia yelling. Although her voice was pretty muffled, Erin recognized it immediately. She also heard what she said. “Why can’t you stay just once? Why are you always leaving?” That was asked not in anger, but sadness or perhaps shock.

      The man replied almost instantly, “I have things to do.” That was said in a completely dismissive manner.

      Erin frowned. That was rude. Not to mention, she was sure she’d heard that voice before. She just couldn’t place when or where. Perhaps it was one of their customers. Perhaps that was why it sounded so familiar.

      “Whatever,” Alicia countered, and then Erin heard the slamming of the door.

      That ended poorly.

      As Erin pondered the identity of Alicia’s night visitor, she could see a very familiar figure passing by the shop’s window from the direction of Alicia’s apartment.

      What the fuck? she exclaimed inside her head.

      He even stopped to light a smoke, and Erin ducked, turning the screen off so she would be immersed in complete darkness. She didn’t want to be seen by that asshole right now.

      Peeking over the counter, Erin made sure he was gone before turning her computer back on. She was shell-shocked. Alicia’s “friend” was none other than Dominic Martin.

      Now she truly knew too much.

      Erin should have recognized that asshole’s voice from the start, but she would never think in a million years that Alicia was sleeping with him. She deserved so much better.

      Alicia is sleeping with Dominic. Holy hell, what a revelation.

      Now her demeanor toward that man-whore completely made sense. It made sense that she was so happy each time she saw him and withdrawn during the party as the women were trashing him. It filled Erin with fury remembering how dismissive and uncaring he was toward Alicia. He had flirted with her in front of Alicia, for crying out loud.

      She stopped herself there, seeing how she was getting upset. Alicia was a grown woman, and she could sleep or be with whomever she wanted. Erin was not her mother, but her friend. And although she believed Alicia was making a really big mistake by getting entangled with that lowlife, that was her mistake to make.

      All the same, this was huge, and Erin could only shake her head in disbelief.

      Alicia and Dominic are hooking up. What the hell?
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      To say Erin was stunned by what she discovered would be the freaking understatement of the year. Alicia, the sweet, always smiling Alicia, was sleeping with Dominic. With Dominic, who was always slightly drunk each time she saw him, no matter the hour of the day.

      Why is she sleeping with him? Okay, the guy can go three times a night, but was that really enough to ignore everything else? He treated women like they meant nothing, and that was a specific trigger for Erin. She hated men like that because Mark was like that as well. Alicia deserved better than to be someone’s bootie call.

      No matter how long she thought about it, she couldn’t fathom why a woman like Alicia was with someone like Dominic. Didn’t she see how he treated other women, how he treated her in the same manner? He’d flirted with Erin in front of her, for crying out loud. Alicia couldn’t think that was normal behavior. Right?

      Erin was horrified by that whole experience, now knowing those two were sleeping together. He asked me for a drink right in front of her. Erin was thoroughly disgusted.

      That man was the devil, and Erin wasn’t particularly religious. She really believed that some people were simply rotten to the core. She’d met a few in Pittsburgh, and now she was aware that there was one residing in Misty Cliffs as well.

      She realized then that she sounded like her nana. Her nana had watched over her when she was little. While her father drank himself to death, she’d spent her hours with his mother, Nana Mimi. Nana always spoke about how there was the devil in some people, making them act in vicious ways, including her father. And now, Erin knew her nana was right.

      Dominic was one of those people. Perhaps he wasn’t born evil, but the circumstances and choices he’d made definitely turned him into the immoral entity he was today. There were no other words, or more accurate words, to describe him.

      Erin was lucky her reflexes were good and that Dominic didn’t see her on his way home, or wherever, after leaving Alicia’s apartment. If she hadn’t had enough presence of mind to turn the computer off, he would have definitely seen her, and Erin could only guess what would have happened next. She shuddered with disgust. There was no way she could have dealt with him tonight without giving Fenix a command to bite him in the ass. Perhaps it would be better for the entire community if Fenix bit him somewhere else, but even Erin wasn’t that cruel.

      Realizing she’d wasted too much time being shocked and outraged, she did the rest of the work in haste. She’d stayed there much longer than needed, and she chastised herself for that. Then again, it wasn’t like there was someone waiting for her at home. But she still had to rest and prepare for tomorrow since they would be having a busy day, if all the appointments were any indicator.

      Erin made sure not to make too big a noise when she closed up. She didn’t want Alicia to know she was still there at this hour. She didn’t want the other woman suspecting she’d seen or heard anything. That would certainly make Alicia feel uncomfortable, so Erin wanted to avoid that. It was a fair assumption. If Alicia wasn’t embarrassed by what she was doing with Dominic, then she would have already told Erin, or anyone else, for that matter, about what was going on. So maybe there was a part of her that knew this was a mistake.

      Which brought her back to that same question. Why? Why was Alicia sleeping with Dominic? What was the gain? Erin simply couldn’t fathom it. And she was sure that would stay true no matter how much time passed.

      Luckily, she had until morning to get over herself and stop being so judgmental. Alicia was entitled to her private life, and that was all that mattered.

      It went without saying that she planned to never mention to the other woman that she knew her secret.

      Throughout a very long night, Erin slept little due to her nightmares, so she had plenty of time to think things over and conclude that it wasn’t her place to meddle anyway. She wasn’t Alicia’s mother, after all. Although to be fair, Erin was sure in a situation like this one that not even members of the family could change matters at hand. Alicia was a grownup who could do whatever she pleased, with whomever she pleased. It was as simple as that.

      Erin didn’t have to like it, but that was not the point anyway. I guess as long as she’s happy . . . She scratched that immediately since Alicia couldn’t be happy with that man. She heard how he spoke to her. How she wished him to stay, spend the night with her, and he’d so coldly refused.

      Stop it. This was not her mess, not her problem, so she needed to stop with all these mental aerobics. It was true she got triggered seeing someone she was fond of making the same mistakes she’d made, but there was nothing she could do but be there as a friend if Alicia ever needed her. And that was all.

      All the same, Erin couldn’t help observing Alicia’s behavior in the next couple of days. On Tuesday morning, there was no glow around her that would suggest she’d spent an amazing night filled with lots of fantastic sex.

      Alicia was, of course, very dutiful at work, eager to learn as much as Erin was willing to teach her, but generally, she wasn’t smiling as much, and when left to her own devices, she looked kind of mopey. Everything about her suggested boy problems.

      Erin didn’t have to be a genius or a mind reader to know why that was the case. Dominic was a dickhead, plain and simple. He was so undeserving of having a girl like Alicia moping around for him.

      Sadly, she would lighten up, her mouth instantly spreading into the most glorious of smiles, each time that douchebag entered the shop. Which was for some unexplained reason every single day. For a man who didn’t own a pet, he spent a great deal of his time in an animal grooming shop.

      The first time he strolled inside and began chatting with Erin, he started asking her out for a drink again. Erin refused him and made a mental note to make herself scarce in the future when he came in, all in hope of preventing such scenes from happening again.

      And she did just that a handful of times, leaving those two alone in the reception area to flirt, fight or whatever as she hung out in the playroom with Fenix or any other dogs that were there at the moment.

      From the playroom she could hear him asking for her, where she was, why she wouldn’t come to say hello to him, and things like that. It was painful listening to Alicia make excuses or pretend to not understand his meaning. That man had no scruples, not that she wasn’t already aware of that.

      However, as it turned out, hiding from him didn’t solve anything. It only made him more determined to reach her. So she realized she would simply have to face him head-on, be specific that it would be a cold day in hell when she said yes to a drink with him, and hope like crazy that Alicia wouldn’t get hurt in the process. It must be hard seeing him so interested in another woman while sleeping with him.

      Poor Alicia.

      If this were a movie, he would get hit by a bus or something right about now since that was how karma worked. Not that she wished for him to get hurt in real life. Erin wanted him to see the light, see the error of his ways and stop being such a disrespectful dick toward Alicia.

      Erin knew that was a pretty tall order, especially to someone so blind to his own actions and their consequences.

      At the same time, who was she to judge? She’d made the biggest mistake in her life and almost died because of it. However, that did not have to be Alicia’s story. Perhaps Dominic would change for Alicia. Perhaps their love would be true despite the rocky start.

      Really?

      Erin felt like slapping herself for having such foolish thoughts. That kind of stuff happened only in romantic movies, and although Misty Cliffs was a pretty location, it was far from magic land.

      A couple of days after Erin learned Alicia was hooking up with Dominic, Alicia rushed out of the store to catch up with a client who forgot the dry shampoo he’d bought for his dog, leaving Erin alone for a moment. That was when Dominic came in, and the little bell chimed, announcing his arrival. At the moment, Erin was turned away from the door, putting more products on the shelves behind the table.

      “That was quick,” she commented, assuming it was Alicia returning after delivering the shampoo to Mr. Park.

      “I can be quick when needed, but usually I like to take my time,” Dominic replied.

      Erin cursed under her breath, turning to face the menace.

      “I thought you were Alicia,” she explained, not wanting him to get any wrong ideas. Although by his expression, it was already too late.

      “You thought I was Alicia and got something better,” he said with a grin.

      “Right,” she countered with as much disdain as she could muster, and to that, he actually laughed.

      “I like your sense of humor, Erin. It’s so refreshing.”

      She was not joking around with him.

      “Dominic, as you can see, I have work to do, and since Alicia isn’t here . . .” She left the sentence hanging, hoping he would take the hint.

      He didn’t. “That’s okay, I came to see you.”

      Erin groaned inwardly. “Don’t you have work to do?”

      “I’m on a break.” He waved dismissively.

      His boss must love his attitude toward work, and then she remembered he actually owned the guitar shop. How was it possible that he hadn’t gone bankrupt by now? He was never there.

      “Maybe it’s time to end it,” she suggested.

      He leaned on the counter, looking her right in the eyes. “Why do I get the feeling you’re avoiding me?” he asked out of the blue.

      Because I am. Erin shrugged at that. “I cannot control your feelings,” she deflected.

      There was a moment of uncertainty before he smiled. “You fascinate me, Erin. I can never predict what will come out of your mouth. You’re like no other woman I’ve met.”

      What? With a brain? Erin had trouble believing that. She’d met a lot of very smart women here who wouldn’t take crap from him.

      As the universe wished it, that was the moment Alicia returned, and she clearly heard what Dominic said to her in the end. That damn bell chimed again, but it was too late.

      Erin cursed to herself again.

      Dominic glanced over his shoulder and saw it was Alicia, but his posture didn’t change.

      He turned to look at Erin again. “As I was saying, I would like to learn more about you, get to know you. Go out with me. I promise you a night to remember.”

      Alicia’s face fell as he was saying that.

      “Dominic, I’m not interested, and my answer will always be no,” she said as coldly as she could.

      “Never say never,” he countered lightly.

      “In this case, I can. You simply are not my type.”

      He shrugged it off. “I bet I can change your mind. I’m everyone’s type, right, Alicia?”

      “I don’t bet, and you really can’t change my mind,” Erin added, starting to get agitated that this was taking so long. Erin wanted to add that she wasn’t saying no because she detested him but because she couldn’t stand how he treated Alicia.

      Was he a sadist, tormenting her in such a manner, forcing her to watch him hit on other women, or was he truly that stupid? By his expression, she would think the latter.

      “Okay, whatever you say,” he replied dismissively, finally heading for the door. On his way, he acknowledged Alicia with a nod. “See you tonight?” he asked casually.

      Alicia scoffed in return and, without saying anything, moved to pass him and walked, more like marched with an aura of fury around herself, to the playroom.

      “Alicia?” he called after her, confused, but she didn’t reply to him.

      Erin could barely contain her smile to not become a full-blown grin. You go, girl.

      Dominic looked perplexed for a moment as though not comprehending why Alicia was mad at him. He really was that thick in the head, or he didn’t give a damn to think things through.

      Simply put, he was an utter idiot.

      “I think your break is over now,” Erin said by way of dismissing him.

      He frowned for a moment before leaving without a word.

      Finally, Erin felt like cheering. It was insufferable having that man here. Everything about him irked her and pushed her buttons.

      Dominic dropped by two more times during that week to shamelessly flirt with her, as though suffering from amnesia, completely ignoring the fact that she’d refused him numerous times. All the while, Alicia was standing right beside her, making Erin feel extremely uncomfortable and angry. Angry at this man who was so thick in the head it was unbelievable.

      She felt like grabbing him by the shoulders and giving him a good shaking, all the while screaming, Can’t you see what you are doing to Alicia? Can’t you see how much you are hurting her by your callous behavior?

      Naturally, she didn’t do that, although she silently wished him to experience the worst case of chlamydia imaginable to humankind each time she saw him from that point on.

      Despite all that, despite being a jerk to Alicia, despite flirting with Erin, who would shoot him down every time, despite flirting during the day with whoever, he would still wait for Alicia in front of the shop at closing time so they could go to her apartment and presumably have sex. Erin didn’t stick around to investigate that.

      Erin never said anything to Alicia about that, nor did the other woman say anything in return, although she knew Erin was aware of what was going on. Erin was flabbergasted that Alicia was allowing something like that to happen, that night after night, she agreed to be with him after everything he did, how he behaved.

      You allowed Mark to do more than that and still stayed with him, part of her pointed out.

      That was precisely why she was worried. She couldn’t judge Alicia for making bad choices, but she was worried for her. This couldn’t end well for her. That much was clear. And it saddened her as she was witnessing something like this happening to her friend and colleague.

      Apparently, some things had to be learned by living through them, and that was beyond tragic.
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      A very interesting thing happened on Friday morning. Erin was walking with Fenix down Seaview Street before opening the shop. Although he had a lot of dogs to play with during business hours, Erin still felt guilty for keeping him inside so much, so she liked to take him for a walk whenever she could.

      More accurately put, he would run around like crazy, chasing seagulls or leaves on the wind while people around the street mostly ignored him, used to his brand of goofiness, as she walked beside him, making sure he wouldn’t fall into the sea or something. He acted like a toddler at times.

      They were nearing the grocery store, and Erin could hear voices, as though some kind of argument was happening, although she couldn’t pinpoint the exact location.

      All of a sudden, Dominic was chased out of the grocery store by Nancy. She was holding a big broom and wasn’t afraid to use it, whacking him on the back, legs, wherever she had the opportunity to hit him, basically. Dominic was covering his face while trying to get away, and Nancy was relentless.

      By the door, one of Nancy’s employees, Biyu, a smallish Asian woman, stood and just laughed like crazy, clearly enjoying the show along with another two girls Erin didn’t know.

      “Nancy, stop,” he pleaded.

      “I told you not to come here again, you pest,” she snapped in return, clearly angry for some reason.

      “Oh, come on, Nancy, I have to eat.” He turned, at risk of getting hit straight in the face. “Have a heart.”

      “And where is your heart, Dominic?” she asked as she whacked him two more times. Once on the side of his head, and again on the arm.

      He started nursing the arm. “I’m all made of heart,” he replied, grinning.

      Was he actually trying to charm his way out of this? Erin was stunned and amused at the same time.

      “Now I know you don’t have a brain either,” Nancy countered, a small amount of pity in her voice. “You just let that thing between your legs do all the thinking.”

      “It’s served me well so far,” he joked.

      For that, he got another hit.

      “Hey,” he whined.

      “I can see that. You got banned from the only grocery store in town.”

      “Do you want me to beg? I’ll beg.” He got on his knees theatrically. “Please, Nancy. I cannot live without you. Show mercy, or I’ll starve.”

      “You can always move,” she deadpanned, not falling for all the theatrics.

      “I could never do that. I would miss you too much, you and your broom.”

      Nancy leaned forward threateningly with the broom. “Leave my shop and my girls alone. You are banned for life, Dominic Martin!” With that, she turned around and walked inside.

      Biyu followed suit.

      “Oh, come on,” he whined.

      Fenix approached him curiously, as though thinking he was playing some kind of game, being on his knees. Unfortunately, that meant he spotted Erin as well.

      “Having a bad day?” Erin asked as she approached.

      “Nah,” he replied, getting off his knees, trying to dust the dirt from his jeans. At this point, she didn’t understand why he bothered. The jeans already looked dirty as hell from his kneeling in the dirt.

      And he’s the local Casanova. Seriously? Seriously?

      “Nancy is a bit jealous. I was gifting my attention to her girl and not to her.”

      Nancy had mentioned at the party that he was constantly pestering her employees. And Erin had also learned from Kiara that one of the local girls actually got pregnant and had to go to a different town to get an abortion, but Erin never learned the girl’s name. It could have been Maribelle or Biyu or one of the other girls, but she didn’t like to speculate.

      It didn’t matter, really. It was horrible that he brushed it off as though it were nothing. And even now, he behaved like a jerk. He was repeatedly told to leave, and he still had the audacity to keep coming back as though that was the most natural thing in the world. Nancy’s hitting him with a broom a couple of times was the least he deserved.

      “Ah, I see.” Erin couldn’t say if she was thoroughly appalled, disgusted, or simply irritated. It wasn’t even nine a.m., and he was already making his moves.

      “She will get over it. They always do.” The second part was said mostly to himself.

      “Do you have to make a pass at every woman in Misty Cliffs?” Erin heard herself ask.

      He grinned. “Not to every. Only if she’s hot.” He looked at her expectantly as though waiting for her to thank him since he considered her hot.

      In return, she rolled her eyes. “Maybe you should move to a different city, have a bigger playground,” she suggested.

      “Nah, here is great. Women are competitive and like to see who will have me the longest,” he said.

      Erin could only stare at him. “And you like that?”

      He half-shrugged. “It means more sex for me,” he replied with a wink.

      “You are despicable,” Erin countered with a shake of her head, realizing there was no reason she had to be cordial toward him.

      It was freeing, speaking her mind to the fullest. Dominic wasn’t as stupid as she believed. He simply didn’t care. Scratch that, he only cared about himself.

      “You know, I’m a really nice guy when you get to know me, and you are constantly missing the chance to find out,” he pointed out.

      “I doubt that.”

      He looked at her questioningly, so she elaborated. “The spread of chlamydia last year I heard about paints a very different story.”

      “That’s all hearsay. Jealous people say anything.”

      “And the pregnancy?” she asked, unfazed.

      His face lost that carefree expression for only a moment. “I never said I’m perfect, and shit happens. But she took care of it. All is good.”

      All is good? Only a man like him could look at things that way.

      “You see, good guys don’t act like that. And from what I’ve heard, you are only good for one thing, and I’m not that keen on catching an STD.”

      That hit the mark, and by his expression, it was obvious he was finally starting to realize she was not playing around with him or playing hard to get, and simply spoke her mind.

      His words confirmed as much. “You really don’t like me.” He almost sounded surprised.

      “No, I don’t.”

      That was when they arrived at her shop, and Erin groaned inwardly. Alicia totally saw them arriving together. This day started marvelously.

      “Don’t you see you are making a mistake by judging me without actually knowing me?” Dominic challenged as she was about to enter.

      She paused. “I look at actions. Good people mostly do good things; bad people mostly do bad things. It’s as simple as that.”

      And with that, she went inside, and luckily, he didn’t follow suit. He looked gloomy walking away, but she was sure he would forget all about it in a couple of minutes. The next hot girl passing his way would make him start chasing after her, and it would be as though this conversation had never happened.

      Erin hesitated only a moment before saying, “Nancy chased Dominic out of her store with a broom.”

      “That happens from time to time. Is he all right?”

      “That man will always be all right no matter what. He was hitting on Biyu, by the way.”

      Alicia said nothing to that.

      Erin decided to change the subject. “Are we going to Kiara’s tonight?”

      They were both invited to the group’s gathering again, and Erin was looking forward to it since she’d had such a great time last week.

      “I’m not in a mood for socializing.”

      Translation, she would rather stay home and mope around, think of Dominic, perhaps even wait to see if he would call or come over.

      “But it’s a movie night. It’s going to have a lot of greasy pizzas and beer. All your favorite things,” Erin coaxed.

      Alicia did perk up ever so slightly hearing that. “I do love Kiara’s TV. It’s across the entire wall. It would be like going to the movies,” she added almost dreamily.

      If Erin knew one thing about Alicia, it was how much she loved to watch movies, especially romantic comedies, but Erin wouldn’t hold that against her. And she was especially sad and took it as a personal tragedy when the only theater in town had been closed up last summer for renovations. It was still currently closed.

      “Great, that settles it, then. I will pick you up at nine,” Erin said, not giving the other woman the opportunity to reconsider.

      Besides, it was better to be surrounded by friends than to stay home and feel bad because of some guy.

      “Okay,” Alicia replied, and Erin was relieved.

      For most of the day, they worked hard as Erin tried her best to show Alicia the ropes, but Erin still wondered if Alicia was brooding about Dominic.

      She was also curious about why Nancy was so hostile toward him. Alicia mentioned this wasn’t the first time something like that had happened, yet the question was why? What did that asshole do to entice such fury? His charming personality would be reason enough, but she got an impression there was more to this story.

      Erin got a chance to get the answers to her questions that very night.

      Movie night was only a pretext so all the women could gather, have some junk food, and gossip, which was fine by Erin. It had been a long time since she’d enjoyed female company, or any company, for that matter, and she was glad she was there, no matter what the plan was for tonight.

      Kiara did order a bunch of pizzas, and some movie was playing, but most of the women talked softly among themselves. Since Erin was still pretty new to the town, she didn’t know most of the names they mentioned.

      However, she recognized one rather well. No matter what, the talk somehow always circled back to Dominic.

      “I heard Nancy over here chased Dominic out of the store today,” Kiara started, wearing a satisfied smile.

      Nancy made a face, clearly still irked by the encounter.

      “It was an impressive beatdown with a broom.” Erin spoke up for the first time.

      “You were there?” Donna inquired.

      “I was just passing by, having a walk with Fenix.”

      “Did he cry?” Kiara asked next.

      “Actually, he laughed and tried to flirt his way out of it,” Erin replied.

      “I really can’t stand him,” Nancy muttered.

      “That boy never learns,” Donna commented with a sigh.

      Erin remembered Alicia saying that wasn’t the first time Nancy had done something like that to him. “So, what was that all about?” Erin inquired. She felt comfortable enough in this group to be so forward and ask what interested her.

      Kiara and Donna looked at one another before glancing at Nancy, who shrugged in return.

      Donna spoke up. “Let’s just say Dominic left one of Nancy’s girls in a really bad situation the previous summer.”

      Maribelle and Biyu were absent tonight.

      “Is this the pregnancy that I heard about at the last meeting?” Erin asked.

      They all nodded.

      “Wow, I didn’t know it was because of that. Are the girls all right?” Erin had suspected but didn’t know for sure whether it was one of them until now.

      “Of course. I’m surprised you hadn’t heard about it before the meeting.” Cordelia frowned. “Gossip and secrets spread fast in this town.”

      “Anyway, Nancy over here tends to get a bit mama bear when she sees Dominic lurking around,” Kiara jibed.

      “Damn right I do,” Nancy agreed. “He is banned from my store forever.”

      “And the bastard keeps coming by, unbelievably,” Kiara said with a shake of her head.

      “I got the impression he simply doesn’t care about anything apart from himself,” Erin shared.

      “That is so true,” Kiara agreed, and most of the women nodded as well.

      As they spoke, once again Erin noticed how Alicia stayed out of the conversation about Dominic. Yet she was not the only one. Cordelia looked pretty uncomfortable as well.

      She understood Alicia’s behavior. She was entangled with the man they were currently trashing, yet what was up with Cordelia? What made her brood in the corner, unwilling to participate? And that comment about gossip and secrets? What was that about? Once again, Erin felt she wasn’t privy to the whole story. Then again, whoever said she had to know everything? At times, ignorance was bliss.

      Erin decided to change the subject. “What about Stella? I mean, I’ve only met her twice, but she seems to try to keep him in line.”

      “You mean Dominic’s watchdog?” Cordelia said mockingly.

      Kiara looked at her oddly before replying to Erin. “As I said before, I’ve never spoken to her, but in my opinion, she is much better than her brother.”

      “I still get the impression she’s trying to help,” Erin said.

      “What do you mean?” Donna asked.

      “Well, each time Dominic was particularly obnoxious toward me, she stepped in and put a stop to it.”

      “Yeah, that is true,” Donna agreed. “I’ve seen her do that as well.”

      And a couple of other women nodded.

      She glanced at Alicia and noticed she was looking at the floor, clearly deep in thought. It couldn’t be easy hearing all this.

      It must be painful listening as Dominic is being painted in a bad light, but then again, he is a bad guy. Erin really hoped this would help Alicia. She needed to snap out of this daze, realize she deserved better, and dump his ass.

      The evening progressed in a good atmosphere, and they ended up watching two movies. Erin felt slightly sick since she’d consumed a lot of pizza and downed two beers. Perhaps she would let Alicia drive tonight.

      It was after two in the morning when they finally decided to call it a night.

      Erin went to the garden, and the fresh air helped with her head. She wasn’t used to drinking, and the beer hit her hard. The instant she whistled for Fenix, he was right beside her with five of his friends. She greeted everyone before letting her boy know it was time to go home. His front paws were extremely dirty as though he had been digging.

      “I see you had a great night as well.”

      Erin just hoped Kiara wasn’t particularly fond of her garden. Looking about, she saw there were a couple of trees and not much else, which was a relief. Erin would hate if Fenix destroyed one of her plants.

      As she walked out, she noticed that Cordelia was looking at Alicia strangely or coldly . . . maybe suspiciously.

      “What?” Alicia asked defensively.

      “I know your secret,” Cordelia snapped before getting into her car.

      Erin frowned. She couldn’t help wondering what that was about. “Ready to leave?” she asked Alicia.

      They were silent during the trip.

      As Erin returned home, she almost walked by the pile of letters and whatnot that was waiting for her beside the door. The postman must have dropped by sometime during the day, but since she didn’t come home after work and had stayed in town, the postman simply left them there.

      And she didn’t have a mailbox yet. Note to self: buy a mailbox. Although she had no idea where she would go to purchase something like that. When in doubt, Google. She was sure she could find the answer to that online, if not the mailbox itself. She would like a nice green one, thinking it would go splendidly with her cottage and the rest of the property.

      She was clearly still tipsy if she was thinking about this so intently.

      Erin picked up all the things from the rocking chair where they were left for her and went inside the house. Fenix immediately jumped on the couch, and she frowned at him.

      “We have to wash your paws first. Get down,” she ordered, and he complied.

      While she was saying that, a letter on the top of the pile got her attention. Her body instantly went cold as she recognized the handwriting. It went without saying that she wasn’t feeling drunk anymore.

      He found me.
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      Erin started to panic. But before she dashed upstairs to start packing, she saw that this was actually forwarded from her last known address in Pittsburgh. That calmed her a little.

      This was her mistake, as it turned out. Her last landlord had requested a forwarding address, and she’d given it to him without a thought.

      She felt really silly right about now. She’d put so much effort into keeping this place hidden from Mark, and then she did something that was beyond stupid. She sifted through the pile. Among a few utility bills she clearly hadn’t paid and a lot of junk mail, catalogs she’d never ordered, there was one more letter from her ex-husband.

      Calm down, Erin, this means nothing. Putting everything else to the side, she took the two letters and without opening them ripped them to shreds before dumping the bits and pieces into the trash.

      She had no desire to read what that bastard had to say to her. Besides, it was probably the same psychopathic ravings she’d received many times in the past. Mark didn’t have much imagination and liked to keep his threats simple. So it was safe to assume he was simply expressing his fantasies, what he would like to do to her once he got out of prison since in his mind, she’d sinned a great deal and deserved to be punished for filing for divorce, accusing him of attempted murder.

      She reached for her phone to notify her lawyer of what had happened before realizing it was about three in the morning here, which meant it was only six in the morning there, so she cursed instead. All her phone calls would have to wait till later, and she hated that.

      “Fuck,” she said, trying to release some of the frustration that was building up inside her.

      Will this never end? Is this my life? Forever being hunted by that monster?

      Now she felt silly for acting in fury and destroying those letters in the first place. They were evidence that Mark did something he shouldn’t have. The sudden burst of rage would be blamed on the beer, she decided.

      All of a sudden, she felt beyond tired and went upstairs to her bedroom. She would deal with all this shit later. She couldn’t say if it was because of the alcohol or relief that she wasn’t in immediate danger, but she instantly fell asleep.

      Mark’s hands wrapping around her neck, choking her to death as she cried, silently begging him to stop, was what woke her up a couple of hours later.

      She felt very tired as though her brain had tried to solve some extremely hard mathematical equations even while she slept.

      Slowly, as she was slightly hungover, she opened one eye, looking at Fenix. “Your paws are dirty,” she informed him as though he didn’t know that already. And she could swear he looked proud about that.

      “Let’s go clean you up.”

      Her voice sounded all wrong, as though she was hoarse, as though she had screamed a lot. She’d sounded exactly the same after being beaten by Mark, but she banished that thought.

      As she washed Fenix’s paws, she was once again starting to feel angry. She couldn’t believe this was happening again. No matter what she did, no matter where she went, Erin felt like the whole world was against her. That was the only explanation for why Mark continued to be able to torment her.

      Currently, she was existing on this strange seesaw of emotions where she was at times pissed off and raging and at others scared shitless, fully aware of what Mark and his family were capable of doing to her.

      What if those letters meant they did, in fact, know where she was, and it was just a matter of time before they came knocking? Erin believed she had been very careful, and her lawyer, Mr. Swanson, had helped in that as well, so she could stay hidden, but she, being an idiot, still left a forwarding address. Stupid, stupid.

      “There you go, buddy, all clean again,” she informed her furry friend.

      Fenix rushed out of the bathroom. Erin knew where he was headed—to the kitchen since it was breakfast time.

      She continued to mull things over as she poured him breakfast and gave him fresh water. If the letters found their way to her, who was to say Mark couldn’t either? That was a daunting thought. She didn’t want to see that man ever again.

      She was so stupid for making such a big mistake.

      Somewhere in the distance, her alarm clock started ringing, but she was already awake. Without wasting any more time, she called her lawyer. Sadly, he wasn’t picking up.

      Is it possible he’s already in court? she wondered. She tried again but got the same result, so she left him a message instead.

      She explained what had happened. “I wonder if we can sue the prison or something. I want them accountable for such mistakes,” she concluded before disconnecting.

      She wanted those bastards punished in some way because they were clearly not doing their freaking job, which was keeping Mark away from her. And the letters she kept receiving were a part of that as well. She waited about ten minutes for her lawyer to call back, and when he didn’t, she completely lost her patience and decided to call the prison on her own.

      After some time waiting on the phone and threatening the middleman, Erin eventually managed to get ahold of the warden of the state prison Mark was currently serving his sentence at.

      “What can I do for you, Mrs. Caldwell?” he asked cordially.

      “It’s miss,” she corrected immediately.

      “I apologize. What can I do for you, Miss Caldwell?” he accentuated the word.

      Erin gritted her teeth, trying to rein her temper in, which was hard since she had the impression the asshole was being condescending to her. For all she knew, this man could be a golf partner to Mark’s father or something and was doing all this to mess with her.

      Paranoid much?

      “Well, I’m calling to inform you that I received a couple of letters from one of your inmates, Mark Knox.”

      “And?” he asked, as though not seeing where the problem was.

      She tried to explain to herself that it was a big prison, so it was to be expected that he didn’t know all the cases off the top of his head. Still, she wanted to rage at the man.

      “I have a protection order against him, and he’s not allowed to do that,” she explained as calmly as she could muster.

      “Could you state your full name for me?”

      “Erin Donatella Caldwell.”

      She heard typing. “Ah, yes, the ex-wife,” he said after a moment.

      “Yes,” Erin confirmed through gritted teeth.

      “I apologize for the inconvenience, Miss Caldwell. I will alert the guards to make sure you don’t receive any more letters from your ex-husband. Also, inmate Knox will be disciplined, you have my word.”

      The way he said all that, almost mechanically and well-rehearsed, made it obvious this was a bullshit speech he used a lot. Erin rolled her eyes although the other man couldn’t see her.

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You see, I have trouble taking you seriously since this is the third time I’ve had to call you and complain about Mark sending me letters, only to hear you say those same words back to me.”

      There was a moment of silence from the other side.

      “Warden?”

      “Miss Caldwell, I will personally look into this oversight and personally make sure he is not allowed to send you any more letters.”

      Was that so hard? “Thank you, Warden.”

      “It is my pleasure, Miss Caldwell.”

      Erin disconnected. “Asshole,” she grumbled.

      Although he said all the right things, she was sure nothing would come of it. He simply wanted to get rid of her. But Erin had a secret weapon, Mr. Swanson. He would make sure that asshole kept his promises this time around.

      She started making some breakfast for herself, hoping her lawyer would call, but he didn’t. He was probably busy. She wasn’t his only client, nor the most demanding. Checking the time, she almost choked on some cereal she was in the process of swallowing.

      Therapy. In all this ruckus, she completely forgot about her appointment. Dressing in haste, not even checking whether she had matching socks on, she practically ran out of her house to go and meet her doctor.

      “How was your week?”

      “Mainly good, with some bad parts. Yet yesterday was the big winner.”

      “How so?”

      Erin proceeded to explain everything, talked about the letters she’d received, and so on.

      “How did that make you feel?”

      She half shrugged. “Powerless. Like there’s no place I can hide from him.”

      “Do you want to hide?”

      “I want to be left alone.”

      “From what I’ve heard, you’ve already done everything that is in your power. You alerted your lawyer. You called the prison. You did well.”

      “Is it enough?” she wondered.

      “It is if it brings you peace of mind.”

      Erin stopped to think about that.

      Dr. Weathers was right. She did everything right. Now she had to trust others would do the same. That was the problem. She didn’t trust people.

      “I’m still scared.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of his showing up.”

      Dr. Weathers nodded at that. “He’s currently in prison. And even when he gets out, he won’t be allowed to contact you.”

      “You don’t know him. That won’t stop him,” she argued.

      “Erin, you’ve moved states away and done everything right. You need to have a little faith that the legal system will continue to do its job, even once he gets out of prison. You’ve had trust in the legal system so far to keep you safe, so you have to keep trusting it, that it will continue to keep you safe in the future as well.”

      Could she do that?

      She and her therapist continued to go back and forth as they tried to make sense out of the mess that was also known as her life.

      Afterward, she went to work, although even then, she was ready to be done with the day and go home to sleep. Being around animals did help balance her out a bit. And since she was so wrapped up inside her own drama, the drama that occurred between Alicia and Dominic completely went over her head.

      Once again, Dominic came to pick Alicia up and take her back to her apartment, yet Erin was so troubled by the fact that Mark was still so obsessed with her that she failed to notice how Alicia looked as she went with him. She wasn’t happy about something. Was she angry about Dominic, or was she angry at herself for still being with him? It wasn’t clear which. At the moment, Erin did not have enough mental capacity to make a distinction between the two.

      They went together, and Erin was left alone to close the shop. Her troubled thoughts continued to plague her despite the fact that Dr. Weathers had done her best to show her in a calm, rational manner why something like that would be counterproductive and mentally harmful for her in the long run.

      I need a distraction, she realized. Sadly, there wasn’t much she could do around here at night. It wasn’t a lively city, which was one of the reasons she liked it in the first place.

      Maybe I can ask a couple of girls to have drinks with me. There were several bars, so they could even do a bar hop.

      As she pondered, her phone rang. It was Mr. Swanson, finally reaching out.

      “I apologize, Erin, for not calling you back sooner,” he said right from the start. “I had back-to-back court duties, and then I had a mediation that lasted longer than I anticipated.”

      “It’s all right, Mr. Swanson, I understand,” she assured him.

      “What happened, exactly? You received letters?”

      “Yes, two of them.”

      After her fit of rage, Erin had picked up all the pieces of the letters and did her best to put them back together, all the while trying really hard not to read their contents.

      “That is not acceptable and is a direct violation of the protection order.”

      Erin already knew that. “I called the prison to complain, and the warden fed me the same bullshit as before.”

      “I see. Well, I will contact the judge. And I can definitely file some kind of complaint against the prison.”

      “That would be great, thank you.”

      Erin felt better after speaking with her lawyer. Talking to him worked better than therapy. And she believed she understood why. Mr. Swanson was offering real tangible results, and after being passive for so long, that was precisely what she needed, decisive action. However, it still didn’t feel like enough.

      Perhaps she needed to make some decisive actions of her own.
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      The next day started much better than the previous one. Erin found out that not only were there a couple of gyms in Misty Cliffs, but one of them offered self-defense classes, and she planned on going during her lunch break to enroll. Practicing by herself in her backyard didn’t feel like enough. She needed to be ready, fighter-style, if Mark truly decided to come knocking.

      Also, they had a couple of appointments lined up in the shop, which guaranteed to take her mind off the imminent doom. She banished that, deeming it too melodramatic even for her.

      Alicia assisted Erin as they washed Moby, a white Persian cat. He was going to an exhibition and needed to look his best. Usually, his owner, Marisha Hastings, did all the grooming herself, but she had broken her left arm and couldn’t.

      Since he was used to this kind of thing, he didn’t put up a fight. He even started purring as Erin began brushing him in the end. On the other hand, Alicia looked half scared to death of him as Erin handled him.

      “Do you see the claws on him?” she said in a hushed voice so his owner wouldn’t hear her.

      “We will cut those off,” Erin said.

      Alicia’s eyes widened in surprise. “And he’ll let you?”

      “We will see,” Erin replied. She meant that as a joke, but that was not how Alicia took it.

      That was how Erin learned Alicia was scared of cats and half-expected that he would leap at her and use those very sharp nails to scratch her to shreds. Erin tried hard not to laugh since Alicia looked so comical while dealing with Moby.

      “You can wear an extra shirt if you want,” Erin offered.

      “You think I need it?”

      “No. Moby is a delight.” After saying that, she lowered her head, and Moby, still kind of wet, ran his nose against hers. “See?” Erin said, grinning.

      After that, Alicia started to get more comfortable around him.

      Since Moby was such a darling, Alicia petted him and held him a little at the end before putting him in his crate.

      Marisha thanked them both profusely, stating he’d never looked better, gushing over the fact that he would definitely be one of the winners and leaving them a hefty tip.

      “She told me she would definitely bring Moby again,” Alicia informed her with a smile, and Erin was glad.

      Usually, it was a bad idea to mix cats and dogs together, for obvious reasons. So most groomers tended to specialize in one of the species.

      Erin also preferred to work with dogs, but she recognized that a place like this probably needed both, which was why she’d decided to tend to both cats and dogs.

      While Moby had been in his box that was more like a pad, since Marisha had gone above and beyond getting him the biggest, most spacious crate with pillows included, waiting at the counter as Erin had spoken with his owner about the last grooming tips, two dogs were playing happily in the other room, none the wiser, waiting for their owners to come to pick them up.

      Fenix slept in his place behind the counter. He couldn’t care less about cats.

      “I liked Moby,” Alicia said after he and his owner left.

      Erin was glad to hear that. She hoped Alicia’s newfound appreciation for cats would not diminish once a grumpy one came their way.

      “You know, with so much space in the back, you should open a daycare,” Alicia added after a pause.

      That was not a bad idea. That was something Erin had thought about as well, but that wasn’t something that could be done overnight, and especially not while the grooming business was still in its early days. They would definitely need more help for that too.

      Erin was about to reply, a joke that it was a five-year business plan, when the front door opened with a harsh yank, and a very pissed-off-looking Cordelia stormed inside. She was shooting daggers at Alicia as she approached.

      Before either of them could say anything, Cordelia started threatening her. “Dominic hasn’t been returning my calls even though I’ve left him numerous messages, and I know you have something to do with it!” She pointed her well-manicured finger at Alicia.

      So this was a catfight about Dominic? It passed really quickly through her head. For some reason, that disappointed her.

      In return, Alicia shrugged noncommittally. “I don’t have anything to do with his phone.”

      “Oh, don’t you dare be coy with me. Where is he?” Cordelia demanded.

      Did she think Alicia was hiding him in her pocket or something?

      “I don’t know. Maybe he found someone else, someone more to his liking.”

      Erin’s eyes widened. She’d never seen Alicia, who was always a sweet woman, so pissed off, so defiant. It was a good look on her, even if it was while fighting over a man-whore like Dominic.

      Erin found herself silently cheering for her as they argued.

      After hearing that, Cordelia slammed both her hands against the counter. It made the dogs in the playroom start barking. “Are you sleeping with him, you slut?” she demanded.

      “I don’t see how that is your business.”

      “Leave him alone,” Cordelia said through gritted teeth.

      “Why would I do something like that?” Alicia countered.

      “It is my business because Dominic is my boyfriend.” She said that last part while raising her chin ever so slightly.

      “You wish,” Alicia snapped.

      “I don’t have to, so you’d better keep your grubby hands to yourself,” she practically yelled.

      “And what of his grubby hands?” Alicia matched the tone perfectly, standing her ground.

      “Excuse me?”

      Alicia started laughing humorlessly. “Girlfriend? Really?” Her expression was saying, who are you kidding, which only infuriated the other woman further.

      “You need to accept reality and leave my boyfriend alone.”

      “I think you should take your own advice. You are crazy if you think Dominic is with you,” Alicia challenged.

      “We have a connection, and someone like you could never understand that, so stop chasing after him.” Cordelia flicked her hair with an aura of superiority around her.

      Erin called bullshit and was not the only one.

      “I’ll do no such thing. He’s the one coming to me every night,” Alicia threw in her face.

      Cordelia’s eyes flashed with undiluted fury. “So you admit it. You are sleeping with him.”

      “We really don’t do much sleeping,” Alicia replied with a victorious smile, knowing that would have to sting.

      Cordelia scoffed. “Don’t delude yourself that it means something to him.”

      “Maybe it does; maybe it doesn’t,” Alicia replied offhandedly.

      “You are nothing more than a sidepiece, a fleeting attraction that he will get tired of soon,” Cordelia said spitefully.

      Alicia grinned, although it was more a show of teeth. “If I’m just a passing attraction, then why have we been seeing each other for months? Why did he spend last week—a whole week—with me? Why was he not with you, his girlfriend?” Alicia mocked.

      “You proved my point. You are simply the latest flavor.”

      “Would he need that if he were satisfied with you?”

      “What did you just say to me?”

      Alicia delivered the finishing blow. “You clearly don’t know what to do with him since he needs to come to me each night.”

      They both started shouting at each other after that. It was pure chaos. The argument turned into a hurricane of insults, and Erin started to fear it would escalate even more. There were a lot of things around them that could be used as weapons, and she really wanted to avoid that.

      It was time to put a stop to this madness no matter how entertaining it was to watch. Entertaining in a weird, almost macabre kind of way, like watching two cars heading for one another at full speed. You knew something like that would end with a collision, that people might get hurt, yet you still waited for that moment with anticipation to see if it would actually happen.

      No car wreck was going to happen here today.

      “Enough, ladies!” Erin shouted with all her might, as she needed to be louder than the two of them. “Do you see what you are doing?”

      They both looked at her, confused.

      And Erin used that slight moment of distraction to try to reason with them. “Instead of fighting among yourselves, you should really direct your fury to the right address. Dominic has clearly been using you both, and I’m sorry to say you are just deluding yourselves thinking you are the only ones. The man is a certifiable man-whore, so God knows how many other women think they are dating him,” she said, feeling slightly ridiculous for having to state something so obvious in the first place.

      It was pretty plain to see they wanted to argue in return, say that wasn’t the case, but they couldn’t. No matter what, no matter how deep down, both Alicia and Cordelia knew pretty well with whom they were dealing. If nothing else, Dominic was very honest in who he was and what he was interested in.

      In the silence that followed, Erin hoped some of the things she said would reach the more rational parts of their minds, and they would see how ridiculous they were acting. They didn’t have to kiss and make up—a lot of pride was hurt during this outburst—but Erin would settle for a ceasefire.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

      “You will stop seeing him right now,” Cordelia said, apparently completely choosing to ignore anything of what Erin just said.

      Well, that’s disappointing.

      “And if I don’t?” Alicia challenged in return.

      Here we go again. This is turning into a kindergarten, Erin thought in exasperation. Yet she was having none of it, her patience long lost. “Stop, just stop it. If you insist on continuing this madness, go outside.”

      “You can’t kick me out,” Cordelia started.

      “Actually, I can. This is my freaking place of business.”

      Cordelia looked around and slightly frowned as though she only now realized that. She was so out of it, her mind clouded with all the jealousy, that she forgot where she was. That was just sad. Erin felt sad for her. But that changed nothing. She was pissed off even more.

      “I said get the hell out. You are scaring my dogs, and I don’t like it.”

      Cordelia looked at her suspiciously. “You look awfully invested in this. Are you sleeping with Dominic as well?” she accused.

      Erin rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. I can’t take this anymore. This is madness.” Was it possible she was that jealous? That she would start accusing even her, who was nothing but critical of that man and his poor behavior right from the start?

      Looking at the other woman’s face, the answer to that was a definite yes. Cordelia was that jealous, that blinded by her obsession with Dominic.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Cordelia seethed, clearly shifting her fury from Alicia to Erin.

      At least Alicia looked like she’d managed to calm down enough to realize this had gone too far. Cordelia went too far by accusing Erin of sleeping with Dominic.

      “And I’m not going to,” Erin countered, simply out of spite. She knew it was wrong, but she was so angry at the moment it couldn’t be helped. “And if you don’t leave my shop right this instant, I will call the cops.”

      Cordelia looked like she wanted to argue, so Erin added, “Please don’t make me do that.”

      A few tense moments later, Cordelia flipped her hair, adjusted her shirt, although there was nothing wrong with it, and spoke. “Okay, I’m leaving. But you know, Erin, I really thought you were better than this.”

      Erin couldn’t believe her ears. She’d actually dared to look disappointed.

      To Alicia, she added, “I said everything I need to you. So be warned, stay away from him.” And with that, she stormed away.

      As that fury went away, Erin turned to look at Alicia, still tense, expecting to continue this argument and force some sense into her. Yet as it turned out, that wouldn’t be needed.

      Alicia was looking back at her, half in tears already.

      “Alicia . . .” Erin was stunned. She’d looked so strong, so determined only moments ago, and then Erin realized that was for show, for Cordelia. She refused to show weakness.

      Erin would probably act the same way if the situation were reversed.

      “I am so sorry, Erin, for what happened. I feel so embarrassed.” Her voice hitched ever so slightly saying that.

      “It’s okay,” Erin was quick to reassure her. “We all make bad decisions. This is yours.” She offered a small smile, trying to show this was not the end of the world. Although perhaps to Alicia, it looked like that at the moment.

      She nodded. “Yeah, I know that now. I mean, I always knew what he was like, but I still thought . . . it was just that . . . you know,” she rambled, clearly upset. Not only because of her fight with Cordelia but because she finally looked into herself, looked at the hard truths she was clearly ignoring.

      “I understand you perfectly.”

      In other words, it was as Erin feared. Alicia had been in love with Dominic for quite some time, and she’d fantasized about being with him constantly. And unfortunately, people tend to idealize the person they have a crush on.

      So that was exactly what happened when Dominic finally started noticing her. Alicia immediately said yes to him, over the moon that her dreams were finally coming true. Unfortunately, she also thought she would be the only one for him, and when that didn’t happen, since Dominic was a slut, Alicia slowly started coming back to earth from her cloud nine. Sadly, her desire was so great that she was still ready to overlook some things. Apparently, this was exactly what she needed to snap herself out of it completely.

      Her next words confirmed as much. “I am so over him. He is so not worthy of all this drama,” she said with resolve, wiping tears from her face.

      “He is not,” Erin agreed wholeheartedly and was elated that Alicia thought so herself.

      “I mean, the last thing I want is to end up acting like Cordelia.”

      “So true,” Erin said. Although she still hoped the other woman would come to her senses as well. Maybe she needed a little bit of time to process things.

      Taking a deep, steadying breath, Alicia turned toward the computer and pulled out their schedule sheet.

      “Mrs. Jenkins is bringing Fluffy in fifteen minutes,” she notified her.

      “Right, we’d better get ready, then,” Erin replied, letting Alicia end this conversation. At least for now.

      It was better to be busy than to continue thinking about things that couldn’t be changed, at any rate. Alicia couldn’t change the nature of Dominic as much as Erin couldn’t change the nature of her ex-husband. So it was better to keep busy and try to move on.
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      After that one crazy moment between Cordelia and Alicia, things settled a little. Cordelia scowled, anytime she passed the shop, at the both of them. Thankfully, she didn’t try to start an argument with Alicia again.

      Erin saw her one morning as she walked with Fenix, and the other woman demonstratively crossed the street so they wouldn’t meet. Erin let that slide. If the other woman wanted to act like that, then so be it.

      This was not her fight, after all. None of it was her fault. She’d merely tried to do the right thing, so Erin’s conscience was clear.

      That did not mean things around the shop were normal. Alicia was brooding a lot, and it was obvious there was a lot going on inside her head. The problem was, this was supposed to be Erin’s sanctuary since there was a lot of shit going on in her life as well, so she couldn’t stand such negative energy around the shop and felt like she had to speak up.

      Although the last thing she wished to speak about was Dominic, she felt like she had no choice.

      “Are you all right, Alicia?” she asked the other woman when they were on a small break. They had about an hour between their appointments, and assuming no one would come off the street, they were completely free.

      Alicia gave a half-shrug at that, clearly understanding her meaning. “I guess so.”

      “You know you can speak to me about anything.” Erin wanted to put that out there. Although they’d only known each other for a short period of time, she still considered her a friend.

      “Well, after all that happened, I mean, with Cordelia, I started avoiding Dominic’s booty calls, but he’s so persistent. It’s annoying.” She said that while making a face.

      “I can imagine.”

      “He even dropped by yesterday, around 2:00 a.m., drunk as a skunk, waking me up.”

      “And?”

      “I didn’t let him in, of course. Actually, I pretended not to hear him,” she added, looking to the side. “Eventually, he lost patience and left.”

      At times, it was better to ignore than to risk a full-blown confrontation. In his state, who knew what could have happened? She said as much.

      “I thought so too.”

      “You are doing the right thing, Alicia. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah. I just wish he would take the hint and leave me alone.”

      As she said that, they could both see him approaching.

      “Oh, God,” Alicia added, jumping from her seat, almost in a panic. “I can’t deal with him at the moment.”

      Erin was startled by her behavior. Was she afraid she was not strong enough to confront him? She knew how that felt. Before Erin got a chance to say anything or share some words of wisdom she’d heard from her therapist, Alicia dashed to the playroom.

      “Sure, I’ll deal with him,” Erin grumbled.

      “Sorry,” Alicia said apologetically to her as she disappeared inside an empty room.

      That was the moment Dominic entered, and he clearly saw the whole scene happening. They had a huge window in the front, after all.

      Note to self: buy some curtains or something.

      Fenix was startled from his nap from all the commotion. He didn’t know what to do at the moment. He looked at Dominic, then reverted his gaze toward Alicia, who disappeared in the playroom. Following her or greeting the newcomer were his options. Since he didn’t particularly care about Dominic, much like Erin, and Alicia closed the door behind herself, he settled for neither, sitting beside Erin’s feet.

      “Hello,” Dominic greeted, flashing a smile. And it was pretty obvious where that was headed.

      Too tired and pissed off for various reasons, Erin didn’t have the strength to even pretend she had the patience for him.

      She raised both her hands in the air as he approached, getting to her feet. “Before you say anything else, let me stop you. I am not interested in anything you have to say, and as you can see, Alicia isn’t either. She doesn’t want to see you.”

      He placed both hands across his heart. “I’m hurt. Why do you act like this, Erin?”

      “We’ve been through this already,” she said somewhat tiredly.

      “Yeah, you don’t like me, but why? Have I done anything to deserve such disdain?”

      “Seriously?” She gave him the look.

      “Have I done anything to you personally?” he insisted.

      Why did she have the feeling she was arguing with lots of people as of late? She didn’t like that one bit.

      “You didn’t have to. I have eyes and ears, and you did plenty of nasty shit to other women around here. Including Alicia.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, getting all defensive. “And what does that have to do with you?”

      “Everything, since I like to learn from other people’s mistakes.”

      God knew that when she learned from her own, she tended to die in the process. It was only for a few seconds, but she had technically been dead.

      “Fair enough,” he said, although it was obvious that was not what he truly meant. “So where is Alicia, and why is she hiding from me?”

      Erin started to say I don’t know. That was something he would need to sort with her, yet she bit her tongue. If Alicia wasn’t ready to see him, then that was that.

      “She decided to choose her company more carefully in the future.”

      He rolled his eyes at that. “Okay, tell her I’ll be back later at closing time,” he added for clarity.

      Erin knew that wasn’t something Alicia would wish for, so she decided to butt in some more. In for a penny, in for a pound, she’d heard Kiara say once. “Can I offer you a piece of advice?” she asked.

      Dominic shrugged. Although he pretended to be all nonchalant, his eyes betrayed him. He wanted to hear what she had to say. She hoped that meant he would listen to her as well.

      “Don’t bother coming by tonight to pick her up.” She told it straight.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Why not?”

      Erin didn’t hesitate this time around to reply because she had already gotten herself pretty involved. That wasn’t something she was completely comfortable with, but she felt like she needed to help Alicia.

      If there were someone helping her when she needed it, perhaps her life would turn out slightly different, slightly better. She shoved that thought aside since this moment wasn’t about her.

      “Alicia found out about Cordelia.” More accurately, Cordelia found out about Alicia and made a scene, yet those were unimportant details.

      He looked at her as though expecting her to continue speaking. Dominic’s expression was completely blank as though not understanding her meaning. His words confirmed as much. “So?”

      Erin recoiled in surprise. “What do you mean, so? Cordelia stormed in here and made a big scene, since apparently both are involved with you, and Alicia was pretty rattled by it.” She chose her words carefully, not wanting to reveal too much. The last thing the bastard needed was to know how much Alicia was in love with him. At the same time, he needed to know there were consequences to his callous actions.

      Despite her words, he still looked pretty unfazed. “Just tell her to call me.”

      Erin was stupefied. It was as though he hadn’t heard a word she’d said.

      “If she wanted to call you, she would have by now,” she pointed out.

      “Alicia, call me,” he yelled before finally leaving.

      Erin could only shake her head. That man was really something special.

      Alicia returned. “I thought he would never leave, the asshole,” she commented.

      At the same time, Erin said, “What a dick.”

      They looked at one another and burst out laughing. They needed that tension relief, as it turned out.

      “I’m sorry for bailing like that. I panicked,” Alicia said after they calmed.

      “I get it. It’s all good.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It was my pleasure, putting Dominic in his place.” Not that it did any good.

      Alicia sat down, and the remnant of that laugh completely left her face. She looked defeated. “You were right about him all along, and I was an idiot for thinking he would change for me.” She looked down, saying that as though embarrassed.

      “You weren’t an idiot,” Erin started to say, and when Alicia looked at her with an eyebrow raised, she decided to start again. “Okay, you were an idiot. But you’re not the only one.”

      “Thank you, that makes me feel so much better,” she replied sarcastically.

      “No, listen. You shouldn’t feel sorry you chose to see the good in people. You simply had the misfortune of falling in love with someone you shouldn’t have. It happens to all of us.”

      “You too?”

      “Yeah, and even worse, I married my asshole.”

      “Was he bad like Dominic?”

      “In a different way. Let’s just say my ex was not a good person.”

      For the first time, Erin felt like she wanted to share her story about Mark with another person, but she still hesitated. There was still a lot of shit she wasn’t ready to say, apart from to her therapist, so she decided not to say anything for the time being. In time, perhaps, she would change, get stronger, and could speak about Mark completely emotionlessly, without falling apart.

      Alicia didn’t notice a sudden tension in Erin, clearly too lost in her own drama, which was good.

      Alicia sighed heavily. “Sometimes, it’s better to be single.”

      “Amen to that,” Erin agreed wholeheartedly.

      Alicia managed to cheer up throughout the day, especially when Kiara dropped by carrying a box with three puppies.

      “Can you imagine someone left them by the road?” she said with disgust.

      They let the puppies run around the shop and chase Fenix’s tail, to everyone’s delight, before Erin cleaned them up a bit.

      “This is on the house,” she told Kiara as the other woman was about to pay.

      “Thank you.”

      Saying goodbye to those little furballs was harder than she thought. Perhaps it was time Fenix got a companion of his own. Perhaps it would be nice having another pack member.

      It was around closing time when Dominic appeared in front of the shop. He didn’t come inside, clearly waiting for Alicia to come out as he smoked his cigarette.

      “Alicia, look who dropped by,” Erin warned.

      Dominic chose that moment to look up, and seeing them both, he winked, then sent a kiss.

      Alicia frowned. “I can’t believe it. I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore. Does he think so little of me?” There was such hurt in her voice.

      “You’re not the problem, Alicia, he is,” Erin reminded her.

      “I am so angry, but at the same time . . .” She wavered.

      “If you want, use the back door,” Erin offered.

      Before Alicia could reply, an extremely angry-looking Cordelia came out of her shop and shoved Dominic, then started to yell at the top of her lungs. And they could hear her loud and clear although remaining inside.

      The fact that her shop was right next to Erin’s apparently complicated a few things.

      “You two-timing bastard! I knew you were lying to me,” she screamed.

      “Cordelia, what are you doing here? You said you would be at your mother’s.”

      “I lied so I could catch you in the act.”

      “Cordelia, please calm down.” He took a step away from her.

      “Do not tell me to calm down, you whore.”

      “What is wrong with you?” He looked at her, almost in a confused manner, which naturally infuriated Cordelia even more.

      “What is wrong with me?” she repeated. “What is wrong with you?”

      “I don’t understand why you are attacking me,” he defended, clearly playing dumb.

      “I just caught you coming to get her!” She pointed toward Alicia, who was still in the shop, where it was safe. Somewhat safe.

      “You’re fucking her, aren’t you?” She shoved him again.

      Dominic, clearly not liking being pushed around, especially by robust blondes, started to get angry as well. “So what?”

      That caught her off guard for a moment. “Excuse me?”

      “So what if I am fucking her? I can fuck whoever I want, including Alicia. What does that have to do with you?”

      “It has everything to do with me because we are together. And I won’t have you sleeping around,” Cordelia countered, raising her chin.

      Dominic smiled at that, but he was not kind. It was a type of cruel smile, the same cruel smile Erin sometimes saw in her nightmares on Mark’s face.

      “You and I hooked up a couple of times, and that’s all. It was nothing serious, so get over it.”

      Erin felt strange witnessing all this. Part of her knew she shouldn’t be here or listening to this, but at the same time, she was unable to move.

      “Was that all I was for you?” Cordelia demanded to know. “A hookup?”

      “Yes. And it’s not my problem you deluded yourself that we were something more. Seeing how crazy you are, I’m glad I deleted your number in time.”

      Cordelia recoiled as though he’d struck her. She recovered quickly and returned with vengeance. “You will pay for this, Dominic Martin. No one messes around with me, especially not you,” she threatened. “I will ruin your life. You will rue the day you decided to humiliate me in such a way.”

      Cordelia spiraled out of control.

      “Whatever,” Dominic replied in his usual manner. “I’m so over this drama! And I was over you the second time I came all over your body,” he threw in her face.

      Cordelia just lost it. “I hate you, you bastard!” She started hitting him on the chest.

      Dominic pushed her away. Not enough to hurt her, simply to disengage from her. “Leave me alone, you crazy bitch,” he said, but he was the one who started walking away.

      Cordelia didn’t follow him. “I never want to see you again!” she yelled to his back. “Don’t you ever call me again, you bastard!”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t!” Dominic yelled back.

      Cordelia yelled something unintelligibly, really too pissed off to form any rational words, before turning around and storming back into her shop.

      No matter what happened, Erin still felt slightly sorry for the other woman. Dominic wasn’t kind. The things he’d said . . .

      “That was intense,” Erin commented.

      Alicia didn’t reply.

      She turned only to discover she was standing alone in the reception area.

      “Alicia?” she called out, but there was no response.

      Frowning, she started walking around the shop. It took her about thirty seconds to discover Alicia was nowhere to be found. She must have left sometime during the fight, using the back door, Erin mused. And she had been so engrossed in the collision that was happening in front of her, she didn’t notice.

      Erin couldn’t blame her for leaving. Everything Dominic had said to Cordelia, he could have easily said to Alicia as well, since that was the type of man he was.

      “Come on, boy, it’s time to go home,” she told Fenix. This was enough excitement for one day.

      Once she closed the shop, on impulse, she went around the building and knocked on Alicia’s door. “Alicia? You in?”

      But there was no reply.

      Erin shook her head. Poor thing. Taking a hint that Alicia clearly needed some space, some alone time, Erin went home.

      Tomorrow will be better for all of us, she told herself with a heavy heart. It had to be.

      She had to believe that.

      After work, Erin went home and fell asleep on the couch, only to have another nightmare that she woke herself from in which Mark was chasing her around the prison.

      She hadn’t been asleep for long and decided to just go fix herself something to eat because she clearly wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep for a while.
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      Later that night, Alicia texted Erin, apologizing for bailing and not being there to help close the shop. They ended up texting back and forth for a while. Alicia clearly needed someone to talk with, and Erin was happy to oblige. She even managed to convince her that Friday night at Kiara’s would be a great idea.

      That Friday, as soon as Erin stepped into Kiara’s house with Alicia by her side, she realized she’d made a mistake. Cordelia was already there, drinking heavily by the looks of it, and her eyes instantly narrowed as she spotted them.

      Erin hoped the other woman would see reason, perhaps even apologize for her behavior after that whole showdown with Dominic. As it turned out, that would not be happening. She was still pretty furious, and apparently, she blamed Alicia for everything that had happened. Which was insanity, to say the least.

      There was a moment of tension, and Erin wasn’t the only one noticing it. Kiara looked at Cordelia and then at Alicia, and it was plain to see she reached some conclusion and wasn’t happy with what she saw. Since this was a small town, everyone already knew what had happened in front of Erin’s shop.

      “Are you two going to behave civilized tonight, or will I be forced to kick you out in the garden and hose you down with cold water like some of my misbehaved dogs?” Kiara asked with a straight face. Only she could have pulled that off.

      Although it was a tense situation as they all waited for what Cordelia would say, Erin still found it kind of funny. Kiara was funny, regardless of whether she meant it or not, and apparently, Erin was not the only one struggling to remain calm. She could see Donna hiding a smile as well.

      Surprisingly, it was Alicia who decided to speak first. “I didn’t come here to fight with anyone but just to drink. Besides, I’m no longer interested in that man-slut,” she added, looking straight at Cordelia. Her meaning was clear—if Cordelia still wanted Dominic after everything, she could have him.

      Cordelia chuckled at that. “You’re not interested now when he dumped you first,” she commented, taking a big sip from her glass.

      “Did you say something, Cordelia?” Kiara snapped at her. She was the host, after all, and there were no misunderstandings about how she expected everyone to play by her rules.

      “I’m here to drink, as well,” Cordelia said with a forced smile.

      Erin was really disappointed in her, which was foolish. She didn’t know the woman, and she shouldn’t be so saddened that her first impression of her had turned out to be wrong. Those kinds of things happened all the time.

      “Then I suggest you do that in silence.”

      “God, Kiara, I don’t know why you are picking on me like this. All is well,” Cordelia replied, wide-eyed, faking ignorance.

      “I’m acting like this because I know you. So are you going to behave, I ask again?”

      Cordelia simply raised her hands in the air as though in surrender, yet there was a great deal of mocking in that simple gesture as well, but Kiara let it slide. They were all friends, after all.

      “Very well, with that settled, how about I pop a couple of bottles of wine, and we can dish about the fact that Cordelia got dumped by Dominic in the middle of Seaview?”

      Erin’s eyes bulged. She couldn’t believe the other woman just said that.

      Instantly she added, “Too soon?” faking sincerity before grinning. “I was just kidding,” she added, sending a kiss to Cordelia, who scowled in return.

      “Bitch.”

      To which Kiara laughed.

      Erin was certain Kiara didn’t want to cause additional tension and tried to break it, turn to jokes, but since Cordelia was pretty drunk already and beyond hurt and angry, things did not go as she planned.

      As was expected, all was not well, and in the next couple of hours, as Cordelia continued to drink excessively, she was becoming more aggressive as well.

      At first, each time Alicia would say something, Cordelia would simply make some kind of passive-aggressive remark in return. She managed to insult her red hair, freckled face, and short height in succession. She was trying to hurt her in any way possible, looking for weak spots, and if Alicia’s face was any indicator, she was succeeding at it.

      That wasn’t the worst part. At some point, she stopped being passive and moved on to full aggression.

      “You tried to steal him away from me, you whore,” she yelled out of the blue.

      A couple of other women tried to calm her down, and Cordelia was having none of it. “He is mine.”

      “Yeah, I saw that. He looked really into you,” Alicia snapped in return.

      Erin couldn’t blame her for it.

      They all had their limits, and Alicia had reached hers. Cordelia had been messing with her the entire night. It was time Alicia fought back. She had tried to be a bigger person and let everything rest in the past, but if Cordelia wanted to fight, it seemed Alicia was happy to oblige.

      “He is mine,” Cordelia insisted in her drunken state, slightly stumbling on her words. “And if I ever see you with him again—”

      “Then what? What are you going to do?” Alicia demanded.

      “I will . . . I will . . . make you stop,” she insisted.

      “How are you going to do that? Cry in front of his feet to take you back like last time?” Alicia taunted. She’d drunk an impressive amount of alcohol as well, and it was showing in the redness of her cheeks. However, that could be due to the fact that she was mad as well.

      “I will set that hair of yours on fire, and then he won’t want you because you would be too ugly for him,” Cordelia recited.

      They all gasped at that. Having an argument was one thing, but saying things like that was something else entirely. And they all recognized that a line had been crossed. All except Cordelia, who wore a victorious smile on her face, thinking she’d won since Alicia remained silent.

      Kiara was the first who recovered. “Cordelia, you’ve gone too far. Go home,” she ordered.

      “I only spoke the truth.” She tried to stand her ground.

      “You are drunk as a skunk, and you need to go home.”

      “I’ll drive you,” Donna offered.

      “I don’t see why all of you are ganging up on me. I did nothing wrong,” Cordelia started to defend. “She stole my boyfriend.”

      “Dominic is not your boyfriend, and you are crazy for believing that for even a second.” As Alicia said that, it was obvious she thought that about herself as well.

      Erin felt really bad for her at the moment. It wasn’t enough that she’d had her heart broken. She was forced to put it on display as well since Cordelia lost her mind.

      “I am not crazy,” Cordelia snapped in return. “And you’d better learn your place, bitch. Dominic was never into you. He simply felt sorry because you always looked at him with those sad puppy eyes. Pathetic.”

      “This bitch could have him right now, in her bed, like this.” She demonstrated with the snap of her fingers.

      “Is that so?” Cordelia challenged.

      “Yes, I could call him right now, and he would come running. And there’s nothing you could do about it because you are the one who is beyond pathetic.”

      At that moment, Cordelia was dragged out of the room by Donna before things could escalate further. They could still hear her ranting, but it was muffled, and eventually, they could hear a car driving away, which presumably meant Donna was driving her home.

      Alicia had a strange expression on her face that made Erin think the other woman was about to do something extremely stupid. When emotions ran this high, it was to be expected.

      “I can’t believe she said that to me, that she would light my hair on fire,” she said in utter disbelief and something else. Maybe fury with a dash of fear.

      “She was speaking nonsense, Alicia. She’s drunk,” Erin tried to reassure her.

      “I need to go to the bathroom,” Alicia claimed before rushing away.

      Kiara approached Erin. “Cordelia left the building,” she joked.

      “She clearly drank one too many,” Erin replied disapprovingly.

      Kiara gave her a look. “The alcohol wasn’t the problem. That woman is a complete train wreck. She ruined my party with all this Dominic nonsense,” she huffed.

      “It was a wonderful party, as always.” Erin saluted her with a half-empty glass of delicious red wine. “Full of excitement and drama.”

      Kiara rolled her eyes at that. “Can you imagine doing something like this? And for what? That man-slut? I honestly do not see the appeal. As far as I’m concerned, both those women lost their minds.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. But to be fair, Alicia saw the error of her ways.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Kiara replied dubiously. “At one moment, I was quite sure they would start fighting, scratching each other’s eyes like feral cats.”

      “Donna chose the right moment to take Cordelia home,” Erin agreed.

      “She is quite good in such situations.”

      Erin looked at her questioningly, and Kiara shook her head. “That’s a story for another night.”

      Erin decided not to press.

      Alicia returned from the bathroom, and Kiara looked at her disappointedly. “We all know what Cordelia is like, but you should have known better,” she chastised.

      “Sorry to disappoint,” she said grudgingly before looking at Erin. “Can we go now?”

      Once again, she was Alicia’s ride here. “Sure.”

      “See you next Friday, Kiara,” Erin said over her shoulder.

      “Hold your excitement. God knows what will transpire next week,” she replied, faking dread, and Erin laughed.

      “We will just have to wait and see.”

      Alicia was quiet on their ride home, and although Erin tried to engage her in small talk a couple of times, trying to get her mind off the fight she’d just had with Cordelia, nothing worked. Eventually, she said. “Want to talk about it?”

      The other woman simply shook her head in return. “No. I will only get mad all over again.”

      Erin believed the term should be angrier, since she didn’t look like she had recovered from her fight. And it was understandable to feel like that. Nevertheless, Erin decided to leave her be, let her sort this mess on her own.

      As she’d said before, Alicia and Cordelia had both been duped by Dominic, yet Cordelia refused to see that. In Cordelia’s mind, Alicia was to blame for everything that was happening, and that wasn’t fair. It was strange how some people refused to see reason, see the reality as it was. Perhaps Cordelia wasn’t strong enough to acknowledge the fact that Dominic couldn’t care less about her. He’d even said that to her face, but she still acted as though Alicia was the root of all problems.

      That was sad, and it was maddening, and Erin felt sorry for Alicia and everything she was forced to juggle at the moment. Cordelia was openly hostile toward her, Dominic kept stalking her in hopes he would get back into her pants, and for a girl who simply wanted to be left alone and mend her broken heart, it could get overwhelming.

      It was a bad idea to bring her here tonight. Erin knew that now. In her effort to help her, she’d made matters worse. In retrospect, she should have asked whether Cordelia would be there. That would have spared them a lot of problems. Erin would keep that in mind for next time.

      “First stop, Seaview,” Erin announced while parking, imitating a train conductor, but Alicia didn’t make a move to get out. She simply looked out the window, into the distance.

      “Alicia?”

      “Why set my hair on fire?” she asked out of the blue, taking Erin aback.

      “Perhaps she thinks that’s your best attribute.” She said the first thing that came to mind.

      Alicia nodded to that.

      “Alicia, she was drunk. You shouldn’t take that too close to heart,” Erin tried to rationalize.

      “Yes, she was drunk, but she’s also batshit crazy.”

      That made Erin pause. “Are you afraid she could actually do something like that to you?”

      Erin didn’t know Cordelia that well. A week ago, she thought she was a really nice person with a great sense of humor who liked to tell funny stories, and now she got a chance to see a glimpse of the other side of her. And it wasn’t pretty.

      Alicia half-shrugged. “If you asked me a few days ago, I would say absolutely not, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “Really?” Erin was instantly concerned.

      Alicia rubbed her brow. “I am drunk. Don’t listen to me. Cordelia is all talk.” As she said all that, there was a strange glint in her eyes.

      Who is she trying to fool, me or her?

      “Thank you for the ride,” she added as an afterthought, finally undoing the seat belt and grabbing the door handle.

      “You’re welcome. See you tomorrow.”

      “See you,” she said before getting out and walking somewhat wobbly toward her apartment.

      Erin sighed deeply before starting the car again.

      She came here to escape all the drama from her previous life and had inadvertently found herself smacked into the middle of more drama. A different kind, but hard all the same.

      Is it me? She wondered about that on her way home.

      The next day, Erin was just getting to work when she spotted Dominic sneaking out of Alicia’s apartment. He was putting his shirt on and zipping his pants on his way down the stairs. As he turned around the corner, he spotted her and winked before continuing his way toward the guitar shop.

      He looked smug, and Erin hated that.

      Oh, Alicia, she thought sadly. She’d clearly had a relapse. That drama with Cordelia, where the other woman was constantly diminishing her worth, had clearly shaken her to the core, which resulted in her allowing that weasel to get back into her bed.

      Erin hoped Alicia would consider this a drunken mistake, a onetime thing, and move on. Because getting tangled with Dominic would only cause more troubles and nothing else.

      Alicia had to be the one cutting that cord, though.

      Unfortunately, this was not something Erin could do instead of Alicia. She was not the one who had to make all the hard decisions. That was all on Alicia. She was the one who needed to choose between her heart and her mind.

      All Erin could do was be supportive no matter what and pick up the pieces when it all came crashing down again.
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      Erin opened the shop. As she waited for Alicia to arrive, she went to the playroom, grabbed all the empty bowls, and filled them with water. Afterward, she made sure they were stocked on treats. All dogs liked to be bribed during their baths, so she always liked to have plenty at hand. It made life easier.

      Then she fired up the computer to see who the first client of the day would be. It was a German shepherd named Jade. Erin remembered him from a couple of days ago when the appointment was made. He looked like he could potentially get fussy during his bath, being young and full of energy, but Erin wasn’t worried about that.

      Checking the time, she realized it was half-past eight, and Alicia still hadn’t shown up. That wasn’t like her. Usually, she was first here, setting everything up before Erin even showed up.

      That was slightly troubling. She started debating whether she should go and knock on her door, see if she simply overslept or if something was wrong. Erin ruled against it. She didn’t want to leave the shop this close to the appointment. It wasn’t like people were lining up on the street to get in, it was simply that she found it unprofessional if Jade and her owner came in a little earlier and found the place empty.

      So she settled on calling. It rang and rang. And just before she started to worry, Alicia answered during her third try.

      “Hello?” Alicia answered, and her voice sounded hoarse and sleepy.

      “Hi, Alicia, it’s Erin.”

      “Oh, my God,” the other woman exclaimed.

      “Are you all right?” Erin asked in alarm.

      “I overslept.” She sounded horrified.

      Erin figured as much.

      “I’ll be down in a second.” There was a strange rumbling sound as though she was getting out of bed, and then she groaned. “I’ll need to go and throw up first.”

      Erin remembered that Alicia had drunk an impressive amount of alcohol last night.

      “Are you hungover?” she asked, amused. Now that she knew Alicia wasn’t really sick or anything, she wasn’t worried anymore and felt like teasing.

      “I don’t know. I feel like there’s a possibility I’m still drunk,” Alicia confessed, making that sound again, as though dry heaving. “That’s probably not something I should have said to my boss.”

      “Cordelia really managed to rattle you,” Erin said with a shake of her head, although the other woman couldn’t see her.

      “I know. My bad. I just got so mad, you know?” Alicia replied, dry heaving again.

      Erin didn’t feel like tormenting her further. “You know what, take the day off.”

      “I’m fine,” she started to argue. “I just need to . . .”

      “Throw up first, I heard. Do that; then go back to bed. I got this.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. It’s a slow day, anyway.”

      “You are the best boss ever.”

      “I know. I will have it printed on my mug.”

      Alicia chuckled at that. “I will make it up to you tomorrow,” she promised.

      “Tomorrow is Sunday. We don’t work on Sundays,” Erin pointed out.

      “Right, good night now.”

      “Good night,” Erin replied, laughing.

      As they disconnected, her first customers of the day arrived.

      “Good morning,” she greeted with a smile, putting everything that was swirling inside her head on pause.

      There were moments during the day when she would think about Alicia and wonder how she was doing, not only physically but mentally as well.

      She should have known from the start that this was Dominic-related. She’d drunk so much because of him, because of Cordelia’s harassment, to be precise, which was basically the same thing. Cordelia went mad because of Dominic as well.

      It was all connected like some weird spider’s web. They were all tangled and suffering. Apart from that man-whore. He was enjoying himself, as always. Luckily, he stayed away today, probably too satisfied with himself at the moment because Alicia had caved in.

      She was surprised that had happened, but looking at circumstances, it was to be expected.

      Erin was more surprised by Cordelia’s behavior, to be perfectly honest. That woman needed a serious reality check, preferably with a therapist.

      It was like Kiara said. It was mind-boggling that all these women lost their minds over some guy who was beyond undeserving.

      He was good-looking. However, a pretty face and a great body couldn’t hide a rotten soul. At least, not in the long run. So Erin simply could not understand why this was still happening, that after all this time, he had women fighting over him instead of shunning him.

      After an easy day at work, Erin closed the shop and went home. She and Fenix watched Air Bud before going to bed.

      On Sunday, her day off, Erin once again decided to roam around the island. She prepared a picnic basket for her and Fenix, and then they were off.

      They drove for a while before continuing on foot. She found a small path that led to the top of a hill, so they took it. Pretty soon, she realized the error of her ways. The picnic basket was too big and heavy for hiking.

      So she abandoned the idea, and they backtracked to the car. Eventually, she found a small, deserted beach on which they settled. Felix ran around as usual as she spread the blanket to lie down and enjoy the sun. As he chased the waves, she made a couple of videos of him. She loved how free he was, how joyful of small things. She should be more like that in her life.

      People should generally be more like that—enjoy life more, not get caught up in nonsense and drama. In moments like this, she was the most grateful that she was strong enough to stand up for herself, fight, and leave.

      If she hadn’t, she could have missed all this. If she hadn’t, she would probably be dead by now. And being alive in a place like this was so much better than that.

      She didn’t even have to call for Fenix as she started to unpack lunch. One moment, he was trying to catch something in the shallow water, and the next, he was beside her, waiting expectantly, which made her laugh.

      “You are such a goofball,” she informed him while placing his portion next to him.

      On Monday, Alicia came to work, and it was business as usual. Erin was glad she’d had those two days to sort herself out.

      “I am never drinking again,” Alicia announced.

      To that Erin had to laugh. She had definitely heard that before but didn’t comment.

      Despite the fact that Alicia said all the right things and worked hard as always, Erin still noted her assistant wasn’t her normal, cheerful self. And that was just sad. Seeing someone so good, so kind, suffering because of some asshole was beyond wrong.

      Good things should happen to good people, right? Unfortunately, that kind of naive crap didn’t even happen in the movies Alicia liked to watch so much.

      And it was more than obvious why she was moping around, looking worried each time a door chime could be heard. It was because of Dominic.

      Or at least that was what Erin thought. She was wrong.

      It was about midday when Alicia’s phone pinged, notifying her that she received a text. Alicia moved toward it with a strange, somber expression. Erin knew that look very well. She used it many times when her phone would start ringing and she had to brace herself for whoever was on the other side. Usually, it was Selena, waiting to yell at her, but Erin always dreaded that it could be Mark.

      Which made her wonder. Who is making Alicia look so guarded?

      After reading the text, Alicia burst out crying, taking Erin completely by surprise.

      “I can’t take this anymore,” Alicia said through sobs as Erin rushed toward her.

      “What’s wrong? What happened?” she demanded in alarm.

      In return, Alicia turned her phone screen toward her so she could read the text for herself, which Erin did, in haste.

      
        
        You two-faced bitch. I hope you had a good time with him since it’s going to be your last. You’d better watch your back from now on.

      

      

      Erin read it for the second time before looking at Alicia. She was stunned and horrified. “Who sent you this?”

      “Cordelia.”

      “What?”

      “I got a bunch of them.” Alicia showed her those as well. They were pretty much all the same, warning her off Dominic.

      “This is horrible,” Erin commented.

      Alicia nodded. “She’s been sending me these messages for a while. But lately, they are beyond vicious. And I can’t stand it anymore.”

      “Everything will be all right. Calm down.” Erin started speaking the usual phrases, trying to calm the other woman down. She needed her rational so they could sort through this and find a solution.

      How to reason with Cordelia? That woman had clearly lost her mind.

      “And the funny thing is I’m not with Dominic anymore.”

      Erin gave her a look.

      “Okay, I slept with him on Friday. That was the last time, though.”

      “Do you think you could speak with Cordelia?” Erin asked, yet even while saying it, she knew it was a stupid suggestion.

      “She threatened to set my hair on fire and so much more. There’s no reasoning with her.” There were traces of hysteria in her voice. Alicia was really at the end of her rope, frustrated and scared.

      “Okay, block her number,” Erin suggested next.

      Alicia threw both her hands in the air. “Like that’s going to help. She works right next to us. I have to see her every day.”

      “Then you will just have to face her head-on, and I’ll come with you.”

      One way or another, this madness had to end. Erin hoped they could end this peacefully, but if not, she was very knowledgeable in the judicial system, and if push came to shove, she would suggest that Alicia report Cordelia.

      As though summoned, Cordelia sauntered inside before Alicia had a chance to reply.

      “Came to see what your stupid message did?” Erin asked, not so gently.

      Cordelia barely looked at her before shooting daggers at Alicia. “That’s what you get for messing with me.”

      “I didn’t do anything to you, you lunatic,” Alicia snapped in return.

      “You need to stop coming between me and Dominic!” Cordelia screamed with all her might, making the other two women recoil.

      The outburst was so sudden, so violent, Fenix jumped on his feet, instantly ready to defend. Erin held him close by her.

      Although there were still traces of tears on Alicia’s face, her eyes narrowed at that, and she clenched her jaw.

      Oh no . . . Erin thought. This was not turning into the diplomatic conversation she was hoping for.

      “Cordelia, what are you doing?” Erin demanded, getting into the middle before things escalated further.

      “Erin, stay out of this. This doesn’t concern you,” she said to her dismissively.

      That was it. She’d had enough. She had been dismissed a great deal while being Mark’s wife, so that was a fairly big trigger for her.

      She smiled humorlessly. “This concerns me a great deal since you keep showing up, acting all shades of crazy, and disrupting my place of business, harassing my employee. Who do you think you are?” Erin snapped, losing her patience with this woman.

      Cordelia’s eyes narrowed. “Harassing?” she repeated. Unfortunately, it appeared that was the only thing she picked up from everything Erin said.

      It didn’t matter, though. Erin would repeat herself until something stuck in that head of hers.

      “Yes. She showed me all the threats you sent her. You do know people go to jail for shit like that?”

      Although angry and jealous, a slight uneasiness, maybe even fear, seeped into Cordelia’s expression as she actually started to think about it. This was a small community where people knew one another. So it was easy to forget at times that actions had consequences and that law had to be abided no matter what.

      Erin was glad to see the other woman was starting to waver. Naturally, Erin decided to press on.

      “Do you see what you are doing? You’ve lost all reason, and why? Because of a man who couldn’t care less about you.” Despite her hard words, Erin’s tone was gentle. She wasn’t trying to hurt her, simply to snap her out of that state, return her to reality.

      Erin definitely managed to snap her from her stupor, but not in the way she intended.

      “You clearly know nothing,” she snapped while flicking her hair and raising her chin. “Dominic loves me, but this bitch keeps pestering him.”

      “How can you think that when you know he’s sleeping with half the town?” He would hit on the rest if they were women as well. “He got Nancy’s girl pregnant and couldn’t care less.”

      “That wasn’t his fault,” Cordelia defended.

      She just can’t see past her nose. Erin was disappointed.

      “You know what? I honestly don’t care about your delusions, so I want you to leave. Leave Alicia alone, leave me alone, and don’t come back unless you want a lawsuit on your ass,” Erin threatened for good measure.

      She needed Cordelia to take this seriously. It was true that Erin was new to town. People didn’t know her yet, which was why she did her best to communicate that she meant business.

      Cordelia didn’t look too pleased after Erin’s little speech, not that she cared at this point. All the same, without further words, she turned around and left the shop in a huff. She stopped right in front of the window to glare at Alicia one last time before proceeding to her shop.

      Erin sighed with relief. She hated confrontations and always felt a bit shaky afterward. That didn’t mean she wasn’t glad she intervened. God knew what would happen if she hadn’t.

      Cordelia’s behavior was beyond troubling.

      Erin started massaging her brow. There was a headache coming her way, she just knew it.

      “Wow, you were amazing,” Alicia said in wonder.

      Erin simply looked at the other woman and shrugged it off. “Sometimes, you simply do what you have to do.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “It never is.”

      The rest of the day passed by in monotone, and Erin was beyond grateful. She was getting worn out about this situation, of this drama that wasn’t even her own, so if Cordelia popped by again, or Dominic, she would call the cops without a second thought and let them deal with those two idiots. Erin was done and hoped, after everything, Alicia was done as well.

      She wasn’t that surprised when Alicia asked if she could get off work a little earlier that day. After everything that had transpired, Erin wouldn’t like lingering either. Cordelia was seriously on the warpath, and it would be better to stay out of her hair for some time. It wasn’t particularly fair, since Alicia didn’t do anything wrong, yet at times, those more rational had to do whatever they needed so the situation wouldn’t escalate further.

      “Sure.” Erin nodded. They had no more appointments, and if someone dropped by in the next hour or so, Erin could handle it on her own. But she doubted anyone would.

      “Thank you,” Alicia replied.

      “See you tomorrow.”

      “See you,” Alicia said, and in a rush, picked up her stuff and left through the back door, clearly wanting to avoid seeing Cordelia, and headed for her apartment.

      Seeing how it was pretty dead on the streets without much traffic, Erin decided to start cleaning and maybe close early. There really wasn’t any point in working all day in a small town. Even with the tourists during the warm season, something like that wasn’t necessary. Besides, her shop was mostly for the locals. Rarely, someone visiting Misty Cliffs or the lighthouse would drop by to treat their pet with grooming.

      As Erin cleaned the back room, she glanced out the window to see Alicia rushing toward her car. Getting inside in clear haste, Alicia drove away.

      Erin frowned and looked at the clock. It was nearly six. Alicia had looked rattled, yet those were probably residual feelings from her fight with Cordelia. It was a tiring day. She hoped Alicia had simply decided to drive for a bit and clear her head, or better yet, visit a friend and, in a way, put some distance between her and Dominic, her and Cordelia, and all the drama that followed.
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      The next day, Alicia didn’t come to work. Erin opened the shop and waited. At first, she simply thought she overslept. She had rushed away yesterday, so there was a chance she’d tried to drown her sorrows in alcohol again and was now nursing another hangover.

      Erin considered herself a pretty understanding person, a pretty chill boss, but she would definitely have to speak to Alicia about this. As she’d said, she understood the other woman was going through some personal shit at the moment. Then again, who wasn’t? That didn’t mean the business should suffer.

      There were a couple of back-to-back appointments she had to deal with that morning, so the next time Erin managed to get a small break and check the time, it was already noon, and there was still no trace of Alicia.

      That’s odd, she thought, grabbing her phone. She tried calling a couple of times, but there was no answer.

      She texted instead.

      
        
        Are you all right?

      

      

      
        
        Did something happen with Dominic or Cordelia?

      

      

      
        
        Where are you?

      

      

      After sending a couple of texts, she stopped. They all remained unseen, unanswered.

      That was when she started to worry. Although she had another appointment soon, she dashed through the back entrance, climbed the steps two at a time, and started knocking against the door without breaking stride.

      “Alicia? You there?”

      No one answered. She tried for a couple of minutes more. Eventually, she returned inside. She knew that was a foolish idea since her car was still gone. Where is she?

      The problem was that Erin was fairly new and had no idea who to call at this moment to ask around. She knew Alicia had a sister, but she didn’t live on the island. And had no idea what the state of the rest of her family was, if she had any, or where they were.

      Should I call the police? Honestly, she didn’t want to cause problems. The last thing she needed was to be labeled as a paranoid person who called the police for nothing. Then again, what if something did happen to Alicia and she did nothing? She would feel even worse.

      Perhaps she could call Donna. That woman definitely knew everything that was happening in this city.

      As she pondered her options, the problem solved itself in a way. She saw Deputy Kent, who had answered her call about Selena, so she opened the door and called out after him.

      “Deputy Kent,” she called, waving with her hand.

      He turned and immediately approached. She ushered him inside.

      “I spoke with some officers from the Pittsburgh police department, and there wasn’t much they could do. They spoke with Mrs. Knox, but her lawyer got her out of the station really quickly,” he explained.

      Erin waved her hand. “That’s not why I called you in here,” she assured him.

      After everything that was happening around here, she had completely forgotten about Selena’s calling her. That felt like it happened months ago, not weeks. Although she was not surprised nothing came out of Selena’s violating the protection order.

      “Then what can I do for you, Miss Caldwell?”

      Erin was surprised he remembered her name. Then again, that was part of his job, to memorize a bunch of information.

      How to handle this? she wondered.

      “I don’t know if I’m making a big deal out of nothing,” Erin hedged, “but Alicia, my employee, didn’t come to work this morning.”

      “Alicia?”

      She racked her brain to remember. “Alicia Andrews.”

      “Did you try contacting her?”

      Erin tried really hard not to make a face while reminding herself that he was only doing his job. “Yes, I called, I texted, and she hasn’t replied.”

      “Has she missed work before?”

      “Well, I just opened this business, but it’s happened once before. She overslept.”

      “Perhaps that’s the case this time around as well,” Deputy Kent tried to reassure her.

      “I checked, and she’s not home.”

      He gave her a look, so she decided to explain further.

      “She rents the apartment upstairs.” She pointed upward while saying that. “And I went and knocked, but she didn’t answer. Besides, her car’s not here either, and she always parks it right there.” She nodded toward the designated parking spot for this building.

      “What type of car does she drive?”

      “A red one?” Erin wasn’t a car person.

      There was a small smile in the corner of his lips as she said that. “Okay, I’m sure nothing bad has happened, but I’ll ask around.”

      “I saw her leaving yesterday evening, and I’m worried because I haven’t been able to reach her all day.”

      “I will find her,” he reassured her, and strangely, she was reassured. Deputy Kent had that effect on her.

      “Okay, thank you very much. And please let me know when you find her.”

      He nodded before leaving the shop.

      She could see him going around the corner, probably to check on Alicia’s apartment, like she had, and that was good. That meant he was taking her seriously no matter what.

      On the other hand, maybe she was blowing things out of proportion. She had no idea how missing persons cases worked, but she was sure she heard someplace at least twenty-four hours needed to pass before filing a report. Then again, she didn’t formally do anything. She only asked the deputy for his help. He was better equipped for finding people than her.

      What if Alicia doesn’t want to be found? There was a possibility that she left to get away from all this drama.

      If she needed space and time from Dominic and Cordelia, then she should have called me. No matter the circumstance, it was rude to pack up and go without so much as saying, I’m taking a couple of personal days.

      Besides, Alicia didn’t look like she was carrying a travel bag or anything. She’d walked with haste, then proceeded to drive in the same manner down Seaview.

      Since that was the main road, Erin didn’t have the faintest idea where the other woman might have gone.

      Alicia, where are you? she asked the heavens in exasperation.

      Fenix nudged her with his nose, clearly sensing that she was anxious.

      “How about you, honey? Could you sniff Alicia out?” she asked.

      Fenix tilted his head to the side.

      She sighed. Realizing how all this stressing would drive her insane, she tried to keep herself busy. Unfortunately, it was an extremely slow afternoon, and the minutes dragged by as though intentionally tormenting her.

      She could see as Deputy Kent started to leave, and in a burst of inspiration, she rushed outside to catch him.

      “It’s as you said. She’s not there,” he informed her.

      Erin only then realized there was a part of her that hoped Alicia was simply asleep all this time and couldn’t hear her.

      “I have a spare key to the apartment, if that helps.”

      “We’re not there yet. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Thank you, Deputy.”

      She returned to the shop, ignoring Cordelia, who was leaning curiously through the door of her shop, as though in hopes of catching their conversation, and dashed inside when spotted.

      Luckily, they were far away. The last thing Erin wanted was for Cordelia to learn Erin was worried about Alicia. She suspected the other woman would be too gleeful, and Erin simply did not want to give her that satisfaction.

      Hours dragged on. Erin was bored. She was playing a game on the computer, having nothing better to do at the moment, when her phone started ringing. In a split second, she hoped it was Alicia finally calling her back, but it wasn’t.

      It was Mr. Swanson, her lawyer. That cheered her up ever so slightly. She hoped he was calling to let her know how the complaint against the prison went. She really wanted someone punished for letting Mark do whatever he pleased, even inside those walls. It was called prison for a reason. He was stripped of his rights and liberties for a reason. And Erin wasn’t opposed to his suffering a little, getting beaten up by an inmate or two, during his stay as well. He needed to be taught a lesson.

      “Hello, Mr. Swanson,” she greeted.

      These past couple of days were hard. Some of it was because of the stuff from her previous life, some were created in her new one. So, she was really looking forward to some good news.

      “Hello, Miss Caldwell.” By the sound of his voice, she instantly knew that something was wrong.

      When it rains, it pours. “What’s the matter?” she demanded.

      The old man sighed. “I’m afraid I have some bad news to share with you.”

      She looked at Fenix for some reason before sitting down. “Okay, I’m listening. What happened?”

      “Mark was released from prison yesterday morning.”
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      Erin’s whole world came crashing down. This was what she feared the most. This was definitely her worst nightmare, and it just came to be. Mark was free. Free to roam. Free to visit her. Free to kill me. She pushed that thought away.

      “How? Why?” She started to ramble before forcing herself to calm down. Then she tried again. “He still has years on his sentence, so how did he get released?” She realized she was raising her voice, yelling at her lawyer, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “From what I managed to learn, Constantine Rothberg, the family’s lawyer, managed to negotiate an early release.”

      That sounded so vague, so shady, and stank of shenanigans.

      “Based on what?”

      “His medical condition.”

      “What medical condition?” Mark was one of the healthiest men alive. That had to be a lie simply to get him out of prison.

      “The documents are sealed, and I have no access to them.”

      “How’s that possible? Why wasn’t I notified about this deal? Why weren’t you there with the other lawyer and the judge?”

      “They made it seem as though you failed to show up.”

      “I never got anything requesting that I be there,” she defended.

      “I know. They completely blindsided us with this. And I won’t have it. I will raise havoc in the court and file so many complaints the clerks will do nothing else all day but deal with them.”

      Small comfort now that he was out.

      Erin asked what was on her mind. “Do you think the judge is in on it too?”

      “I will never speak ill of an officer of the court, but this was done in poor taste, and I will demand that you have your day in court too.”

      “And if that doesn’t work? He’s out. What does that mean?”

      “He has three years of parole, and in that period his movements will be documented by an ankle monitor.”

      For some reason, that didn’t make her feel any better. If that bastard managed to find a way to get out of prison, there would be a workaround for this as well. And then he’ll come knocking on my door. She stopped herself there. She couldn’t think like that. Not now.

      “Is he on house arrest?”

      “Not really. He’s not allowed to leave the state and has to go on prescheduled medical appointments as well as parole checkups.”

      Now Selena’s words made so much sense. That martini-soaked, crazy old woman knew with certainty that her son would be getting out and had called her to gloat.

      That was one fucked-up family, and although she was more than grateful that she’d managed to get out, free herself, some trepidation remained since no matter what she did, they were still following her.

      From this perspective, it didn’t look like she could close that door behind her and truly get free of them. No matter what she tried, they managed to pull her back in. And they still found ways to hurt her, and with Mark totally free, there was no telling what would happen next.

      You know exactly what will happen next. He’ll come after you. Again, she shook the thought off.

      As though reading her mind, Mr. Swanson added, “Of course, he’s not allowed to contact you in any form during his parole or after.”

      “Like that will stop him.” It certainly didn’t stop his mother.

      “He will have to abide. Otherwise, he will be returned to prison immediately, his deal annulled.”

      Maybe I can make him violate his parole, she thought. No. Mark was smarter than that. Besides, that would mean having to face him, and she wholeheartedly wanted to avoid that. Besides, even if she did something like that, there were no guarantees it would work. The laws did not apply to rich people. It had been proven to her so many times that she knew she would have to find some other way to protect herself. She couldn’t count on anyone or anything from now on.

      Mark will be looking for me. She knew that with utmost certainty. What to do? Should I let him find me or run away again? She couldn’t keep running all her life. That was no way of living. But face him? Somehow, that sounded even worse.

      That’s your fear talking. And unfortunately, she had every right to be afraid. That man had almost killed her.

      “Thank you for calling me, Mr. Swanson. This was definitely something I needed to know.”

      “I’m sorry I don’t have better news to share.”

      Me too. “It is what it is.”

      As she disconnected, Erin remained frozen in place. Mark was out of prison. Free to do as he pleased. Free to make good on all his threats. She started to sweat as her heart raced like crazy.

      He will come, and he will kill me.

      And there was nothing she could do to stop it.

      She closed her eyes, feeling powerless, feeling as though the last year had never happened. She was still his wife, back in that house, completely at his mercy.

      She couldn’t breathe. She didn’t know what to do.

      Oh, my God, what am I going to do? Erin thought in exasperation, and she started to pray.
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      Over the next couple of days, Deputy Kent had stopped by for the key to Alicia’s place, and Erin bounced between being worried about Alicia, since she hadn’t shown up and was officially missing, and being petrified that Mark would show up at her doorstep, all smiles, all, Oh, how I’ve missed you, honey, right before trying to choke the life out of her.

      Overall, it wasn’t a fun week. She’d even had an emergency session with her therapist the instant she heard Mark was free because she couldn’t calm down. Dr. Weathers had ended up prescribing her a mild sedative so she could function again.

      She was completely rattled to the core. Naturally, she had always known this day was coming, but not this soon. Erin thought she would have more time at her disposal.

      Right when she thought she was finally free and ready to start rebuilding her life, it all came crashing down. First, her assistant went missing, and then she heard her ex was out and about, absolutely free to exact his revenge upon her. Because Erin wasn’t stupid. She knew that a small thing like an ankle monitor wouldn’t stop him or slow him down in the slightest.

      If he wanted to come to see her, that was exactly what he would do.

      She had the briefest moment where she mused about the possibility that he was already here. What if he did something to Alicia to punish me? Yet the dates didn’t match. So at least in this one thing, he wasn’t the villain of the story.

      When Friday came, Erin was relieved she would be going to Kiara’s to see all the rest of the women and spend some time among friends. Naturally, they were all talking about Alicia, worried about what might have happened.

      In some ways, it didn’t make her feel better that she wasn’t the only one troubled by this. She would much rather be proclaimed a paranoid lunatic and have Alicia safe and sound than have the entire Fishing Club feel the same way. That didn’t promise good things to come.

      “I didn’t know who to call, so I told Deputy Kent.”

      “You did the right thing,” Kiara reassured her. “It is just so strange that this happened now.”

      Erin didn’t fully understand her meaning. “Has she done something like this before?”

      “No, never,” Donna said to her. “I’ve known Alicia her whole life. She was always a good girl. On the other hand, her sister used to get up to all kinds of mischief.” Donna shook her head as if remembering Alicia’s sister and some trouble she had caused.

      Erin sighed. “That makes me even more worried,” she confessed.

      She couldn’t explain why, but she felt responsible for Alicia. Which was ridiculous. Yes, she was renting an apartment from her and worked as her assistant. They saw each other almost every day and grew closer and became friends, but Erin had developed almost a parental sentiment toward the other woman. And that was at least partially due to their similar experiences with men. They both had very bad taste in them. And now she was simply gone without a trace, and Erin couldn’t bear it.

      She felt like there were ways to prevent this, yet then again, that was all just an irrational part of her brain spiraling out of control.

      “If she would only answer my calls, tell me where she is . . .” She trailed off.

      “What if she can’t?” Kiara said, and Donna looked at her disapprovingly. “What? I’m speaking my mind, and you can’t say you haven’t thought about the worst too,” she muttered.

      It was true. They all were.

      “Where does her sister live nowadays?” Nancy asked.

      “Sarah’s in Seattle, but if Alicia went for a visit, she would tell someone.”

      “Should we ask her if Alicia is with her?” Erin asked, a small hope blooming inside her. “I would have called her sooner if I’d had her number.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Hold on, what time did you say it was when you saw her last?” Kiara asked Erin.

      “Why are you asking?” Erin was curious.

      “To see if there were any more ferries that day,” Kiara said as though stating the obvious.

      Erin kept forgetting she was on an island now, which meant people couldn’t simply come and go as they pleased. There was no point in checking with or alarming Sarah if Alicia couldn’t have left the island.

      “Let me think,” Erin said slowly as she racked her brain to remember. “She asked if she could leave work early, and I saw her getting into her car around six, I think.”

      A lot of heads started nodding at that.

      “She could have taken the last ferry,” Donna said eventually.

      So there was a possibility that Alicia was in Seattle visiting her sister, which was a relief. Despite leaving without a word, it was better than the alternative.

      “Why would she leave like that, without a word?” Donna stressed.

      “I don’t know, maybe someone wouldn’t stop pestering her,” Erin said, making a face. And even though she didn’t particularly look at Cordelia while saying that, the rest of the women easily put two and two together.

      “Cordelia, what did you do?” Kiara asked, none too gently.

      Cordelia, who’d stayed out of the conversation this whole time, silently sitting in the corner nursing a drink, righted herself a little the instant there was a spotlight on her, then rolled her eyes. “I didn’t do anything to her.”

      Erin made a face. That was a lie. She’d done plenty.

      “You are all acting stupid.”

      “How can you say that?” Nancy was outraged. “Alicia’s been missing for days now. Of course we are worried about her.”

      “Missing?” Cordelia challenged in return. “Please, don’t be ridiculous. Can’t you see what’s really going on here?”

      “What do you mean?” Donna asked.

      “Alicia is clearly pulling a classic drama-queen move, and you are all falling for it.”

      “Apart from you, of course,” Kiara countered dryly.

      “Yes. Because I know better,” Cordelia said smugly.

      “And why would she do something like that?” Erin challenged.

      “Because this is exactly what she wants,” she replied as though explaining to a child. “She wants all of you worried about her, pitying her.” She made a noise at the end as though disgusted.

      They were all worried about Alicia, that was true, except Cordelia. Erin couldn’t help wondering why that was the case. Did she really hate her that much?

      “It still doesn’t make any sense. She has no reason to act like this, making us all worried. It doesn’t add up.”

      Cordelia scoffed as though losing patience. “Alicia is being petty,” she almost spat. “She obviously skipped town, nursing her broken heart since Dominic chose me over her. And she did it in such a way to elicit pity from all of us, but I’m not falling for it.”

      There were so many things wrong with that statement that Erin didn’t know what to tackle first. She couldn’t believe Cordelia chose that moment to once again trash Alicia, pointing out how she’d tried to come between her and Dominic, while also insisting on that insane notion that she and Dominic were in a relationship in the first place.

      In all fairness, Erin couldn’t care less about the nature of their relationship. She was just irked the other woman was asserting something that wasn’t true. Even Dominic said so. So, to come here and insist on nonsense while trashing Alicia when all of them were worried about her was beyond callous. It was egotistical and heartless.

      It went without saying that the rest of the women, after hearing that, made noises of disapproval. None of them were buying into Cordelia’s brand of irrationality.

      “That is the most ridiculous thing I have heard in my entire life,” Kiara said with an eye roll, summing up their collective thoughts perfectly.

      “For a moment there, I thought you would say something clever, insightful,” Donna added, looking at Cordelia like a disappointed teacher might a student.

      And there was a good reason behind it. Erin had learned from Kiara that until Cordelia finished school, she had worked in Donna’s hair salon.

      “Everything I said is true, like it or not. You live with this illusion that Alicia is this sweet girl when she’s not,” Cordelia countered indignantly.

      “Just because you believe in your delusions doesn’t mean we have to,” Kiara said.

      “What did you say to me?” Cordelia started to get angry, but Kiara stood her ground.

      “You run after that drunken man-whore like he is the most precious thing in the world, guarding him, although he doesn’t want to be guarded, and then have the audacity to accuse one of our own of betrayal. You’re so blinded by jealousy you don’t even see what you’re doing, what you’re saying.”

      “And how do I sound, precisely?” Cordelia interjected, folding her arms over her chest.

      “Inconsiderate, cold, heartless, foolish, and pitiful,” Kiara said. She stopped there, although it was more than obvious that she had a few more chosen words to share and reconsidered.

      “You all are the blind ones. I told the truth. It’s not my problem that you don’t like it,” Cordelia insisted stubbornly. “And when I’m proven right, I will make sure to rub your noses in it.”

      “So you think she left because she couldn’t stand being here, witnessing your happiness with Dominic?” Erin asked, her tone almost mocking.

      “Yes,” Cordelia replied instantly, as though glad someone was finally getting it.

      “Yeah, that’s a load of crap.”

      “Like you would know,” Cordelia replied snidely.

      “I was the one who saw her last, remember? And if she skipped town, then why did she leave all her stuff behind?” Erin challenged.

      “Just because you didn’t see her take anything doesn’t mean she didn’t plan this trip. Maybe she already had everything she needed in her car,” Cordelia pointed out.

      And perhaps that would be a good argument if Erin didn’t know better.

      “I was asked to provide the spare key of the apartment to the police so they could look inside. Deputy Kent told me everything was left as it was. She didn’t even bring a toothbrush with her, let alone anything else. Nothing is missing. She left with her car and a small shoulder bag in which she presumably had her keys, phone, and wallet. That’s all.”

      Cordelia smiled. “See, what did I tell you? She clearly went away for a few days fully planning on returning. You’re worrying for nothing.”

      “Then where is she?” Donna lost patience.

      “Probably in some motel, laughing at all our expenses,” Cordelia snapped in return. “How can’t you see? She is doing all this to elicit sympathy so he will take her back again.”

      “I can’t believe you are still talking about that cretin,” Kiara snapped, clearly losing patience. “I can’t listen to this nonsense any longer. This has nothing to do with him.”

      Erin wasn’t so sure that was the case. Just not in the way Cordelia was portraying it to be. It was apparent that Alicia was upset by the whole love-triangle situation she’d found herself in, but was that the reason she left? No one, at the moment, could say for sure.

      “I know you hate him because he doesn’t want to sleep with you, Kiara, but that kind of attitude is clouding your judgment,” Cordelia threw in the other woman’s face.

      Kiara’s eyes narrowed at that. “I have much better standards than that, my dear, so his sentiments and wishes are of no importance to me. However, this is precisely what I meant. You are obsessed. And it is beyond sad to see you act like this. My advice is, take a long, hard look at yourself and accept the hard truth that Dominic, that worthless piece of shit, doesn’t love you, nor will he ever love you.”

      Cordelia recoiled as though stricken by those words but recovered quickly. That was shown by the straighter posture and flick of her hair. “Whatever, Kiara. You pretend to know everything, yet you’re still single. So who are you to advise me?”

      “Show of hands, whoever here slept with Dominic or was relentlessly pursued by that slut?” Kiara countered without missing a beat. Kiara herself was the first who raised a hand, and everyone else followed.

      Erin raised a hand.

      “Now multiply this number by a hundred or more, and you’ll get a picture of the type of man he truly is.”

      “Whatever, you are just jealous,” Cordelia replied, but her voice wavered, whether from anger or because Kiara managed to plant a seed of doubt, Erin couldn’t say for sure.

      “There’s no reason for me to be jealous of you or him. Because, you see, I was the first who dared to say no to him. That is why he can’t stand me, because I speak the truth about him. Not the other way around.”

      Cordelia remained quiet for a bit as though she had nothing to say to that. “I think it’s time for me to leave,” she said eventually. “I will not stay where I’m constantly judged and yelled at for no particular reason.”

      “Don’t try to play a victim now. We all know you all too well,” Donna said, and although her tone wasn’t patronizing, Cordelia clearly took it as such.

      “And I know all of you. None of you have real lives, have real love.”

      “Hey, I’m happily married,” Nancy pointed out, yet Cordelia ignored the interruption.

      “You are all a bunch of sad, lonely hags who live for gossip and putting people down for trying to be happy. I have better things to do than be with all of you, anyway,” she added on her way out.

      “Like catching an STD from your ‘boyfriend’,” Nancy sneered, and they all started laughing.

      “You are all such bitches, especially you, Nancy. I hate you all,” Cordelia screamed before storming out.

      That left them in silence for a couple of moments.

      “So that happened,” Kiara said, ending the spell.

      “I’m worried about her too,” Donna said with a sigh.

      “That is because you are a sad bitch who has nothing better to do.”

      “Kiara, don’t be like that.”

      “Right. I think we need more wine.”

      “I could use a glass,” Nancy agreed, which was followed by a couple of others.

      “Erin?” Kiara inquired once she returned with a bottle of red wine.

      “No, thank you.”

      “I know you’re worried, we all are, but we still have to have faith that everything will turn out for the better.”

      Erin simply nodded at that. She was slightly stunned that something like that would come out of Kiara’s mouth, but slowly over time, she started to see the real truth about the cold Brit. She acted all brazen, but in fact, she had a kind soul, so she was extremely worried, not only about Alicia but for Cordelia as well. She simply chose to mask her true feelings, for some reason, and although Erin couldn’t understand why that was the case, she would honor the other woman’s choices. They all had secrets, after all.

      After Cordelia left, they continued to speculate about Alicia and what truly happened. Hours passed with them none the wiser.

      Despite all the talking and Cordelia’s drama, the questions still remained the same. Why did Alicia go away in such haste, and where the hell was she now?
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      The next day, Erin decided to do something she thought she would never have to. She put all her bad feelings aside, her disgust, and went to speak with Dominic.

      Last night, during their discussion with Cordelia, she realized there was a possibility they were looking at things the wrong way. Although there was a chance that Alicia took the last ferry, which was information that could easily be verified, what if she stayed?

      What if she was so rattled, angered, and shaken to the core after her fight with Cordelia, after being forced to listen to the threats she’d made, that Alicia decided to take slight revenge? It would definitely not be the first time she acted out after a confrontation with Cordelia.

      Erin remembered Dominic sneaking out of her apartment that one time. So what if Alicia simply got into her car and decided to spend a couple of days with Dominic? Nobody had raised that question before. She just thought of it this morning. However, the more she thought about it, the more it sounded like something that could have actually happened.

      Alicia was emotional and pissed off, and Cordelia was making her life miserable. If Dominic chose that moment to call, then maybe Alicia got a splash of inspiration and decided some revenge on the other woman would serve her well. Show her once and for all that she was not Dominic’s girlfriend.

      The question still remained—why did Alicia not call? Maybe that was all a part of this big idea, to reemerge after a couple of days having tales to tell. It was a bit far-fetched thinking Alicia would really go through all that trouble, but it was worth exploring this small hunch she had. So that was precisely what she was doing at the moment, going in search of the last person she wanted to see. If she couldn’t find him, perhaps that was an indicator as well.

      There was something she realized while stressing about Alicia. While her focus was elsewhere, Erin could not stress or be paralyzingly terrified about Mark and the fact that he was out of prison. She couldn’t be obsessed by the notion that there was a chance his eyes were following her everywhere and that he was simply biding his time before jumping in front of her, ready to hurt her all over again.

      Sadly, that felt like choosing between two evils, being worried about Alicia or being worried about Mark. This was supposed to be a fresh start. Misty Cliffs was supposed to be this magical place full of rainbows and unicorns, and somehow, things still went to shit. Maybe it’s because of me. Maybe I have bad karma or something.

      Either way, she decided that since there was nothing she could do regarding Mark, she would focus all her energy on finding Alicia.

      Fenix was right beside her as she walked down the street, and she couldn’t say for sure, but she felt like Cordelia was watching her, as though interested to see where she was going. Erin pressed forward anyway.

      As it turned out, she was completely off when assessing that woman. Erin had thought Cordelia was a nice enough person with a few quirks, but overall, good, with a great sense of humor and a desire to make those around her happy. As it turned out, she was nothing of the sort. She was vicious and petty and beyond unreasonable. She definitely reminded Erin of someone she knew back in Pittsburgh. Selena. The only difference was Cordelia was young and not an alcoholic. The brand of madness was the same. Both women were completely blind regarding the evil actions of men they loved.

      Erin had no idea where he lived, nor particularly cared to find out. That would always be her last resort. For now, she would try to find him in his guitar shop and hope for the best. If he wasn’t there, there was a big chance that he was doing his daily round of visiting shops on Seaview and hitting on all the female employees.

      She was not even sure that having Alicia in his bed would stop him from this routine. He was known to try to seduce tourists as well, but luckily, as it turned out, he was taking a break from all his exploits and was actually working for a change.

      She wavered only a second before entering because if he was in the shop, then that had to mean Alicia wasn’t with him, right? She pushed forward anyway. She had to see this through. She had to do something and felt like Dominic was her last chance to learn anything.

      The guitar shop was much bigger than she imagined. The guitars in various shapes and colors hung from the walls on special-looking hangers, and the smells of wood and something else dominated the air. Was that Dominic’s aftershave mixed with beer?

      Behind a desk, Dominic sat, more like lounged, looking extremely bored, and sprang to his feet the instant he saw her coming inside, perking up.

      His smile was victorious. “I knew it was just a matter of time before you came to me.”

      Classy, she thought. “I was curious about the shop, and besides, I was thinking about guitar lessons.”

      “Really?”

      “No.”

      All too late, she realized it probably wasn’t the wisest course of action to antagonize him if she was hoping to extract any kind of information from him.

      Luckily, her words slowed him down for only a moment. “So what can I do for you, then?” he asked, leaning slowly against the counter in a way that made his arms bulge ever so slightly, showing a lot of muscles.

      Was that his move? It went without saying that she didn’t acknowledge that obvious display in any way. She was here on a mission, after all.

      “I came to ask you a very important question,” she started.

      “Yes, I will go out with you,” he deadpanned.

      “Dominic.”

      “I’m on a break. We can go right now.”

      “It’s ten in the morning,” she replied, only then reminding herself not to get sidetracked.

      “Fine, I’ll sleep with you, and then you can buy me breakfast,” he replied with a grin.

      Erin made a face, shaking her head. “This was obviously a mistake.”

      That sobered him up a little. “I was kidding. Ask away.”

      “Have you seen Alicia lately?”

      He looked slightly disappointed hearing that. Particularly because he only then realized she hadn’t come here to flirt with him.

      “Why are you asking me that? Doesn’t she work with you?” he countered, getting slightly defensive.

      “She hasn’t been to work in nearly a week, and I can’t reach her, so I was hoping you know where she is.”

      “I haven’t seen her in a while,” he said with a half-shrug.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Erin insisted.

      “I don’t know. What’s with all the questions?”

      Erin gritted her teeth. “Haven’t you been listening to me? Alicia is missing. She left and didn’t come back, and I can’t reach her on the phone. So please answer me. This is important,” Erin said all in one breath.

      “Last week, I think,” he replied, scratching his head.

      “Can you be more specific than that?” she urged.

      Dominic looked like he was really trying to search his brain for such information. Despite everything, she appreciated that. “I think it was Friday or Saturday. I don’t know.”

      That was bad. The last time Erin saw her was on Monday. She was still the last person to see her. “So you didn’t see her Monday?”

      Dominic frowned and shook his head.

      That didn’t make her feel any better. She’d had high hopes that Alicia was camping out at Dominic’s to let off some steam and calm down after the whole drama with Cordelia.

      I guess I was wrong. Unless he was lying. But looking at him, Erin knew he wasn’t.

      “Okay, thank you,” she said before turning to leave.

      “Hey, where are you going?” he called out and in one quick motion came to stand in front of her, blocking her way toward the door.

      Erin groaned inwardly, not liking that. She knew where this was going.

      As he did that, Fenix got all tense. He didn’t like that either. He had been relaxed this whole time, if slightly uninterested since he didn’t particularly care about Dominic, but after the man’s rash move, his demeanor changed ever so slightly. He was not aggressive, simply reserved, observant.

      Erin knew he would attack to defend her if she said to. That was always comforting to her. Not that she was going around letting Fenix attack people. Yet it was reassuring that he would defend her if she ever found herself in any kind of danger.

      Which she wasn’t at the moment. Dominic was a menace, a whore, but he wasn’t dangerous.

      “I have to return to work,” she explained.

      “So soon? You just got here.”

      She looked at him oddly. “I didn’t come here to socialize, only to ask about Alicia.”

      “Oh, come on, admit it. You wanted to see me, right?” he said with a wink.

      She rolled her eyes. “Bye, Dominic.” She tried to sidestep him.

      He blocked her path again. “Wait.”

      “What?” she said, feeling exasperated.

      “Go out with me.”

      “No. Now please move. I have to go to work.”

      Fenix tensed beside her. Erin guessed he was picking up on her anxiety to get away.

      “Then I’m not moving until you say yes,” he said, clearly amused.

      He was the only one.

      “Dominic, what are you doing?” Stella asked, coming from the back.

      “Talking to Erin.”

      “Not really. I’m trying to leave, and you won’t let me,” Erin corrected before turning to look at the other woman. “Hi, Stella,” she greeted.

      “Hello,” Stella said curiously, eyeing the two of them, plus Fenix. She shook her head eventually. “Dom, move out of the way so Erin can go open her shop. Don’t act like an asshole,” she finally said, seeing what he was doing.

      “I was joking around,” he started to defend himself. “You guys are way too serious.”

      Stella frowned at him. “Yeah, right. Can you stop flirting for, like, five minutes and help out around here?”

      “I’m a guy, and that’s what guys do.” Dominic shrugged and gave his sister a grin.

      Erin chose that moment to move around Dominic and finally reached the door. As she dashed through it with Fenix, she could hear Stella saying. “No, my dear brother, you are a man-whore,” which put a big smile on Erin’s face.

      She took a deep breath, releasing it slowly as she walked toward her shop. Going to see Dominic was a mistake on so many levels, and to make matters worse, it was all for nothing. She learned nothing new. She was still the last person who saw Alicia. Erin’s theory was for shit. She was back to square one. Perhaps that was what she got for trying to do police work on her own.

      That night, Erin was surprised to hear someone knocking on her door.

      After a moment of dread, thinking it was Mark, who wouldn’t knock, or Dominic, who hopefully didn’t know where she lived, she was startled to see Deputy Kent on her doorstep.

      By his grave expression, she instantly knew he was not the bearer of good news.

      “Deputy, what happened?” she demanded to know.

      “Sheriff Albertson asked me to come pick you up.”

      “Why?”

      “We found Alicia’s car abandoned by the side of the road.”

      “And Alicia? Where is she?” she asked, although she already suspected what would be the next words coming out of his mouth.

      “We found her body a couple of miles away on the beach. It appears that she was strangled.”
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      Erin covered her mouth, preventing herself from screaming. This was what she’d feared the most, prevented herself from thinking about during the last week, but in the end, it didn’t change a thing.

      She stumbled backward, dropping to the floor. “Oh, my God.” She started to cry. She didn’t want to, tried to force the tears back, but they still streamed down her face.

      Poor Alicia. Strangled, dead.

      Murdered. The word filtered through her shock.

      Deputy Kent dropped down next to her and gently said, “Since she has no next of kin in town, I need you to come with me and identify the body.”

      Erin simply nodded, wiping tears from her face, and started to get back to her feet.

      Fenix came forward as well without being told. Deputy Kent looked at the dog for a moment but decided to let it go.

      Erin was distraught enough. She needed her Fenix by her side.

      Alicia has been murdered. The words continued to swirl in her head. Murdered.

      Sweet Alicia was gone. Someone had ended her life.

      Although she wasn’t particularly religious, Erin still sent a small prayer to the heavens.

      Erin couldn’t remember the drive toward the small morgue. She couldn’t remember when the deputy escorted her to the room or when they showed her Alicia’s body for her to identify it. Erin could only remember her hair. That fiery red against that fluorescent light looked kind of coppery and dull. The life was drained from it as well, which was fitting, in a way. She didn’t want to think that, though. There was nothing fitting in this. Everything was simply wrong.

      Anyway, she felt like one moment, she was speaking with the deputy, and in the next, she was sitting in the sheriff’s office. This was the first time she was meeting the sheriff. All her previous dealings had been with Deputy Kent.

      She waited for him in his small office. He was currently at the scene of the crime, the deputy informed her, but he would be there shortly.

      Sitting in the chair, she absentmindedly scratched Fenix behind the ears. It brought her a small amount of comfort.

      “Would you like some coffee? Tea?” Deputy Kent offered.

      Erin shook her head.

      While left to her own devices, that initial shock started to slowly wear off, and she for the first time became fully aware of what was actually happening around her.

      Alicia had been murdered. They’d found her body on the beach. Someone had strangled her and left her there, hoping the sea would claim her, but tides didn’t work that way. So now, the police were looking for a killer.

      Who would want to kill Alicia? Who’d harm her? She was such a sweet girl. Sure, she made mistakes, no one was perfect. Could it have been Cordelia? She had made those threats . . .

      As all kinds of unimportant thoughts swirled inside her head, she couldn’t stop picturing Alicia’s face. Not the cold, lifeless one from the morgue but the one from before.

      Alicia crying because of Dominic, Alicia freaked out because of Cordelia, Alicia as she rushed toward the car, a strange expression on her face. Where was she going? At this moment, that mattered more than ever.

      That was the last time Erin saw Alicia alive.

      Why didn’t I stop her? she thought for the tenth time.

      It was easy to have such foolish thoughts in a situation like this, but in reality, at that moment, she would never have guessed something like this would happen. There had been no reason to stop her. It was as simple as that. However, when tragedies occurred, people turned inward and tried to find faults in their behaviors, tried to see what they could have done differently. It was an exercise in futility, and it pained her. But she couldn’t stop.

      In all this chaos, one thing wouldn’t come to mind. Alicia’s smiling face. They all rarely saw her smile in those last days.

      Poor Alicia. She died way too young. Her life had barely started before being taken away.

      The opening door snapped her from her reverie.

      She instinctively stood up as a fairly tall man in his forties, wearing the standard beige uniform, entered.

      “Hello, I’m Sheriff Sam Albertson,” he introduced himself in a deep voice.

      “Erin Caldwell,” she replied as they shook hands.

      He gestured for her to return to sitting as he went behind the desk to take a seat as well. That was when he stopped and stared down at Fenix.

      “Dogs are not allowed in here,” he said grudgingly.

      “Fenix is a certified emotional support animal,” she explained.

      “I see,” he replied, obviously not too happy about it but leaving it at that.

      Sheriff Albertson had salt-and-pepper hair, brown eyes, and olive skin. He was fairly good-looking or could have been if he weren’t frowning at her at the moment.

      “You’re the one who got Deputy Kent to start asking around town about Alicia?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      The question took her by surprise. “Because she didn’t show up for work, and I’ve been worried,” she replied, feeling silly for having to state something so obvious.

      He looked at some papers in front of him before returning his scowl to her. Erin got the feeling as though he was mad at her, as though he was blaming her in a way for landing him in a murder investigation.

      Does he think I killed her? She was troubled for a fleeting moment. But it wasn’t like that at all. It was more like he believed everything would be all right if she simply hadn’t alarmed everyone in the first place, which she found infuriating. She wanted to help. She wanted Alicia’s killer caught.

      “When was the last time you saw Miss Andrews?”

      “Monday evening. The next day, when she didn’t come to work, I tried calling and eventually started to worry when she didn’t call me back.”

      “Why?”

      There was that question again. “Why what?”

      “Why were you worried?”

      “Because she didn’t show up, and I knew she had some personal issues she was dealing with.”

      She wasn’t intentionally vague. It was a delicate subject, and she didn’t know how better to phrase it.

      “What kind of personal issues?” he asked, like she knew he would.

      And Erin decided then and there not to hold anything back. Alicia was dead, and all the dirty laundry had to be aired out because she wasn’t sure what piece of information could be helpful to the sheriff’s department.

      The last thing she wanted was for the killer to get away simply because she held back or withheld some things she knew on the misguided belief that she was protecting Alicia’s virtue or something. The killer needed to be caught by any means necessary.

      That was why she said, “The man she was seeing was also seeing another woman, and it caused a lot of heartache between them.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

      Erin blinked a couple of times before replying, “As far as I know, Sheriff, being a douchebag is not a crime.”

      He frowned. “Not about that. Her being missing. You noticed Alicia had been missing. Why didn’t you report it?”

      That completely took her off guard. “I did! I talked with Deputy Kent that very same day,” she said. “He began looking for her right away, from what I’ve been told, and even said she was officially declared missing when he came to get her apartment key.”

      The sheriff frowned and sifted through some papers on his desk. “Oh. Right. I see that now,” he said slowly, looking at some paper in front of him.

      Erin was confused. Was he purposely acting like he didn’t know? Or maybe he really hadn’t known, but that wasn’t good either. What kind of sheriff wasn’t aware of a local resident going missing and a report filed on them?

      He set the paper aside and looked at her. “Is there something else you can tell me about Alicia? Did she have a violent boyfriend, was she connected to crime, did she do drugs?”

      “Alicia?” she asked. “She was the sweetest girl, not a crime lord junky with a violent ex-boyfriend,” she replied while making a face.

      He looked at her for a moment before excusing himself. He left the office, leaving her to stew. She couldn’t believe he’d asked those questions. Then again, how else was he to get to the bottom of things? It wasn’t like he knew Alicia personally. So maybe his questions had merit.

      Once he returned, he continued to question her, asking a bunch of unrelated questions. He asked her a little bit about herself as well, when she moved here, from where she came, things like that, but he didn’t ask about any details, so she didn’t feel like providing them in return.

      Eventually, he circled back to Alicia. Erin tried really hard not to judge this man in front of her, but it was hard, especially since it looked like he was grasping at straws, trying to find an easy solution out of this tragedy.

      He would like nothing more than to be able to prove Alicia had simply tripped and managed to strangle herself on a blade of grass. She was exaggerating, but the sentiment was still true. To her, he looked like he had no clue what he was doing.

      Then again, in a small town like this one, it was a question when they had the last murder. Misty Cliffs relied upon tourism, so basically, law enforcement mostly dealt with disturbance of the peace, drunks, occasional bar fights, things like that. This was something else entirely. This was serious, and unfortunately, Sheriff Albertson was out of his league.

      After about fifteen or twenty minutes of all that nonsense, the sheriff thanked her, completely dismissing her. And she was stunned since in all her time answering his questions, she didn’t get the opportunity to mention Alicia’s fights with Cordelia, her threats, or her entanglement with Dominic. And she felt, especially in such circumstances, how that was important, but he hadn’t given her an opening, and now he was dismissing her.

      At the same time, she was utterly exhausted. This wasn’t the first time she had been interrogated by the police. She’d gone through something like this a couple of times after Mark tried to kill her. However, this was definitely the most absurd one.

      All the while, Erin half expected he would ask her who killed Alicia, all in the hope that she could solve this case immediately for him so he could go back home to sleep. Erin was worried that he was on the case. Then again, he was the highest-ranking officer in this town. There was no one else but him and his staff to handle this.

      She decided to take matters into her own hands.

      “If you were wondering the name of the man Alicia was involved with, it’s Dominic Martin.”

      The sheriff made a face as though knowing that name very well. Erin was not that surprised.

      “And the other woman is Cordelia Larsen. She sent Alicia a bunch of threatening texts over the last week.”

      His eyes kind of flashed for a second, as though she just threw a treat to a dog. He jumped to his feet, opening the office door. He called out for Deputy Kent.

      “Could you repeat those names, please?”

      She did.

      “Bring them in for a chat,” he ordered before closing the door.

      “Tell me everything about those threats.”

      Now he was finally asking the right questions. Erin took a deep breath, then started from the beginning. She didn’t leave anything out. She explained how Cordelia had caused a couple of scenes in public, accusing Alicia of stealing her boyfriend, and how when not satisfied, she’d moved to threats.

      “Do you know the nature of those threats?”

      “I only saw them once.” Erin did her best to recall what Cordelia wrote. “Also, she threatened to set Alicia’s hair on fire. That was said at one of the Martha’s Fishing Club meetings, so there were a lot of witnesses.”

      Sheriff Albertson was writing everything down. After he finished with her, he asked her to sign an official statement, and she did.

      On her way out, she once again saw Deputy Kent. And this time around, he had Dominic and Cordelia in tow. It looked like the pair had fought in the car on their way here and were walking on either side of the deputy, as though he was trying to put as much distance between them as possible.

      Erin felt strange seeing them as all kinds of theories filled her head.

      Truth be told, she blamed them for what had happened to Alicia. At the moment, she couldn’t put her finger on or say who was the killer, but it didn’t matter if they were completely innocent. They were still responsible for it. Those two were the reason Alicia had been so upset that day.

      And Erin would bet good money, although she had no proof, that they were also the reason she jumped into her car that night and furiously drove away.

      Through it all, Cordelia had enough sense to look a bit panicky as they approached the building. On the other hand, Dominic looked unfazed, indifferent, like always.

      For some reason, that pissed Erin off. Did he have a piece of coal instead of a heart? She fumed. Did he even know? Perhaps no one had told them yet what was going on.

      It still didn’t matter. Erin was sure he would act the same, regardless. Based on what Erin knew about him and how he behaved, this couldn’t be his first trip to the sheriff’s office. After a while, the trepidation wore off, or so she presumed.

      They both turned to look at her on her way out. She said goodnight to the deputy and ignored the other two completely.

      Dominic, bastard that he was, winked at her, but Cordelia narrowed her eyes as though speculating something. Erin couldn’t care less what was happening inside her head. If Cordelia was the culprit, she hoped she would rot in jail. The same could be said for Dominic. If by some miracle both of them were innocent, Erin still hoped the guilt of sending someone to her death would press on their hearts for the rest of their lives.

      Was she harsh? She didn’t think so.

      The next day, she heard from Donna, who heard from her brother who worked at the sheriff’s station, that both Cordelia and Dominic insisted they had nothing to do with Alicia’s murder. They stayed for hours, being interrogated, and were eventually sent home.

      The part of Erin that demanded blood for what happened was saddened that they didn’t spend at least one night in jail. Even if proven innocent, that was the least they deserved after treating Alicia that way. Dominic had pestered her and treated her like a plaything, and Cordelia had showered her with threats. If her last days on this earth were miserable, it was because of those two.

      Throughout the entire day, this was the talk around Seaview Street. About Alicia’s body finally being found and about potential suspects. Most business owners stood in front of their stores, speaking to others—Erin included, even though her shop was technically closed—and seeking any new pieces of information as all kinds of speculations and grim ideas circled the small community.

      Cordelia didn’t come to open her shop that day, which Erin found suspicious. If that woman had a shred of decency, she would feel sorry for everything she’d said to Alicia. Dominic did open his guitar shop. For him, it was business as usual, which was infuriating.

      In the afternoon, around five, Donna came over, flustered and breathless.

      Erin, who was doing nothing too important, jumped from her seat and approached the other woman, fearing she was getting ill or something.

      “Have you heard?” Donna asked, beating Erin to the punch, as she wanted to ask whether she was all right.

      “Heard what?” she asked instead.

      “Cordelia was arrested. They came to her house. Her mom almost had a heart attack as they took her away.”

      “Why did they arrest her?”

      “They found out she had been threatening Alicia, and when inspecting her phone, they discovered a bunch of messages from her to Alicia, saying a bunch of crazy stuff.”

      “I told the sheriff about that. They could have checked Alicia’s phone last night,” Erin said.

      “As far as I know, all of Alicia’s personal things are missing.”

      “What do you mean?” Erin frowned, not understanding.

      “When they discovered Alicia and the car, they couldn’t find her purse, so no phone, no wallet, no keys,” Donna explained.

      Was that the reason I had to go identify the body? she thought.

      “So, because of those texts on Cordelia’s phone, the sheriff thinks Cordelia is the killer?” Erin asked. To be fair, Erin thought so too. She clearly had a motive.

      “Yes.”

      Erin shook her head. “Oh, my God.” Could she hope this was over? “Do you think she did it?”

      Donna sighed deeply. “I think this is a huge tragedy for all involved. As for Cordelia, I would never have believed she was capable of something like that, but then again, she has acted out of character these last couple of weeks,” Donna hedged.

      “I agree, jealousy is a powerful motivator.”

      Sadly, she had firsthand experience with it, but she quickly pushed the thought away, not wanting to think of Mark at the moment. Although she was more than aware that the day would come where she would have to deal with him, confront him.
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      Since misery liked company, Alicia’s murder and Cordelia’s arrest weren’t the only bad things that happened in the small town of Misty Cliffs. Although it was the most tragic.

      Furthermore, to be perfectly fair, this was more on the personal side for Erin. This wouldn’t shake the entire town as those previous events did, but it certainly shook Erin to the core.

      As she grieved for Alicia, stressed about whether the sheriff had caught the right killer or found the easiest solution, because Cordelia continued to speak of her innocence, she also lost her will to do anything. Erin pretty much lost her will to go to work, knowing Alicia wouldn’t be there to greet her, help her out, or keep her company.

      That didn’t mean she stayed home. On the contrary, she was the first who opened her shop on Seaview. She meticulously swept the street in front, scrubbed the floors within, made sure she had enough clean towels, enough snacks, because she had to face it, it wasn’t like she had anything else going on in her life. Fenix and this store were her everything at the moment.

      When tragedies struck, people tended to turn inward, looking to their families, seeking solace, comfort, and security among those they loved and cared about. Erin didn’t have that here. There was no one she could go to on days like this.

      She had Fenix, but that wasn’t the same. And she had Dr. Weathers, but this wasn’t one of the times a therapist could help. It simply wasn’t enough. In times like this, a person had to turn to that specific group of people you were bound to by blood and love.

      At least now she had a couple of friends, she reminded herself. She wasn’t completely alone.

      After going through her morning routine and opening the shop, she realized she didn’t have any appointments for the day, which made her glum mood even glummer. To make matters worse, she completely forgot to eat, and her stomach was growling like Fenix did when he saw a skunk.

      Seeing no other options, she made a quick trip to the local diner to grab a quick bite to eat, this time not caring that the shop was left wide open.

      About twenty minutes later, she was on her way back as her phone started ringing. It was an unknown number. In her morose state, she didn’t think of the reasons behind why that was the case before answering.

      “Hello?” she greeted halfheartedly. Not even her favorite breakfast, cooked just the way she liked it, could snap her from a bad mood.

      “Hello, darling,” a very familiar voice greeted her in return.

      Her whole body stopped functioning for a second, and Erin stopped in the middle of the street.

      “Did you miss me? I know I’ve missed you,” he continued in his usual manner, speaking almost lazily. Once upon a time, she’d found that sexy. Now it made her skin crawl.

      “You’re not allowed to call me, Mark,” Erin snapped in return, finding her voice the instant she remembered being angry was far better than being scared. “We’re done.”

      He chuckled. “We will never be done. You belong to me.”

      It was hard not to get shaken by that, but she pressed forward. “The state of Pennsylvania disagrees with you on that.”

      He sighed, almost as though he was pitying her, which only pissed her off further. “You should know me better than that, Erin. I don’t give a fuck about what others say.”

      “You should because if I report you, it’s a one-way ticket back to prison,” she threatened without missing a beat.

      “Good luck proving anything.”

      “Oh, I will do everything in my power to send you back where you belong,” Erin seethed.

      “So much anger, so many threats. I miss my wife.”

      “That woman is dead. You made sure of that, remember?”

      “That was merely a lesson that needed to be learned, but I see now that with all the threats and snapping, it was all in vain. So unfortunate. I was so looking forward to seeing you and starting fresh.”

      Erin was stunned. Was it possible that he got even crazier while in prison? He definitely sounded as though he’d lost a couple more marbles, which made matters so much worse. There was no reasoning with crazy people.

      “Mark, you need help,” she said before she could stop herself.

      “I need my wife back,” he countered, finally raising his voice ever so slightly.

      Erin still twitched at that. No matter how much time passed, her body still reacted to those changes in his tone. She knew what happened when he got mad.

      You are in Misty Cliffs now. You got out; you are free, she reminded herself. He can’t hurt you anymore.

      “That will never happen,” she said with utter resolve. She would rather die than go through that hell again.

      Maybe you will get your wish.

      He chuckled again, his good mood returning for some reason. “I am looking forward to your saying that to my face when I drop by for a visit.”

      “What?” she exclaimed. He can’t be serious? she thought with dread.

      “Bye, my love. It was good catching up. See you soon.” And with that, he hung up.

      He’s coming here. She started to panic. Does he already know where I am? He must know. Maybe he always did and only now decided to start tormenting me. Her mind raced in all kinds of different directions. What to do? Where to go? Why would she go anywhere? This was her home now. Then again, she didn’t want to see him. She was afraid.

      “Fuck,” she screamed with all her might.

      “Erin, are you all right?” Nancy asked, a look of concern on her face.

      Only then did she realize she had stopped in front of the grocery store while arguing with Mark.

      “Yes, I’m fine. It’s just one of those days,” she replied vaguely.

      “Tell me about it,” Nancy agreed.

      Nodding to the other woman, Erin continued walking, too late realizing she was going in the wrong direction.

      Fuck, fuck. Without wasting any more time, she marched toward the sheriff’s department. Ever since she escaped Mark, she’d promised herself she would no longer stay silenced. Bullies, abusers, and psychopaths of every shape and form needed to be reported. That was the only way to stop them, to beat them. All the silence was what gave them power, and Erin refused to be powerless anymore.

      The atmosphere around the sheriff’s office was glum. The memory of Alicia’s murder was too fresh in everyone’s minds, and it showed. Erin easily found Deputy Kent.

      He instantly rose from his seat when he spotted her approach.

      “Do you need to see the sheriff?” he inquired.

      “Actually, I came to see you,” she replied. Since he was the one she’d spoken with about Mark, she figured it was best to speak with him today as well.

      She must have been quite a sight, all bewildered and spooked, since he immediately helped her sit down. Erin felt fine, considering, yet maybe she was wrong. Was it possible to be in shock without knowing one was in shock?

      This was the first time she’d heard Mark’s voice after a long time. Of course, it was hard, especially considering all the circumstances—his being free, wanting to see her, kill her, things like that.

      “Is this about Alicia?” Deputy Kent asked, snapping her from her reverie.

      Erin shook her head in return. “This is about my ex.”

      “The one who’s been harassing you?”

      How many ex-husbands does he think I have? She nodded. “He just called me and threatened that he would be coming to see me.”

      Deputy Kent looked confused. “Didn’t you say he’s in prison?”

      “I learned he managed to get out. He’s on parole with an ankle monitor, but that won’t stop him.” Her voice quavered ever so slightly, although she did her best to remain calm. She fooled no one.

      “Please calm down. I am sure the phone call was disturbing, but if he’s under house arrest, then he won’t be able to reach you,” he tried to reassure her.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” she argued. “You don’t understand. He’s already tried to kill me once. He beat me up, then tried to choke me to death right on the front lawn of our house. If he says he’s coming, I believe him.”

      “How long was he in prison?”

      “For attempted murder, about a year.”

      Deputy Kent’s eyebrows rose.

      “His family is extremely wealthy and very well-connected,” she explained.

      “And holds grudges?”

      She nodded.

      “When I reported him and he was arrested, things turned really bad. That family did their best to make my life hell, but I stood my ground and testified, and when he got convicted, he promised me that he would find me to finish the job.”

      Only then did she realize she was crying.

      Deputy Kent gave her some tissues, and she took a bunch to wipe her face and blew her nose. “Thank you.”

      “You said he called you?”

      “I came straight here afterward.”

      “May I see your call log?”

      She showed him her phone, and he copied the last number that called her. In the next instant, he grabbed his phone and dialed. He frowned. “It says this number is out of service.”

      “I’m not surprised. Selena calls me from a new number every week.”

      The frown on his face stayed as though he finally realized this was more serious than he could imagine.

      “You’d better tell me everything. I need to know who I’m up against so I can help.”

      For some reason, she found his words reassuring, so she did. After taking a couple of steadying breaths, she started her tale. While speaking, Erin was surprised by the lack of self-consciousness in her. Then again, she had been forced to tell what happened so many times in the past to the police officers, lawyers, even her therapist, so it got easier over time.

      It went without saying that she didn’t linger on the unimportant details, how she naively fell in a love with the wrong man thinking he was some kind of fairytale prince. She stuck to facts, of how his behavior toward her changed after the marriage.

      “That was when I realized his behavior before our marriage was simply an act. After we got married, he showed his true face.”

      During that time, she still found excuses for him, blinded by love, this need to be loved by someone. Even by someone as selfish and cruel as Mark.

      Erin was not particularly proud of that part of herself. She was working on changing that, though, accepting that she was worthy of love, of true love, and not settling for anything less.

      “I was basically a prisoner in my own home.”

      That was never her home, though. It was his home, and to him, Erin was simply another piece added to the decor. It was a lavish home, yet to her, it was nothing but a gilded cage. It was a cheesy description but still true. Over time, she’d started to hate every nook and cranny of it, as she’d learned to hate the man himself. She was lucky she’d managed to get free. She was aware of that. For all intents and purposes, she should be dead now. It was a miracle she’d managed to survive.

      “Mark hired a gardener who would come two times per week to tend the garden, mow the grass, plant new flowers, things like that. He was not allowed to enter the house.”

      While he was there, Erin was not allowed to leave the house. Now when she thought of it, it sounded so insane, but back then, completely brainwashed by Mark, she’d found his ‘request’ quite logical.

      She wasn’t allowed to interact with the gardener, and she learned that lesson the hard way.

      Once, on a particularly hot day, she offered Martin a glass of lemonade, and Mark came back from work early, looking furious like never before. He instantly started smacking her around the moment he stepped inside the house, enraged that she had dared to disobey him. That was how she learned there were hidden cameras all over the house, and while at work, he’d spied on her. Martin was fired.

      Erin made a small pause before speaking about that day, the last day she spent in that house.

      “I don’t know what really happened that day. He came home in a really bad mood. I tried my best to make everything to his liking, yet he wouldn’t stop picking on me.”

      He didn’t like how she did her hair. He had insisted that she dye her hair pearl blonde, which was why she couldn’t stand that color now and chose to dye it in more natural tones like chocolate brown.

      He didn’t like how she dressed, said she looked like a whore. Although it was a dress he’d picked for her.

      He didn’t like dinner, and so on.

      “Anyway, during dinner, he started accusing me of being unfaithful, of sleeping around with the new gardener.”

      That was such a cliché, and it would have been funny if it wasn’t so damn tragic.

      “I denied everything, tried to appease him, reason with him, and he wouldn’t listen. He came at me, and we fought. He started smacking me around, and I managed to reach the front door. I ran, screaming, but he easily caught up with me. We ended up on the ground with him on top of me, choking me.”

      She stopped there, massaging her neck. Although there were no visible marks, no long-lasting consequences, at times, she could swear she could still feel the pressure of his hands against her windpipe.

      She took a deep breath, reminding herself that she could. “I barely survived that night. If the neighbor hadn’t heard my screams and called 911, I would really be dead now. He was immediately arrested, and I was rushed to the hospital, where I died.”

      Deputy Kent raised his eyebrows at that.

      “I was a mess, had massive internal bleeding, and my heart stopped beating for a while. The doctors brought me back. The police guarded my hospital room, and once I was discharged, I found a lawyer and got a divorce. I left the city as soon as I could, but his mother kept following me around, I’m sure at his orders. That was when I moved here. I thought I got away from him, from them. But she still manages to call me, and now that he’s out of prison, I’m scared.”

      Deputy Kent looked visibly rattled while listening to her story. In a small town like this, she was sure stories like hers were scarce. And that was overall a good thing.

      “I need help.” She was not too proud to beg. To save her life, she would do whatever she needed.

      That broke the spell, and the deputy nodded, once again professional-looking, determined.

      “I will have to speak with the sheriff.”

      “Okay.”

      “Also, I’ll contact the parole officer and check Mr. Knox’s location. I will also warn the parole officer that he’s a risk.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Call me if anything else happens. If you see or hear anything suspicious, don’t hesitate to call.” He pulled out a card. “There’s my personal number, and you can reach me day and night.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, accepting it.

      Erin left the office feeling slightly better. She called her attorney as well, to let him know what had happened. She was taking all the necessary precautions. There would be no leaving things to chance.

      Mr. Swanson promised he would handle it.

      She stood in front of the sheriff’s office while making her call. As she finished and was about to leave, she saw Cordelia coming out of the same building. There was an elderly man in a suit, carrying a briefcase, walking beside her. Erin decided that was probably her lawyer, and the fact that she was out and about after being arrested meant she’d made bail.

      Erin started walking.

      “Erin, wait,” Cordelia called after her.

      She wouldn’t slow down.

      “Erin, please.”

      The other woman ran up to her, grabbing her arm. Erin instantly shrugged it away. “What do you want, Cordelia?”

      “I didn’t kill Alicia,” she said, getting straight to the point.

      “That’s for a jury to decide, right?” Erin countered, irked.

      “I know you’re mad at me. But please listen to me. I would never do something like that,” she defended.

      “Why should I believe you? You stormed into my store several times to scream obscenities at her. You sent all those texts to Alicia, threatening her. You made it sound as though you would do anything to keep her away from Dominic,” Erin challenged.

      “That’s true. I got a little crazy with jealousy, but I would never harm her. Not really. It was all talk to make her back off,” she rushed to explain. “I would never kill her,” she pleaded.

      Cordelia looked sincere enough, and that was the problem. As proven before, Erin was a terrible judge of character and couldn’t trust herself. She glanced at Fenix, who simply watched the exchange with curiosity.

      Erin exhaled loudly. “You lied about being allergic.”

      Cordelia took a moment to reply, looking down as if ashamed. “You caught that.”

      “Yeah. So excuse me for not rushing to believe you at the moment. And to be perfectly honest, I don’t know what’s the truth at the moment. Luckily, it’s not up to me to decide.”

      “I knew then that Alicia was seeing Dominic, and I . . . I didn’t want to see her. I just . . .” Cordelia looked away.

      “That may be true, but right now, my friend is dead, and I have to go.” With that, Erin left her and hurried back to her shop.
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      Days passed, and nothing happened. Erin stressed a lot, had night terrors about Mark, and was paranoid beyond reason while walking out and about, seeing Mark in every passing shadow, but that was about it. Nothing concrete happened, and that was good despite all the mental aerobics and stress.

      Unfortunately, the police didn’t seem to move at all with Alicia’s murder investigation. There was no new evidence, no witnesses coming forward.

      Cordelia kept to herself, went to work, and usually left early. When Friday came, time for Martha’s Fishing Club to meet, she didn’t show up. It was a solemn affair, anyway. They were all grieving for Alicia, worried and suspicious about what would happen next. Some believed Cordelia was guilty, that she’d lost her mind because of Dominic and simply snapped, while others had their doubts.

      Erin wasn’t sure either. Cordelia was certainly the most likely suspect and had motive, yet Erin wasn’t one hundred percent sure about her guilt.

      Cordelia was insistent about her innocence. However, was that because she felt remorse the instant she’d harmed Alicia or because she was innocent? Erin couldn’t say for sure, and that troubled her. There was a third option as well, that she was lying through her teeth.

      “Do you think she did it?” she asked Donna.

      Donna shrugged in return, her eyes grave. “I’ve known Cordelia for years. She definitely acts before thinking and has a lot of quirks, but murder?” She paused to shake her head. “I don’t know, and I’m afraid to know.”

      Erin knew what she meant by that. It was hard learning something like this about a person she believed she knew best.

      We all have secrets. That was true. All the same, that was a different matter entirely. It wasn’t the same, keeping things private versus being a completely different person, hiding a wicked part of yourself.

      “What do you think, Erin, about all of this?” Kiara inquired. “You were present for most of their fights.”

      That was true.

      “Was she ever aggressive beyond her words?”

      Erin stopped to really think of it. “She wasn’t. She was always this raging mess, but it was all talk, from what I could gather.”

      “That doesn’t mean things didn’t escalate,” Nancy pointed out.

      “That’s true too,” Erin agreed. “And I honestly don’t know what to believe at the moment. You all knew both of them better than I did. I think I’m just still in shock,” she confessed.

      “We all are,” Kiara added, taking a sip from her wineglass.

      Although some time had passed, Erin couldn’t fully acknowledge the fact that Alicia was gone for good. That someone who probably resided in this town killed her.

      Erin didn’t stay long at Kiara’s. She didn’t feel like it, so she went home, and instead of sleeping, she fired up her laptop and watched some TV series with Fenix. She ended up falling asleep on the couch.

      The next morning, she rushed to therapy, spoke about Mark and her fears, and Dr. Weathers tried her best to show her how to deal with them. It was hard not thinking about her demise at the hands of her ex-husband when someone she knew had ended up murdered. And they couldn’t say for sure who did it because the evidence against Cordelia was slim to none. Apart from the text messages, there was nothing else discovered by the police.

      “How are you holding up?” she asked.

      Erin shrugged. “I think I’m okay, considering.” It was hard to say. Erin considered Alicia a friend, although they hadn’t known each other that long. All the drama that was happening had brought them closer together, though. So it was hard, and any time she thought of Dominic and Cordelia, it only made her angry. “I hate how miserable she was during her last days.”

      Death was never pretty, no matter what Hollywood or bestseller books tried to convey. Even with that in mind, Alicia definitely didn’t deserve to go like that. To be chased around, hunted, then abandoned on some empty beach like she was nothing . . . It was horrible to even think of that.

      She sighed, looking down.

      “What is it, Erin? What just passed through your head?”

      Erin hesitated before replying, “I’m ashamed.”

      “Of what?”

      “Alicia was murdered. And although the sheriff thinks Cordelia did it, we can’t know for sure. Either way, what happened is a tragedy, and I’m sad about it, yet most of the time, I worry about myself.”

      “What do you mean? Do you worry something like this could happen to you?”

      Erin looked at the therapist for a moment. That was blunt. “Yes, and no.”

      There were no indicators that this was a serial killer, since Alicia was the only victim, but thanks, Doc, for putting something like that into her head. Now she had another layer of worry.

      Then again, serial killers were lurking under every rock only in movies. They were rare in real life. Most of the killings occurred among people who knew each other.

      “It’s more that I’m worried about Mark.”

      “Are you afraid he will come here?”

      “After his phone call, I worry he’s already here,” Erin corrected.

      Dr. Weathers pursed her lips before speaking. “What does your lawyer say?”

      “That the Knox family is blocking him on every count, as they have an army of lawyers, and he is one man. And I know I could hire more lawyers, but I’m not sure that’s the answer.”

      “And Mark is currently on parole?”

      “Yes, and I know he is forced to wear an ankle monitor,” Erin said, “but you don’t know that family, nor him. He made a promise that he would find me and finish the job, and he’ll keep it.”

      “So, at the moment, what you fear the most is that he’s already here,” Dr. Weathers summarized.

      Erin nodded.

      Dr. Weathers looked at her for a few heartbeats, and Erin could see when the other woman reached some kind of conclusion. She didn’t leave her to wonder what that was about for too long.

      “Let’s find out,” Dr. Weathers said.

      Erin made a face. “Let’s find out what?” she asked, confused.

      “I’ll call Mark’s parole officer right now, and we will know for sure where he is,” the therapist explained.

      “Deputy Kent said he’d be calling him, but I haven’t heard what he found out.” Erin bit her lip, feeling worried.

      “So let’s put your fears to rest and give the parole officer a call. It will be better if you can hear the words from him yourself.”

      “You’ll do that for me?” Erin was shocked, feeling like this was going beyond her job description.

      Dr. Weathers smiled at that. “It’s all part of the healing process,” she replied with a wink.

      “Let’s do it, then,” Erin said, feeling unreasonably enthusiastic.

      “Do you know the name of the officer?” Dr. Weathers asked.

      “Desmond Green.”

      It only took her a few minutes to find the number to Desmond Green’s office in Pennsylvania.

      Erin could have called the parole officer a million times on her own but still hadn’t. And she couldn’t say why. I guess I’ll have to discuss that with my therapist. She almost smiled at her lame joke.

      Erin was on pins and needles while her therapist dialed.

      Dr. Weathers didn’t try to lie or make up a story. She introduced herself and told the man why she was calling, expressing concerns about her client’s safety. Dr. Weathers put him on speaker so Erin could listen in.

      On the other end, Mr. Green was surprised, to say the least, when he heard the local police had not informed Erin of what was going on.

      “I sent them all the necessary information last week,” he said.

      If all that had happened during their first murder case in God knew how long, Erin could understand how something like this missed her ears.

      “My client never received anything. More to the point, she had to learn the disturbing truth on her own when Mr. Knox called her.” She gave Erin a wink while she said that.

      “He contacted her?”

      “Yes.”

      “I see.” He didn’t sound pleased to hear that. “Well, I can confirm that Mr. Knox is monitored, and since release, he has not tried to breach his designated area.”

      Hearing that was a huge relief for Erin.

      “Thank you, Mr. Green, for sharing that with me,” Dr. Weathers said politely.

      “You can tell Miss Caldwell that she can call me directly if her ex-husband tries to contact her again, since that is in direct violation of his restraining orders and his parole itself.”

      “Will do.”

      They disconnected.

      “There, you heard everything yourself.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.” Erin felt much better now. The more people who knew about Mark, the safer she felt.

      After therapy, she still had some time, so she went to have some breakfast before opening the shop.

      She had just finished with her first customer, a Pomeranian named Mack, when an unfamiliar woman entered. She had no pet beside her.

      “Hello, welcome. How may I help you?” Erin greeted politely while racking her brain why this woman looked so familiar to her despite being a stranger.

      “Hello, I’m Sarah Taylor, Alicia’s sister,” the other woman said in a small voice.

      And just like that, it all fit into place. She was the spitting image of Alicia, only a bit older and minus all the red hair. Sarah was a natural brunette.

      “My deepest condolences. I’m Erin,” she replied.

      “Thank you.” The other woman looked visibly shaken, which was understandable.

      Erin knew what it felt like to lose someone. When her nana died, she felt like her whole world collapsed. She’d cried herself to sleep for months.

      “I was told I should talk to you about Alicia’s apartment.”

      “Yes, I have a spare key.” Erin rushed to accommodate her, grabbing the keys from her purse. She was used to carrying all her most important things with her, including her passport and some money. Life was unpredictable, so it was better to be safe than sorry.

      As she fetched the keys, she was reminded of something Donna had said. Alicia had been found without her phone, keys, wallet, all her personal things, which was odd.

      “Here you go.” Erin offered the spare key.

      “Thank you,” she replied, then hesitated.

      “If you need help with anything, please let me know.”

      “Well, I don’t know when the service will be held . . .”

      Erin nodded. Since this was a murder investigation, Alicia’s remains were treated as evidence.

      “But I would like some help with packing. I don’t know if I can bring myself to go to her place alone, and my husband couldn’t make the trip with me,” the other woman admitted.

      “Of course, whatever you need,” Erin was quick to assure her.

      That was the least she could do for Alicia’s sister.

      “I don’t want to trouble you if it’s too much.”

      “No, it’s no trouble. Alicia was my friend.”

      “She talked about you. She was very excited about this job.”

      That almost brought tears to Erin’s eyes. “She was very talented and great with animals,” Erin said lamely. “So when would you like to start packing?” she added.

      “Would it be all right if we did it after you finish work?”

      “Sure, that sounds perfect.”

      They met that evening and entered Alicia’s apartment together. The sheriff must have given Sarah the green light for them to do so. They pretty much worked in silence, packing Alicia’s things. It saddened her to see how much she didn’t know about Alicia. There were so many different aspects to her, different interests, hobbies, and Erin was saddened that she wouldn’t get a chance to learn them all.

      At some point, Sarah took the photo of her and Alicia that stood on the coffee table next to the couch and sat down. “She was my younger sister,” she said softly as tears fell down her face. “She wasn’t supposed to go first.”

      Erin sat beside her. “What happened to Alicia was a tragedy.”

      “I hope that bitch rots in jail,” Sarah snapped as her face contorted in anger.

      “They arrested Cordelia the very next day,” Erin provided, not really sure why.

      Sarah shook her head. “Small comfort now, when my baby sister is dead.”

      Erin remained quiet. There wasn’t anything to be said to that. She spoke the truth. No matter what they did now, what they said, it wouldn’t matter. Alicia would still be dead.

      “I miss her so much.” Sarah sobbed.

      “Me too.”

      Erin let Sarah have a good, long cry before she wiped her tears and continued to work, packing her sister’s life into boxes. Erin followed suit. They managed to finish everything in a couple of hours.

      “Thank you for your help,” Sarah said once everything was done.

      “Of course. Call me if you need anything else.”

      The other woman nodded before saying good night.

      “Are you tired, buddy?” Erin asked her companion as she locked the apartment.

      He followed beside her and gave a small wag of his tail as she spoke to him. Fenix had lain by the door as they worked, his head on his paws, tracking their movements with his eyes, deeply sighing every once in a while. He was in mourning too.

      The next morning, a moving company arrived, one small truck with two workers, to collect all the boxes Erin and Sarah had previously packed. Erin let them in, and in a matter of minutes, they collected everything and drove away.

      Looking at the now-empty apartment, Erin simply locked it and left. For some reason, even the thought of putting an ad in the paper to rent the place was unimaginable. She couldn’t deal with that now. With everything else that was going on, that was on the bottom of her list. Besides, it wasn’t like she needed the money.

      Although she felt like she had one less worry with knowing Mark was still in Pittsburgh, at least for now, she couldn’t stop pondering about the killer’s identity. What if it wasn’t Cordelia? They had no evidence against her other than those text messages. Besides, if she was the killer, wouldn’t they find Alicia’s stuff with her? She reminded herself that Alicia’s keys, phone, and wallet were gone. What did that mean? Robbery gone wrong, or the killer intentionally picked those things up and kept them?

      In the vast majority of cases, killers were someone the victim knew. Cordelia fit the profile there. And she was jealous, so she had motive too. All the same, where was the hard evidence? In movies there were prints, there was DNA evidence, the murder weapon. They had none of that here.

      On impulse, Erin decided to call the locksmith and change all the locks in the apartment, and in the shop too. If the killer still had Alicia’s keys, she was not about to take any chances. If she had learned one thing while being with Mark, it was that danger lurked under the surface no matter whether you were prepared for it or not.

      So now, Erin always made sure she was prepared for anything, even for the unlikely possibility that the murderer would like to use Alicia’s keys and visit the apartment.
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      You have to do this. You can’t continue doing all this work alone. You’ll go mad, she talked to herself. Although she knew she was right, it was still hard.

      With a heavy heart, she sat in front of the computer and started typing. Even though she didn’t want to, Erin posted an ad looking for a new assistant. There was a poster she hung in the shop’s window as well.

      In bright blue letters, it said, We’re hiring. It almost gave her an anxiety attack each time she saw it. She hated that she had to do this.

      She wanted Alicia back, but those unreasonable thoughts couldn’t change the state of things. Alicia was gone, and despite how much it pained her, she needed help around the shop. There was no way she could do everything on her own.

      The worst part was she couldn’t really explain why she felt so opposed to hiring a new assistant. Was it because Alicia had died so recently? Was it because she felt guilty? She felt selfish, thinking only of herself? Was it because she was afraid Mark would apply? That last one was ridiculous.

      She looked long and hard into herself, trying to sort the mess of her feelings, looking for an answer. Digging a little deeper, the way she was taught by her therapist, she realized the simplest truth.

      It was hard on her because someone she worked with, saw each day, even if it was for a short time, and grew to care about had been murdered. Of course, this was all connected with Alicia. In a way, it made her feel guilty, hardhearted that she was looking for a replacement so soon.

      What happened was a tragedy, and it felt like she was moving on too quickly by finding a replacement. But she wasn’t finding someone to be the new Alicia, she rationalized. She was simply finding someone to help around the shop.

      That somewhat helped with her guilty conscience.

      Cordelia walked by, saw the sign, glanced at Erin, then looked away, moving toward her shop. What if the next girl ends up dead as well? Erin thought, then banished that immediately.

      To Erin’s surprise, she hadn’t seen Dominic for a while, not since that time in front of the sheriff’s department. The guitar shop was open every day, that much she knew, but she couldn’t say if he was working or his sister was. So perhaps there was a sliver of decency in him after all. Who knew? As it turned out, that was only a temporary break. Soon enough, it was business as usual, which in his case meant going around Seaview Street and hitting on women.

      On Friday, once again, Erin went to Kiara’s for a group meeting, and this time around, Cordelia did show up. To say everyone looked surprised and startled to see her would be an understatement. There were a lot of raised eyebrows and long side glances involved as she entered Kiara’s home. All of a sudden, the atmosphere, which was already subdued because of the recent events, became even worse.

      “Hello, everybody,” she greeted.

      Everyone looked uncomfortable, yet no one wanted to speak about it. Not even Kiara, which Erin found intriguing. Then again, Cordelia was one of their own, their friend. Alicia had started coming to group gatherings only when Erin did. This wasn’t to suggest any one of them was trying to absolve Cordelia of her guilt. It was just hard to know what to say, how to behave. She was supposed to be innocent until proven guilty, but her actions prior to Alicia’s murder were pretty damning, and they all knew it.

      Cordelia looked around the room. She was no idiot. She knew what all of them were thinking about. Cordelia’s next words confirmed as much.

      “I know what people around town are saying about me, what all of you are thinking of me, but please believe me when I say I didn’t kill Alicia. I would never do something like that,” she insisted, pleading with them with her eyes to look into her soul and see the truth for themselves, how she was innocent.

      “The sheriff arrested you,” Nancy pointed out.

      Cordelia made a face. “That asshole is just trying to solve this as soon as possible, sweep it under the rug because of his precious tourists,” she practically spat. “I’m the scapegoat, nothing else.”

      Only silence followed her words.

      “You believe me, right?” she pleaded.

      “You have to understand, Cordelia, that this is a very strange, delicate situation,” Kiara said.

      “I’m your friend.” Cordelia sounded almost hurt.

      “So was Alicia,” Donna pointed out. “And the two of you openly fought.”

      “Yes, exactly, we fought,” Cordelia agreed. “And everything I needed to say to her I did so publicly,” she argued in return.

      “Except when you sent all those threatening text messages to her,” Erin felt the need to add.

      Cordelia’s eyes flashed with anger, but she calmed pretty quickly. “I admit, I was angry and crossed the line. But I didn’t kill her,” she said contritely.

      Why should we believe you? Erin bit her tongue before she actually said that out loud.

      “And what about your boyfriend?” Kiara voiced again.

      “What about him?” Cordelia asked, folding her arms against her chest.

      “Did he have anything to do with Alicia’s murder?” Kiara clarified.

      Erin’s eyebrows rose. Up until this minute, she hadn’t really entertained the idea that he might have had something to do with it, which was stupid of her. He was a suspect as much as Cordelia was. Cordelia was the most obvious suspect—she was a jealous girlfriend. However, that didn’t mean she was the only one.

      “Dominic didn’t do anything. He couldn’t,” Cordelia defended immediately.

      “Are you sure?” Nancy questioned. “He’s a serial cheater, a sex addict, a drunk. Who can say he didn’t get angry at Alicia when she dumped him? Maybe they fought, and he snapped and killed her.”

      Erin was chilled at how plausible that sounded. What if Dominic is the real killer?

      “Dominic is not a killer!” Cordelia exploded.

      “Men have been known to kill for less. Wounded pride is a powerful motivator,” Kiara said.

      Cordelia made a face. “Dominic didn’t care about Alicia, so what you’re saying doesn’t make sense,” she insisted, stubbornly holding on to the same old story.

      “There were two people involved in all this drama. And if you didn’t do it, as you claim, it’s fair to wonder whether he did it instead.” Kiara stood her ground.

      “She was the one pursuing him, not the other way around,” Cordelia insisted.

      “Erin?” Kiara questioned.

      “From what I’ve seen, that’s not true. He was constantly in my shop, coming to pick Alicia up, even when she didn’t want him there.”

      Cordelia went all red in the face. Erin felt like she should take a couple of steps away from Cordelia, simply so when the other woman detonated, she wouldn’t become collateral damage.

      “You are always sticking your nose where it doesn’t concern you,” Cordelia snapped at her.

      “Cordelia, this is not her fault,” Donna chastised.

      “She hates me for no particular reason,” Cordelia whined like a petulant child.

      Erin didn’t take this too close to heart. She knew this syndrome well. It was easier for Cordelia to be mad at Erin than to be mad at Dominic, who was really to blame, or to be mad at herself.

      “I’m simply stating the facts.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I saw with my own eyes what was going on, Cordelia. I’m not stupid. Just like I saw Alicia driving away that evening. If you remember, that was the day of your last fight, and she looked pretty disturbed,” Erin said calmly.

      Which only infuriated Cordelia further. It looked like she’d failed to hear a word she said. Her next words confirmed as much.

      “Why are you all so against me?” she cried out.

      “We’re not against you per se. We simply want to get to the bottom of things,” Kiara was quick to reply.

      “I thought you were my friends. I came here hoping to find a friendly ear, some comfort.”

      “This is not personal. A murder happened. Finding the one responsible is the priority, not your hurt feelings,” Kiara snapped in return, clearly losing patience.

      “Well, my feelings did get hurt. And it is personal to me since all of you apparently think I did it.”

      “Cordelia,” Donna started, but Cordelia continued speaking.

      “I don’t want to hear another word from you. I came here because I thought I would find my friends, and once again, you showed me you are a group of sad, miserable women, quick to judge and gossip, and you’re all utterly heartless.” She practically screamed the last part as angry tears fell down her cheeks.

      “No, you came here seeking absolution and blind faith, and we can’t offer that,” Kiara snapped in the same manner.

      “You all want me to be the killer because you never liked me to begin with. You were always so jealous of me,” she started accusing.

      “That’s simply not true,” Donna said, looking at the other woman as though pitying her.

      “I didn’t kill Alicia,” Cordelia repeated. “And neither did Dominic, and all of you will feel like shit when I prove that to you,” she promised before storming away.

      She does that a lot, Erin thought humorlessly.

      Kiara sighed. That pretty much summed up their sentiments.

      Perhaps they were making a mistake by judging Cordelia this harshly. Perhaps they were wrong for accusing Dominic of murder.

      At this point, it was hard to know what to believe.

      One girl was dead, and the killer had to be found. And like Kiara said, that was all that mattered at the moment. If friendships ended because of it, so be it. Some things had to be more important. One life lost forever had to be more important than hurt feelings. It was sad but true.

      It was only logical that they were all full of doubts, like it was logical that Cordelia would do everything in her power to defend herself and Dominic since she was in love with him, after all.

      A rare few would confess a committed murder right from the start. Most people tried to cover it up, run from the responsibility, and lie about their innocence and the innocence of those they loved.

      And there was no doubt in Erin’s mind that Cordelia was beyond obsessed with Dominic. The way she acted, the way she’d treated Alicia was proof of that. It was more than apparent that their relationship was unhealthy. Who could say it wasn’t the cause of this tragedy?

      It was more than possible that Cordelia had killed Alicia in a fit of rage after they fought. Erin had no idea who Alicia was meeting that night. It could have been Cordelia.

      It could have been Dominic. He could have done the deed too. His laying low for the last couple of days was quite out of character. Perhaps he was wrung by guilt, finally realizing what he did while drunk or something.

      Maybe he told Cordelia, and they tried to cover it up together. Erin’s mind spiraled with all kinds of theories.

      “What if she’s telling the truth?” Erin decided to raise her worries. “What if someone else entirely killed Alicia?”

      Despite what Cordelia said, Erin wasn’t jealous of her, and she wasn’t rooting for her to be the killer. She simply wanted the person responsible to be found and punished accordingly. So she was not opposed to accepting that there was a chance that Cordelia didn’t do it.

      There was a chance Dominic was completely innocent as well.

      “Then God help us all,” Donna said glumly with a shake of her head.

      Sadly, Erin’s question opened the door to a bunch of other questions. If they didn’t do it, then who did and why? Did Alicia have something to hide? Was she involved with something shady?

      All the unanswered questions filled Erin with dread, and a cold shiver went down her spine. A known bad guy, a villain, an enemy was far easier to deal with than the one without a face or name. When you know who you’re up against, who you’re dealing with, you can act accordingly, yet having someone lurking in the shadows is something else entirely. If Alicia was murdered by someone else, then that was even more disturbing.

      There was something especially troubling, terrifying even, in the notion that there was an undetected killer hiding among them in plain sight.

      We are on a freaking island, so it was time to face some truths. It had to be one of them. And if they wanted to live like normal people again, without jumping at every sound and cowering in fear, they had to find out who it was.
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      Half a dozen people responded to Erin’s ad and came to apply for the position, so she started interviewing them. It was Saturday morning, and she felt like doing anything else would give her more satisfaction than that. Well, almost anything. On top of the list of her least favorite things was still dealing with the Knox family. At the moment, it was a small comfort that there were worse things in the world than interviewing people for a job.

      A few looked like they could potentially work at the shop with her. They all had some sort of experience dealing with animals, mostly volunteering, and in Erin’s book, that counted more than if they worked someplace for money. Working for free meant they really cared about animals, and she needed someone like that here.

      Despite having a few good candidates, Erin was reluctant to hire anyone.

      Not one of them was Alicia. No one will ever be as good as Alicia. She felt like slapping herself for being overly pathetic. At the same time, it couldn’t be helped. She missed her new friend greatly and was worried her killer would get away unpunished.

      One thing has nothing to do with the other, she reminded herself. She needed help around the shop.

      Luckily, she was very much aware that this was simply her crazy mind stalling for no particular reason other than not wanting things to change. Sadly, they already had, despite her wishes, wants, or sentiments. And she would have to find a way to make peace with that.

      I will make peace with it when the person responsible rots in jail. Then again, she wished the same for Mark, and look where that got her. He was free without actually serving his sentence. So perhaps legal options were not the way to go. However, she couldn’t think like that. She had to have faith that everything would turn out for the better. She just had to keep living and not get sidetracked by all the bad emotions. Not that it worked.

      It was extremely hard keeping personal and professional separated these days, which made her miserable and sad. Her work was supposed to be her oasis, but serious shit had happened, and now she had to deal with it. Like the rest of the town.

      Since she knew she would have to find help, and soon, unless she wanted to overwork herself, she selected the two most qualified candidates and let them know she would decide during the next week. She was choosing between a guy named Steven and a girl named Johanna. Steven had this really calm aura around himself that was naturally appealing to animals. Then again, Johanna had actually groomed dogs before, so Erin really didn’t know whom to hire.

      As she tried to choose while being miserable she had to do something like that in the first place, overall acting like a big baby, Deputy Kent stopped by to tell her what he’d learned of Mark. He didn’t tell her anything she didn’t know already, thanks to Dr. Weathers. Erin didn’t have the heart to tell him that.

      “Thank you very much,” she said instead.

      “Just doing my job.”

      “Is there any news regarding Alicia’s case?” she asked with hope.

      Deputy Kent made a face. “Unfortunately, not yet.”

      “Thank you for everything you are doing to find the person responsible,” she said, really meaning it.

      Despite not having too much faith in Sheriff Albertson, Erin had a different opinion about Deputy Kent.

      He nodded in return. “I’ll keep you posted,” he said, and after giving Fenix a scratch behind the ears, he left the shop.

      Things would be so much better if he were the sheriff around here and not that Albertson guy, who was clearly a mayor’s puppet and nothing else.

      Once she closed the shop, earlier than normal since there was no business and because she felt like it, Erin went to the gym. She told her personal trainer, Dorian, not to go easy on her, and he complied.

      He pushed her to her limits and beyond. She couldn’t feel her limbs once they finished her session. Raising a bottle of water to her lips felt like too big a task, yet despite everything, she felt amazing. Exhausted, dripping wet, and marvelous, which was exactly what she wanted and, more importantly, needed.

      Sadly, not even that helped her to sleep peacefully at night, or at all. She tossed and turned without a minute of rest no matter what she did.

      Erin tried a bunch of home remedies, and no matter what, she couldn’t fall asleep. Her mind was just too awake and possibly wary of all the nightmares. However, she still needed her rest, but her mind had plans of its own, trying to solve this great puzzle, this murder mystery that plagued their small town.

      Who would want to hurt Alicia? Why? What was the motive? Was it a random act of violence, or was what happened intentional? she asked over and over again.

      Stop this insanity. You are not the police. Then again, it wasn’t like the police were doing anything at all—well, no one except Deputy Kent—but someone had to find Alicia’s killer.

      Does it have to be you? Erin didn’t want it to be her, but she felt like there was no one else who would. And she had already died once.

      After finishing that small argument with herself, she continued thinking about all that had happened.

      Apart from the most obvious suspects, Dominic and Cordelia, was there someone else out there who wanted to harm her? She couldn’t help wondering. That last question worried her more than all the rest.

      The problem was that Erin didn’t know enough. She and Alicia had only been friends for a short period. Then again, when people were keeping secrets, no amount of time felt like long enough.

      Time was not a true factor. All people had secrets. And some of them were kept for life. She was no exception to this.

      Despite this fact, people constantly got surprised and shocked when learning someone’s deepest secrets, causing them to question their relationships, which was illogical, to say the least.

      So, in reality, there was no telling whether Alicia had ended up dead because something from her past came back to haunt her.

      Erin was uneasy thinking that since it felt too close to home.

      There was a huge possibility that she was projecting, but the point was still valid. Alicia could be dead because of something that had happened a long time ago. Nothing could be ruled out at this point. And it was on the police to fine-comb through all of it.

      Having too many plausible possibilities was making her beyond frustrated, not to mention scared.

      Why weren’t the police doing their job? She started to get irked all over again. The sheriff looked beyond useless, and unfortunately, he was proving that with each passing day he was not closing this case, yet Erin still hoped those around him were more competent. Then again, he was the one with authority. Deputy Kent and the rest couldn’t do their jobs if he was not doing his.

      Maybe he thinks he already has his killer, came a sudden thought. That would explain why the investigation was stagnant.

      And it was right that sometimes the simplest of explanations were true. She’d learned that from Sherlock Holmes. Cordelia had killed Alicia out of jealousy. It made sense—she’d made threats, so case closed.

      What if that’s not what happened? That thread of doubt would not leave her alone.

      Besides, Cordelia didn’t look like a person who could manage to strangle Alicia. Especially not without having a scratch on her body or without breaking any nails. Alicia would definitely fight back. No one simply accepted being killed. The animal instinct in those moments kicked in, and people fought to live no matter what.

      Erin knew all about that firsthand. Even if surprised, Alicia would manage to do something, anything to her attacker, especially to another woman no bigger or stronger than herself. Or so she believed.

      And Cordelia didn’t look like she’d suffered any type of injury. Erin wasn’t trying to exonerate anyone. She was seeking the truth, yet some things did not add up here.

      In extreme circumstances, people were known to possess extreme strength, she reminded herself. There was a chance that had happened with Cordelia if she really wanted Alicia dead. Blinded by rage, she could have killed the other woman. And on and on her mind went in circles. It was infuriating.

      “Oh, God,” she practically growled, scaring Fenix as she pushed the blanket off her body and stood up. She marched out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and into the living room. Sadly, she couldn’t escape from herself.

      If there was no chance she could get some rest, she could at least be productive. She started to watch some tutorial videos online about dog grooming, trying to see if there was something new happening in the grooming world, some new tricks or styles she wasn’t aware of.

      Most of the people on YouTube were complete hacks, amateurs, and she skipped those.

      Luckily, since this was something she loved, the distraction somewhat worked. And when the sun peeked through the windows the next morning, Erin awoke. She’d fallen asleep at some point without realizing it. Which was good. And then she remembered why she couldn’t fall asleep to begin with. The uncertainty was killing her.

      It was Sunday, her day off, and she spent it in nothingness. Despite the fact that she’d managed to get some sleep, the instant she was awake again, her mind decided to continue where she’d stopped the previous night. And this time around, there was no way of distracting herself. No matter what she did—walked with Fenix, cooked some lunch, tried to watch a movie, tidied the house—she thought of Alicia. She couldn’t focus on anything else. She was obsessed with finding out who did it.

      Eventually, she got sick and tired of herself and decided to go for a run. As she was at the door, her phone started ringing. She looked at it, across the room, debating whether she should simply leave and call back whoever was calling her later. She was in no mood to speak to anyone, at any rate.

      Taking a deep breath, she reconsidered. What if it was something important? She jogged to fetch it. It was an unknown number.

      For some reason, Erin grinned. This is just perfect, she thought while answering. “Hello?”

      “Mmm, it’s so good hearing your voice,” Mark said lazily, seductively. “I have missed you so much. Do you feel the same way?”

      “Oh, yeah,” she replied instantly. “I count the hours until your next call and fantasize about your hands around my neck, choking me to death, all the time.” Her words were so thick with sarcasm she felt like patting herself on the back.

      “Are you trying to mock me? You know I don’t like that,” he replied, the shift of his tone so drastic lesser men would cower in fear. Not Erin, not anymore. She was sick and tired of him and this game he was trying to play.

      She rolled her eyes at his words, although he couldn’t see her. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I stopped giving a shit what you like or don’t like a long time ago.” She chuckled. “I guess I did know how to say that. So leave me the hell alone, Mark. You don’t matter anymore.”

      He stayed silent for a few heartbeats before replying, “Well, I guess I will just have to change that during my visit. You know how persuasive I can be,” he threatened ever so subtly.

      “You are not allowed to visit. There’s this thing called a restraining order, so you shouldn’t even call, you sick bastard,” she pointed out without missing a beat. She would not allow him to bully her.

      He laughed, as though pleased he’d managed to rattle her. “When I come, I’ll show you exactly what I can do to you.”

      And Erin simply exploded to that. “Honestly, I hope you will come.”

      “So eager to see me?” he taunted.

      “Yes, because I want this agony to end once and for all. However, before you decide to jump into your private plane, bear in mind, I have a carving knife with your name on it. And when I see you, I will chop your fucking balls off and make a stew out of them for Fenix,” she practically yelled as a little bit of foam formed in the corner of her mouth.

      There was only silence from the other side.

      Breathing heavily, pissed off beyond reason, Erin looked at her phone to make sure she hadn’t lost the connection.

      He was still there.

      She couldn’t help herself. She started laughing. And to her surprise, Mark hung up. That was a first, which only made her laugh even harder. Erin had managed to take him by surprise. She stood up to him, became an even bigger bully than he was, and he couldn’t handle it.

      Tears started streaming down her face as she giggled like a madwoman. There was a dash of hysteria there, but she couldn’t stop. Couldn’t care. With this show of defiance and strength, she’d managed to rattle that monster. It was a small victory, and it meant everything to her.

      This showed her that anything was possible. It also showed her how much she had grown and become stronger. She would never have spoken to him like that a year ago. But now, she knew she could withstand anything. Let him come. He couldn’t touch her now. No matter the amount of money he had at his disposal, she was stronger than him now, and she would fight him to the bitter end. And if this was any indicator, she would enjoy taking him down and beating him, once and for all.

      It went without saying that this one phone call managed to improve her mood, at least a little bit. No matter what was happening, it was good to be reminded that it was worth fighting, even when things looked beyond hopeless.

      After reporting the call to Deputy Kent and her lawyer, she called, “Come on, Fenix, let’s go for a run.” Erin needed to keep herself in good physical shape because there was a slight possibility she had poked a bear, and he would definitely retaliate.

      All the same, she would be ready for him. And the best part was that this time around, she wasn’t alone.
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      It was Monday morning, and Erin was still pretty high after managing to freak Mark out enough to hang up on her, when Dominic appeared at the shop.

      That right there managed to wipe the smile from her face. It wasn’t even noon yet, and he already looked like he’d had one too many drinks. Erin didn’t try to fool herself that it had anything to do with Alicia’s death.

      She pretended as though she didn’t see him come inside. On the other hand, he was grinning, showing a lot of teeth as he leaned against the counter. She could smell the whiskey on him. It made her eyes sting a little.

      “I haven’t seen you in a while,” he said, and Erin was surprised he didn’t slur a bit. He was one of those functional drunks, as it turned out. “Still hiding from me?”

      She decided not to point out that she was simply at her place of business, working. Logic and drunks didn’t really mix together.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked instead, looking up from her computer for a moment, scrutinizing him.

      Although she tried to appear super busy, in reality, she was playing video games. It was a slow day.

      He straightened up a little, fixing his shirt as he replied, “I came to apply for the job, of course.” He started laughing at his own joke.

      Erin sighed as she tried to remember where or how her good mood had vanished so quickly. I guess he has that kind of effect on me. For some reason, she found his behavior even more obnoxious than usual. Alicia was dead, yet here he was, still flirting his ass off with whoever was available at the moment. It was despicable.

      “Leave. I’m busy,” she countered sternly, deciding it would be best not to engage in further conversation with him. He was like a leach, and the more she allowed him to stay, the more he would suck the life out of her.

      “Yes, I can see that,” he replied darkly, peeking over her shoulder and discovering what she was actually doing.

      “I have a client in a couple of minutes. I have to prepare, so bye,” Erin lied like a pro, standing up.

      Dominic swayed on his heels, holding himself against the counter so as not to fall. “I will leave immediately if you accept going out with me for a few drinks.”

      She groaned, not bothering to hide how much his words irked her. He was like a goldfish. Nothing stuck to that brain of his. No matter how many times she turned him down, he continued to come and pester her. It was maddening and then some.

      “Please,” he added as though that made a huge difference in the world.

      “You entered the wrong shop, Dominic. Cordelia is next door. Go and pester her.”

      He gave her a blank stare as though she’d made a joke he didn’t understand.

      “I am sure your girlfriend would be more than happy to go out on a date with you,” she clarified. “And so you know, she doesn’t take kindly to your flirting with other girls. Just ask Alicia about it. Oh, wait, you can’t.”

      Was that on the cruel side? Definitely. However, desperate times required desperate measures. She hoped he would simply storm out of the shop if she was obnoxious enough.

      “First of all, Cordelia is not my girlfriend,” he said, getting slightly serious.

      Erin shrugged. “That doesn’t stop her from going around targeting your conquests.”

      “What she does is no concern of mine.”

      “It should be. If she goes around scaring women away, you’ll have even more difficulties convincing someone to sleep with you.”

      “How about you agree to sleep with me, and problem solved?” he said, completely serious.

      “When hell freezes over, but I think you should really talk with her about it. She is acting all sorts of out of control.”

      Something must have seeped through because Erin saw that he actually paused to think. She was not holding her breath, though. He was drunk, after all.

      “I will do anything for my dear Erin. If she bothers you, then I’ll speak with her,” he replied with flair, the endearment making her skin crawl.

      Erin’s mouth was slightly open. She couldn’t believe his behavior. She would think he was messing with her if she didn’t know him. The levels of his delusion matched Cordelia’s, she realized, only in a different manner.

      Maybe they are perfect for one another.

      “Great, do it now. I have to work, anyway.”

      “I would, but I haven’t seen Cordelia in a couple of days.”

      Now that he mentioned it, she’d also noticed that Cordelia hadn’t been coming to work. The shop had been closed for the last couple of days.

      She was probably just staying home with family. It couldn’t be easy knowing the whole town considered her to be a killer. Not that Erin had any sympathy for her. There was a pretty big chance that she did kill Alicia because of this asshole in front of her.

      And now he wants me endangered as well. No, thank you.

      “You can always try her on the phone.” Erin tried to be helpful.

      “Or maybe you should take advantage of her absence.” Dominic reverted to his flirty self, actually wiggling his eyebrows as he leaned against the counter once more. Any serious talk they might have had seconds ago had completely vanished from his head.

      I give up, she thought. “Could you be any more disgusting? Get out.” She raised her voice.

      That startled him. “Why are you getting mad? I was joking around.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “Oh, come on, don’t be like that. What did I say?”

      She simply gave him a look, pointing toward the door.

      “I thought we were having a nice time, sharing nice banter.”

      “No. Perhaps you were having a good time while I was trying to get rid of you, but you refuse to listen to me.”

      “Erin.”

      “No, I am speaking now, and I really hope you will receive this message loud and clear. I don’t like you. And I wouldn’t be with you even if you were the last man in this town. Honestly, your behavior, your treatment of women disgusts me. Especially now, seeing how you behave as though nothing happened. As though you are not one of the suspects in Alicia’s murder.” She said it all without holding back.

      “One of the suspects in a murder?” he repeated. It looked like at least that last part got through to him, and he looked equally surprised and confused, and possibly a little hurt, by what she said.

      Erin chose to ignore that last part. For all she knew, it could all be just an act. Men were not to be trusted, especially not men like Dominic, man-whores who lived to seduce and manipulate women.

      “Wait a minute,” he started to say and abruptly stopped since the door chimed and his sister entered.

      Dominic didn’t look overly happy to see his twin.

      “I knew I would find you here,” she commented teasingly.

      Why? Erin couldn’t help wondering. What was it about her that drew the man or made Stella think he was here?

      “What do you want, Stella?” Dominic snapped at her. “I’m on a break.”

      “Your life is a break, as it turned out,” Stella mumbled, mostly to herself, but Erin heard her loud and clear.

      This building has great acoustics, she mused.

      “Don’t nag, and just leave. I’m busy.” Dominic tried to shoo her away.

      Erin stayed out of their conversation, although she was tempted to point out the irony of this situation.

      “I came to find you for a reason,” Stella said, sounding hurt. “Some guy named Rufus came in, asking for you.”

      “He brought a few Gibsons to sell. Take care of it.” He was dismissive, clearly eager to continue his conversation with Erin.

      Personally, Erin would like to avoid that and was rooting for Stella to drag him out.

      “I don’t know what to do with them,” she countered, now sounding annoyed.

      “Well, it’s time to learn.”

      “He’s asking specifically for you, Dominic,” Stella argued.

      As the siblings went back and forth, Erin noticed how Fenix got pretty fidgety all of a sudden. He stayed mostly behind the counter, with a good view of the scene in the front, flustered and nervous, which took Erin by surprise.

      Perhaps he got overly sensitive to conflicts. God knew, they’d had their fair share of them lately. To make matters worse, Erin was simply a bystander.

      Why do people like to cause drama inside my shop? she wondered fleetingly.

      Erin couldn’t understand the reason her dog hated this particular argument. Usually, he simply ignored Dominic, but now he looked like something was terribly wrong, like he wanted out.

      Erin frowned, petting Fenix on the back. Maybe he was sensitive because of all the heated emotions flying about, she concluded. And since she didn’t want him to suffer, it was time to break this party up.

      Dominic beat her to the punch. “Fine,” he snapped at his sister, glaring as he passed a hand through his hair.

      Erin clearly missed a part of the conversation, but she couldn’t care less as long as they left her alone.

      Erin observed how his gaze had cleared a lot while having his argument. Apparently, this managed to sober him up a little, which wasn’t a bad thing. Not that Erin was bothered by his well-being. He proved time and time again what a selfish bastard he was.

      Stella gestured toward the door for him to go first, as though not trusting him.

      Smart girl.

      Reaching the door, Dominic turned to look at her. “We’re not done, Erin,” he said. Despite the words, it was not a threat, more like a promise. He clearly wanted to continue this conversation.

      She started to reply, something along the lines of can’t continue something that hasn’t started, but stopped herself in time. There was no point in saying something that could potentially provoke him and make him stay. He was out of the shop, and that was all that mattered.

      Stella glanced at her, her face unreadable. “Bye, Erin,” she said as she followed her brother and walked outside.

      Finally free, Erin thought with relief. She instantly turned to Fenix again. “Are you all right, buddy? Do you need something?” she asked in a soft voice.

      He came to her with his tail wagging ever so slightly, allowing her to pet him, licking her hand.

      What was that about?

      Fenix managed to calm down only after they left, which made her believe her first assessment was right. He couldn’t stand all the conflict.

      “That makes two of us.” She didn’t know how, but she would have to make sure no one fought inside this shop again. This was an animal grooming business, after all, not a counseling office.

      A couple of minutes passed, and Fenix decided to return to his basket. He curled up and, with a heavy sigh, closed his eyes.
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      Erin was struggling. She’d fought all her life, started anew a couple of times, and as it turned out, something always stayed the same. There was always something blocking her, pushing her, making her miserable. When she ran away from home, from her alcoholic father, she vowed she would never end up with a man like that in her life. Then she met Mark, who almost killed her. She escaped from him, vowing to put herself first the next time around. And now, Alicia was gone and her already small new world felt even smaller, emptier.

      No matter what she did, no matter how hard she tried and fought, Erin always ended up alone.

      The shop simply wasn’t the same without Alicia’s smiling face. Erin could only imagine how much her family struggled to continue living after such a tragedy if she had such difficulties after knowing her for such a short period. She left the apartment empty as well. She couldn’t deal with it, couldn’t bring herself to rent it.

      Maybe I can use it for storage, she mused.

      Unfortunately, her worries did not end with the dead. She had troubles with the living as well.

      There was a silver lining, though. One particular person did not bother her. After threatening to cut his balls off during their last phone call, Mark hadn’t contacted her again. That was a small blessing she was grateful for. She couldn’t say from where inside her that particular tidbit came, but it worked. It kept him at bay, so Erin was satisfied.

      The question was, how long would that last? He would recover from the shock, and then he would get angry. She knew him that much to know he would feel the need to retaliate, which was why she’d contacted Deputy Kent and her lawyer to tell them about the call immediately after it happened. Still, she knew it wouldn’t matter. Mark would come for her eventually.

      I’ll be ready for him, though. That didn’t mean she wasn’t fearful. She would be a fool not to be after everything she’d been through.

      At least for now, he was passive, and she was out of his reach. Despite his bravado, she was confident that he was closely monitored, and that offered her some reassurance that he couldn’t escape and knock on her door that easily. And maybe since he had violated the protection order, he was already back in prison. That was how it was supposed to work. Or so everyone kept telling her.

      Erin tried to spend her days going through her workdays, making all the appointments, then going home and trying to finally get some sleep, pushing everything else to the side. It wasn’t easy trying to work all alone in that shop. There was simply too much to be done. Even on slow days, she sometimes felt overwhelmed.

      I need help. Besides work, she went to therapy. Dr. Weathers was very proud of how she’d managed to stand up to Mark. Erin was proud of herself too.

      Also, she tried to squeeze in as many workout sessions as she could with Dorian. Her body ached from all the things she did with him, yet it was worth it, getting herself into the best shape possible.

      She hoped being exhausted would take care of her insomnia, but it didn’t always work, nor did it keep the nightmares at bay. But she realized they were not affecting her with the same ferocity as before.

      I guess that’s something.

      Today was the day. She decided to finally put an end to this drama and hire someone. It was beyond frustrating that she couldn’t force herself to hire someone full-time. She needed a second groomer in the shop, but something was still holding her back.

      Both Johanna and Steven were competent enough. All the same, she realized she couldn’t force something to work. Despite everything, they were not the right fit for her. She needed someone who would be equally as good with people as with animals.

      Maybe I need to lower my standards. She didn’t particularity like that. It sounded like a recipe for a disaster.

      Luckily, the situation managed to resolve itself in a way. She was walking with Fenix down Seaview Street, trying to decide what to do and whom to hire between the two candidates, when Maribelle came out of the grocery store to greet her.

      Fenix loved Maribelle and immediately went to her to greet her and receive love in return. Then things became even more endearing when she crouched to properly pet him, and he returned the favor by licking her across the face. She laughed while Fenix was running around her, his tail waving so hard it was a miracle he didn’t take flight.

      Erin smiled at this obvious display of mutual affection.

      “This is the best break I could hope for,” Maribelle said while grinning.

      “I agree.”

      The connection between a dog and a human could at times be so great it couldn’t compare to anything else in this universe. Erin was blessed that she’d found Fenix. He was her rock.

      “I was wondering if you found anyone yet for the job?” she inquired, still mostly focusing on Fenix.

      Erin made a face. “Not yet.” She knew it shouldn’t be this hard, that she was making it hard for no particular reason. It couldn’t be helped, though.

      “I’d like to apply, then,” she replied, taking her by surprise.

      “Really?”

      “I’ve always wanted to work with animals. Actually, I wanted to be a vet when I was little, but things didn’t turn out that way,” she confessed.

      “You’re hired,” Erin replied without a thought.

      Maribelle grinned before sobering up a little. “I can only work part-time, though, because of the grocery store. So I would totally get it if you needed to find someone else.”

      “No, you’re hired,” Erin repeated.

      “Really?” Maribelle asked, finally rising to her feet.

      “Yes,” Erin replied with a grin. “Just come and see me after work so we can talk about the schedule.”

      Startling her, Maribelle approached and hugged her. “Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “See you later. You too, buddy,” Maribelle practically sang before dashing back into the grocery store.

      Erin smiled as she continued her walk with Fenix. All of a sudden, she felt so much lighter. It made sense, Maribelle working with her. She loved Fenix, and he adored her, so it was fortunate that she was available, if only part-time.

      But then she paused. What if Nancy takes offense? She frowned. Nancy had several girls who worked at the grocery store for her who rotated shifts. Erin was sure she wouldn’t look at this as though Erin was stealing Maribelle from her. Besides, the other woman had approached her, not the other way around, and she wasn’t quitting her job at the grocery. She’d still be working there too.

      Returning to her previous good mood, she continued to think about the logistics. She would still have to hire another person to fill in the gaps. Somehow, that didn’t feel like such a big deal anymore. That was manageable.

      I will let Johanna know she can start working part-time as well if she wants to, she decided.

      Maribelle started working immediately. She came after her shift at the grocery, as agreed. However, instead of only talking about the schedules, salary, and such, Erin started showing her around, pointing out various things and what they were for. When a customer arrived, Maribelle jumped in, ready to learn the ropes immediately. Erin let her. It was good having company again.

      Fenix didn’t count. She meant human company, someone she could talk to and be spoken to in return. Animals adored her, as Erin knew they would. Fenix was a great judge of character. He was talented where Erin was lacking, which made them such a great team.

      Maribelle was like some kind of dog whisperer. Erin was good, yet most of her skills were learned. Maribelle was a natural, and most importantly, she wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty, so teaching her the job wasn’t that hard.

      They had just finished grooming this beautiful and very old greyhound, Timothy, and Erin was showing her new assistant how to log everything into the computer when Dominic showed up. Again.

      Oh, come on, give me a break, Erin thought in exasperation. Didn’t she deserve at least one stress-free day?

      She was so happy she finally had help around the shop, and now Dominic had to mess that up, balance the scales, as it turned out.

      To be fair, he did say he would be dropping by so they could finish their conversation from the other day, which had been interrupted by Stella. She wasn’t pleased that he chose then to become a man of his word.

      “Hello, my lovely ladies,” he greeted.

      Erin was not surprised Maribelle was frowning upon his entering. Actually, her whole demeanor changed in an instant, which made Erin wonder if she was the one who got pregnant. Regardless, she remained silent, clearly letting Erin take the lead on this.

      “Hello, Dominic,” Erin greeted. “Goodbye, Dominic,” she added instantly. She didn’t have the time, energy, or patience for his unwanted attention.

      Dominic pouted in return. “It’s going to be one of ‘those’ days.” He air-quoted.

      Erin rolled her eyes. “Do we have any different around you?”

      Maribelle chuckled at that.

      “I’m deeply wounded.”

      “Yeah, you look really hurt,” Erin said sarcastically.

      “You are questioning my sincerity?” He faked outrage.

      “Always,” Erin replied without a thought.

      Maribelle was actually grinning now, clearly amused by this interaction. Erin was glad at least someone was having a good time.

      “Well, I’m hurt by your words and your lack of affection toward me. At least you love me, Maribelle, right?” he acknowledged the other woman.

      The smile left her face. “Yeah, like I love diabetes or cancer.”

      It was Erin’s turn to smile. She knew she liked Maribelle.

      He placed both hands across his heart. “Ouch, that’s cold. I didn’t expect that from you. You were always such a sweet girl to me.”

      Which raised the question, what did you do to her? It was on the tip of Erin’s tongue, but she forced it back. It wasn’t her place to pry.

      “If you feel so unappreciated, you should just leave,” Erin offered.

      “Yes, don’t suffer from such abuse. Go someplace else,” Maribelle added.

      Dominic moved closer, leaning over the counter toward them, which meant they instinctively took a step back. He laughed out loud. “I enjoy your faces too much.”

      Maribelle turned toward Erin. “Was he like this when Alicia worked here?”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      Maribelle shook her head. “I’m so saddened that she spent her days having a crush on this fool.”

      Dominic sobered up a little. “I don’t know why you’re bringing that up. Alicia and I had a great time. But she’s no longer here, and life goes on, right?”

      Erin was deeply disturbed by him. How could he be so callous? Then again, men like him never thought of others.

      “I need my life to go on too, so please leave, Dominic. Maribelle and I have a lot to do here.”

      “I’m so glad you work here now. It will make my trips here all the more pleasurable.”

      “If you don’t leave now, I’ll call Nancy. You know she has a broom with your name on it and loves to use it,” Maribelle threatened, clearly losing patience.

      Erin noted not to get on her bad side. She might look all fragile and sweet, but there was strength as well. With her small frame, dark blonde curls, and gray eyes, it was easy to overlook the lioness that slept inside her. And if he knew better, he wouldn’t provoke it to come out and play.

      Dominic simply looked between the two of them for a few seconds, then nodded. “I can see now that I am outmatched. I will return some other time when you are not PMSing,” he added with a wink before he left.

      Erin sighed. That man had an alcohol-soaked sponge instead of a brain, and she didn’t know how long she could endure his constant interruptions. She didn’t like him coming here and pestering her or her employees. If he didn’t get the message soon, she would have to involve the authorities. She knew Deputy Kent would help if she only asked. He was more sympathetic toward her than the sheriff since he knew her story.

      Even though she was trying to keep a low profile in this town, she didn’t see another way. He was relentless and refused to stop. Why won’t he stop showing up? It was insanity, what he was doing.

      “What’s his problem, anyway?” Erin asked in frustration, realizing she said that last part out loud.

      As it turned out, Maribelle was all too happy to provide her with an answer. “He is an immature sex addict with a serious drinking problem.”

      Erin was shocked for a moment by such a spot-on description.

      “That is sad but true,” she replied, not knowing what else to say. It would be tragic if only Dominic’s behavior weren’t so toxic, so harmful to other people.

      “Do you know what’s the worst part?” Maribelle asked rhetorically as she leaned against the counter. “I really fell for him.”

      Erin’s eyes widened, her mouth going slightly open. She recovered quickly, yet the other woman saw her sincere reaction. “I’m sorry.”

      Maribelle waved her hand. “It’s okay. I get it. I feel the same way.”

      “Then why? How?” Erin couldn’t help herself. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

      The other woman sighed deeply while she collected her thoughts. “Well, he’d been pursuing me for a while, and although I knew what he was like, I had just ended a long relationship and thought, why not?”

      That made sense.

      “The night we went out on our date, he took me to a really nice restaurant, and I don’t know how, but we ended up talking throughout the entire night. After the restaurant staff kicked us out so they could close up, we walked down the pier, sat on the bench, and waited for the sun to come up. We were a bit tipsy by that point, and Dominic opened up and poured his soul out to me, telling me things about his childhood.”

      She frowned at that before continuing. “He shared about being abused as a child by his parents.”

      Once again, Erin was shocked by that revelation but forced herself not to react so Maribelle would continue speaking. Abused? By his parents. That was simply awful.

      Maribelle shook her head. “I felt sorry for him, I sympathized, and I felt honored he’d decided to share such a private part of himself with me. He looked so vulnerable, so broken and raw, and something inside me awoke, and I felt like it was my job to protect him, to make sure he never got hurt again.” She looked up at Erin at that. “Stupid, right?”

      “Not at all. It’s in our nature to feel like that. We all seek connections, bonds, reasons to exist.”

      “Anyway, after that night, I thought he couldn’t be that bad like everyone said he was.”

      Erin nodded. All she’d heard so far made sense to her.

      “Well, I was wrong.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He completely vanished after sleeping with me, after I . . .” She cleared her throat before continuing. “Looking at it all now, I think he was just using that story to manipulate me, to make me feel sorry for him and lower my defenses.”

      Erin was scandalized. “You think he lied?”

      “Yes. I think that man would stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “Falling for his crap was one of the biggest mistakes in my life. I’m glad to see you are smarter than that.”

      Erin smiled humorlessly. “Not smarter. I simply had previous experience with his ilk. However, if he said those same things to me, I don’t know If I would behave any differently from you,” Erin said honestly. She was only partially trying to make Maribelle feel better. The rest was just stating the obvious.

      “Just be careful, Erin. He is a master manipulator, and there’s nothing he won’t say or do to get into your pants,” she warned.

      “Noted.”

      “You know what, after we finish for today, I am taking you out for ice cream,” Maribelle offered. “I feel like we deserve it.”

      Erin grinned. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day. And since I have to celebrate the fact that I have a new assistant, I’m buying,” she suggested in return.

      “Deal,” the other woman replied, and they both smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Erin was looking forward to the next Martha’s Fishing Club meeting. However, that was before she was visited by Deputy Kent. As it turned out, Cordelia was missing now, and her parents were worried something might have happened to her. Personally, Erin believed the other woman simply skipped town and ran away because she was a bloody murderer. But she kept her opinion to herself.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” he asked, taking a little notebook from a pocket to make notes.

      Erin really had to think about it. And she came up empty. She had no freaking idea when the last time she saw her was.

      She’d gone to the Fishing Club meeting the previous week, but with everything that was happening, with all the drama, Erin had no clue if that was the last time she saw her. She said as much.

      “I know she was at Martha’s meeting on Friday, caused a big scene, and rushed out of Kiara’s house, but I really can’t recall if I saw her after that,” she replied.

      “You said she caused a scene. What happened?”

      Erin made a face. “Well, we pretty much accused her or Dominic of being a murderer. She defended herself, insisted they were both innocent, and after promising we would all be sorry when she proved they didn’t do it, she left.”

      “Do you know how she planned on proving her innocence?”

      “I have no idea. Emotions were running high that night, and we all said things we probably shouldn’t have.”

      He nodded as he wrote something down. He asked a few more questions before thanking her for taking the time to speak with him.

      “No problem, Deputy. I’m here to help.”

      “How are you holding up?” he asked in return. “Did your ex try to contact you again?”

      “Not since that last time where I stood up for myself,” she replied proudly, raising her chin ever so slightly.

      His eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second before nodding. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “Will do.”

      The next day, she went to Kiara’s for another club meeting. It was a somber and quiet affair since everyone was concerned about what this new development, with Cordelia missing, meant.

      First, Alicia was discovered dead on the beach, strangled by bare hands, Donna told them in confidence, and now Cordelia was missing.

      Was she simply escaping, as Erin suspected, or did something else happen to her? It would be foolish of her, of them all, not to consider, at least for a little bit, that Cordelia shared Alicia’s fate.

      Apparently, Erin wasn’t the only one having such thoughts.

      “She either ran away for killing Alicia, ran away to cover up the fact that Dominic did it, or someone managed to kill her,” Kiara pointed out.

      “Dominic could have killed her for discovering that he killed Alicia,” Nancy provided.

      Donna made a face. “Girls, please.”

      “What, Donna?” Kiara said. “We all think that’s what happened. Saying it out loud or not doesn’t make any difference.”

      “You’re right, I know. Maybe there’s another option.”

      “Like what?”

      Donna shrugged. “I don’t know. This, what’s happening, it’s almost unimaginable. I can’t believe what’s happening here. What’s happening in my town.”

      Nancy approached to give her a little hug. She whispered something to her, but Erin was sitting too far away to hear, but by their body language, it was some form of comfort.

      Maribelle broke the silence. “You know, most horror movies start in a small town like this, and if it’s located on an island on top of that, you know it’s going to be extra bloody.”

      All eyes went to her. Erin could see Kiara wanted to laugh, and if she were honest, Erin was on the verge as well. It wasn’t that it was super funny. It was that their situation was so horrible they needed an outlet simply not to go mad.

      The rest were scandalized by what she said.

      Maribelle shrugged, clearly sensing that she’d managed to shock the group. “Just saying.”

      Erin hoped with her whole heart that this town wouldn’t turn into some kind of horror version of itself. She had already escaped one horror story. It wouldn’t be fair if after everything, she managed to land herself in another. Life couldn’t be that cruel toward her. Could it? Somehow, Erin feared the answer to that question.

      “Speaking of horror stories, have you noticed changes in our favorite whore’s behavior?” Kiara asked nonchalantly.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Now he makes daily rounds,” Biyu replied.

      “He even dropped by the salon,” Donna agreed.

      Nancy frowned. “That man has no shame, going around, visiting every shop on Seaview, trying to seduce as many women as possible. Not to mention, he is getting more aggressive too, as though deaf to the word no.”

      Erin had noticed that as well. Unfortunately, it didn’t make her feel any better that she was not the only one.

      “He dropped by the grooming shop too, and Erin took care of him like a pro,” Maribelle complimented.

      “Of course he did, and of course she did,” Kiara said approvingly, saluting her with a glass of wine.

      “I don’t know if I did. As you said, he won’t leave no matter what I say. It’s maddening,” Erin shared, and all of them nodded in agreement.

      “I don’t think that is the most troubling part,” Nora chimed in. Kiara’s assistant was mostly quiet, but as it turned out, there was something she needed to say. “Stella came in the other day, searching for him, and she was pretty worried and looked about as though expecting I was hiding him behind one of the glass cases. I laughed and told her she definitely picked the wrong shop to come and look for him since he wouldn’t be caught dead there.”

      “Amen to that,” Kiara interjected.

      “However, she kept fretting about him,” Nora continued. “She even had the nerve to ask me if I was sleeping with her brother, as though I would ever,” she concluded, looking thoroughly disgusted.

      No wonder she was Kiara’s assistant. They were of the same mind.

      “She did?” Kiara replied in surprise. “You never told me that.”

      Nora shrugged. “We were busy, and I forgot.”

      “Now that I think about it, she seemed particularly worried about who he was seeing,” Nora added.

      “You know what, she came to the grocery store as well,” Maribelle provided. “She did seem extremely worried, like he was doing something wrong. I mean, he’s a man-whore, so yeah, he is, but not to the point she’d need to worry like that, right?”

      “She came to the drugstore too,” Samantha, one of the pharmacists, said. “She asked me if I’d seen him and if I knew who he was seeing.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I told her I didn’t keep track of Dominic’s love life, and it was probably best that she didn’t either because she would probably be disgusted by it. She left in a huff.”

      Some laughed at that, imagining the scene.

      So, as it turned out, both twins were making rounds on Seaview. Dominic was hitting on everything female, and Stella was trailing behind him, trying to figure out where and with whom he succeeded.

      That was bizarre.

      “I really don’t know what to say to that.” Erin was stupefied. That was not normal behavior. Stella shouldn’t be that invested in her brother’s love life, no matter what.

      Even if she knows he’s behaving badly? a small part of her pointed out.

      “They’re both nuts. That is what needs to be said,” Kiara replied, snapping her from her reverie.

      “You know what? I realized he never mentioned a sister before. Not until she appeared in town,” Maribelle added.

      “And now we know why. She is as crazy as he is,” Kiara replied without missing a beat.

      Maribelle looked at Erin for the briefest of moments, as though trying to communicate something. Sadly, she was no mind reader, and it lasted for the briefest of moments before Maribelle looked away.

      The women gathered continued to talk about Stella more than about her brother.

      Stella was fairly new to town like Erin, but unlike her, Dominic’s twin kept mostly to herself. She wasn’t the social type, they all agreed. And most importantly, she took the role of her brother’s keeper way too seriously.

      “She acts like a mother to a child,” Kiara commented, making a face.

      “Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe she can set him straight,” Donna countered.

      Kiara gave her a look. “Does he look better or worse since she came to town?” she challenged.

      “Definitely worse,” a few said at once.

      “Alicia died, and now Cordelia is missing,” Biyu pointed out as one of the reasons for his erratic behavior.

      The already subdued atmosphere became even worse. It was inevitable that the talk would circle back to Cordelia. Erin didn’t particularly like the other woman, but maybe she’d simply caught her at her worst. Love did strange things to people, good and bad.

      Regardless of the reason, they were all worried about Cordelia, in one form or other.

      After a few hours at Kiara’s, Erin decided it was time to say her goodnights.

      “Can I hitch a ride with you?” Donna asked her. “I walked here, and I don’t feel like walking back.”

      “Of course.”

      Saying goodnight to the few who decided to stay a little longer, Erin and Donna exited together. As though sensing her, Fenix came running from the backyard.

      “It’s time to go home, buddy.”

      He jumped into the car. Without a fuss, he took the back seat. If it were Maribelle inside the car, he would try to sit in her lap the entire time, completely disregarding the fact that he wasn’t a small pup anymore. Since it was Donna, he behaved.

      The other woman looked lost in her thoughts as Erin drove.

      “Are you all right?” Erin inquired. It was a stupid question. Considering the circumstances, none of them were all right, but she hoped the other woman understood what she meant.

      “I’m worried about Cordelia,” Donna replied.

      Of course she was. Kiara had told her how close they were while Cordelia worked at the salon. Even after that, once Cordelia managed to open her own shop, they remained good friends. Then again, they all were. It couldn’t be easy on either one of them that this was happening inside their group, their town.

      “Do you think she decided to run away?”

      Donna sighed. “I think she decided to do something stupid,” she corrected.

      And ended up dead was heavily implied.

      “I’m sure nothing bad happened to her.” Erin felt strange comforting Donna, reassuring her that the potential murderer was all right. It was a strange experience. Then again, it was a strange couple of weeks.

      “I really hope she didn’t decide to run away, for her sake, for the sake of her parents.”

      Erin frowned at that, and luckily, Donna decided to elaborate.

      “Ruth and David had to put their house under a second mortgage to bail her out of jail. If she ran away, they will definitely lose their house.”

      “Oh, my God, that’s awful.”

      “And I really don’t think she would do that to them. Despite what you’ve seen, Cordelia is not a bad person.”

      “Apart from being a murder suspect,” Erin had to point out.

      “She completely lost her mind because of that man. That’s a shame.”

      Apparently, she was not the only one. Many fell prey to his ‘charms’, and she said as much.

      “I would like to say it was all his fault, but I can’t. Cordelia is a grownup, capable of making her own decisions, good and bad.”

      Erin opened her mouth to share what she’d learned from Maribelle, how Dominic had managed to seduce her using a very sad story, but she reconsidered. That was not her story to tell. If Maribelle hadn’t already shared that with the group, there must have been a reason for it. So she kept quiet. Although that did make her wonder. What if Dominic had used that same thing on Cordelia? It was possible, more than possible, she corrected. It would explain her behavior. She thought she was protecting him.

      Erin parked in front of Donna’s house.

      “Thank you.”

      Erin nodded. “I know it’s hard, but try not to worry. She will appear.”

      “I hope so, because the alternative is even more terrifying,” were Donna’s parting words.

      Erin thought of them as she drove home. The alternative was worse because it meant someone killed her like someone killed Alicia. That would mean two murders in a very short period. Erin didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, but thinking there was a possibility that they had a serial killer in Misty Cliffs chilled her to the bones.

      It would be just her luck to move to a town with a serial killer. She felt guilty for having such thoughts immediately. One girl was killed, the other was missing, and here she was only thinking about herself. But she was afraid. After almost dying once, she wasn’t looking forward to repeating that experience so soon. Then again, who would?

      The whole situation was as frightening as it was confusing.

      What the hell is happening in this town?
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      On Sunday morning, the small town of Misty Cliffs could speak of only one thing. There was another dead woman found on the shore, washed up on one of the public beaches, and all were speculating who it might be.

      Since it appeared the body had been in the water for a few days, the authorities needed some time to identify it.

      It felt as though the whole town was collectively holding their breath as they waited to find out who the young woman was. Donna learned that the young woman in question had long blonde hair and was also strangled, which was troubling, to say the least. Not to suggest it wouldn’t be an equal tragedy otherwise, it was just that they knew Cordelia fit that general description.

      Feeling beyond nervous and restless, Erin decided to go to work. Although it was Sunday, she felt like she would go mad if she stayed home. It was better to keep busy, anyway.

      The problem was she had no clients, so she was equally stressed, only in a different location. Not even Fenix could calm her down. Erin was so out of her mind and scared that she wondered if she should pack up and leave. It wasn’t like she didn’t have money. She could start over wherever she pleased.

      No, not again! she instantly rebelled against that idea. There would be no more running. She was going to stay here and fight, get to the bottom of things.

      As she stressed about everything, Donna came into Erin’s shop in tears, convinced the body found was Cordelia.

      Truth be told, Erin thought so too, which was troubling on so many levels.

      “I know it’s her. I can feel it.”

      “Calm down. At the moment, we know nothing for sure.” Erin tried all the usual nonsense to ease the other woman, wishing for the first time that she had a bottle of alcohol around because they could certainly use it. And Donna wasn’t the only one who came to this conclusion. Pretty much the whole Fishing Club came to the same conclusion, that Cordelia was the woman on the beach, that she was murdered.

      Erin included. She tried to force her brain to stop thinking, to not start bombarding her with all kinds of questions since if it really was Cordelia they’d found, then the whole situation they found themselves in became even worse.

      Kiara texted:

      
        
        Someone is clearly targeting us.

      

      

      
        
        We will figure this out

      

      

      Erin replied, trying to remain optimistic although it was hard. Especially since it felt like Kiara had a point. Alicia was murdered, and now, chances were that Cordelia had been murdered as well. That meant two women who worked on Seaview Street were murdered. A person didn’t have to be a genius to connect the dots.

      Who had a grudge against the women on Seaview Street? Who had a connection to both women? The answers to both questions were the same. Well, Erin wasn’t sure about a grudge, but there was a clear connection between Alicia and Cordelia. Dominic Martin.

      Just as Erin managed to calm Donna down, at least a little bit, Kiara came pushing through the door, all flustered and wide-eyed. It was strange seeing her showing that much emotion.

      “Did you hear?” she inquired the second she came through the door.

      “What? Did they identify who it was?” Donna asked.

      “Unfortunately, yes.” Kiara paused. “It’s Cordelia.”

      Donna started crying all over again, and both Erin and Kiara wrapped her into a group hug, trying to console her.

      Erin was horrified. Cordelia is dead. It was bad enough when they’d discovered someone killed Alicia, yet to learn the killer was apparently on a spree was downright terrifying.

      This also meant they’d lost one of the suspects. This pretty much proved that Cordelia had nothing to do with Alicia’s murder.

      Erin felt slightly guilty for accusing the other woman of a crime she didn’t commit. At the same time, she couldn’t feel too much of it because she was already terrified of this killer on the loose. Who was next? Dreadful things swirled inside her head.

      Part of her brain wished to rebel, to reject this as reality because it was almost beyond comprehension that something like this was happening in a town that hadn’t had a single murder in twenty years. And now two young women were killed, strangled and dumped in the sea.

      This is insane. What are we to do? What can we do?

      As the three women huddled up, the rest of Martha’s Fishing Club, completely spontaneously, came in as well. Since it was Sunday and Erin had no customers, especially on a day like this that caused a deep impact on the whole town, she didn’t mind. It was better they were all together, anyway. Naturally, they started discussing the matter.

      “This has to be Dominic. There’s no other explanation,” Nora said, looking nervous.

      “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Erin warned. “We already did that once, and look what happened.”

      “True,” Donna agreed, wiping the remnants of tears from her face.

      “Now I feel dreadful that I ever doubted Cordelia,” Kiara said next. “She was somewhat crazy, but she was still our friend.”

      Why them? Why now? Erin felt like she was missing the vital piece of information that would make everything fall into place and finally make sense. Then again, if she knew who the killer was, they would not be in this situation in the first place.

      Kiara held up a bottle of wine. “Who needs some?” she asked as she uncorked it.

      Erin had no idea where she got the bottle and corkscrew from, because she hadn’t had them when she arrived. However, she knew she wanted some and had some plastic cups in the storage cabinet. “Wait, I’ve got cups.” Erin pulled them out and handed them to Kiara.

      “To poor Cordelia.” Kiara raised her cup once she’d poured everyone a glass.

      “And Alicia,” Erin added.

      They all drank.

      Of course, no amount of alcohol could dull the emotions that were swirling inside them, strong as the mightiest tornadoes.

      Someone was killing them one by one, and if the sheriff was incapable of finding the person responsible, then it was on the women to protect themselves.

      “Right, now,” Kiara started again after finishing her drink in one go, “since Albertson is a spineless fool, how are we to deal with this clusterfuck?” she inquired, looking at the faces around the room.

      “As always, you know just the right thing to say,” Donna replied dryly.

      Kiara looked unbothered by the jibe. “We have a serial killer on the loose, so excuse me for not choosing my words more delicately.”

      “We don’t know if it’s a serial killer yet,” Samantha objected.

      Kiara looked at her as though she’d said the most absurd thing in the world. “Two of our friends are dead. How many more of us need to die before declaring it a serial killer?”

      “I think it’s safe to assume it’s a serial killer,” Erin agreed. All other explanations would be too complicated, and Mr. Holmes advised simplicity.

      Then again, Erin had taken his advice about Cordelia as well and had been proven wrong. So perhaps they couldn’t rule out that Cordelia did kill Alicia, and then someone else killed her. The idea of having two killers was making her head spin.

      “I still think Dominic did it,” Nora insisted. “It makes sense. He was involved with both of them, and I saw the sheriff bringing him in for questioning.”

      Most of the women shrugged at that. He was a womanizer, but that didn’t make him a killer.

      “That doesn’t mean anything. Remember, they brought him in for Alicia’s murder too, along with Cordelia,” Donna reminded her.

      What would make him flip and start killing? Erin mused. Unrequited love? Jealousy?

      “Maybe someone else did it because of Dominic.” Erin said what came to mind.

      All the women looked at her in confusion.

      “What do you mean?” Donna asked.

      “Well, it’s no secret that Dominic has been with a lot of women. What if one of them started killing off the competition?”

      It was pretty much the same theory they’d had about Cordelia. Despite that, she felt weird saying it out loud. “Sorry, I watch too much crime TV,” she explained.

      “No, no,” Kiara was quick to reassure her. “That is a fair point. We did think that about Cordelia. We merely have to widen our net,” Kiara pointed out.

      “We?” Maribelle questioned.

      “Sheriff Albertson couldn’t catch a fish in the sea. It is upon us to help as much as possible.”

      Looking about, Erin was not that surprised to see they all shared a very poor opinion of the old sheriff. Perhaps he was not a bad person per se, but he was a terrible sheriff.

      Samantha asked the next logical thing. “So what are we going to do?”

      “What can we do?” Nora said. “We’re not the police. We have no power or means. Like it or not, it is on the sheriff’s department to solve this.”

      Kiara shook her head. “Oh, please, we all know he will try to bury this murder, as he did with the other one.”

      It was true. Although all of them knew how Alicia died, it wasn’t common knowledge. It couldn’t be heard on the local news or read in papers. Erin found it strange and then remembered this place thrived on tourism.

      It would reflect really poorly on the town if it were known that bodies were washing up on the shores. That would cause a panic, and panic was bad for business in a place like this. The people would stop coming due to fear. And they would have a point. Erin was scared as well. But leaving was not an option for her.

      All the same, this wasn’t right. People here needed to be warned as well. Those who didn’t work on Seaview Street, who didn’t know Alicia or Cordelia personally, could be living in complete oblivion right about now. There was a killer roaming about, and that was wrong.

      “That makes no difference,” Nora continued to argue. “The point still remains the same. We can’t solve two murders on our own, no matter how much crime TV we watch.”

      Erin felt like that last part was meant for her, but she didn’t take offense. It was true. She knew nothing. All the same, she felt like they couldn’t afford to remain passive, either. Someone else could end up dead in the meantime. She said as much.

      “I think we’ve gotten carried away,” Nancy decided to add. “Dominic is still the most logical suspect. He slept with both of them.”

      “I really don’t like the man,” Kiara replied. “However, what is his motive? As you said, he already slept with both of them and many others we might not know about. So why kill them?”

      “They caused him troubles,” Nancy offered. “Fought around town. Now that problem is solved, and he can continue to whore about, carefree.”

      “That’s cold, Nancy,” Donna chastised.

      “I think Nancy is right,” Maribelle said next. “We all know he’s a sex addict who freaks out if he goes too long without his fix. Maybe he freaked out when they started fighting and broke up with him,” she tried to speculate.

      It sounds a bit far-fetched, Erin thought.

      “Perhaps,” Kiara allowed. It was obvious she thought things through as she spoke. “Alicia did break up with him after learning about Cordelia.”

      She still slipped up a couple of times, Erin thought.

      “And despite Cordelia’s being in love with him, I can bet she was proud enough to not simply let him crawl back into her bed without tormenting him a great deal first.”

      “I really don’t think Cordelia and he had that kind of relationship, anyway,” Erin pointed out. “He was adamant that they slept together only, like, twice, and she couldn’t let go.”

      “So that theory is a bust, then,” Biyu grumbled.

      “Not necessarily. She caused him problems, went around town, creating scenes in front of other women,” Nancy pointed out.

      She’d done that with Alicia, after all.

      “Dominic did it. That bastard killed our girls.” Nancy wouldn’t let go, getting angrier by the minute.

      “I don’t know. I’m sorry, but it all seems very far-fetched to me. I admit, something is seriously wrong with Dominic, but does that make him a killer? I don’t know,” Erin said.

      At the moment, she was more inclined to believe someone else was doing the killings because of him. Two women involved with him couldn’t be a simple coincidence.

      “Do we know any women strong enough to strangle another person?” Kiara asked.

      They all remained silent. Although that was a valid point, how to determine something like that, anyway? Was a woman strong enough to strangle another with her bare hands? Under the right circumstances, Erin was sure the answer to that was a definite yes.

      “How to even verify something like that?” Maribelle asked.

      “Yeah, we can’t go running around town asking women to show us their strength,” Nora agreed.

      “We are complicating things without reason,” Nancy started. “A man is strong enough. It’s Dominic,” she insisted. “And he was involved with them.”

      “We’ve been over this. There’s no proof he’s involved.” Kiara played the devil’s advocate.

      “Look at his behavior now. He is even more erratic, more obnoxious than before. I say murdering those two girls pushed him over the edge.”

      “He did leap over the counter yesterday to kiss me,” Samantha provided.

      “What did you do?” Kiara asked.

      “Slapped the shit out of him, and he just laughed and walked away. He’s starting to freak me out.”

      “It can’t be a coincidence that two of his girlfriends have been murdered.”

      Maybe he was behaving worse than ever because two women he was involved with ended up dead. That couldn’t be easy on the soul. Not that she was defending him.

      Then again, his words and actions did paint a very different picture. He acted as though he couldn’t care less. Yet acted was the operative word here. Since Erin didn’t know him that well, nor did she wish to, she couldn’t say for sure what the truth was. And that was problematic, especially while contemplating whether he was a killer. Erin’s gut feeling was telling her he wasn’t. To be fair, her gut was known to malfunction in the past and was not to be fully trusted.

      “We simply have to follow his next girlfriend around and see what happens,” Biyu said in her usual manner.

      “The police would have arrested him if he were a killer,” Maribelle pointed out.

      “Not this sheriff,” Kiara said, exasperated.

      “It’s obvious we’re going in circles,” Erin interjected. “And it’s even more obvious that we are not going to solve this mystery on our lunch break.”

      They would need time, and they would need to devise some kind of plan.

      Kiara checked the time and stood up. “I have to retire to the shop.”

      As though that broke some kind of spell, they all left one after the other, as though only then remembering they were all still on the clock. Talking about murder could do that to a person, make them forget about everything else.

      In the end, half of them believed Dominic was the killer, and the rest weren’t so sure. Erin was among them. Not that it did them any good.
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      The next morning, Erin felt none the wiser. She had this need inside her to do something but didn’t know what. What could she do? She was not some kind of superhero with an alter ego, by day working at the grooming shop, by night solving crimes. Although that would be perfect. She was a simple woman, and she felt at a loss, something she hated.

      As she mused, she walked down Seaview Street with Fenix before opening the shop, when all of a sudden, Dominic appeared next to her and started chatting as though they were old pals. It was unnerving, to say the least, this ability of his to ignore the simplest of facts. She couldn’t stand him.

      Luckily, he didn’t follow her inside, having to open a shop of his own, which was good. Johanna worked with her for most of the day, and Erin was sure he didn’t know her yet. Erin tried her best not to give him another excuse to reside in her shop.

      Unfortunately, he returned around lunchtime to ask her if she wanted to have a bite to eat with him.

      She refused. Actually, her exact words were, “I wouldn’t share a meal with you even if you could resurrect Anthony Bourdain and have him cook for us.” In that moment, she was grateful she’d sent Johanna to lunch so he wouldn’t hit on her too.

      Instead of leaving, he continued to press even harder. “Come on, let me take you out. I know a place that serves great food.”

      “No, thank you, I have my lunch prepared already.”

      He made a face at that. “You can’t eat that store shit. You need a proper meal.”

      Thank God he was around to tell her what she needed.

      “It’s not bought in a store. I made it myself,” Erin replied, raising her chin ever so slightly. She wasn’t that great a cook, but she was working on it, learning new things every day, so she took offense when someone called her cooking shit.

      Her face must have reflected her thoughts because he instantly looked apologetic, clearly realizing his mistake. It would be funny if it weren’t so infuriating.

      “I’m sure you are a great cook.”

      “Yes, I am an amazing cook,” Erin blurted out before she could stop herself, too late realizing her mistake.

      “I will believe that when you invite me over and cook for me.”

      “Not interested,” she replied instantly.

      “Then I’ll cook for you.”

      “Nope.”

      “You tease.”

      She deserved that, maybe.

      “I will not go out with you, not for drinks, not for lunch, never.”

      There, that wasn’t teasing at all.

      “You are way too serious for such a young woman. You really should let me take care of you for a bit. Take a day off and come with me.”

      She simply looked at him in return. She felt at a loss because there was a limited number of ways to say no to him. It really should be as simple as that.

      Do you want such and such?

      No, thank you.

      All right, goodbye.

      Easy, simple, but not with Dominic.

      She would ask if he was having a mental breakdown or something, but she didn’t want to antagonize him that much. What if he was the killer and chose her as his next target for what she said? Then again, he was constantly around her. If there were such a thing as a killer marking his territory, she felt thoroughly pissed over. She banished that last thought since it sounded too nasty.

      “No, I will not go anywhere with you.”

      Maybe I should repeat that in a couple of other languages. Erin abandoned that idea almost instantaneously. He would say something like, You sound damn sexy when speaking French, and then he would never leave.

      It doesn’t look like he’s planning on leaving now.

      “Okay, if you feel so strongly about it, let’s skip lunch and move straight to dessert.”

      Erin felt like screaming out of sheer frustration. She marched toward the door and opened it for him. “Leave, Dominic, now.”

      “I don’t want to. I’m having too much fun. I feel like I’m learning a lot about you.”

      She sighed deeply. “Do you want me to use a broom on you to convey how much I want you out of my place of business?” she practically growled.

      He leaned against the counter, looking at her as though she was the most adorable creature on the planet. “Only if you’re naked while doing it,” he deadpanned.

      “Dominic, stop!” she shouted. Since the door was open, her voice carried, and she managed to startle a couple of people strolling about. She looked apologetically at them before returning her gaze to Dominic. “Look, I am really sick and tired of your constantly hitting on me, trying to get into my pants. That isn’t going to happen, so get out. Leave me be.”

      “You know, all this tension and negativity comes from your not having a man in your life.”

      “All this comes from Cordelia being found dead yesterday,” she snapped in return.

      “I heard. So sad.”

      Those words only infuriated her more since he sounded so insincere.

      “Get out, or I swear to God I will call the cops to escort you out in handcuffs.”

      To that, he raised his hands as though in surrender and started walking toward the door.

      Finally, Erin thought with relief.

      Unfortunately, she cheered too early. He stopped as he reached her. “I see now that you need a serious intervention,” he told her in all seriousness. “I’ll come and pick you up around six.” He dashed out before she could respond.

      That did not stop her from shouting after him, “Forget it, Dominic. I am not going out with you.”

      He simply waved without turning.

      Erin groaned in frustration. Returning to work, she started cursing him all over again. Thanks to his pestering her, she’d made a bunch of mistakes while trying to order the new skin-care products for senior dogs and cats. She almost ordered millions of units of it, which would be just perfect.

      “Fucking Dominic,” she grumbled.

      He was ruining everything. Eventually, she managed to forget all about him and lose herself in her work.

      A single mom with small twins and three Pekingese came in for a little grooming. They were just the cutest. She meant the Pekingese, although the twins were adorable as well. They played with Fenix while Erin washed the dogs. Luckily, Johanna returned from lunch and was able to lend a hand.

      At closing time, Dominic showed up again as he’d promised. And Erin simply could not believe he truly expected that she would go anywhere with him after everything.

      The man is crazy. That was the only logical explanation for his behavior. He looked her up and down as she turned the computer off and started turning all the lights off as well.

      “Is that what you’re wearing on our date?”

      She was about to reply with a look who’s talking since he was in one of his trademark black shirts and pants when she reminded herself that she had no intention of going on a date with him in the first place.

      “We’ve been over this before, Dominic. I am not going out with you.”

      “Did you make other plans?” He sounded almost hurt, but she ignored that.

      “I’m tired, I worked all day, so I want to go home and rest.”

      “Can I join you?” he asked with a grin.

      “No,” she replied instantly.

      “You know, I give excellent massages.”

      Her whole body shuddered in revulsion at the idea of his touching her. She felt dirty just by thinking about it. There would be no amount of soap and water on earth to wash that dirt from her skin.

      Naturally, because it was just her luck, he misunderstood her reaction completely and grinned.

      “No, thank you. I hate massages.”

      Dominic paused as he looked about, as though searching for inspiration for what to say next. In a very fast, unnecessary movement, he grabbed one of her cards from the counter, as though in victory. “I’ll give you a call sometime, late at night, when you change your mind.” He spoke deliberately, with double meaning, fanning himself with the piece of paper.

      “Good luck with that. It’s a business card,” she explained.

      He looked at it, and his face fell discovering there was only an office number on it. Once again, she would be highly amused if she weren’t so pissed off already.

      “Good night, Dominic,” she urged, making a shooing motion with her hands.

      “I would much rather have you say good morning to me.”

      He believed he was such a stud.

      “If this is all about sex, then I’ll be more than happy to buy you a hooker,” she said all in one breath.

      It was obvious that she took him by surprise. He looked as though he couldn’t believe something like that left her mouth.

      “Are you planning on joining us?” he asked carefully.

      “Of course not. My desire is only to prevent you from pestering me.”

      “Then no,” he refused, making a face, as though the thought of paying for sex was beneath him. Who knew that man had standards?

      “However, if you purchase a female companion for yourself, it would be my pleasure to stay with you and observe.”

      This took a wrong turn, she realized all too late.

      “I am going home now,” she announced, closing shop and starting to walk down Seaview. Unfortunately, he followed her.

      “Dominic, you are pulling on my last nerve,” she warned. “If you don’t leave now, I will command Fenix to bite you,” she said, feeling no guilt at all that she was threatening him with violence. If he wouldn’t listen to reason, then perhaps he would listen to force.

      “You would never do that. You’re too kind a person,” he argued.

      Erin stopped abruptly so she could face him. “I believe you killed Alicia and Cordelia. I would most definitely let Fenix bite you to death,” she said with a grave expression. At the moment, she couldn’t really tell for sure how much was a lie and what was simply a product of her desire to finally make him go away.

      “You think what?” he stammered in return.

      At that moment, they could see Stella leaving the guitar shop, and as she spotted the two of them, she started marching in the same direction.

      Great, another member of the Martin family. Just what she needed.

      Despite the grumbling, Erin was somewhat happy to see the other woman. Although the other women had said Stella had been acting worried about Dominic and had questioned them about his love life, which they’d found strange, Erin hadn’t shared their experiences. From the start, she was nothing but helpful toward Erin and had saved her a couple of times from her brother.

      And she was always grateful that Stella knew exactly when to intervene and rescue her from Dominic.

      “Look who’s coming! It’s your sister,” Erin jibed, suddenly in a cheerful mood.

      Dominic sent her a dirty look, going glum. He was no idiot. He knew what was going to happen, which was precisely why Erin felt like skipping for joy.

      Her life was so weird, she realized in those moments.

      “You are unbelievable,” Stella said, looking frustrated with him. “You promised you would help me close shop today, yet I once again find you bothering Erin.”

      “I forgot,” he replied, although he didn’t look too broken up about it.

      “Of course you did. You only think of one thing.”

      “You need to stop meddling in my life, following me around,” he argued. “You are not my mother,” he added harshly.

      Stella recoiled at that. She looked at him, wide-eyed as though she was hurt and shocked that he’d said something like that to her.

      Erin felt sorry for her. It couldn’t be easy having a brother like this. Erin had known him for a short period and couldn’t stand him. But Stella was his family. That was different. She couldn’t leave him be, no matter how he behaved. She clearly loved him enough to want to help.

      Why can’t she leave? part of her rebelled. I did.

      But Erin had had no choice in the matter. Her father was an alcoholic, and Mark was a psychopath. Those were matters of self-preservation.

      She wished she had something to fight for, someone to have at her side to fight with, against the world. But even with that in mind, she did not wish to be in Stella’s shoes. Dominic was a true menace, to say the least.

      Stella recovered from the slight. “Luckily for both of us, I am not our mother,” she corrected. “However, as it turns out, I am the only one in the family with a brain,” she snapped in return. “You can’t be acting like this, not now.”

      Her meaning was clear. He couldn’t go around acting as if nothing had happened when two women had been murdered, women he knew.

      Dominic looked at Erin as his sister said that, clearly still holding in his mind how Erin had accused him of double murder mere seconds ago.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Erin,” he said before walking away.

      She didn’t reply to him, although she smiled at Stella. “Always a pleasure seeing you.”

      “Bye, Erin. Have a good night,” the other woman said with a nod before following her brother.

      As she walked home, finally alone with Fenix by her side, she couldn’t stop thinking of Stella’s last comment. “You can’t act like this, not now.”

      Apparently, she was more conscious about what was happening than her brother. And Erin couldn’t decide whether it was a good or a bad thing.

      Did Stella suspect her brother was a killer? Was that the reason she was always on his case? Or was she more of a mind, like Erin, that some jealous woman was behind it all? Was this her way of trying to save another from sharing the same fate as Alicia and Cordelia?

      Am I overanalyzing this?

      It really didn’t matter at the moment because Erin came up with a great idea.
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      Friday came again before she knew it, and it was time for another Martha’s Fishing Club meeting. No matter how much time passed, she was still amused that the women of Seaview Street called themselves that. It always raised a chuckle in her, and on days like this, when chuckles were scarce, it was highly appreciated.

      Why Martha, though?

      Erin was excited about the meet because she decided to run her idea past them. They couldn’t stay passive, as that could be a death sentence for one of them, so if there was a possibility to help the police, at least a little bit, Erin thought it was worth the risk.

      Naturally, they had all heard about her fight with Dominic. She almost asked which one, since it seemed they were always in some sort of conflict. Only one happened on the street.

      “Everything is fine. I handled it.” She tried to brush it away as fast as possible, wanting to speak of something else, although related.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking. I should really go out on a date with him.”

      All eyes went to her.

      “Could you repeat that? I believe I went deaf for a moment,” Kiara replied straight-faced.

      Erin chuckled, realizing she’d failed to say the key word. “I want to go out on a fake date with Dominic.”

      “Still not following.”

      “Well, we’ve been talking, speculating about his being the killer, and I believe this is the way to know for sure,” she tried to explain.

      “Sure, if you end up dead, we will know for sure. A great plan,” Kiara said dryly.

      Erin made a face. Kiara was among those who advocated caution and believed they should not accuse Dominic without proof. Erin didn’t expect that she would be against it. Then again, her heart warmed up realizing the other woman cared enough about her in the first place.

      “I’ll be careful. Besides, I really think this is a great opportunity for a recon mission.”

      “Why do you think he would go out with you?” Biyu asked.

      Maribelle was the one who started laughing the loudest at that comment.

      Biyu flushed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean . . . I just meant . . . well . . . I blurt stuff when I get stressed. Sorry.”

      “Erin might be new to the community, but Dominic is constantly in the shop, asking her out at least fifty times a day, and that is just on the days I’m there,” Maribelle explained once she caught her breath. “Can’t imagine it’s any different on the days I’m not! I’ve never seen him so obsessed with anyone.”

      Somehow, that didn’t make Erin feel good, nor was she flattered, but she would use his interest to her advantage if she could.

      “I still don’t understand what you are trying to accomplish. It’s not like he would confess everything while trying to unhook your bra,” Kiara pointed out.

      Erin didn’t think in that direction per se, yet maybe she should have. She hoped to recreate the date he’d had with Maribelle where they would stay up all night and talk about everything, and perhaps something would slip.

      She said as much, though not in so many words. She also did not mention that Maribelle was the one who gave her the idea.

      “Look, two girls are dead, and he is the connection. We all agree on that.”

      All women present started to nod.

      “So here’s what I think. If I spend some time with him, maybe I could find something out.” Worst-case scenario, he would try to kill her during dessert. Or her jealous ex would appear and try to kill them both.

      Nevertheless, they would get some answers, hopefully. Even a little piece of information could be helpful to at least steer the police in the right direction. Because at the moment, they were simply going in circles without any real evidence or witnesses.

      “Entangling yourself with him could result in your getting killed,” Kiara said ever so subtly.

      To a point, Erin agreed, but she didn’t plan on rushing into things. She hoped they would all brainstorm together and find a way to do this safely.

      Before she managed to say anything, Nancy decided to speak as well. “I think doing something like that is extremely dangerous. As you said, two of our girls already died because of that bastard. I don’t need proof to know he’s guilty.”

      “I agree,” Biyu said. “We should just let the police do their job.”

      “They would have arrested him already if he was the killer,” Erin pointed out. She’d seen him on the night of Alicia’s murder being escorted to the sheriff’s office. And that was not the only time. After Cordelia died, they held him for a whole day, interviewing him, checking his alibi, and they eventually had to let him go.

      “Yeah, because they’ve done such a splendid job so far,” Biyu argued in return. “When Alicia died, they thought Cordelia did it. And now, when Cordelia ended up dead as well, they are twiddling their thumbs, not having a clue where to look next for the killer.”

      “We have to have hope that everything will turn out for the better,” Donna said, trying to calm them all down. “That’s their job, after all.”

      “The sheriff is an incompetent fool. We can’t count on him to solve this for us,” Kiara said with an eye roll.

      “Can we hire an investigator?” Nora asked, clearly having a spark of inspiration.

      “They cost too much, and there’s no guarantee they will actually do the job or want to do the job,” Kiara pointed out.

      Money wasn’t an issue, not that this group was aware of that. However, she was with Kiara there. Not many would agree to come here and start a manhunt for a killer. That was a dangerous job. Not many would risk their lives, even for a hefty paycheck. Besides, Sheriff Albertson would not look kindly on someone else doing his job.

      “Deputy Kent looks capable enough,” Erin said.

      “Still, he is one man,” Kiara pointed out glumly.

      “And I am just one woman. That won’t stop me from wanting to help,” Erin countered. “And if we all come together, we could become a force to be reckoned with.”

      “It’s too dangerous for you to walk into a monster’s den alone,” Donna said.

      “I wasn’t planning on being alone. I have all of you,” she continued to insist. “Besides, while we sit around and talk, having faith the sheriff will solve this for us, someone else could end up dead.”

      Her words were somewhat harsh, but it needed to be said. What they did or didn’t do could have a huge impact on the rest of their lives. If they would have a life in the first place. Erin didn’t want to gamble with that.

      “Erin, don’t be so stubborn. Attempting something like this could be dangerous,” Kiara cautioned again.

      “I know. But it beats doing nothing. Besides, I wasn’t thinking about acting alone.”

      “You said you were to go on a date with him. How is that not acting alone?” Donna questioned.

      “Yes, I would be on a date with him, but I was hoping you would help,” she explained. Apparently, she didn’t do a very good job since they all looked at her oddly. “Look, I haven’t hashed out all the details, but I was thinking we could stay in touch the whole time so you know I’m safe, or so you can alert the authorities if I’m not.”

      The women looked at one another. Erin could see some of them were wavering.

      “There has to be another way,” Nora said, clearly not too enthused about sending one of their own into danger.

      And Erin fully understood that, which was why she was volunteering. She understood the danger and accepted it.

      “The other way is for the police to do their jobs, and they aren’t doing shit,” Maribelle said while making a face.

      “It’s that damn sheriff. He’s trying to keep everything a secret so that Randy will be happy.”

      Randy Creager was the mayor of Misty Cliffs. Erin had never met the guy. From what she’d heard of him, it didn’t make her want to meet him, either. He sounded like a typical politician, caring more about the aesthetics than about solving actual problems, thinking more about his career than the people. Which was moronic, since he needed voters to stay in power.

      Regardless, he was convinced that tourism was the only thing this town was good for, so he did his best to make sure the image of Misty Cliffs as this perfect little island town stayed intact and unblemished. He was the true reason the media were not reporting there was a killer on the loose.

      “It’s disgusting that they would do anything to not lose their precious tourists. The fact that someone is killing us means nothing,” Kiara added with passion.

      “If there’s no one working on Seaview Street because of the killer, that can’t be good for business either,” Biyu pointed out.

      “That fool’s thinking doesn’t have such reach.”

      “It seems to me that we simply have to force him to do his job,” Nancy pointed out.

      “That’s it,” Donna explained as though she got an idea. “I know what to do.”

      “Organize a protest in front of the sheriff’s office?” Biyu asked, and by the look of it, she wanted something like that.

      “Maybe, if all else fails. First, I was thinking we leak the story to the press.”

      It wasn’t enough that they, with a few others, knew Alicia and Cordelia had been murdered. They needed the whole town to know what was going on, and apparently, word of mouth wasn’t enough. Besides, the older population wouldn’t believe something like that had happened. They relied on hearing the truth from the news. They believed what they read in the papers, and the women here had to make sure that actually happened. Only together could they create a force big enough to put pressure on the sheriff and the mayor.

      And how hard could it be to leak something like that? In the age of the internet, a story like this would go viral in a matter of hours, Erin mused, liking this idea very much. Not as much as she liked hers, but it would be good for them to branch out.

      “That will only piss the sheriff off,” Nora pointed out.

      “Randy too,” Kiara added, and there was a hint of a smile on her face. She wasn’t worried about that one bit.

      “Yes, maybe, but it will also show how they can’t treat us like we don’t matter.” Donna was adamant.

      “And while the town is in the spotlight, they will have to work harder on solving this mess,” Maribelle added.

      “I like Donna’s suggestion,” Biyu said. “Randy needs to learn that he works for us, and not the other way around.”

      “And I like Erin’s as well,” Kiara expressed.

      “Weren’t you the one who insisted it was far too dangerous for her to do something like that this whole time?” Donna challenged.

      “Yes, but not if we are smart about it. Erin had a good point, and I believe that together, we can devise a plan that we can all be comfortable with, especially Erin.”

      “What did you have in mind?” Donna asked for details, looking between Erin and Kiara.

      “How about you monitor the whole date from start to finish?” Erin said the first thing that popped to mind.

      Donna didn’t look too sold on the idea. “We’re not trained spies.”

      “We don’t have to be. If they stay in a public place, then it will not be suspicious if someone else is there as well,” Kiara pointed out.

      “As though he would ever agree to stay in a public place.” Maribelle snorted.

      They continued to debate on both ideas and eventually decided to put it to a vote since they couldn’t agree on one.

      The vote was a tie, so both sides agreed, if somewhat grudgingly from some members, that they should try both ways.

      A few had friends working at the local newspapers and at the local TV station, so they would leak the story to them, and the rest of the women would help Erin.

      “I have an ex-boyfriend who’s a news reporter in Seattle. We remained friends. I can call him,” Maribelle provided.

      “Let me try with Stan first,” Donna replied.

      Erin gathered that Stan worked in the only local TV station. Besides that, Misty Cliffs had two local papers as well, and Samantha was confident that she could help on that end.

      While they dealt with that, leaking the story of how the sheriff was covering up murders and another story about his incompetence, Erin would, on her end, go on a date with Dominic and hopefully learn some useful information. He had been with both girls. He had to know something.

      She agreed the date should occur in a public place where at least two women from the group who were available at that time could chaperone—from a distance, of course.

      “Where to go?” Erin asked the group. Somehow, she knew he wouldn’t simply want to sit on a bench in the public square. Although that would be perfect since all the women would have eyes on them from their shops.

      “He will want to take you to his flat,” Kiara pointed out.

      Erin was afraid that might be the case. Then again, he always spoke of bars and restaurants, so maybe she could convince him to go on a real outing.

      If he was interested enough. We shall see.

      “I don’t think I’m really ready to go that far with him.” Sleeping with him to get some information didn’t feel like a bargain to her. “Besides, that’s not public enough.”

      “Or at all. He lives near Kiara,” Maribelle pointed out.

      Kiara made a face. “I know what you’re thinking,” she told Erin. “Lucky me.”

      But not too close, Erin realized, since Kiara had specifically chosen her house for its lack of close neighbors.

      “We need a nice public space, and not the town’s square,” Donna mused aloud.

      “How about the beach? That smaller one, by the reef?” Biyu suggested. “People have the feeling of privacy there without actually being in private.”

      The women started to nod. “That’s perfect, actually. Plenty of places for us to hide,” Donna agreed, and Erin grinned.

      “Beach it is.”

      Now, the only thing she had to do was convince Dominic that she would be happy to meet him at the beach after she’d been so adamant about never going anywhere with him.

      Piece of cake . . .
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      Although initially, it was Erin’s idea to schmooze Dominic, so to speak, so she could learn if he knew something about the murders or was the murderer himself, she still felt a bit nervous putting it into motion. And by a little, she meant a lot. She barely slept at night, and that was due to the fact that she hadn’t thought about the idea past the point of convincing the other women that it was a good idea.

      And now she had to think about the specifics since she was going to do it for real. Getting the info from him sounded great, but she failed to realize that would actually have to mean going on an actual date with him, spending time alone with him, and trying to extract the truth, casually, naturally. Her skin crawled at the prospect of it all.

      More to the point, she would feel beyond nervous even if some other man were involved. Considering her past, she felt like she was seriously lacking. She hadn’t been on a date in ages, and the prospect of being on one, no matter how fake in reality, tied her stomach in knots.

      What if she forgot how to do that? What if he tried to hold her hand or, God forbid, kiss her? What was she to do?

      More importantly, how far was she willing to go to learn the truth? She knew she wouldn’t sleep with him, that was for sure, but there were many gray areas in between that and holding hands.

      And Dominic didn’t look like the type who would settle for that.

      What if he finds me boring and leaves? She had a moment of doubt. It would be all for nothing if she failed to interest him enough. How to achieve that if sex was off the table?

      She really hoped she was funny enough. Although her father used to tell her she was pretty enough because there was no other way she could ever attract a man.

      She banished all those thoughts about her insecurities. This was important, so there was no time for second-guessing herself. She could freak out after all was said and done, but not before.

      Maybe Kiara can do this instead of me? She was confidence incarnate. Then again, she and Dominic hated each other with a burning passion. It had to be Erin. She was the fresh meat, after all.

      Despite her bravado and good intentions, she couldn’t stop stressing throughout the night and into the morning over all the things that could go wrong during this mission. Including Mark’s finding out she was on a date with another man.

      Although he appeared to be behaving at the moment, that would certainly change if he discovered something like that. Erin was sure he had spies on her if he couldn’t be here in person. He was beyond jealous and possessive, no matter that they were officially divorced, and he would come for her despite the home arrest if he thought she was moving on. He was incapable of letting her go, but that was a problem for some other time.

      She refused to live in fear of him and would do what needed to be done to discover who killed Alicia and Cordelia.

      She hoped for the best. However, there was a small possibility that she could end up dead like her friends. That was just a minor detail that wouldn’t deter her from the plan. She had to always be mindful of the bigger picture, which was finding a killer. And she would bring Fenix with her since she knew her boy would do everything to protect her.

      As was expected, all big plans had to start with a single small step. And in this case, that meant actually going on a date with Dominic. Which was a problem, since every time he asked her out, she turned him down.

      What if he doesn’t ask me again? She panicked, although she knew there was only a very small chance of something like that happening. And that was not her ego talking. Dominic was simply that predictable. There was another problem, though. How to say yes when he asks? She couldn’t simply say yes the next time he asked. He would know something was up. He would be suspicious if she changed her mind so suddenly.

      Would he? Dominic believed he was God’s gift to women. He would simply pat himself on the back for managing to change her mind. Or so she hoped. A lot of this depended on his being an egocentric asshole.

      As she pondered on her options and strategies, Dominic walked into the shop. Erin gulped. This was quicker than I anticipated. She was not ready for this.

      It was strange, being relieved and annoyed to see him at the same time. Remember your goal, she reminded herself. Erin hoped she managed to mask her relief well. She couldn’t allow him to see anything was different.

      Fenix came to see who entered, and when he determined it was just Dominic, he returned to his previous sleeping place but kept his eyes trained on Dominic as if watching him to make sure he didn’t step out of line.

      “He doesn’t like me much,” Dominic commented.

      “He’s a smart dog,” Erin blurted out before she could stop herself. Then again, if she wanted him to think all was well, she needed to act normal, as usual, around him.

      Erin screamed out of frustration inside her head. This was hard. She didn’t know how to behave, what to do.

      Calm down.

      “Hello, my lovely lady,” Dominic greeted her, leaning against the counter like he normally did.

      Erin sighed. “Hello, Dominic, and goodbye, Dominic.”

      “Are you alone?” he asked while looking about.

      “At the moment, yes,” she replied shortly.

      He chuckled. “You’re in a truly good mood,” he joked.

      She gave him a look. “How can I be in a good mood when two women I knew ended up dead?” she snapped.

      Hey, turn it down a notch. You don’t want to scare him away.

      Dominic put a hand through his hair. It looked freshly washed, she noted in passing.

      “It’s sad, what happened,” he said, “but you should look at things from a different perspective.”

      Erin simply looked at him questioningly, so he carried on.

      “We’re still alive, and we need to live this life to the fullest because you never know when it’s your turn to die.”

      Maybe you know when it’s my turn to die. She banished that.

      “Right?” he pressed.

      “I guess,” she said.

      “So how about it?” he asked.

      Erin wasn’t following. Was it possible that in her madness she’d failed to hear another question? She wouldn’t put that past her.

      “How about what?” she asked.

      “How about we live to the fullest together, seize this day, and do something fun? You really look like you could use some cheering up.”

      Part of her felt like dancing. The other was cautious. This needed to be done well, or all was lost.

      “Dominic . . .”

      “Let me cheer you up, Erin. Please.” His gaze was pleading.

      She totally understood how a sleazeball like him could have so many women pining after him. It was despicable that all those traits were wasted on such a man. He would be gorgeous if he were a good man. As it were, his inner ugliness was marring everything.

      “I have to focus on work. I have a lot of customers today.” Erin figured she had to pretend to resist at least for a little bit so he wouldn’t get suspicious. Nevertheless, she didn’t have to lie.

      Rain fell one time, and everyone decided that would be a good moment to have their pets groomed. Not that Erin was complaining. Staying busy was what she needed. The less free time she had, the less time she could spend stressing about the killer, Mark, and everything else that was ruining her perfect life.

      “Come on, being here alone can’t be good for you,” he started to press.

      “I’m not alone. I have Fenix. Besides, Johanna will be here soon.”

      She bit her tongue. She really shouldn’t have said that. She had been so careful around him up until this point, not to reveal that she had another assistant.

      Luckily, he didn’t pick up on it.

      “Great, that means the store won’t be empty. Let me take you out for a bit. I can make you forget about all the unimportant things,” he insisted, as she hoped he would.

      Erin sighed. “I don’t know . . .” She pretended to waver, making a sad expression. Don’t overdo it, she thought, since she was not that good an actress and never had been.

      “I swear I’ll be on my best behavior.” He jumped at the opportunity, seeing she was on the fence.

      Erin pretended to think about it. “I guess a walk could be nice,” she thought aloud while looking at Fenix. “Fenix would like that too,” she made sure to point out.

      “Is that a yes?” Dominic asked with a small smile.

      She had never seen him like this before. Like he was genuinely happy about the prospect of going out with her. She frowned at that. She couldn’t let herself be sucked in for real. This was a recon mission and nothing else. For all I know, he could be a killer, so stay focused.

      Erin made a pause as though still hesitating before replying, “It’s a conditional yes,” she hedged.

      “Name your conditions,” he replied instantly as though cheered by this idea. I hope he keeps that up.

      “I am saying yes to a walk on the beach with you, maybe . . . a picnic too,” she said hesitantly as if she were just coming up with this.

      She had to stick to the plan, which meant she couldn’t allow him to choose the place. It had to be the beach so the other women could monitor them. Although she’d volunteered for this mission, she wasn’t too keen on dying, so she would take all the necessary precautions to stay alive.

      “How about we go to your place instead?” he replied without missing a beat. “We would be more comfortable there than on the sand.” His meaning was more than clear, but Erin ignored it.

      Unfortunately, he added, “I will give you a nice foot massage followed by amazing sex. If you don’t come at least three times, you get your money back.” He grinned.

      And there was a certain impatience in his voice that Erin couldn’t fully understand. And then she remembered what Maribelle had said. If he truly was a sex addict, then there was no surprise that he acted like this at the prospect of sex. He even licked his lips ever so slightly, which he wasn’t even aware of doing. Somehow, despite everything, Erin couldn’t find it in herself to feel sorry for him.

      “Um, no,” she replied without further comment since the goal was still to go out with him, not to completely chase him away. “It’s a walk on the beach or nothing.” She was adamant.

      Erin held her breath after saying that since she felt like this was the moment of truth. He would either accept it or walk away and try another day. And she felt like if he decided to walk away, her chance to find out anything was lost. It would be weird if she suggested the beach each time he asked her out. Beyond weird.

      He made a face, clearly not happy she was turning the offer of sex down, but he recovered quickly, clearly realizing he would have plenty of time to persuade her to sleep with him during their picnic date.

      Oh, joy, Erin thought, realizing that as well.

      She had to remind herself quite sternly why she was doing all this in the first place. She should really get over this discomfort she was feeling and focus on the greater good. Catching a killer was more important than her feelings at the moment.

      “Okay,” he replied slowly, as though still trying to find a loophole. Not finding one, he finished, “I’ll bring some wine if you take care of the food.”

      “Deal,” she replied, trying not to sound too eager.

      She was going on a date with him. Hopefully, that would bring them some answers. If I play my cards right.

      “You know, a woman who can cook is beyond sexy.”

      “A man, too,” she countered without thought.

      He grinned, and it was more than apparent that he was about to say something, but she interjected.

      “If you plan on saying something like you will cook for me naked if I only come to your apartment, I will cancel our date,” she warned straight-faced.

      She might be forced to do this, so to speak, but she was still her.

      He pretended to lock his lips and throw away the imaginary key. “I said nothing.” He chuckled before adding, “But I like how well you know me.” His eyes sparkled with amusement.

      Erin rolled her eyes in return.

      “So when do you . . .” he started, then paused. Stella came in, and Dominic looked toward her as though losing his train of thought.

      Erin simply adored how the Martin family loved to meet in her shop. Not.

      And fight, she reminded herself. She would stop that immediately if it happened again. Fenix was traumatized enough as is.

      “I need you in the shop,” Stella said instantly.

      “Hi, Stella,” Erin greeted.

      Dominic said, “Of course you do,” and pinched her on the cheek.

      She took a step back, looking at him like he’d lost his mind. “What has gotten into you?”

      Dominic shrugged in return. “I’m in an excellent mood,” he replied, glancing at Erin and smiling.

      She forced herself to smile in return. Don’t overdo it.

      “Why?” Stella asked suspiciously.

      “Because Erin finally agreed to go out with me,” he bragged, grinning. “See you later, gorgeous,” he added to Erin before leaving the shop with an evident skip in his step.

      Under any other circumstances, she would have been flattered.

      Stella frowned and looked at Erin as though she couldn’t figure out whether she’d lost her mind or not. “See you, Erin,” she murmured as she left as well, but she still looked troubled and kept glancing back at Erin as she walked.

      Erin didn’t know quite what to make of Stella. She hadn’t seemed worried when she’d come in. It was only after Dominic announced that Erin was going to go out with him that she took on that look. But why would Stella worry about Dominic going out with her?

      And then it hit her. Did Stella suspect something? Was she worried about the two women being murdered? Did she know her brother was involved? Was Dominic the killer, and Stella was covering up for him? All kinds of questions started swirling inside her head, filling her with dread.

      If Stella knows something, that changes everything. If Dominic was the killer all along, then Erin couldn’t help stressing. What did I just get myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      After enduring a small panic attack Erin managed to cause herself with all kinds of thoughts about Stella, her murderous brother, and so on, she realized that changed nothing. She had to go out with him to learn the truth. That is the only way to get out of this mess and discover the killer.

      The way she saw it, there were two tasks ahead of them. The first one was to put pressure on the police by releasing the truth, and the second was for her to try to discover what Dominic knew.

      Fully calming down, she called Kiara and then Donna to share the good news with them.

      “I am going on a date with Dominic,” she said.

      I am going on a date with Dominic. She almost had an out-of-body experience while thinking about that. It was a strange feeling, being happy about something like that, although happy might be too big a word. Accomplished, relieved, and thoroughly disgusted at the same time.

      It is for a good cause, she had to remind herself over and over while not letting the previous panic sweep right through her again.

      It went without saying that Erin did not feel guilty for deceiving him. He used plenty of women, harassed them, so a little karma coming his way was way overdue.

      And if he’s the killer?

      Erin tried really, really hard not to think along those lines. She had pepper spray in her bag, Fenix by her side, and all the moves Dorian had taught her during classes. She was prepared for anything. As much as one could be prepared.

      Erin decided to focus on her future date. She needed a concrete plan for how to try to extract useful information from him. She couldn’t just start asking questions. He would know that it was an interrogation, not a date.

      Unfortunately, Erin wasn’t known for her subtlety. I will have to learn.

      Erin was glad she wouldn’t be alone in this. Not only because being out in the open with Dominic could be potentially dangerous, but because she now had someone to help her with hashing out all the details.

      As though summoned, not ten minutes after her call to tell them that she was going out with Dominic, Kiara and Donna came into the shop. Nancy arrived a few minutes later.

      “So where are you going?” Donna asked.

      “To the beach, as we agreed,” Erin said.

      “When?” Nancy asked next.

      And Erin paused there. Crap. She had no idea. They didn’t manage to get that far since they’d been interrupted. All the same, she wasn’t worried. Knowing how impatient Dominic was, it would be sooner rather than later.

      She said as much. “That part is still undetermined, thanks to Stella.”

      “She came looking for him?” Nancy asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yes. And she didn’t seem very happy to learn we would be going out.”

      Kiara shook her head. “That woman needs to have a life of her own.”

      “True,” the other two agreed.

      “Do you know what you’re going to wear?” Donna asked.

      Erin’s eyes widened. She hadn’t thought about that either. “Not really,” she replied.

      “Donna, you’re exaggerating. This is not a real date.”

      “Well, he doesn’t know that, does he?” she argued.

      “I will figure something out,” Erin interrupted before the two women started to fight. “I will dress up, but not too much. We’re going to be on a beach, after all.”

      “Good.” Donna nodded approvingly.

      “How are things on your end?” Erin asked, simply to change the subject.

      She thought having all of them around would be good for her, but as it turned out, they were only putting additional pressure on her. And that was something she definitely didn’t need right before going on a date with a murderer. Potential murderer, she corrected herself.

      Donna made a face as she asked that. “Stan said he couldn’t risk talking about that subject. He said it would stir trouble.” She clearly quoted him on that because her face darkened.

      “So Stan is a coward.”

      “I can’t believe he grew up to be this spineless creature. To think I had a crush on him in high school,” she added with disdain.

      “We still have the papers,” Kiara mused.

      “Actually, Samantha texted me,” Nancy said. “Her friend from the Morning Post told her he wouldn’t be writing about it. His editor warned them that it was a forbidden subject.”

      Unbelievable.

      “The mayor already got to them,” Kiara seethed. “That bastard.”

      “No one wants to get on Randy’s bad side. He gives the money, after all,” Nancy pointed out.

      “Well, that money doesn’t come from his pocket. That’s our money,” Kiara argued.

      “I know that, but people are still afraid.”

      “What about the Cliffs Gazette?” Erin asked next. “Do you know someone there who would be willing to go against the current?”

      All three women looked at one another, then shook their heads.

      So causing public outrage was a bust.

      “I can’t believe there’s no one.” Erin was shocked.

      “Randy isn’t alone in thinking this will scare the tourists away. And fewer people visiting the island means less money,” Kiara explained with a half-shrug.

      “Two women have been murdered.” Erin raised her voice in outrage.

      “Not everyone thinks like you and me,” Kiara said. “We will make them, though.”

      “How?”

      “There are still ways to spread the word,” Donna said vaguely.

      “You know, if the locals don’t want to write about it, we have to turn to those who are beyond the borders of this island. Find someone who isn’t afraid of our mayor, someone who isn’t under his boot, who will have no problem disclosing all of it,” Erin replied, thinking out loud.

      Part of Erin couldn’t believe that in the twenty-first century, someone was trying to control them in such a manner. Then again, some things were universal no matter the period. Those in control want to stay in control no matter what.

      “Maribelle is working on that already, since Samantha came in and told us the papers here were a no-go,” Nancy said. “As I was coming here, she was dialing her ex from Seattle.”

      Erin was glad to hear that. They needed all the help they could get.

      “Can one news reporter in Seattle cause the traction we need?” she asked.

      “Don’t worry. We won’t be idle,” Donna assured them.

      “What are we going to do, then?” Erin asked a bit impatiently.

      “Well, while we wait for Maribelle to convince her ex-boyfriend it’s a great idea to write about this small town, we could start posting in our group, I guess,” Kiara said, looking at Donna, and the other woman nodded.

      “We definitely should. I don’t know why we waited so long.”

      Erin was at a loss since she had no idea what they were talking about. “What group?”

      “Oh, right, we completely forgot to mention that to you,” Nancy replied, looking slightly apologetic. “Our town has a group on Facebook.”

      “Really?”

      “It’s how we stay informed about all the current affairs,” Kiara said with a shrug.

      “That’s very modern of you.”

      “It was Jasper’s idea. He was our former mayor, but he died,” Nancy explained.

      “Can anyone join?”

      “Anyone who resides in Misty Cliffs,” Kiara said. “You have to be invited first.”

      “I’ll add you later,” Donna said.

      “Thanks, but if the former mayor started it, doesn’t Randy admin on it?” Erin replied, looking forward to seeing this secret group they were talking about.

      “No, he didn’t want the trouble,” Donna said with a grin, “so all of us at Martha’s take care of it.”

      Erin grinned back. “Then that’s perfect.”

      They left shortly after that, returning to work.

      True to her word, Donna added Erin to the Misty Cliffs Facebook group, and Erin immediately started to browse through it. She had time before her next appointment, anyway.

      Today, she was working solo. Johanna asked if she could have the day off, something about her mother having eye surgery and she had to play chauffeur, and Maribelle was working at the grocery store today, but Erin didn’t mind. It was a slow day anyway, which meant she could spend her time browsing.

      It would be an understatement to say she was fascinated by what she discovered. She expected boring posts, people sharing personal things, but she was pleasantly surprised. It truly was a community group, where people shared ideas on how to improve their lives. Some criticized the mayor and what he failed to do, which was good and honest. Erin was not that surprised to see that people from the government were part of this group as well.

      The group was pretty useful, as it turned out, and most of the citizens were a part of it, so it made sense to drop a bomb there and expose the sheriff and the mayor for their behavior.

      Reading older posts, Erin learned a lot about the town and its citizens. More than on her own during these past weeks actually living here.

      She was shocked, then pleasantly surprised to see a few posts were about her. People were very much aware when she’d moved here and bought a building.

      She was no idiot. She knew women from the group would speculate on how she got the money to do that, but no one had asked her directly, so far. And she hadn’t volunteered the information on her own. She wouldn’t lie even when they asked, but she was glad they respected her privacy . . . although knowing them, they were dying to know all the details.

      That put a smile on her face for some reason. Erin didn’t feel self-conscious knowing they were gossiping about her behind her back. She knew they liked her.

      One of Kiara’s group posts said as much, if not in so many words. The jewelry shop owner was praising Erin’s grooming business. She even provided a couple of photos of her dogs that Erin had taken care of.

      And she wasn’t the only one. It warmed Erin’s heart to see how quickly everyone accepted her as their own. Which was no surprise, come to think of it. Many of Misty Cliffs’ citizens weren’t born here, were simply transplants like she was. All the same, no one made a difference between those born here and those who came from someplace else. And that was wonderful.

      As they agreed, Kiara wrote a large post about what was going on. She started by saying she’d kept quiet, having faith in the authorities, but couldn’t remain quiet anymore. She expressed her concern that two women of their community had been murdered and that the sheriff’s department cared more about shooting down the story about it than actually solving the case.

      The rest of the Seaview Street women got involved, and soon enough, in a matter of minutes, really, the post literally exploded. It was shared, it was commented on, and the people were outraged that something like that was happening in their small town. Many called out the sheriff and the mayor to speak and explain themselves.

      That was everything Erin hoped they could achieve and so much more. Nowadays, people refused to tolerate any kind of injustice, and learning there were two women murdered, strangled, and practically forgotten caused an avalanche of outrage.

      Pretty soon, all kinds of theories and rumors started to fly around. Dominic’s name was mentioned a lot as well.

      And then the sheriff got involved. First, he posted a short statement inviting everyone to calm down while denouncing all the accusations as false. He refused to comment on the investigation and asked for their cooperation and discretion. As expected, that did not go over well. People immediately started calling him out on his bullshit.

      Kiara sent her a text:

      
        
        Look at how he squirms. It’s never easy being caught in a lie.

      

      

      
        
        I am amazed that people instantly called him out, though.

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to Misty Cliffs.

      

      

      However, that was not the only thing he did. He somehow managed to turn the comments off on Kiara’s post and all the others that were talking about the murders. And there were a lot of them in the last hour or so. People were interested, and people got involved and engaged instantly. This was a matter of safety, after all.

      He didn’t stop there. While Erin read the latest posts, Kiara called her.

      “Hello?”

      “That bastard had my posts deleted!” she yelled, clearly pissed off. “I got a warning about posting fraudulent stories!”

      Erin was shocked that he was using his authority in such a way. She was determined to fight back. “No matter, we’ll write ten more.”

      “Sure, but I’m afraid he’ll just have them take the group down.”

      Could he do that? “If he does, he’ll only be burying himself even deeper,” Erin pointed out.

      “True. Got to go. I have a war to wage against a certain individual,” Kiara said calmly. It was eerie how fast she calmed down. She was one woman on a mission. It was impressive.

      “Give him hell.”

      “Oh, I plan to.”

      True to her word, Kiara posted again and again, calling out the sheriff on the fact that he was trying to shush them all in the group as well. And she wasn’t the only one. Many others started to post as well, demanding to know what was going on, why the media continued to stay silent, and so on. It was a complete madhouse, and Erin was grateful. This was how things were done. This was how they made those in power do their job.

      Eventually, they won. Clearly, seeing how he couldn’t have every post deleted or prevent them from commenting without having all of Misty Cliffs’ citizens banned from the site, the sheriff gave up and actually left the group. All the while, the mayor remained silent. He refused to comment, like a true politician.

      Disgusting.

      It was a small victory, but still a victory.

      And if Maribelle could manage to convince her ex that this was something worth writing about and spread it to other cities on the coastline, then maybe they would truly have a force that couldn’t be stopped, and the authorities would actually have to do something about this.

      Then it wouldn’t matter if the mayor and the sheriff tried to cover all of it up. The truth would be out there in the open for everyone to see, and perhaps that would be enough for the police to actually do their job and find the killer, which could offer some peace to Alicia and Cordelia.
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      Erin didn’t know what she expected as they devised the plan to alert the public of what was going on. However, she definitely couldn’t have predicted what actually happened. Things turned out better than she could have imagined in her wildest dreams. The story spread like wildfire. Maribelle’s ex wrote an article, calling out the authorities of Misty Cliffs on how they were intentionally covering up two murders, and the story picked up from there. In other words, the whole thing exploded. Not only were the citizens of Misty Cliffs now fully involved and outraged, but the rest of America was watching as well.

      Erin didn’t want to be in the sheriff’s shoes in those moments since besides Mayor Randy, he was one of the least favorite persons in town.

      Things escalated further when Sarah, Alicia’s sister, came from Seattle, simply to spit in the sheriff’s face and slap him. Naturally, someone got that on camera, and the video went viral. People were sharing her sentiment.

      Most importantly, the local TV station and the newspapers actually started doing their jobs. Apparently, they were more afraid of an angry mob coming to their doorsteps than they were of the mayor, which was a good thing.

      The wheels finally started to move forward again, like Erin hoped they would. With the world watching, the game changed completely. As it turned out, no one looked kindly on the man who tried to cover up two murders, and some were saying it was time for reelections.

      People had lost faith in those who were supposed to govern them. Who knew? Erin thought sarcastically while browsing the news. The whole town was abuzz. A specific kind of charged energy could be sensed in the air.

      And still, the story did not stop there. A couple of TV crews from towns on the coastline came to Misty Cliffs to report from the scene about what was happening. Soon, articles about the obvious cover-up and the even more obvious incompetence of the sheriff were everywhere.

      And Erin was glad. She was more than glad that the bastard was caught red-handed doing something he shouldn’t have. Him and the mayor. Instead of doing their best to solve this and find a murderer, they were too busy covering their asses. It was despicable, and she agreed with the rest. It was time for a new sheriff in town. And that was no joke. She stood with the people holding those banners in front of the sheriff’s department. Biyu was one of them.

      The whole town came together, stood behind the idea that something needed to be done, and it appeared those in power took notice as well. But that didn’t mean they could relax. Pressure should be applied until they actually accomplished something.

      In an ideal world, that would mean catching the killer. Alicia and Cordelia deserved justice.

      Some of the women who worked on Seaview Street and knew both women gave interviews to those who came. Erin gave an interview as well. At first, she didn’t want to since she didn’t know them like the rest and felt beyond uncomfortable, but Kiara convinced her that she should.

      Eventually, she did.

      That was the right thing to do, after all, despite the fact that she was trying to keep a low profile. As she’d told herself many times in the past, her personal feelings should not be a factor while some killer was on the loose. And Mark couldn’t be a factor either. He hadn’t bothered her for a while, and besides, fuck Mark. He was a thing of the past, and Erin was trying to build a future.

      Catching the killer, then building a future, was her plan.

      Erin felt nervous as the whole camera crew came inside her shop to shoot her. Fenix stayed by her side, and she felt slightly better while scratching him on the head, feeling his weight against her leg. She wasn’t alone.

      I have to do this for Alicia, she thought, taking a deep breath. For Cordelia too. It was true they hadn’t seen eye to eye in the short period they knew one another, but that didn’t mean she deserved to die.

      “How do you feel about the recent events in your town?” the reporter, Glen Andrews from Channel 3, asked her.

      “How I feel about the young women being killed or about Sheriff Albertson trying to cover it all up?” she asked for clarification.

      “Both.”

      Erin sighed. There was a perpetual frown on her face each time she spoke about this. “Alicia and Cordelia were friends. They welcomed me into this community, and now, after their murders, I don’t feel safe. I just don’t feel like the local police are doing everything in their power to find the person responsible.”

      Erin chose her words carefully. This was not a private Facebook group, so she couldn’t accuse the mayor or the sheriff of some big conspiracy. They needed proof for that. And although it was true the sheriff had tried to silence them, that didn’t feel like enough.

      Erin spoke her mind, anyway.

      “What do you expect going forward? Do you have a message for the sheriff?”

      “I expect transparency. And I expect not to hear how more of my friends ended up murdered and washed up on the beach.”

      Although they didn’t take too much of her time, Erin was still relieved when it was all over. She’d felt like she was burning up and sweating excessively while the camera was on her.

      The reporter thanked her for her cooperation before they packed up and left. She didn’t bother to ask when the interview would be aired. She didn’t want to know. There was no way she would be able to watch herself, at any rate. Others did, naturally, and Kiara told her she did an impressive job.

      “Sheriff Albertson must be shitting himself right about now.”

      Those were her exact words. And in a way, Erin was pleased that she’d managed to contribute to this, even in such a small way.

      As she hoped, all the media attention and public pressure resulted in pushing the sheriff’s department into action, although grudgingly. She worried, for the briefest of times, that Deputy Kent would be angry at her for giving that interview, but then she realized how silly that was of her. He had his job to do, and she had hers. It was as simple as that.

      The authorities responded to all this chaos. It started with the sheriff giving an official statement right in front of his office. It was obvious that someone wrote the speech for him. He tried to smooth everything over and reassure the public that he and his people were never involved in a cover-up. If they kept quiet, that was simply because that was in the best interests of the investigation. Basically, he was spinning like crazy. He also tried to convince them that his office was doing everything in their power to solve this crime.

      “If any of you have any information regarding the murders of Alicia Andrews and Cordelia Larsen, I implore you to come and give a statement. Only together can we overcome this tragedy,” he concluded.

      Erin felt sick to her stomach since that man had tried to shove a lot of crap down their throats.

      He thanked them all for coming, then returned to his office, his hiding place, without answering any of the reporters’ questions.

      “Can you believe this man?” Kiara was outraged like the rest of them.

      “He is consistent, at least,” Erin said.

      “As expected, it’s still on us to find the killer.”

      Erin nodded. She hadn’t seen Dominic in a few days, and that worried her.

      Wouldn’t it be funny if he went missing too? She banished that immediately since it wouldn’t be funny at all.

      There was nothing funny about murder. And then something else occurred to her. Perhaps seeing all this attention, their killer would get scared and run away. She didn’t particularly like that either. It would mean they would never discover who did it or why. And besides, just because they would be safe didn’t mean he couldn’t continue killing in some other place. And that would be beyond tragic.

      A few days after Erin shared what she knew with the reporters, one of the sheriff’s men visited the shop. She expected she would be asked again to come to the sheriff’s office, but she wasn’t. Instead, one Deputy Johnson, as his name tag read, came to her. She was only mildly surprised it wasn’t Deputy Kent instead. He must be busy.

      She’d never seen this man before, not around the office nor around town. He was bulky, with jet-black hair and a short mustache. He didn’t even bother to take off his hat as he stepped inside.

      “I’m looking for Erin Caldwell.” He spoke with the authority of his station.

      She tried not to hold that against him. Some enjoyed having that power, while others like Deputy Kent simply did their job.

      “That’s me,” she replied, wiping her hands off on her jeans. She had been refilling the water bowls and had dropped one, causing a huge mess. She had just cleaned everything up when this man appeared.

      He eyed Fenix as though assessing whether he was a threat, and Erin, with a snap of her fingers, commanded her boy to go to his basket. She didn’t want to take any chances.

      “I have a few questions for you, Mrs. Caldwell,” he continued in the same manner.

      “It’s miss,” she corrected immediately.

      “Miss Caldwell,” he repeated grudgingly.

      “Certainly, Deputy Johnson. Ask away.”

      “Are you one of the people behind this disturbance?” he demanded, getting straight to the point.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Do you belong to this radical group that started a witch-hunt against the police?”

      Radical? Witch-hunt?

      “Deputy Johnson, you are making no sense.”

      “You were one of the women crying on the news about how the police are not doing their jobs.”

      That was not a question. And this harassment proved to her that they had done the right thing. This deputy was using their public outrage to harass her instead of doing his job! He was here in her shop trying to . . . what, exactly? Intimidate her?

      Erin gritted her teeth. She was sick and tired of people trying to intimidate her, govern her, and put her in her place.

      It wasn’t her fault they were run by an incompetent fool. People were dying, innocent women were dying, and they all acted as though they cared more about the money that tourists brought in than the lives lost. It was despicable, and she was disgusted, especially after this display of ignorance and hostility.

      She raised her chin, looking him straight in the eyes.

      “Yes, Deputy, I am one of those women. Someone in this town needed to hold the police accountable for their actions, or the lack thereof.” She stood her ground.

      He narrowed his eyes. “You and people like you,” he started, pointing with his finger, “are tarnishing the name and the reputation of our sheriff’s department.”

      “You did that on your own,” she replied without missing a beat. “Thanks to city officials”—she leaned slightly forward—“your boss included, trying to shut down online discussion of the murders that happened, the cover-up is a matter of public record. Not to mention how the sheriff threatened newspaper and news editors not to write about or cover the murders,” she threw in his face, too angry to even pretend this was a civil conversation.

      Did he come here to threaten her? She was beyond furious. And she didn’t care if he ended up arresting her. That would only show further how many bad apples were in the sheriff’s office.

      “That was for the public’s safety,” he tried to defend, still waving that damn finger at her.

      “Ignoring essential freedoms cannot be about safety. But do you know what can be?” she asked rhetorically before continuing, “If you would do your job and catch the killer, that would make these streets safer, and us with them, but no, you would much rather come here and try to intimidate me into silence so you won’t have to deal with the fact of how incompetent you all are.”

      “I am warning you,” he said, getting all red in the face.

      She looked at him, unimpressed, unafraid. “Do you really want to add another threat to your list of infractions?”

      “This is not over,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Of course not. It will be over when you find who killed Alicia and Cordelia,” she replied instantly.

      Deputy Johnson sulked away.

      She shook in disbelief. She couldn’t believe this actually happened. At the same time, this proved they were right. Their fight was legitimate. Unfortunately, this also showed the problem was much deeper than they could imagine. Sheriff Albertson wasn’t the only problem.

      She took a deep, calming breath, feeling pretty proud of herself and how she’d handled this situation. She did not give in.

      In the next instant, she texted the girls, informing them of what had just happened.

      The only question here was whether Deputy Johnson acted alone, or did the sheriff send him here?

      Either way, it showed them the sheriff’s office was afraid of them, and that was good and something they could definitely use to their advantage.

      Without wasting time, Erin started writing a post in the town’s group. They all needed to know what had happened to her, what Deputy Johnson had just tried to do. If they still wanted to waste time on covering up and intimidating citizens, it simply meant the pressure applied was not strong enough. Luckily, that tool gave her additional kindle for the fire.

      Game on, Deputy Johnson.
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      Getting home after a really stressful day, Erin noticed a box waiting for her by the door. She frowned. She owned a mailbox now, but then again, the box was too big to fit inside it. Fenix immediately went to give it a sniff. He didn’t act as though there were something edible or living inside. I guess that’s good.

      She picked it up before he decided to mark his territory and piss on it. It was hefty. Turning it about, she saw no return address anywhere.

      That made her wary. There was only one person who liked to send her gifts in such a manner. Mark.

      While she still lived in Pittsburgh and he was in jail, he’d sent her all sorts of things, from gifts trying to make her forgive him, to threats when gifts didn’t work.

      Should I throw it away?

      Unfortunately, her natural curiosity wouldn’t let her do that. It was as though she’d learned nothing. Then again, if this was from Mark, she needed to know. If he decided to pay her a visit, she needed to prepare herself. She wasn’t an idiot. She would alert the authorities and not try to fight him alone.

      What authorities? The same ones you trashed online?

      Erin was not one hundred percent sure Sheriff Albertson would lift a finger to help her even if Mark were choking her in front of him. It would not come to that. Besides, she was sure she had at least one friend there. Deputy Kent looked like a man who would put his job first over wounded pride. She didn’t have a single bad word against him, and she was not the only one.

      Let’s see what this is about. She refocused on the matter at hand. She entered the house, put the box on the kitchen counter, and started opening it up. It wasn’t sealed, so she only had to take the lid off.

      This was hand-delivered, passed through her head.

      She couldn’t really see what was inside since it was wrapped in white paper, but there was a lavish card on top. She recognized the handwriting immediately.

      It read:

      
        
        I decided to forgive you. You looked so lovely on TV that I was reminded of how much I love you and want to fight for our marriage. It’s warming my heart that you are fighting for something with such passion. I have that same passion for you. And I will show it to you. I am coming soon. Greet me in what I sent you. Love, Mark.

      

      

      There was a P.S. as well.

      
        
        I hate the hair. Change it back to blonde.

      

      

      She rolled her eyes, putting the card away. It was his usual nonsense.

      Looking further, moving all the protective sheets away, she found a box of dye, pearl blonde, and a dress. Erin didn’t have to take it out to recognize it. She instinctively took a step back from it as though trying to protect herself from all the memories. It was too late. They kept coming at her, assaulting her, trying to cause her pain.

      It was the same dress she wore the day he’d tried to kill her. That sick fucker somehow found the same dress, since the one that was on her got ruined during the fight, then was cut off her in the hospital. He’d apparently bought the same one and sent it to her so he could torment her. All the accessories were there as well. The shoes. The jewelry.

      This was a clear sign that he was trying to recreate that night and, this time around, finish the job. She felt sick to her stomach, pushing the box away.

      Her first instinct was to get some gas and light the whole thing on fire. Send the ashes back to him. She needed to show the sick bastard that she wasn’t afraid, not anymore.

      Her hands shook as she closed the box. Erin’s eyes landed on the card again. It was his usual madness . . . but then she noticed one small detail.

      It was finished with – Love, Mark. He’d signed the card. He’d signed the damn card, and that made her smile.

      She started laughing out loud inside her kitchen as Fenix looked at her oddly. She must have looked like a lunatic going from curious to scared, from angry to happy in a matter of minutes. But that was her life.

      Mark had made a big mistake, and she would make sure he paid for it.

      Wiping the tears she wasn’t even aware she’d shed, she stopped wasting time and called the police. She was no idiot. She called Deputy Kent directly. He was the one helping her from the start, and she was sure that wouldn’t change despite all the madness that was happening.

      True enough, he arrived about ten minutes later.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, looking her up and down.

      “Fine.” Not that it hadn’t rattled her, seeing that dress again. It brought a lot of bad memories with it, but she could handle them. She was stronger now.

      “Mark sent me a gift, which is a violation of his parole, my protection order, and everything,” she babbled, excited beyond reason.

      You are going back to jail, you bastard. She sent a prayer.

      He looked at the contents of the box carefully as though afraid something would hurt him. And he was right, everything inside was meant to cause pain, only emotional.

      Just for fun and giggles, she explained the meaning behind such a gift.

      He looked disturbed. “Your ex is a real piece of work.”

      That was putting it mildly.

      “There’s no indicator it’s from him, though,” he said almost apologetically.

      “He made a mistake. He wrote the card by hand and signed it,” she pointed out.

      Deputy Kent nodded at that. “That certainly changes things.”

      “Do you think it will be enough to send him back to prison?” Erin asked, trying hard not to let hope overwhelm her being.

      “I will do my best.”

      And she believed he would.

      Deputy Kent took pictures of everything, the box, the note, all its contents, as Erin spoke with her lawyer. He needed to know this had happened too. Mr. Swanson asked for Deputy Kent’s number, and she complied.

      She hung up just as the deputy finished with everything. He picked the box up to take it with him.

      “I’ll keep you posted,” he reassured her.

      “Thank you, Deputy, and I’m sorry for what’s been happening,” she heard herself say.

      He shook his head. “People have the right to know,” he replied before leaving.

      He was one of the good ones, like she’d predicted. That was good to know.

      I feel like I’ve been dealing with the police the entire day, she mused before going to bed.

      Her phone started ringing. It was an unknown number. It was probably Mark wanting to gloat about his present. She turned the phone off, not wanting to deal with him. Hopefully, there was a chance that she wouldn’t have to deal with him ever again.

      The next day when she went to work, Dominic was waiting for her by the door. She had a strong sense of déjà vu as she approached him. She was also about to say something snappy and sarcastic before reminding herself that she had a role to play now. They were going out on a date, after all.

      Does he remember our date? She had a fleeting concern.

      Before she could even say a word, he said, “Sadly, I have to postpone our date.”

      “It’s okay,” she assured him. “We haven’t set it in stone, anyway.”

      “It will only be a couple of days,” he was quick to add.

      “All right,” she replied in the same manner. “Why? If I may ask.” Too late, she realized she didn’t sound too broken up about it.

      Luckily, he didn’t notice. Dominic made a face and moved out of the way so she could unlock the shop.

      “That damn sheriff won’t leave me alone. He’s had me in and out of his office every day since you said you’d go out with me. And he wants me back again today.”

      “You know, you don’t have to take that kind of abuse. You have rights,” Erin blurted out before she could stop herself. Stop giving legal advice to a murderer!

      “I know. My lawyer is going with me today, and I know he’s gonna ask me all the same questions again for the millionth time,” he complained while following her inside.

      “Why does he want to speak with you again?” she asked casually, or at least tried to.

      “Because he thinks I had something to do with Alicia and Cordelia being killed,” he replied with a small shrug.

      She couldn’t decipher his behavior. Was he really that casual about the whole situation, or was it all an act?

      Before Erin could respond, he continued, “And don’t worry. I know you only said I was the killer because you were upset, so apology accepted.”

      Erin could only stare at him. What? “Good,” she replied since it was obvious he expected some kind of response, and she couldn’t think of anything better.

      “And you know what’s the worst part?” he asked next.

      “What?” she provided dutifully.

      “They already took my prints, and they don’t match the ones on their necks, but that bastard still continues to ride my ass, thinking I know something.”

      I think you know something too.

      “That man is crazy. I have half a mind to sue him for harassment or something.”

      Dominic was really pissed off, and not because of the murders. He was irked because the sheriff’s attention was messing with his love life. Erin tried really hard not to show how much she was disgusted by him.

      And then she registered what he’d said. His prints didn’t match. That meant he wasn’t the killer. She was very much glad to hear that since she wasn’t particularly looking forward to going out on a date with a killer.

      Dominic didn’t do it. She found it almost comical that she and the sheriff had a similar line of thinking, how Dominic must be in the center of it all despite not actually being the killer.

      Two women who were seriously entangled with him had ended up dead. That had to mean something. And the knowledge that the sheriff was interested in that as well only strengthened her resolve. Then again, there was a possibility that Sheriff Albertson was demanding to see Dominic again and again because he had no other leads.

      That wasn’t her problem, though. She would continue with her plan regardless of what Sheriff Albertson was doing.

      Since Dominic looked at her expectantly, it was obvious that he was waiting for some kind of reply from her again. The problem was that she had no idea what he’d last said. Oh, right, suing the sheriff.

      “That sucks, Dominic,” she replied lamely before adding, “and you really should think about your options.”

      She was not defending Dominic, not by a long shot. It was simply that Sheriff Albertson was also on her shit list and needed to be taught a lesson. Simply because he had a badge didn’t mean he was the one with unlimited power. And this felt like hitting two birds with one stone—agitate the sheriff and force him to look elsewhere for his killer.

      “I know you’re disappointed,” he said with a sigh. “I am too. Our date will happen, and soon,” he assured her.

      Why did he sound like he was just kicked out of a romance novel? And a bad one, at that.

      “Great,” she replied instead of what was swirling inside her head, forcing a smile. He had to believe she was interested, or all her hard work so far was lost. And it was hard work to pretend that she could tolerate his ass.

      Dominic checked the time and groaned. “I have to go. I have an appointment with my lawyer.”

      She nodded, forcing herself not to smile this time around. She realized this was the first time he was leaving the shop willingly without her having to kick him out. Stella hadn’t magically appeared to collect him, either. This is a magical day, she joked. And all I had to do was agree to go on a date. And for the sheriff to suspect him in a criminal investigation.

      “Bye, lovely,” he said, sending her a kiss.

      “Bye, Dominic.”

      She was glad for what she’d managed to discover so far, and the best part was she didn’t have to go on a date with him right now.

      She instantly texted the girls to tell them how Dominic’s fingerprints didn’t match. Strangulation marks had been found on Alicia’s neck, Cordelia’s too. But she figured if his hands were a match, he wouldn’t be walking about a free man.

      Eliminating him as a killer was a good thing, since as she’d mentioned before, she wasn’t too keen on putting herself in such danger. At the same time, that also meant someone else was doing the deeds, and they had no clue who that person might be. Or why?

      She hoped she could help discover the truth before the killer struck again. Before he kills you for being so close with Dominic came the sudden thought, and she shuddered.
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      After a few days, her date with Dominic was finally happening. Sheriff Albertson decided to leave him alone, learning nothing, so he felt like celebrating with her. Naturally, he tried to renegotiate the terms of their agreed date, but Erin remained firm. It was a date on the beach or nothing. Grudgingly, he agreed.

      She left Johanna to close the shop so she could prepare for the date, more mentally than physically, but she needed some grooming as well.

      She smelled of dog shampoo, so she deemed it would be prudent to shower before going anywhere. It was a hard line to find, between looking appealing for her date and not too appealing since she didn’t want him jumping her bones the instant he saw her.

      He might do that regardless, she mused as she looked through her closet, trying to pick something smart to wear.

      She looked at one of her dresses before putting it away. This is not a real date, she reminded herself. Her work clothes, jeans and an old T-shirt would do her just fine.

      She reconsidered again. I need to sell this. She needed him to feel comfortable, relaxed, and most importantly, talkative so she could pick his brain without his realizing it.

      Eventually, she settled on a nicer pair of jeans and a nice shirt. It was new. She’d fallen in love with it after seeing it in the store’s window. She was saving it for a special occasion, but this would have to do.

      Fenix waited for her by the door as though knowing they would be going someplace. An unknown number called her again, but she ignored it. She couldn’t fully commit to her role with Dominic if Mark managed to piss her off first.

      At dusk, they met on Seaview Street by the town’s square since she didn’t want him picking her up from her house. That would definitely give him the wrong impression. Sex was not on the table, but she had to pretend it was, at least a little bit, so he would do what she wanted.

      Was that on the manipulative side? Definitely. In her defense, she was trying to find a killer, and for that, she was prepared to cross some lines . . . not all, though.

      “You look lovely,” he complimented, kissing her on the cheek.

      She allowed it to happen. “Thank you.”

      “Let me,” he offered, reaching for the picnic basket she had prepared, and she handed it to him.

      They started walking toward one of the beaches in silence.

      Kiara had warned her not to let him take her to the furthest one. It was the smallest, and those who wanted a quicky often found solace there. It was frequented by tourists for that specific reason.

      Erin definitely didn’t want to go there but to the one prearranged by Kiara and Donna, who would be her chaperons tonight.

      “I discovered a spot I like. Can we go there?” she asked innocently.

      “Sure, lead the way,” he countered generously.

      He raised an eyebrow when they made a turn, clearly suspecting they would be heading toward the famous hookup place. They made another turn, and his face fell.

      Erin almost laughed.

      He eyed the basket. “What’s in this thing? It’s heavy.”

      “You’ll see,” she replied vaguely.

      She hadn’t gone crazy with the quantity of food, but it was a heavy basket. She’d bought some mini-quiches and sliced some fruit for dessert. It went without saying that she’d packed a few treats for Fenix as well because she didn’t want him to feel left out.

      They reached the beach pretty quickly.

      “This is the place you had in mind?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      Erin couldn’t see Kiara or Donna, which was a good thing, considering, and hoped they were already in their hiding place.

      What if they aren’t there? She started to panic, looking about, and forced herself to calm down. Everything will be all right. They are there, watching you. You are not in danger.

      “Where to?” He snapped her from her thoughts.

      Erin chose a nice place, a little closer to the water but not too close.

      Biyu was right. She felt like they were the only two people here, although the road was right behind them, with people milling about. The sun was still setting, and the colors splashed across the sky were simply magnificent, especially since they reflected on the calm sea.

      Very gallantly, Dominic spread the blanket so they could sit on it.

      “Would you like a drink?” he asked.

      Erin nodded.

      Dominic had brought one bottle of red wine, which surprised her. She figured he would do everything in his power to get her drunk. Then again, her tolerance was low. He doesn’t know that.

      Regardless, she was going to pace herself. One glass wouldn’t kill her. She cringed inwardly. Bad choice of words. Her nerves were all over the place. A little red wine could help with that.

      For a while, they watched as the sun descended on the horizon, and Fenix ran around like he normally did.

      “Is he always like this?” Dominic asked, pointing at Fenix.

      Playful? Free? “Yes, pretty much,” she replied with a smile. Her boy adored the beach.

      “I envy him,” he surprised her by saying.

      Dominic was one of the freest persons she’d met. He was governed by the most basic human desires. Was all that just an act?

      Don’t let him get into your head. And then it hit her. He was an addict. He was a prisoner, of course, who longed for freedom.

      “Me too,” she replied honestly. Finally free from Mark, from her past. From this danger.

      Once the sun finally set, they got out a few candles from the basket to light them up.

      “You look beautiful in candlelight. Then again, you are always beautiful,” he complimented.

      It made her uncomfortable.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked, not really knowing what else to say.

      “I could eat,” he agreed.

      Not one dirty joke? She was impressed.

      They shared a nice meal. He looked genuinely surprised when she presented him with their main course.

      “This is delicious,” he complimented, stuffing the entire mini-quiche in his mouth. “You were right, you are an amazing cook.”

      Erin made a guilty face. “Actually, I bought them since all of this was last minute.” She could have lied, but for some reason, she didn’t want to.

      “Oh, the betrayal.” He pretended to be hurt, and she laughed.

      “They’re still good,” she pointed out.

      “True, but you know what this means, right?”

      She shook her head before taking a sip from her drink.

      “You owe me a second date, with a proper meal.”

      She shouldn’t be that surprised the scoundrel was trying to find ways to wiggle her into a second date.

      “Is that so?” she challenged.

      “Amends have to be made.” He stood his ground.

      Despite the light conversation and easy banter, Erin got the impression he was nervous, which she found strange. Was there a chance he really liked her? Erin squashed that thought.

      “We shall see,” she replied vaguely. “It depends on how this goes,” she added, and that was no lie. If she learned what she needed tonight, there would be no point in a second date.

      Erin, you are cold. She ignored the jibe.

      “So I have to step up my game. Noted.”

      Despite learning Dominic was not the killer, she still found comfort in the fact that Kiara and Donna were hidden close by, watching their every move.

      Just because he wasn’t guilty in that regard didn’t mean he was guiltless. Besides, Erin’s theory was that someone from his circle was doing the killings, anyway. This had to be connected with him in some way. She knew it, and luckily, some of the women from the club agreed with her, hence the public date.

      Even if Erin came up empty, there was still a possibility that the real killer was watching them, so she hoped Donna and Kiara could learn something regardless. Or at least, that was the hope.

      That didn’t mean she should slack on her end. It was time to get down to business. Extracting information from him was what she was here for in the first place.

      “So how are you doing?” she asked, trying to look at least mildly interested and concerned. “Is the sheriff still harassing you?”

      He stayed quiet for a moment. His face was unreadable, especially in the candlelight.

      Just as she was about to start panicking that this was all for nothing, since he clearly shot down talking about it, he opened his mouth.

      “You know. I hate the idea that women I knew, I have slept with, ended up dead.”

      Erin’s mouth would have flown open if she hadn’t stopped herself in time. This was not the beginning she was expecting. It was even better. If he was willing to talk about this, it made her job that much easier.

      “Do you think it’s somehow related to you? That there’s a connection?” she asked eagerly, too late realizing that was maybe pushing it too hard, too fast.

      You need to be more subtle than that.

      Luckily, he didn’t seem to mind. “These are the thoughts that keep me awake at night,” he confessed.

      This wasn’t what she expected from him. Was it possible that all his frolicking about was an act?

      He took a sip of his drink as though he needed a moment to collect his thoughts. Dominic had brought them a nice dessert wine, so she followed suit.

      He sighed. “Stella thinks this is my punishment.” He made a face at that, taking another sip.

      Now we are getting somewhere. “She thinks you’re to blame?” Erin prompted.

      He half-shrugged. “My sister is highly opinionated. Ever since this started happening, it’s been hard on us. God knows, we’ve had our fair share of dealing with lunatics.” He passed a hand through his hair. “I don’t need another one.”

      Erin was stunned. What was he talking about? Was it possible the story he’d told Maribelle was actually true? Were his parents a nightmare? Or was he simply trying the same, well-practiced recipe on her to easily get into her pants? She couldn’t tell.

      Dominic looked honest enough, troubled beyond measure, but she had been known to make mistakes before, trusting manipulative men. So she needed to take everything he said with a grain of salt.

      Erin was about to reply when he added, “Enough about that, though. This night was supposed to be about our escape from all that drama,” he pointed out, grabbing the bottle of wine and tapping both of their glasses.

      As Erin racked her brain on how to restart that conversation without making it too obvious, he scooted closer to her. Oh, hell, here we go. She was running out of time. Erin was sure he was about to make a move.

      “Thank you for coming here with me tonight. Thank you for finally letting me spend some time with you. You don’t know how much that means to me.” He said all that looking straight into her eyes while picking up one of the strands of her hair to play with it.

      “I’m glad I came,” she replied. “And you know, you can speak to me about anything.”

      “I know,” he said with a small smile that wasn’t really touching his eyes. He looked haunted, which troubled her, although she couldn’t really understand why.

      Had she started to develop some kind of sympathy toward him, or was she simply suspicious that he knew more than he was letting on? She had no idea.

      “You know, I would really like to kiss you now. Will you let me?”

      Oh, crap.

      She was about to say one of the quiches must have been spoiled because she felt sick to her stomach when they heard a scream.
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      “Dominic!” The voice could be heard from less than ten paces away from them.

      It startled them both, shredding the peace around them and disturbing the waves that crashed on the shores, making Fenix return to her side.

      They looked at the source of the scream at the same time. It was Stella, and she appeared terrified, even in the darkness, as she approached them.

      “Stella?” Dominic looked at her in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

      Stella’s gaze flashed to Erin for a moment, but it was pretty dark, and Erin couldn’t decipher the look. “I . . . there was a break-in at the guitar shop . . . I got worried . . .”

      “How did you even know where I was?” Dominic asked incredulously.

      “Well, I asked, and you know, people said they saw you come this way. Come on, we have to go back to the shop and call the sheriff.”

      Dominic groaned. “Can’t you do it? I’m on a date.”

      Stella frowned. “You’re always on a date. Erin is just the latest flavor.”

      “Hey, don’t say that about her. Erin’s different.”

      Stella pursed her lips and then nodded. “Sorry, Erin. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “No, it’s fine. I know he’s dated around,” Erin acknowledged politely.

      “Anyway, I need you to come with me,” Stella said stubbornly.

      “Stella, no.”

      “Dominic, you are the one who knows everything. I can’t do this on my own, and you have to be there.”

      Dominic growled and finally stood up. “You have to be kidding me. I don’t want to deal with the sheriff right now, don’t you see that?”

      “I know, but . . .”

      He sighed. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll come with you and deal with it. Just give me a minute, okay?”

      Stella stood staring at the two of them but didn’t say anything.

      Turning to Erin, Dominic took her hand and said, “I’m so sorry to cut our date short. I had a really good time.”

      Erin was actually surprised to say, “I had a nice time too.”

      “I promise I’ll make it up to you, okay, beautiful?”

      Erin smiled tightly but nodded. “It’s fine. Go with your sister and make sure your shop is okay.”

      “Need help cleaning this up before I go?”

      Erin shook her head, knowing the other ladies would help her. “No, I’ve got it.”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” He dropped her fingers and looked at Stella, who was watching them intently. “Let’s go deal with this. Did you call the sheriff already?”

      “No, I want you to do it.”

      Dominic sighed and ran a hand through his hair as they strode away.

      “What the hell just happened?” Kiara asked as she and Donna came out from behind the rocks they had been sitting behind.

      Erin shrugged. “Apparently, their shop had a break-in.”

      “That’s weird. Why didn’t Stella just deal with it by calling the cops like any normal person?” Donna asked.

      “I don’t know. She said Dominic knew everything about the shop and she didn’t. Maybe it has something to do with the inventory?” Erin replied, frowning.

      “Did you manage to find out anything useful from him?” Donna asked.

      “I’m not sure yet, but I don’t think he personally had anything to do with their deaths,” she replied honestly. “However, he might still know who it could be and just doesn’t realize it. I didn’t get enough time with him to figure that part out. Let me think on it.”

      Sighing, the three cleaned up the picnic, and with Fenix by Erin’s side, they all headed back toward Seaview Street.
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      That night, Erin returned home with mixed feelings. After Dominic had gone with Stella, she stayed for some time to talk with Kiara and Donna, but even after that, she felt none the wiser.

      Erin had no idea what to think of her date with Dominic. First of all, he’d behaved differently than she expected. Truth be told, she expected, or more accurately put, she had mentally prepared herself, for him to be his usual obnoxious self. He wasn’t. He was a perfect gentleman. He was funny, and to her shock, he appeared honest, especially when he opened up and shared those things. All that reminded her of Maribelle’s words. That is what he does on dates, how he gets the ladies.

      Unfortunately, other than experiencing his skills firsthand, she hadn’t learned anything useful. And that was mostly due to the fact that Stella had shown up and dragged him back to the guitar shop like she always did.

      Of course, this time had been important, seeing as there had been a break-in in the shop. She’d seemed really worried about it too. It was just bad timing that she’d interrupted their date and Erin hadn’t quite gotten the information she needed from him. Now it looked like she’d have to endure more of his company, continue to play nice. There was one more thing she needed to consider. That was something she hadn’t mentioned to the other women yet because she couldn’t come to a decision.

      Should she push for another date with Dominic? She really hadn’t learned anything useful, but she definitely didn’t want to give him false hope that something was happening between them. On the other hand, what other choice did she have? He was the only lead they had.

      What if Dominic truly has nothing to do with this? What if his having dated Alicia and Cordelia is a big coincidence? But no, there had to be a connection. Erin didn’t believe in coincidences, not ones of this magnitude.

      Feeling beyond tired, emotionally and physically, Erin pushed everything to the side and decided to have a nice, relaxing bath. It somewhat helped. Afterward, she changed into her PJs and settled to watch a movie, since she didn’t feel like going to bed yet, hoping that would distract her enough from all the doom and gloom that was her life.

      She had really had high hopes for this date, and perhaps that was her first mistake—having unrealistic expectations. She was no Nancy Drew, after all, and this was real life, not some fictional place where all the pieces of the puzzle were scattered around for her to find and put together.

      Although that would be nice.

      She turned off all the lights, snuggling with Fenix on the couch, placing her laptop on the small coffee table.

      Note to self—buy a TV and install some cable.

      About an hour into the movie, she could hear someone fumbling with the front door’s lock. It was so subtle at first, she mistook it as something happening in the movie, and then she could see the actual handle moving.

      Fenix raised his head, looking at it as well.

      That stupefied her for a moment. “Is someone outside, boy?” she whispered to him.

      Fenix jumped immediately, rushing to stand in front of the door.

      It’s Mark was Erin’s first thought. The second was that she needed her phone.

      Wouldn’t the sheriff’s department alert her if Mark had left Pittsburgh despite the fact that he wasn’t allowed to? You mean the same sheriff you trashed on TV?

      Getting to her feet really slowly and silently, she fetched her phone and dialed 911. She couldn’t remember where she’d left Deputy Kent’s card, and searching for his number on her call log felt like too big a job at the moment. Time was of the essence.

      Fenix started to bark, getting agitated.

      The operator answered her.

      “Hello, someone is trying to break inside my house,” she informed them in a hushed voice.

      “Are you in immediate danger?”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s my ex-husband.” He already tried to kill me once, went to prison for it as well.

      “We’ll send a patrol car to your location.”

      Although her heart pounded like crazy, she tried her best to hear what was happening on the outside. She didn’t feel like peeking through the spy hole. A lot of movies taught her that it was a bad idea. She leaned on the wall next to the door. “I just called the cops,” she informed whoever was on the other side, “so you’d better leave.”

      The fumbling stopped.

      Did that do the trick? she wondered. Did she manage to scare her would-be intruder? Taking a deep, steadying breath, she put her ear against the door, trying to hear something, anything.

      It appeared that whoever was trying to get in took off. That was a relief.

      A loud crash had her pivoting. The large table she’d bought for the garden went through the patio door, smashing the glass to pieces.

      Oh no. She’d made a terrible mistake. It wasn’t Mark trying to break inside.
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      “Stella?”

      Dominic’s twin busted inside through the hole she’d made, and getting her bearings, she immediately started advancing toward Erin with a grave expression, fully determined.

      “Fenix, help!” Erin screamed.

      The dog leaped instantly, going for Stella’s jugular.

      Stella responded with vigor, swinging the baseball bat she was clutching to her side, which Erin had failed to notice, catching the leaping dog midair, straight across his rib cage.

      Fenix yelped, falling to the ground.

      “No!” Erin yelled, seeing what she had just done, but she couldn’t go to him and inspect the injuries since Stella reached her by the door.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Erin tried to reason with the other woman.

      To her surprise, Stella dropped the bat without replying. There was murder in her eyes as she cracked her knuckles, and Erin was immediately reminded how the other two women had been strangled.

      Oh, my God.

      Stella was the killer all along. They’d all made a terrible mistake. But Erin was right as well. It was someone close to Dominic. Not that it made any difference now. That woman broke into her house, ready to kill her.

      Her train of thought stopped there, and her training kicked in. She dropped into a fighting stance, ready for Stella’s first attack. She didn’t have to wait long. Stella came here ready to do some serious damage. While screaming like a banshee, she lunged.

      Stella was freakishly strong and definitely not holding back. She wanted Erin not simply to hurt—she wanted her dead. With some effort and a strong desire to survive, Erin managed to push her away.

      “Stella, why are you doing this?” Erin demanded as the other woman lunged at her again, hands spread, reaching for her neck. Erin couldn’t allow that. It was a close call, but she managed to dodge out of the way.

      Stella adjusted as well. She tried to kick her this time around, and Erin deflected, pirouetting out of the way. Luckily for her, Stella was pure rage, not thinking straight. That was what made her beyond dangerous at the same time.

      What to do? How to get out of this? She forced her brain to think as she tried to dodge and evade various attacks. Erin picked up the first thing that came into grabbing distance and threw it at Stella. It didn’t slow her down in the slightest.

      Seeing how Stella was very keen on hurting her, fueled by adrenaline and God knew what else, Erin decided it was time to switch to offense. That’s the only way to win this, to survive this. I have to fight back! rushed through her head.

      After another failed attack from Dominic’s twin, as she screamed in frustration since Erin proved to be a far more difficult task than anticipated, Erin moved toward the other woman, ducked to avoid a hit, then used her closed fist to take a swing at Stella’s face. It made full contact, and the other woman stumbled a little.

      Stella spat out some blood and a tooth, but Erin didn’t have time to pat herself on the back for that accomplishment. First, because her hand was killing her although she did it right. Second, because Stella was already lurching toward her. She ran like a bull, bending ever so slightly as though in hopes of tackling her.

      Erin tried to evade it but hit the wall instead. In all the commotion, she’d lost her bearings, got lost in her surroundings. Rookie mistake, she thought as Stella pushed all the breath out of her. She fell to the floor.

      No, no, no, get up, get up. Erin wasn’t fast enough. Stella was upon her. In the next instant, Stella’s arms were already around her neck, and she started squeezing hard, slowly choking her to death.

      Or not so slowly, as it turned out.

      “You whore,” she spat as she squeezed. “I thought you were different, but you’re as bad as the rest.” There was real disappointment on her face as she tried to kill her.

      “Dominic is mine,” she seethed. “Mine!”

      Oh, my God, how did I miss this? Stella was in love with her brother.

      Probably because incest wasn’t the first thing that came to mind.

      I think convincing her I have no interest in her brother is out of the question. It was ironic that Erin had gone on a date with Dominic to catch a killer and had actually been disappointed that she’d managed to learn nothing. As it turned out, she was more successful than she realized. She managed to piss the killer off.

      Lucky me.

      Erin’s vision started to blur. She tried to focus since there were more pressing issues at the moment, like catching her breath.

      “I will not let you take him away from me.”

      Why was Mark telling her all those things?

      Mark is not here, part of her brain rebelled. The image started to switch, change, disturbed by the lack of oxygen. She was hallucinating. And knowing that helped nothing. At moments, it was Mark choking her. In others, it was Stella.

      Focus. Stay in the moment.

      It was funny how they both had the same expression on their faces. Although funny wasn’t the proper word. Everything started to get hazy. Not simply her eyesight, but her thoughts as well. Erin knew this feeling all too well. She was on the verge of blacking out.

      That right there filled her with fear.

      No, she rebelled. She couldn’t let that happen. If she lost consciousness, then it was game over for good. Stella would kill her. You need to fight, she screamed at herself.

      As the second wave of adrenaline kicked in, Erin forced herself to calm down and focus on her attacker. One of the first things she learned in her self-defense classes was how to escape being choked. Her old trainer had looked at her oddly as she requested to learn that, but after explaining what had happened to her, he was more than happy to oblige.

      Instead of trying to pry Stella’s hands away, Erin gathered all her strength while spots appeared in front of her eyes, and she slammed her fists into Stella’s ears. Luckily, her aim was spot on.

      Dominic’s twin screamed in pain, startled, and her grip loosened ever so slightly.

      That was all the advantage Erin required. Erin pried her hands away and then slammed her forehead into Stella’s face, breaking her nose. Stella started to fall backward, and Erin slid herself from underneath and jumped to her feet. She swayed a little but wouldn’t allow herself to lose her balance, not now, not when every second was precious.

      Needing to make sure Stella remained on the ground, Erin kicked her with all her might, and as the other woman doubled over, she started running.

      She ran out of the house and about sixty feet away when she stopped abruptly.

      Fenix, she thought with panic. He was in the house, injured.

      Erin was not being logical at the moment. She was pure adrenaline and burning need to save the one she loved. She couldn’t leave Fenix with that woman. What if she hurt him in a fit of rage because Erin managed to escape? Stella wasn’t particularly sane. She’d killed women, so one dog shouldn’t be a problem.

      Besides, Fenix was always there for her, offering comfort, support, and most importantly, unconditional love. She couldn’t abandon him when he needed her the most. He was lying there all alone and injured, and she had to save him.

      Without wasting any more time, Erin turned around and started running back toward the house. At the last second, she decided to change course. It would be stupid to return through the front door. She tiptoed to the back, then peeked through the hole Stella had made.

      Stella was staggering about, clutching her gushing nose. She was going toward the front door, and Erin felt like patting herself on the back. She’d made the right call.

      “I will find you, you whore,” Stella muttered. “I won’t let you live.”

      It was eerie listening to her rantings.

      Stella was going about killing because she was in love with her twin brother. That was so Game of Thrones, on a whole new level. All the same, Erin had no time to really think things through since she had more pressing issues at the moment. Like defeating Stella and saving Fenix. Then rule on the Iron Throne.

      Had she suffered a head injury? Her head felt kind of strange. Focus, she snapped at herself.

      “You can’t have him, he’s mine!” Stella yelled.

      Seeing how the other woman was otherwise occupied trying to find her in the front garden, Erin sneaked back inside the house. Hiding behind the couch, she started crawling, trying to stay out of eyesight and reach Fenix.

      She started panicking that he wasn’t moving. And then she came closer. Relief washed over her upon seeing he was breathing, if slightly erratically.

      She patted his head, and he instantly opened his eyes. He whimpered, raising his head.

      “Shh,” she tried to soothe him. “Everything will be all right, buddy,” she told him in a hushed voice.

      The mad dog tried to stand then, and she forced him to return to his previous position. There were no visible wounds on him, but then again, Stella had hit him with the baseball bat, so she had no idea what kind of injuries he’d sustained. She was no veterinarian, and for all she knew, he could be bleeding internally. I need to take him to the vet. Understandably, for that to happen, she had to deal with Stella first.

      He couldn’t be that bad if he was conscious, she tried to reassure herself as she looked about for any type of weapon. Perhaps Stella wanted to strangle her with her bare hands, but Erin had no problems using whatever was at her disposal to defeat the other woman. The kitchen was too far away. Or at least it seemed like that to her, so she couldn’t get a knife.

      Bingo. Her eyes landed on the baseball bat that Stella had thrown away.

      “Stay,” she ordered Fenix before getting up.

      She collected the baseball bat as she jogged, light on her feet, toward the open door. Stella was in the garden, looking about as though expecting Erin to be hiding in the bushes, still muttering to herself, promising her a slow and painful death.

      Erin tried really hard not to think about what she was doing at the moment, stalking a killer instead of running away. Easy now, Erin thought as she tried to sneak up on the other woman, hitting her from behind.

      Something snapped underneath Erin’s feet, and she froze. Stella turned immediately. Instinctively, Erin swung, but her aim was a bit off, losing the element of surprise. Stella tried to move out of the way. However, Erin managed to hit her on the shoulder, and the other woman screamed in pain.

      “That’s for hitting Fenix, you crazy bitch!” Erin shouted.

      Stella staggered. Sadly, not enough to lose ground. Her eyes flashed with undiluted anger and hatred. Her expression looked especially gruesome considering the amount of blood on her face. That face was a thing of nightmares. And it was a given that Erin would have them.

      If I survive this.

      Erin swung again, and this time, Stella was ready for it. She threw herself forward and caught the bat with both hands, then tried to pull it out of Erin’s hands. A tug-of-war started.

      She held on, but it was hard. Dominic’s twin was undeniably strong. She really wants to kill me.

      Just figured that out, huh? Erin banished all thoughts, focusing on staying alive.

      “You will die tonight.” Stella actually smiled saying that.

      “You are sick, killing women because of Dominic.”

      “He is my everything!” Stella screamed in rage, and something else, something undecipherable.

      Whatever it was, it gave her an additional boost, and she pulled with all her might, pulling Erin toward her with the bat. When she was in range, Stella kicked her in the stomach, and Erin doubled over, gasping for air.

      In the next instant, Stella grabbed her by the hair, kicking her again. She fell on the grass and protectively rolled herself in a ball, not that it did her any good.

      “Dominic belongs to me!” Stella screamed as she continued to hit Erin everywhere.

      “He will never be with you, you have to know that!” Erin muttered in return, which earned her an additional kick.

      Do you really think it’s wise, antagonizing a madwoman further?

      “I’m telling the truth. Look at what you’re doing!” Erin shouted in return, trying to roll out of reach.

      Stella was once again upon her. “I love him, and none of you whores deserve him.”

      If she didn’t think of something, Stella would beat her to death.

      “I thought everything would stop after Alicia, but Cordelia, that stubborn bitch, wouldn’t let go,” she continued to ramble. “I never thought you would be the worst of them all. I’ll teach you not to steal what doesn’t belong to you.”

      That was followed by a particularly vicious kick. Erin felt powerless. No, get up, fight, she tried to tell herself, but sadly, her limbs were not listening. She was in a world of pain.

      When Stella tried to roll her onto her back, Erin barely put up a fight. In her peripheral vision, she saw dancing lights in the distance, red and blue, and thought she was hallucinating.

      And then her sight got blocked because her would-be killer sat on her and once again started choking the life from her.

      This is how I die. It must have been written in the stars or something. This couldn’t be a coincidence.

      No, stop that. Fight. Live! her dazed mind ordered. But she didn’t know what to do. Stella had already won, and she was about to die.

      Desperate and in pain, Erin started to panic. The pressure against her neck, the lack of oxygen, and the smell of blood mixed with freshly cut grass instantly transported her to that night. She had been sprawled on the front lawn back then too as Mark tried to kill her, squeezing her neck while grimacing, accusing her of being the biggest whore in town.

      “You are such a whore. You deserve to die!” Mark yelled, or was that Stella?

      What was real, and what was just a memory? Did it matter anymore, anyway? She was about to die no matter what she did.

      No. I can’t die like this, she cried. Not again. That was not how her story should end. She was supposed to survive, defeat her aggressor, then live happily ever after with her dog, and maybe with a cat too, or something like that.

      Fight, Erin. You already defeated Mark once. You can defeat the crazy bitch as well.

      She gritted her teeth and started to thrash about, mustering all the remaining strength inside her, which wasn’t that great to begin with. She was trying to pry Stella’s hands off her neck, but her grip was so strong, it was impossible.

      “Die already!” Stella screamed, and some of her spit, mixed with blood, landed on Erin’s face. Her vision was already so impaired that blood in her eyes made no difference.

      Erin sank her nails into the tender flesh, yet Stella’s grip did not loosen. In her state, she was incapable of feeling any kind of pain.

      Erin knew there was something she had to remember, had to do, which was key to her survival, but she couldn’t bring her mind to cooperate. Am I doing this the wrong way? Then again, what was the right way?

      She was gasping for air that wasn’t coming.

      I’m going to die.
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      The flashing lights across the sky grew brighter. Erin was close to the edge now. Wait, did she just hear a car stopping?

      There was no way of telling, but in a couple of seconds it would be all over.

      And then Stella turned, and Erin followed suit, or at least tried to. She saw just enough to spot two cops exiting a patrol car.

      Please help, she begged inside her head.

      They drew their weapons and pointed them at Stella. Sadly, the crazy woman wouldn’t stop choking her. She was keen on finishing the job no matter what.

      “Stop right now,” one of them ordered. “Move away from her.”

      “I will move when I kill this bitch,” Stella replied defiantly, grinning like the madwoman she was. And as though to prove her point, she squeezed a little harder.

      Erin’s body begged for oxygen that wouldn’t come. Please, can someone help me? Please. I don’t want to die.

      Through the ringing of her ears, she heard one of the officers say, “Stop, or I’ll shoot.”

      Stella screamed as she bared her teeth, doing her best to crush Erin’s windpipe to finish her off for good, and Erin was convinced she was going to succeed. The police officers couldn’t subdue her in time. It was game over. Stella won after all.

      At least I managed to save Fenix. Or had she? She would panic if there were anything else in her. Erin was losing consciousness.

      I’m sorry, Fenix, she thought in what she was sure were her last moments.

      Two shots echoed through the ether, and Stella collapsed on top of her. Despite the weight, the grip of her hands loosened, and some precious air seeped through her parted lips. Erin immediately started to choke and cough. As she started to shift, Stella’s grip loosened even further. All teary and coughing, dizzy from the sudden rush of air, she crawled out from the cage Stella had created. She tried to sit up, but the vertigo was too strong. However, she still noticed one of the bullets had hit Stella right in the head. It was a movie shot. Stella had died instantly.

      Part of Erin, the part that wasn’t in excruciating pain, was sad that Dominic’s twin hadn’t suffered longer. She’d killed two women and tried to kill her. A bullet through her head felt like a mercy kill. Not that Erin was complaining. She was alive thanks to the officers who came to her rescue. Speaking of them, as she started to rise again and failed again, one of the officers reached her and stopped her from banging her head against the ground for the third time.

      “Easy there,” he tried to soothe her. “The ambulance is on the way.”

      She tried to speak, but her bruised, battered throat wouldn’t cooperate. She tried again, anyway. “Thank you,” she croaked.

      Erin had to go to Fenix, make sure he was still all right. Ever the optimist, she tried to stand up, but she failed miserably.

      Deputy Something, she couldn’t focus on his name, looked at her, bewildered. “Everything is all right now. You’re safe,” he rushed to explain, misunderstanding her need to see her boy for fear. “She can’t harm anyone again.”

      “Fenix,” she tried to say and instead ended up in a fit of coughing. Talking was bad, especially at the moment.

      “The ambulance is coming,” the deputy repeated as though believing she was in shock and needed a reminder. Maybe she was. “And she’s dead. You’re safe. You survived.”

      Stella was dead. She couldn’t harm anyone else.

      And that was good. There was one less monster in this world. Despite everything, Erin couldn’t help wondering what had shaped Stella into this person, into this monster, in the first place.

      Was she simply born evil, or was there another factor—abusive parents, chemical imbalance in the brain? Thinking of Mark, looking at the lifeless body of Stella, did it really matter? Some people tried their best to do good in this world, no matter their nature or their upbringing, and others embraced the darkness. It was as simple as that.

      Rest in peace, Alicia.

      Rest in peace, Cordelia.

      Your killer is caught, stopped, and can’t harm anyone else.

      There has to be some comfort in that.

      As Erin tried to steady herself well enough to stand, the other deputy approached as well. And she recognized him immediately. It was Deputy Kent. He looked at her with concern.

      “It’s as bad as it looks,” she tried to say, then coughed as the words came out as a croak.

      “Try not to speak,” he advised as the two men moved her away from the very dead Stella to put her on the gurney.

      When did the ambulance get here? She had no idea. As the paramedic tried to check her out, she tried to tell them there was another one injured in the house. She kept rising and trying to get up, to get to Fenix. “Fenix,” she attempted to say, pointing toward the house.

      “Ma’am, I need you to calm down,” one of the paramedics said to her sternly.

      Erin narrowed her eyes in return. She would get her goddamn dog on her own if no one would help her. She shook her head and pushed herself off the gurney, staggering toward the house. Naturally, they all tried to stop her. She got so agitated that no one was listening and continued telling her to calm down that Deputy Kent finally realized what was happening and jogged to the house to investigate. He came out with Fenix in his arms, and she sighed with relief as she dropped back on the gurney herself.

      Was that so hard?

      “He’s injured?” one of the paramedics asked.

      Erin nodded.

      “I will make sure he gets help and take him to a veterinarian if you accept treatment,” Deputy Kent negotiated.

      She nodded again. “Thank you,” she mouthed to him, letting the paramedics fuss over her before driving her to the town’s hospital, which was on the small side. Her body continued to be tense, as though still not fully realizing the fight was over.

      The fight is over. Stella is dead. Somehow, that didn’t feel real to her.

      What if I died, and this is some kind of afterlife? She refocused as the paramedic jabbed a needle into her arm and gave her something. It hurt. Nope, this is real.

      Upon arriving, all her injuries got treated. She was beaten up, but overall, not too badly. Not as bad as after Mark, although her throat pretty much hurt the same. That didn’t stop her from talking, though.

      She was sure in a matter of hours, the whole town was alerted to what had happened. They let her rest for a bit, but the sheriff came first thing in the morning to take a statement from her.

      She was surprised when she saw him entering her room. Did he come to say thank you for solving his case? she only half-joked.

      “Mrs. Caldwell, do you feel well enough to answer my questions?” he asked.

      Now you care? She had to remind herself to put her animosities to the side. This was business, after all. A crime had occurred, and everyone deserved to know what had happened. This tool included.

      “It’s miss,” she corrected, trying hard not to cringe at hearing her voice. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Why did Stella Martin attack you?” he asked, ignoring her rebuke.

      Because she was a psychopath and in love with her brother. But did she really need to share that?

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied eventually. “She did say I needed to die for dating her brother.”

      That was the least creepy way she knew to describe what had happened.

      “Excuse me?”

      Erin half-shrugged or at least tried. Stella had kicked her many times in the arms and shoulders, so everything hurt.

      “She was possessive of him.” And didn’t like all the competition.

      “Did she kill those other women?”

      Bingo, Sheriff, you get a golden star.

      Wait, he already has one. That almost made her chuckle.

      She had no idea what they were giving her, but she felt divine. The drugs were excellent.

      “There wasn’t much time for a chat, Sheriff, but that was the impression I got,” she replied.

      “Could you describe what happened?”

      “I was watching a movie when she attempted to break in my front door. I called 911, and believing she might be Mark, I said that I had called you guys. I thought she left, but she used my patio table to break the glass door into my house. She immediately came at me, and Fenix tried to defend me, but she hit him with a bat, then she attacked me. I tried to fight her away but eventually failed, and she started choking me. That was when your deputies showed up and saved my life.”

      “Did she mention whether Dominic Martin was involved in any way?”

      “No, she didn’t. As I said, I got the impression that she acted on her own.” She wasn’t trying to save Dominic. She just told the truth.

      At the moment, she had pretty mixed feelings about the man. Did he know this was happening? Did he know Stella loved him in a not so brotherly way? She banished that since the answer could be pretty disturbing.

      Sheriff Albertson had a few more questions for her before thanking her and leaving her be to rest some more.

      Before he left, she stopped him, though. “Sheriff Albertson?”

      “Yes, Miss Caldwell?”

      “Could you tell Deputy Kent to come see me? I have something to ask him.”

      Sheriff Albertson raised his chin upon hearing that. “I can assure you, I can be of assistance as well.”

      Oh, my God, this man is exhausting.

      “It’s about my dog, Fenix.”

      He made a face, although he tried to mask it. “I will tell him.”

      “Thank you.”

      She was sure he would. If she could only find her phone, she could call him herself. Truth be told, she had no idea where her device was. She remembered calling the police, but afterward, she couldn’t remember what she did with it. Was it in the house? Did she drop it in the garden?

      Either way, it was out of her reach.

      Sheriff Albertson paused by her door, and she could hear him speaking with someone. “Arrest Dominic Martin,” he ordered.

      I guess he didn’t believe me.

      After she spent some alone time musing about everything, Deputy Kent came for a visit. She instantly started bombarding him with questions about Fenix.

      Deputy Kent offered a smile. “I knew you would be worried, so I made a video for you to see how he is doing.”

      She was genuinely touched by that. “That’s very thoughtful of you. Is he all right?” she insisted, grabbing at his phone.

      “He’s great. Doc said none of his injuries are life-threatening.”

      Like hers.

      In the video, Fenix was sleeping on one of the cots. No visible marks were on him. When the deputy approached with his phone, Fenix wagged his tail, but only once.

      My baby.

      “May I have the veterinarian’s number?” It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him, it was simply that she wanted to speak with him on her own.

      “I had a feeling you would say that,” he said, offering her the card.

      “Thank you, Deputy Kent. You are a godsend.”

      “Oh, please, don’t make me blush.”

      “I mean it.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      She nodded, although somehow, she doubted it was in his job description to act as her personal assistant. Nevertheless, she appreciated it greatly and would find a way to make it up to him. He’d not only saved her life, but he also took care of her baby boy. She was not going to forget such a thing, ever.

      She wanted to ask him about Dominic as well but bit her tongue. She didn’t want to appear as though she was meddling. She’d done that already and had almost died. She needed a break from all the almost dying.

      The instant Deputy Kent took his leave, she called the veterinarian from the hospital room’s phone. Dr. David Fuller thought nothing wrong with her calling to check in. He was very reassuring and explained the extent of Fenix’s injuries, which was three cracked ribs, and listed all the medications he had administered.

      “He is currently sleeping, but I will make sure to tell him you called.”

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      Feeling better knowing her baby was in the right hands, Erin decided to do some sleeping of her own. She had no idea how long her doctor planned on keeping her in the hospital, and she planned on taking full advantage of it. To sleep, to rest, to heal and do nothing else.

      The soft knock against the door woke her up from her nap. She started rising to a semi-sitting position, her neck protesting as the door opened.

      “Dominic,” she greeted in surprise.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No,” she lied. She was curious to know why he came here. The last she heard, Sheriff Albertson had ordered his arrest. He must have realized he made a mistake.

      Dominic reached the bed, sheepishly offering some flowers. “I didn’t know what else to bring,” he said somewhat apologetically.

      “They are lovely. Thank you,” she replied politely.

      “Erin,” he started, then paused as though struggling with words. “I am so sorry for what happened to you.” He looked like he’d aged overnight.

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      He looked at her as though he wanted to disagree.

      “I am sorry for your loss,” she added.

      No matter what had happened, no matter how much pain and sorrow Stella had caused, she was still his sister. His twin. And learning the truth on top of losing her couldn’t be easy on him.

      He sat down on the chair that was next to the bed as though defeated, bending down and putting his head between his hands. “I can’t believe all this happened.”

      Erin knew exactly how that felt.

      “This is a nightmare. And I keep expecting to wake up, see Alicia and Cordelia alive, and my sister . . .”

      “Did you know?” Erin asked softly.

      He looked at her. “Of course not,” he replied instantly before looking away. He shook his head as though trying to shake off some thoughts. “Maybe I didn’t want to know,” he corrected.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He sighed. “I think for you to understand what happened to you, to Stella, I have to tell you about my parents, the way we grew up.”

      Erin didn’t like the sound of that.

      He paused there, and there was a deep frown on his face. “Our parents were despicable people, rotten, unfit to be parents, unfit to live.” He spat those last words. “They were both beyond abusive, physically, mentally . . . sexually. My father used to take Stella when she was ten, eleven years old, into his room and . . .”

      It was obvious that he couldn’t bring himself to finish that sentence. Erin could fill in the blanks on her own and was deeply disturbed by his revelations.

      “And do stuff to her,” he forced himself to say anyway. “My mother used to beat the living shit out of me every time she was angry at him. Anyway, all that made me and Stella very close. It was us against the world. I hated what was happening to her and wasn’t strong enough to save her.”

      “You were just a child yourself,” Erin pointed out, seeing how all of this was tearing him apart.

      “Yeah,” he replied as though not fully believing that.

      “Long story short, they died when we were fourteen, so having no one, we were put in a foster home. That was the happiest day of my life. I thought we were finally free, finally able to live a normal life like the rest. I was wrong.”

      “What happened?”

      Dominic shook his head again. “What my father did, what my mother did, really messed Stella up. Don’t get me wrong. I was a mess too, always angry, always getting into fights. But Stella, she became almost obsessed with me, and then she started coming into my room as though expecting me to be with her as our father had.”

      Oh, my God. Erin felt like crying but wouldn’t let her tears fall. It was obvious that Dominic needed to unburden himself, so the least she could do was listen to his story.

      “She didn’t react well to my turning her down and attacked a girl I liked. Our foster parents saw all that, and we got separated, put into different homes.”

      She must have loved that, Erin thought.

      “I know it sounds wrong, but I was relieved. I thought some distance would do us good, give us a chance to heal or some shit.”

      “When did you see her again?”

      “We met from time to time, but it was strange, awkward. And then I heard she ran away from her home. I honestly thought I would never see her again. And then when we turned eighteen, she sought me out. She wanted us to live together, and I agreed. She was my sister, after all, and I missed her.” He sounded as though he was defending his actions.

      “Of course,” Erin agreed. She would probably act the same way if that had happened to her.

      “It didn’t work out, though,” he continued with a heavy sigh. “She tried to engage me in some kind of relationship. It was like she was stuck in that mindset and couldn’t get out.”

      “What did you do?”

      “The only thing I could do. I had her locked up.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I forced her into a mental institution,” he said with disdain. “She felt so betrayed as I left her there,” he said through tears.

      “You did the right thing. She obviously needed help.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, that turned out great. It was on me to look after her, but I didn’t want to deal. I had my own shit going on.”

      “You did the best you could, considering the circumstances.”

      He shook his head.

      “What happened afterward?”

      Dominic shrugged. “She refused to speak with me after I left her in the mental hospital, but I kept tabs on her. She was constantly in and out of various facilities, going to rehab as well since in the meantime, she suffered from substance abuse. She ended up locked up a couple of times for petty theft too.”

      Oh, my God. Erin really didn’t want to feel sorry for her, but how could she not? Stella’s life was a nightmare. All the people around her who were supposed to care for her and love her had abused her the most, and that was heartbreaking.

      “What changed?” Erin inquired when he remained silent, too lost in thoughts.

      “She reached out about a year ago, said she was getting out again, claimed she was all better now, and apologized for all the shit she’d put me through and simply wanted to make amends, so I let her come to live with me. I mean, what was I supposed to do? She was still my baby sister.”

      “Baby sister?”

      “She was born eight minutes after me.”

      “I see.”

      “Now I see that once again, I made a terrible mistake.”

      “Dominic, it’s natural that you wanted to help and took her in. As you said, she was family, and we cling to those we love.”

      Erin had learned that the hard way. It took her years to stop caring about her father, even Mark, no matter how much they hurt her and abused her.

      “I was actually looking forward to finally having a sister again, some semblance of family. Unfortunately, things didn’t turn out that way. Her obsession only deepened over time.” He covered his face. “And it wasn’t all her fault. I dealt with my fair share of demons too,” he said.

      That was probably true. His whoring around was a testament to that, but then again, he was not in love with his sister, so he was not completely broken.

      “As I chased every woman around town I fancied, trying to run away from all the shit that was going around in my head, Stella grew more and more jealous and possessive. And at first, I figured she was only angry that I wasn’t spending enough time with her. I guess it was never that.”

      He wiped the tears from his face before continuing, “On the night of our date, when I got back to the shop and saw she’d lied, I was so angry at her. I told her she should pack up and leave because I couldn’t deal with her shit anymore. And she refused, totally creeping me out by saying she and I were meant to be together. She said that was why we’d shared a womb in the first place, because we are soulmates. I tried to reason with her, told her how crazy that sounded, suggested therapy, and she lost it. She screamed at me, throwing things, saying she was not going back to that prison where they drugged her and made her even crazier, and then she rushed outside before I could stop her. I guess that was when she found her way to you.”

      Dominic still couldn’t look her in the eyes.

      “I guess she did,” Erin replied, not knowing what else to say.

      Dominic startled her by smacking himself on the forehead. “I was so stupid. Even then, I hadn’t put the pieces together, that Stella was responsible for all that.” Then he did look at her. “You have to believe me. I had no idea. I had no idea she was killing because of me.”

      “I believe you.”

      “And then the police showed up and dragged me in handcuffs to their office, only to tell me how my sister died while trying to kill you.”

      Erin had no words. What to say to such tragedy? And it was a true tragedy all around. It was awful what had happened to Alicia and Cordelia by Stella’s hands. At the same time, it was awful what their parents had done to them. In a way, they’d broken Stella beyond repair, and Erin was glad they died. It was a fitting punishment for such monsters.

      “What Stella did was wrong,” she said eventually. “However, I am very sorry for everything that happened to you and her.”

      “I’m the one who’s sorry. I’m sorry my sister tried to kill you. I’m sorry I dragged you into my shit. I now see the extent of my shortcomings. I’ve done a lot of bad shit. I didn’t kill anyone, but all the same, I’m equally guilty, so I apologize for causing you all this pain.”

      “Apology accepted,” she replied.

      He looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “Just like that?” There was a hint of amusement in his voice.

      “Yes, because despite everything, I get it. It wasn’t your fault Stella turned out like that. Sadly, what happened deeply broke her, and she didn’t know how else to deal with it other than to repeat the trauma. She was stuck in that vicious cycle.”

      Dominic nodded as though understanding what she meant.

      “Unfortunately, the same can be said for you.”

      He looked at her questioningly, so she continued.

      “If you really want to break your cycle, you need to deal with all the shit inside your head,” she said. “You need to deal with the abuse you suffered.”

      “I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”

      “That’s what we all think at first. However, you already made the first step in the right direction. You acknowledged it. Now you have to ask for help. Don’t try to deal with it yourself.”

      He made a face. “Yeah, because that worked for Stella so well.”

      “You can’t look at things that way. She lost herself in that cruel world she was born into, and now you have to be strong for the both of you.”

      He passed a hand through his hair. It was obvious he was wavering.

      “I’m no stranger to trauma, so my advice is this. If you want to get better and be able to be in a normal relationship someday, you have to deal with all that. And the only way is to find a good therapist, as I did.”

      Speaking of which, Erin felt like this whole ordeal required an additional session.

      “You’re going to therapy?” Dominic sounded surprised.

      “Every week. And maybe someday, I’ll tell you why I need it,” she added before he could ask on his own. She was not ready to go there with him.

      Dominic took his time replying. “Thank you, Erin. You really gave me something to think about.”

      “If you want to get better, be better, you have to do the work,” she insisted, making sure he understood there were no shortcuts where mental health was concerned.

      “Right,” he muttered, standing up. “I am glad you didn’t die and that you’re going to be all right.”

      “Me too,” she replied with a smile.

      “See you around, Erin.”

      “See you around, Dominic.”

      And with that, he left.

      Despite everything, she felt sorry for him, and she hoped he would manage to turn his life around.

      At some point, the doctor came to check up on her. “You can leave first thing in the morning,” he informed her.

      Erin was cheered by that. She hated hospitals. Then again, who didn’t?

      She had no idea where the hospital was located in the small town of Misty Cliffs. All the same, she was sure everything would be fine even if she had to walk home on foot.

      Where are my clothes? Luckily, the nurse solved that mystery for her.

      When morning came, all the girls from Martha’s Fishing Club came to check up on her.

      “I’m getting out today, actually,” she told them with a smile, happy to see them all.

      “We know,” Donna said with a wink. “That’s why we came. To take you home.”

      God, how she loved these women.

      Erin was touched. “Thank you.”

      “I brought you some of my clothes to change into something clean,” Kiara said, handing her a bag.

      Erin was cheered by that too, since all her clothes were slightly ripped and grass- and bloodstained.

      They waited for her as she changed clothes in the small bathroom.

      “Do you need help?” Nancy asked.

      “I can manage, thanks.” She still felt stiff and sore. Her neck was killing her, but everything was manageable.

      “I’ll drive,” Kiara said with a smile, “while you tell us everything that happened. Did she really come at you with a butcher’s knife?”

      Erin could see that tales about what had happened were already circling through the town.

      “Kiara,” Donna snapped, “don’t be so nosy.”

      “It’s fine, Donna,” Erin reassured her. “We’ll talk.”

      “Great.” Kiara beamed at that.

      “But I’m driving,” Donna insisted. “You still get confused about the lanes at times. And the last thing Erin needs now is to be in a car accident.”

      That was a terrible joke, and they all laughed.

      “Whatever,” Kiara replied with a flip of her hair.

      “First, we have to pick Fenix up,” Erin mentioned.

      “Whatever you say, dear,” Donna reassured her.

      “I’m so happy to see you guys,” Erin told them, suddenly overcome with emotion.

      “We are happy to see you too,” Donna said, and they all joined in a group hug.

      “It’s great that you didn’t die,” Kiara added, and they all chuckled.

      Trust Kiara to say the right thing at the right time, but that was what friends were for.
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      Upon returning home from the hospital, Erin encountered an ugly truth. Her house was left as it was, a crime scene, with blood all over the place, busted furniture, and a huge hole where the glass door once stood. In other words, the place was uninhabitable, at least for a little while.

      “I completely forgot about this small detail,” Kiara commented, looking about.

      “Yeah, it’s a mess,” Erin mused as she held Fenix’s leash, already making a list of things that needed to be done, people to call and hire, while feeling tired beyond reason. The only thing she wanted was to lie down and rest, but this wouldn’t magically get fixed on its own.

      “It must have been a pretty badass fight,” Nancy commented before whistling.

      “Well, thank you for driving me home,” she said, staring at the mess.

      “Oh, no, you’re not remaining here. You’ll be staying with me for the time being,” Kiara told her, already dragging her and Fenix out of the house and back toward the car.

      Erin ignored the place on the grass where Stella had tried to strangle her. There were still bloodstains on the grass where she’d died.

      Truth be told, she was relieved she wouldn’t be staying there. It was too soon. “Thanks.”

      “Do not mention it.”

      To her surprise, Dominic was the one who fixed the cottage for her. While she stayed at Kiara’s, trying to heal her wounds, he started visiting her place, doing all the work on his own without being told or anything.

      She wouldn’t even have known he was the one doing all that in the first place if Donna hadn’t told her. Erin figured that was his way of saying sorry, trying to make amends for his part in all this mess.

      Erin appreciated the thought. Once she returned to work, she found a small note from him saying her place was all fixed up.

      At first, it was hard for her to return there. She had half a mind to sell it and move someplace else. Then again, she loved that place, loved the garden, or at least she used to, and hoped she could regain that sentiment. She needed to focus on all the good, on all the memories she could gain over time without focusing on all the bad. Thanks to Dr. Weathers, she managed to return home without seeing Stella lying lifeless on the grass each time she passed that specific spot.

      Eventually, she planted an apple tree there. And that helped a great deal, watching something grow where she’d passed. The nightmares were hard at first, but over time, they passed as well.

      Something else helped. Her friends and Fenix were great support while she tried to heal and move on. As it turned out, Erin had endured two attacks against her life and had managed to survive. That made her feel pretty great about herself. She was a survivor, a fighter, and that put everything in a certain perspective. There was nothing she couldn’t overcome because she had already battled against the worst type of human beings and won.

      If she regarded herself as a victim, she would never leave her house. She wouldn’t be able to move on or live her life. But she refused to be like that. She only had this one life, and she planned on taking advantage of this gift she’d received to the fullest. She’d earned that right.

      On her birthday, the women from Martha’s Fishing Club made her a full-fledged member. She finally discovered the well-guarded secret of how the club got its name. Martha had been Sheriff Albertson’s wife. After she divorced him, they named the club after her to spite the man. The Fishing Club part was added because being out fishing had always been his excuse when he was cheating on her. Martha, who still resided in Misty Cliffs, got a kick out of it, but she rarely attended the meetings anymore, even though she was an honorary member.

      It went without saying that Erin was beyond grateful to have such a great group of women in her life. And when she felt sad or felt troubled that Alicia and Cordelia weren’t there with them, she simply reminded herself how she needed to live well, live with an open heart and with joy and happiness for them as well.

      They all did their best to move on, one way or the other, no matter how scared they were by the whole experience. Dominic was no different in that regard.

      Although he had fixed her home, he stayed away. That time in the hospital was the last time they actually had a long conversation. She knew he had a lot on his mind, so she let him be. Besides, there wasn’t much she could do for him. There were some things people had to do on their own, in their own time, when ready.

      One day, she heard he’d closed his shop. In the store’s window, there was a handwritten sign—Gone on Vacation.

      That was the official story, anyway. Donna learned that he’d actually admitted himself into one of those facilities that dealt with addictions. And she felt like that was a step in the right direction for him to get better. God knew, he had many vices to deal with on top of his personal demons. There was a long journey ahead of him to full recovery, but somehow, Erin had faith that he was strong enough to endure it.

      “He’ll be back here, doing his usual tricks in no time.” Kiara wasn’t as optimistic as the rest of them.

      “I don’t think so,” Erin shared. If he was determined to get better, then there would be no stopping him. She firmly believed that.

      Dominic had made a lot of mistakes in his life, hurt a lot of people, but he deserved a second chance like the rest of them. If he learns to forgive himself and make amends, then he will truly be able to be happy someday, here or elsewhere.

      Perhaps a fresh start someplace else would do him good. It did to Erin, despite the rocky—or rather, bloody—start.

      Although it seemed impossible at one point, life was good. Fenix had fully recovered, Erin had gained a lot of friends after saving the town from its killer, she became a local hero, and business was great.

      Her business was growing steadily, so she started to consider opening a pet daycare, as Alicia had suggested. She had plenty of empty space in the building, anyway. The two assistants she had, Maribelle and Johanna, were great. Their skills had improved immensely over the past couple of months, and they were capable of working on their own without Erin’s supervision. That was great because it gave Erin independence to focus on other things, other business ventures.

      One day, Kiara came to her with a proposition—to help her open a real animal shelter in Misty Cliffs. Erin agreed immediately and wrote a blank check. She’d always wanted to do that, and it felt great since it was for such a good cause.

      Kiara’s startled face was the cherry on top.

      “Good God, Erin, I suspected you were flush, but this is impressive,” she commented.

      Erin simply grinned in return.

      She hated having all that Knox money lying around, anyway. Having a safety net helped her immensely, especially mentally, but she considered that blood money, so it would be a nice karma point for her to use it for something good and noble.

      They called the shelter Safe Haven. Erin loved working there. It was always rewarding when they managed to rescue an abandoned, abused animal. But what really warmed her heart was when they managed to find it a good home.

      Feeling like it was time, Fenix got a brother as well. Erin adopted a small white cat and named him River. They adored one another, and River liked to follow his big brother around wherever he went. River even slept on Fenix’s head, which she found adorable.

      There was one more thing that changed in the last couple of months for the better, that put a final note on her previous life. Mark was gone from her life for good. He hadn’t contacted her once after sending that “gift.”

      Thanks to Deputy Kent, her lawyer, and Mark’s parole officer, Mark was returned to prison. Erin had to go to Pittsburgh for a short time to stand in front of a judge and testify to all the things Mark and his mother had done to her since she moved away.

      Luckily, she encountered a sympathetic judge who couldn’t be bribed, so Mark returned to prison, and Selena almost joined him. Sadly, her lawyers managed to extort a plea deal. She was to go to therapy. Erin thought she got off too easily, but she wasn’t complaining. It was more important to her that Mark was behind bars once again. And this time around, he had no means of contacting her. Furthermore, the judge threatened him that she would add six months to his sentence each time he tried to contact Erin, which she considered a nice touch.

      After all was done, Erin felt like she could finally breathe with open lungs. The freedom she’d just won had never tasted better.

      With everything settled, she started thinking about dating again. She wasn’t ready to make a full leap, but she saw no harm in dipping her toes in the dating pool.

      As she mused about how much her life had changed since she’d moved here, since she’d left Mark, a door chimed, informing her that someone had stepped into the shop, and snapped her from her reverie.

      It was Kiara, and she was wearing a ridiculously large hat on her head and full-on diva glasses.

      Erin suppressed a smile.

      “Are you ready?” she inquired in her usual manner.

      “Yes, just finishing something up, leaving a few last-minute notes for the girls,” she replied.

      “Oh, they can manage on their own,” Kiara replied impatiently. “Let’s go.”

      “Okay.” Erin said goodbye to Maribelle, who was currently working, then left the shop with Fenix and Kiara. She wasn’t bringing River this time because traveling with him would be too worrisome, so Maribelle had offered to keep him for her while she was away.

      The four of them—Donna, Kiara, Nancy, and Erin—were going on a little trip to California. They planned to visit a couple of wineries and simply enjoy life.

      Erin had bought them all first-class tickets simply because she could. And the best part was that Fenix was allowed to fly with them, as he was her emotional support animal.

      “To good wine and even better friends.” Kiara made a toast after they settled into their seats and got their complimentary drinks.

      “To Cordelia,” Donna added.

      “To Alicia,” Erin said next.

      “And to living life to the fullest,” Nancy concluded.

      “Cheers,” they all said in unison, clinking their glasses.

      Looking at all the faces around her, Erin realized that everything she’d gone through was worth it because it got her where she belonged in the end, living in a wonderful town with close friends.
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        Will he mend her broken heart? Or does he have a darker plan?

      

        

      
        Three years after the tragic death of her wonderful husband, Charlene continues to mourn.

      

        

      
        As she struggles to pick up the pieces of her shattered life, she meets Samuel. Handsome and educated, this charming man is the perfect suitor, and Charlene slowly lets her guard down and opens her heart to him.

      

        

      
        But Samuel is not the man he appears to be. He has a dark compulsion. And an even darker secret.

      

        

      
        When he begins acting strangely, Charlene suspects something is wrong. Her fears only grow when she notices she is being followed. Unsure whether she can really trust Samuel, Charlene takes matters into her own hands and starts to investigate.

      

        

      
        What she finds is beyond her worst nightmares.

      

        

      
        Will Charlene find the strength to confront the shocking truth before her life is shattered all over again?
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        Please enjoy this sneak preview of The Perfect Suitor.

      

      

      PROLOGUE - Cairo, Egypt

      I couldn’t believe we were here. Cairo was an amazing city, and Egypt was just mind-blowing. Standing at the apex of the Pyramid of Giza had been incredible, and the next day, we planned to see the Sphinx, but presently, I wanted to do something romantic.

      “Christopher, please? I heard it was one of the most romantic restaurants in all of Cairo. Can’t we go there for dinner?”

      “Baby, it’s in the off-limits area, not the best place for Americans right now.” Christopher frowned. “It’s dangerous. Why don’t we find a nice restaurant near the hotel?”

      I pouted. I’d been reading about this place with its outside dining and mood lighting that had a sweeping view of the Nile River. It was part of another hotel in the inner part of Cairo. How dangerous could it be?

      “Please?” I batted my eyelashes at him and kissed his chin.

      Christopher sighed and shook his head, but he smiled and kissed my nose. “All right, peanut. We’ll go, but stay close to me.”

      I threw my arms around him and kissed him fully. I loved this man more than anything on the planet. He was my love, my life, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have him, especially considering how unlucky I’d been growing up. I never knew my father, and my mother treated me like I’d ruined her life. My stepdad was okay, but if Mom and I were fighting, he always took her side. I’d pretty much cut myself out of their lives, rarely speaking to them at all.

      My life revolved around my husband of three years, Christopher Bell. I even worked for him as his research assistant as he was writing a book on Egypt. Christopher was a brilliant anthropologist and a professor at the local college. Ever since we’d gotten together, I had felt like the luckiest girl on the planet.

      “Charlene, if we’re going to go to this restaurant, we’ll need to leave now,” Christopher called from the bedroom of our hotel room.

      “I’m coming!” I touched up my lipstick in the bathroom mirror and stepped back into the bedroom. “Don’t you look handsome!” I eyed him up and down in his tweed jacket and jeans. He was definitely a sexy professor.

      “And you, my darling peanut, are gorgeous, as usual.” He kissed me. “Come on, we’ll get a taxi.”

      The drive to the inner part of the city wasn’t very long, about thirty minutes with traffic. Once we arrived, the driver explained that we shouldn’t leave the hotel lounge to get a taxi and to call for one to pick us up when we finished, as it was a dangerous area after dark. It didn’t really bother me. There were people everywhere, and I figured he just wanted us to call him for a ride so he could make some more money off us.

      That was one thing about Cairo I didn’t like. There were all kinds of people looking to scam and hassle you here to buy stuff that wasn’t worth the price. But the town was gorgeous, and there were some very lovely people here as well, and that outweighed the bad.

      Christopher led me into the restaurant and to the hostess. They chatted for a moment in Egyptian Arabic, a language I still hadn’t mastered, and then she led us to a table near the pool. Christopher pulled out my chair, and I sat down facing the Nile and the gorgeous skyline as the sun set, leaving the sky awash in pinks and purples. It was absolutely beautiful.

      “Oh, Christopher, this is so stunning. Thank you for bringing me here,” I said, feeling my heart swell at the look of love in his eyes.

      “I can never tell you no, peanut. And you’re right, this place is beautiful. I’m glad we came too.” He squeezed my fingers.

      I wished he could lean across the table and kiss me, but public displays of affection here were not welcome. After ordering, we chatted about some of the notes I’d taken on the city, and we talked about his plans for the book he was writing. And then the conversation turned to us.

      “I do think we should start trying for real to have a baby again when we get back. Start filling up those rooms in the house. What do you think?”

      I blushed. “We could start trying again tonight,” I murmured, grinning back at him.

      “That’s my girl,” he replied, chuckling.

      The waiter brought out the food, and we ate, exclaiming over each delicious bite. It was truly a magical evening. I couldn’t wait to be alone with him again to show him how much I loved him and appreciated his bringing me here.

      After dinner, we headed out and began walking a bit, looking for a taxi, but the streets were devoid of them. Sure, there were cars passing, but not one was a cab. “Maybe we should go down a block?” I suggested.

      “Or maybe our driver was right. Let’s head back to the restaurant and call—”

      “Atni malek! Alaan!” a man dressed in black with a head scarf that wrapped around his nose and mouth said as he shoved Christopher. He held a large knife toward us.

      “Christopher!” I cried, my heart pounding in my chest.

      “Alaan! Alaan!” the man screamed.

      “What does he want?” I asked, terrified.

      “He wants our money,” he said softly and then looked at the man. “Tehdia wassouf tahsal mahfadhti,” Christopher said calmly as he reached toward his back pocket. He held his other hand out in a defensive manner.

      I watched as Christopher began to pull the wallet from his pocket.

      “Mahfada walmjohrat asada!” he shouted, moving the knife toward me.

      “Peanut, he wants your purse and jewelry,” Christopher explained.

      “But my wedding ring! I can’t give him that!” I exclaimed.

      “Alaan! Alaan!” the man cried. His eyes were bugged out, and he looked down the street past us, and then before we could do as he asked, he raised the knife and slammed it into Christopher’s chest, pulled it out, grabbed my purse, ripping it from my arm, and then seeing Christopher’s wallet fall from his hand as he fell, grabbed that and took off down the street.

      “Oh my God! Christopher!” I screamed, falling to the ground beside him as he gasped.

      Blood poured from his chest, and his eyes fluttered. “I . . . I love you . . .” he murmured, his fingers wrapping around mine for a moment, and then the pressure was gone. He was gone.

      “No!” I screamed, collapsing over his chest. “No! Come back! Please! Please don’t leave me, Christopher!”

      

      CHAPTER 1 - 3 Years Later

      I wish to fall asleep and never wake up . . .

      “Come on, peanut, you can do it,” he said encouragingly with a smile.

      “It’s easy for you to say, with those long legs of yours.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not that tall.”

      “But I am that short,” I pointed out in high spirits.

      “Do you want me to carry you?”

      “No.” If I truly wanted to do this, then I wanted to do it on my own.

      “Give me your hand, then.”

      That somewhat helped, so we continued with our climb.

      “Remind me why we’re doing this?” Climbing to the top of the Great Pyramid of Giza.

      “Because it’s fun,” Christopher countered with a grin, which made me smile in return, although at this point, I really couldn’t feel my legs.

      “Yeah, I’m having loads of fun while trying to prevent myself from having heatstroke.”

      My grumbling only made him laugh that much harder.

      “Let me just carry you, peanut,” he offered again.

      “No, I’m fine. I’m just whining,” I reassured him.

      He stopped so abruptly I actually ran into him. Christopher turned toward me and then kissed me. It was a bit salty from the sweat, yet neither of us minded.

      Just like that, all my problems went away. I was no longer overheated, at least not because of the sun. And I wasn’t tired at all. More to the point, I could have proven my stamina to him if we weren’t in such a public place and in a foreign country.

      “I love you,” he told me gently, as he had many times in the past.

      “I love you too,” I mumbled against his lips, not ready to break the kiss. I just needed him so much. “With all my heart.”

      The sound of my own voice woke me up.

      It was just a dream. Of course it was. Christopher is gone.

      I buried my face in the pillow. Please let me sleep some more.

      I didn’t want it to be a new day. I didn’t want to be conscious, wandering about in this kind of reality. In a reality where he didn’t exist anymore.

      Please come back to me, I prayed, sobbing.

      The pain that hit me was unbearable. It spread through my heart, throughout my body, shredding everything in its wake.

      Will it ever stop?

      When the pillow became completely soaked by my tears, I pushed it away from the bed and then pulled the comforter over my head. Perhaps if I recreated nighttime, I would be allowed to see his face again in another dream.

      Although these days, I had nothing to do, nowhere to go. I felt pretty bone-tired, exhausted, and most days, I didn’t feel like getting out of bed at all.

      Why should I, anyway?

      I shouldn’t.

      Besides, I wanted to sleep some more, dream some more. I got to touch his face and lips this time. It was a good dream, which only made reality that much worse.

      Although the dreams in which I was so happy with him caused me immense pain afterward, I still didn’t want to lose this connection with him. Perhaps I’d gone completely insane, yet I considered it a fair trade.

      It was precious to me to see his face, hear his voice as he called me his love one more time. Even if it was only in a dream. I was losing that in real life. I couldn’t recall the exact tone of his voice or how his forehead looked while he was deep in some thought, reading a book. So I needed this like a junkie needed his next fix.

      Seeing Christopher in dreams was all I lived for these days, although this one was different. Us being in Cairo, going to see the pyramids, wasn’t only a dream. It was a memory since it had happened in real life.

      I thought it would be such a great adventure, so we indeed ended up climbing Khufu’s Pyramid. The view from the top of the Great Pyramid was spectacular, breathtaking, so worth the sunburn I got. The view from the top was even more majestic than I could have imagined.

      And then it was a race against time to climb down before our tour group bus headed back to the hotel, although those big blocks of limestone were even trickier to climb down than to climb up. It took us twice as much time to get down than it did to climb up.

      The trip had started out amazing from day one. I recalled that on our first day there, we’d taken a day trip to Alexandria and seen where Alexander the Great had founded that legendary city. Christopher had been thrilled to see where the massive ancient library had once stood. That night, back at the hotel, we’d made love the whole night, celebrating. “I hope we will have a baby girl,” he whispered into my ear afterward as we tried to cool down, still wrapped in each other’s arms.

      Nope. I had to stop that train of thought right now. Otherwise, I would completely lose my shit. More than I already had.

      The pain was so great that I had to wrap my hands around my chest to prevent that beating thing from shattering into pieces. That was what it felt like, that only skin and bones were holding it in place.

      Reluctantly, I forced myself to stop thinking about that dream, that day in Egypt.

      Thinking about Christopher and those days, which were the happiest of my life before turning into the most painful in a blink of an eye, was a forbidden topic.

      Although Christopher was always on my mind, his being still present inside this house in all his things, I couldn’t allow myself to think about Cairo. I got carried away this morning. And I would now pay a heavy price.

      It was pretty masochistic of me. I was still glad I got the chance to see him so happy. The way he’d smiled back then at me, all red in the face, joyful, victorious as we reached that last plateau, was one of my favorite memories of him.

      Stop that, I snapped at myself. Thinking about that would drive me insane. Even more insane.

      There was a reason Cairo was forbidden.

      A ringing at the front door made me groan. I’d told them many times not to use the doorbell. Are they blind? Don’t they know how to read? I left a note, for crying out loud.

      The ringing persisted.

      Son of a bitch. A person couldn’t even cry these days without someone bothering her, in her own home, I might add.

      “Leave me alone,” I said in a muffled voice, still hiding under the comforter.

      That’s all I want, to be left alone.

      Unfortunately, no one listened to what I wanted.

      I decided to simply play dead in hopes that whoever made this cardinal mistake of disturbing me would simply go away. No such luck.

      “Fine!” I yelled. “I’m coming.”

      The abruptness of my movement, standing up, made my head dizzy.

      Ignoring it, I threw a bathrobe on and shuffled down the stairs. I wasn’t drunk, but I still felt like I was. Maybe I got up too fast.

      Wait, when was the last time I ate? I couldn’t tell for sure.

      Reaching the door, I yanked it opened simply to stop that damn noise already.

      “Yes?” I snapped.

      “Mrs. Bell?” a courier inquired.

      I nodded. “You should have left it on the porch.” I glared.

      “I need your signature, ma’am. Besides, there’s a note here saying to ring as long as it takes,” he explained.

      To his credit, he didn’t flinch or anything at the overall disheveled appearance of me. That’s what I call a professional.

      He actually showed me the note in his log. Did I write that note? I honestly couldn’t remember. My mind operated in a state of a daze most days.

      “Give me that.” I reached for the pen and scribbled something against the screen. In return, he handed me the box. It was heavy.

      I mumbled my thanks before shutting the door on him.

      I started opening the damn thing that was wrapped so tightly, so thoroughly as to withstand being dropped in a volcano. It took me a while. As I walked toward the kitchen, I left a trail of discarded pieces of the packaging.

      Eventually, I reached the original box and saw what it was. My new laptop. The guy at the door was right. I did write instructions for the courier to ring until getting me up because this was important. It was just that I had completely forgotten about it.

      That happened to me a lot.

      I placed the new machine on the kitchen counter. Although it looked new and shiny, I still hated it. I preferred the old one. Unfortunately, the one I had been using up until a month ago died on me. It was Christopher’s, and it was always a piece of crap, but he had adored it.

      I cried for a week straight when a repairman told me it was beyond help. The old piece of junk would never work again.

      So I had to buy a new one.

      That did not mean I got rid of Christopher’s old laptop. Not a chance. It was standing on the nightstand, where it always stood, on his side of the bed. As it appeared, I had serious trouble letting go of any of Christopher’s things. Even after all this time, all his belongings were right where they were supposed to be, where he last left them.

      I was working on that with my therapist.

      I was working with her on a lot of things, yet I was not very good at it. Probably because I didn’t believe in therapy in the first place. Not that I believed she was a quack. It was simply that talking about my feelings wasn’t for me.

      All the same, Dr. Neal once told me I was dependent on my sadness, and perhaps she was right. I was. That was all that I had left, anyway.

      Yet at the same time, I didn’t know how to stop that. I missed Christopher too much, and although it hurt, this way, I knew what we had was real. That what we shared was a true love that could have lasted for decades.

      With a heavy heart, I fired the new laptop up. I decided to call it The Thing and started to set everything up.

      Thank God for online shopping. I would be completely lost without it. Thanks to the internet, wonder of modern technology, I’d managed to build a small world inside this house for myself without having to leave it.

      Ever since Christopher . . . ever since I lost Christopher, I preferred not to interact with other people apart from my therapist and one friend. I didn’t need anyone else, anyway. People can only hurt you, disappoint you. So everything that could be done online was preferable.

      Seeing the date, I groaned. The fact that I would be receiving this laptop wasn’t the only thing I’d completely forgotten.

      Sitting on the kitchen counter, sighing heavily, I yanked the rubber band and tried to retie my messy hair as I called my therapist over Skype.

      She was old-school like that, no Zoom for her. I didn’t have to wait long for the other woman to answer.

      Unfortunately.

      “I got my new laptop,” I stated the obvious, greeting Dr. Neal.

      “Good, I was worried.”

      Truth be told, I had kind of avoided speaking to her in the last couple of days since I didn’t see the point in doing this anyway.

      I’d agreed on therapy partly because of my attorney. He’d advised me to start going since it looked like my family, meaning my mum and stepdad, would try to pull some shit, try to take my money from me if they sensed I was mentally unstable in any way. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time she’d tried that. That person who called herself my mother had even sued me once, trying to get her hands on my inheritance.

      Due to all that had happened to me, here I was, being a good girl, chatting with a therapist, although I would much rather go to bed and forget about the world.

      Even my best friend, Selina, thought that talking to a complete stranger would be good for me. I was still waiting for that miracle to occur, though. Not that I still believed in miracles, only in curses.

      “How are you feeling today?” Dr. Neal asked, diving right in, snapping me from my reverie.

      I really hated that question. How can I be? “The same.”

      “I think you can do better than that.”

      I sighed loudly. I was so tired. “I dreamed about Christopher.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “We were climbing Khufu’s Pyramid.”

      “Like you did in real life?”

      Exactly the same. “Yes.”

      “On the day he got killed?”

      It was hard not to get all teary-eyed, even though three years had passed since that day.

      “Yes,” I choked out.

      “Is this the first time you had it?”

      I nodded and could see her writing something in her notebook.

      “How did that dream make you feel?”

      Was this woman for real? Instead of being difficult, I answered the question. “Great, until I realized it was only a dream.”

      “You were happy?”

      “I felt like I was right where I was supposed to be.”

      “And afterward?”

      “As though someone had ripped my heart out and used it as a shooting target.”

      Christopher was my whole world.

      Having similar backgrounds and personal stories, without true family members around guarding our backs, we’d instantly bonded. And when we fell in love, we simply decided that from that day forward, we would be each other’s family. Unfortunately, our story did not last.

      Being with him was like a dream, right up until the moment it turned into a nightmare.

      “Did you get a chance to think about what we discussed last time?” she asked me at some point.

      Dr. Neal was sure I was too focused on my pain and that all this free time I had on my hands was just keeping me from moving on. She was not aware that everything was precisely as I wanted it to be.

      I didn’t want to move on. I wanted to remain in this house, where my memories of Christopher were most vibrant. And if it hurt in the process, then so be it. That was a trade I was willing to make because these memories, these feelings, good and bad, were the only things I had left from the love of my life.

      “Charlene?” she called out to me.

      Clearly, I’d spaced out again. What was the question again? Did it really matter?

      “Yes,” I replied, simply to say something. It was expected of me.

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Will you do it?”

      I was starting to remember what she was talking about. “Honestly, I don’t see a point in doing something like that.”

      Dr. Neal pursed her lips, the gesture she made when believing I was being unreasonably difficult. “The point is to change your scenery.”

      Why would I want to do that?

      “The point is to leave your comfort zone.”

      No, thank you. Besides, she’d already tried that once. When my laptop refused to fire up again, I called and told her our sessions were postponed indefinitely, but Dr. Neal refused to let me go, seeing that as a perfect opportunity for me to start coming to her office, hence my immediately buying the new laptop.

      “The point is to allow yourself to experience something new, something that doesn’t involve Christopher.”

      I made a face. “I have been to plenty of coffee shops in my life. That experience certainly would not be new and would not rock my world,” I pointed out.

      Because that was her master plan, to make me go and have a cup of coffee outside my house. Idiotic.

      “It doesn’t have to be a coffee shop. Go to the movies, visit a local bookstore, sit in a park for a couple of hours.”

      I cringed at all of it. “Maybe I can give a coffee shop a try,” I said just to shut her up. Besides, that sounded like a lesser evil.

      “So you finally agree?”

      “Maybe.”

      “When?”

      I shrugged. “Sometime later in the week.”

      “You are stalling why?” she demanded.

      “Because I don’t want to go anywhere,” I said.

      “Why?”

      I really did my best to answer that. And to her credit, she gave me all the time I needed without pressing.

      I tried to picture myself doing something like that, going out. I would get dressed, maybe even shower beforehand, and then leave this house, walk to the coffee shop. As all those images passed through my head, my heart started to beat a little bit faster, and then a great deal faster. It felt like I was running for my life although I was perfectly still.

      “I can’t do it.”

      “Why, Charlene? Talk to me.”

      “I’m dreading it,” I said honestly.

      “That is completely understandable,” she said, taking me by surprise.

      I was expecting that she would say I was acting ridiculous, childish. My mother would certainly use even worse descriptions.

      “You created these safe places inside your house, and although you are hurting, you feel at ease.”

      She really nailed it. However, something in her tone suggested she didn’t consider that to be a good thing like I did. “Why is that bad? Shouldn’t I want to be at ease?”

      “It’s bad because it is preventing you from moving on.”

      Here we go again. I rolled my eyes.

      “The house you confine yourself in is nothing more than a shrine to Christopher, and it’s not good for you physically or mentally.”

      Her words hurt, and I started crying. “I don’t want to forget him.” How can’t she understand that? Hasn’t she ever loved someone?

      “No one is asking you to do that,” she countered. “But don’t forget about yourself in the process either.”

      I frowned. I didn’t understand.

      “Charlene, you were always more than simply Christopher’s wife. You are more, and you need to remind yourself of that.”

      I shook my head. “It’s too hard.”

      “What scares you the most?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, everything.”

      “You are clearly imagining worst-case scenarios, needlessly scaring yourself. That’s understandable, considering your past experiences.”

      It’s my fault Christopher died.

      “However, try to change the narrative for once. Nothing bad is going to happen if you for once let your guard down and go outside, get some fresh air, and order some delicious espresso.”

      That had always been my guilty pleasure. And although I’d bought myself an espresso maker, it wasn’t the same.

      “I’ll give it a try,” I replied. There was a coffee shop a few blocks from my house.

      I could walk myself there. But then I remembered Christopher and I went there together. Could I go there? To a place that reminded me of him? Perhaps that was why I could. There was a connection there, no matter how painful.

      “Good.” Dr. Neal sounded pleased.

      At least one of us was. We talked some more before our hour ended.

      For some reason, I regretted saying yes to going outside the instant I ended the conversation. It was a stupid idea anyway. I didn’t have to go outside. All that I needed was right here.

      “What would that accomplish, anyway?” I asked no one in particular. I won’t stop missing Christopher less just because I went and grabbed an espresso outside the house. I couldn’t understand what she was thinking about suggesting something like that to me.

      As I pondered the absurdity of my situation, I started picking up the box remnants I had discarded around the house. And I didn’t stop there. I picked up all the take-out leftovers and all the other trash from the living room, then vacuumed. Truth be told, I was surprised how good it felt doing something like this for a change.

      There were a few seconds while I was cleaning our lovely two-story house where I didn’t think about him, about how he died. Naturally, realizing that instantly made me feel guilty. Christopher deserved all my attention.

      I am so messed up.

      Remembering I hadn’t eaten the whole day, I decided to make myself a sandwich. Waiting for delivery to bring me something else to eat would take too long, so I settled for a turkey sandwich, which I ate standing up.

      Christopher would be horrified seeing me eat like this. He was a true hedonist when it came to food and believed each bite should be savored.

      Banishing all those thoughts, I went to the basement. It was time for a workout session. At times, when I wasn’t feeling too depressed, it felt nice to punch things and scream.

      I found a trainer online who taught self-defense, and I downloaded all his videos, trying to mimic his movements as he explained them. It was important for me to know how to take care of myself.

      A normal person would simply hire him. I was not a normal person. The less contact I had with other people, the better.

      The only person I could honestly stomach these days was my best friend, Selina. I’d met her online two years ago in a chat room where people were having a heated discussion about one of Goya’s paintings.

      Being an art major, I always liked to talk about the works of great artists. That was one of my greatest passions in life, apart from Christopher. Nowadays, I didn’t participate much, but I loved to read what others had to say. Even if they were revealing their complete idiocy. Especially then.

      Selina was different. She was smart and witty, and her comments were always spot on. The fact that we’d had similar experiences regarding our significant others only made us bond on a deeper level. She was my confidante, my friend who was always there for me, as I was for her.

      Speaking of Selina, I noticed she’d left me a couple of messages while I worked out. Not bothering with showering, I simply discarded my sweaty clothes and wrapped myself in my bathrobe before looking at my phone.

      It didn’t take her long to hit me with another message once I replied.

      When she asked me how I was doing, I paused.

      How am I doing?

      The loss was something we were both very familiar with, although her husband hadn’t died, merely left her, but I knew she would understand me because she felt her loss just as badly as I did for Christopher.

      The same. And no matter what, I don’t see that changing.

      If I said something like that to Dr. Neal, she would chastise me, yet not Selina.

      I know. It’s a cliché, but it will get better.

      I rolled my eyes. Selina wasn’t like me. Despite everything, she’d retained some of her hope. With time, right? I wrote back, hoping she would sense my sarcasm.

      Wrong. Not with time alone, but with how you spend it.

      Since that got all too real for me too fast, I decided to log out for the day. I’d already agreed to go to the coffee shop. I wasn’t ready for any more wisdom on how to properly grieve for your husband. There was no proper way as far as I was concerned. It was all wrong. Especially since he should not have died in the first place.

      As I was about to turn everything off and just go to bed, I noticed how I had a new friend request.

      Is this my mom again? I thought, clicking on it. Samuel Northman, I read. It was definitely someone I didn’t know. Usually, I would ignore something like this without sparing it another thought, but something made me linger. Instead of a normal profile picture, Mr. Samuel Northman had a reproduction of a rather famous painting. It was one of Degas’s dancers, one of my favorites, actually. I hadn’t seen it in a while.

      I hovered over the Accept button but reconsidered at the last second. What am I doing? I scoffed at myself, turning the phone off and putting it on the table with greater force than was necessary.

      It was time to sleep, to dream . . .
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