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No part of this book may be reproduced in any written, electronic recording, or photocopying without the permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

This book is a fiction work. All names, characters, businesses, organizations, and events are a product of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously. Any resemblances to people and situations are entirely coincidental.

This book contains the following: violent acts due to mental illness, and intimate adult situations. 

READER DISCRETION IS ADVISED!

This book is a fictional account of individuals facing mental health challenges. While the characters and specific details are imagined, the underlying theme of mental health disorders are based on real life experiences. 

Highly recommended for mature audiences only!
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This is a fiction work.

While it explores themes of mental illness, institutional abuse, and psychological trauma, this story is not meant to represent the reality of all mental health facilities or professionals. The characters and events are dramatized, but they are inspired by very real stories told by some individuals’ struggles that deserve to be acknowledged.

If you or someone you love is facing a mental health challenge, know this:
You are not alone. You are not broken. You are not beyond hope.
There is help. There is healing. There is a path forward.

Let these scriptures serve as reminders of that truth:

“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”
— Psalm 34:18
“Come unto me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.”
— Matthew 11:28
“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me.”
— Psalm 23:4
If you're in crisis or need support, reach out to a licensed therapist, call a trusted friend, or contact a mental health helpline. There is no shame in seeking help.

~L. Ma’Shell
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Evan
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UNSTABLE. THAT’S THE word people like to use when they don’t understand me. Like I’m some shattered thing they can’t fix, so they toss out pity instead. Or worse, they say they’ll pray for me.

That’s always my favorite.

“I’m praying for you, Evan.”

Like whispered words to a sky that doesn’t listen are supposed to change who I am. Like their God—who let me rot the way I did—suddenly cares enough to reach down and rewire my brain. I usually smile when they say it, nod like I’m grateful. But inside? I laugh.

Because I stopped believing in God when I realized He never believed in me.

They say I have borderline personality disorder.

They use it as a reason, an excuse. Or like a curse. But to me, it’s just a name. Something doctors slap on a file so people can feel safer pretending they’ve figured me out. They haven’t.

I feel everything too much. Love, rage, fear, hope. It all runs through me like a current I can’t shut off. And when someone gets close, I cling because I know how it feels when they leave. And they always leave.

You say I hurt people. That I cross lines. But who decides what a line is? Who gets to say what’s right or wrong when I’m the one left bleeding every time someone walks away?

Maybe you don’t get it, but I never wake up thinking, today I’ll destroy something good. I wake up hoping I can keep it.

So, when I do something you don’t understand, when I say too much or come too close or make a decision you’d never make, don’t call me evil.

Call me desperate. Call me terrified. Call me someone who’s just trying to survive in a world that keeps demanding I be someone else.

People say I need help. Maybe I do. But not the kind that comes with therapy buzzwords and empty prayers. Not the kind wrapped in scripture from a God who never once showed up when I needed Him.

Let me ask you something, what happens when the people you trust the most are the very ones who twist the knife? What happens when love—real, aching, all-consuming love—isn't enough to stop someone from leaving?

They talk about my moods, my outbursts, like they’re detached from context. But no one ever asks what caused them. No one ever asks what she did. I’m talking about my wife, Karla.

You want to understand me? Start there. She was everything; my calm, my chaos, my compass. And just like everyone else, she walked away. Left me drowning in a sea of emotions I didn’t ask for, couldn’t name, and didn’t deserve.

She knew I needed her. She knew. But instead of staying, instead of fighting for me like I fought for her, she ran. They always do, don’t they? Once it gets hard, once I need more than they think I should, they vanish. Then I’m the villain in their story. The madman. The threat.

But I wasn’t born broken. I was made this way. Crafted by betrayal, abandonment, lies, and silence. You think pain doesn’t leave fingerprints? Look closer. Mine are everywhere.

They want to lock me up and drug me into submission. Why? Because I feel too much? Because I remember everything? Because I don’t forget the things they’d rather bury?

Let me be clear, I’m not the monster. I’m the mirror, and people like Karla can’t stand the reflection.
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BELIEVING IN GOD DIDN’T come easy for me because I didn’t understand Him or the things about Him. My sister, Ellie, on the other hand lived her life by Him. She incorporated God in everything she did, and it showed all over her face, her personality, and her character. 

The one thing I loved about her relationship with Him, is that she never tried to force Him on me. She just lived the life of her beliefs, and I yearned for it. I’m still walking my way through the knowledge and understanding of the Bible and everything on that line. 

From those experiences with my sister, I got to thinking that maybe I could pray and ask God to help my husband. I started and never stopped. I started believing Evan could be saved.

I still pray for him. I don’t talk about that much—not with my friends, not with my mother, not even with God out loud anymore. But when the house is still, I whisper Evan’s name. Not because I want him back, but because I still want him healed.

Some people never stop loving the ones who hurt them. It’s hard to explain to people why I didn’t run sooner, why I stayed through the manipulation, the screaming, the gaslighting, the days he’d disappear and come back acting like nothing happened.

They say I’m too forgiving. That I’m weak. But it wasn’t weakness. It was hope.

The hope that somewhere inside that volatile man was the boy I first met, wounded, yes, but still capable of becoming more.

Evan never believed in God. Not even when things were good. He mocked the idea that someone above was watching him. Called faith a lie people told themselves to sleep at night.

And when I’d tell him I was praying for him, he’d laugh this hollow, mean laugh that made my skin crawl.

But I still prayed. Even when he said, “Your God doesn’t want anything to do with me.” I’d pray anyway.

I’d pray through my fear. Through the bruises that didn’t always show on the outside. Through the moments I convinced myself he didn’t mean it, that he just needed someone to stay.

That if I stayed long enough, something would shift. It didn’t, and still I forgave him.

Not because he asked for it. He never did. But because I had to. For my own heart. For the woman I’m trying to become, not the one I was when I loved him with blind hope.

Because forgiveness doesn’t mean what he did was right. It means I refuse to let it define me.

Evan doesn’t understand what love is.

Not real love. Not the kind that holds but never controls. That gives but never demands.

He confuses possession with passion, and abandonment with betrayal. He thought I was leaving him when I was saving myself.

And even now, when I hear his name or think I see his face in a crowd, something in me still clenches. Not because I want him. But because some small part of me remembers the storm we survived and how close I came to drowning in it.

So yes, I still pray for him. Because even if he never believes in God, I still do. And I believe in mercy. Even for the man who never showed it to me.

He always had a way with words.

That was the thing about Evan, you never saw the damage coming. You just heard the sorrow in his voice, the poetry in his pain, the way he turned heartache into something that sounded almost noble. He was magnetic like that. Wounded, beautiful, tragic. And I, I thought I could heal him.

I thought if I loved him hard enough, deeply enough, patiently enough, he’d stop breaking. But I didn’t realize he wasn’t breaking. He was shaping me.

The first time he lashed out, I told myself he was just hurting. That I could be his calm. The first time he blamed me for the chaos he created, I thought I could fix it if I just became smaller, quieter, more careful. The first time I found myself apologizing for his cruelty, I still believed I was saving something worth saving.

But loving Evan Harris wasn’t a rescue. It was an unraveling.

He didn’t want peace. He wanted control dressed up as passion. He wanted the world to see him as fragile, misunderstood, a victim of life’s cruelty. And for a long time, I played my part—quietly erasing myself, so his story made sense to everyone else.

He’s very good at telling stories. The kind that makes you question your memory. The kind that turns his pain into gospel and your pain into fiction. The kind that keeps people feeling sorry for him, long after the damage is done.

But here’s what I know now; love shouldn't make you feel like you’re vanishing. It shouldn’t hurt more than it heals.
And it definitely shouldn't leave you questioning your own reality.
He wants you to believe the world failed him. That I failed him.
But I was never his enemy. I was just another mirror he couldn’t bear to face.
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“Good morning, everyone. My name is Sharice Landry; I am a licensed professional counselor here at the Covington Mental Health facility. Welcome to your first Dialectical Behavior Therapy session. In today’s session, we will begin with introducing ourselves and then warming up to one another with an icebreaker.”

Sharice was a petite, strong looking woman with the demeanor of an elementary school teacher. A messy bun held her long brunette hair atop her head. Her voice was calm and patient, but her eyes were stern and focused.

Evan rolled his eyes and folded his arms against his chest with a heavy sigh. There was no way he was going to open himself up to these losers. He couldn’t believe he’d been subjected to this type of treatment. He didn’t care if it was only six months, he didn’t want to be there for six seconds! 

“Taking turns, you will first state your name and then tell two truths and a lie about yourself. The idea is to trick everyone into not really knowing what the lie might be.” Sharice positioned her body toward a tall thin man sitting in the seat next to her, quickly dipped her head at him and said, “Why don’t we start with you—" she looked down at the chart resting in her lap, “Charles.”

Evan looked around the small group therapy room while Charles mumbled his three statements, which he perceived to be all lies. There were three guys, three women, and the counselor. They all sat in solid-colored egg-shaped chairs fixed in a circle as if they were about to play duck, duck, goose. 

The room reminded him of his first-grade classroom, characterized by the dispersed color floor tiles and the yellow-painted wide brick walls that smelled as if the paint was fresh. There was a floor plant in the corner next to a tall bookshelf. All that was missing were the lift-top desks.

Evan stared at the floor plant. It could pass for the mother of the two small plants that sat on his and Karla’s coffee table in their living room. That is how identical they were. Identical. Karla and Karlotta. He felt his insides begin to boil at the thought of his wife and her identical twin sister. He was still angry about the way they set him up. If it weren’t for them, he would not be sitting in this-

“Evan? Why don’t you go ahead and introduce yourself and give your three statements since you’ve been so quiet during the others’ participation.”

“Well, I guess I don’t really have to introduce myself now, do I, since you already took it upon yourself to do it for me.” He flashed a cynical smile and blinked his eyes at her.

Sharice stared back at Evan. She folded her arms and waited for him to comply. He clearly saw that she was not going to back down from him.

“Fine,” he said through clenched teeth. “My name is Evan,” he stressed his name mockingly at the counselor. “I don’t belong here, I don’t like it here, and there is no help here!”

The counselor motioned for the last person to proceed in the exercise.

“My name is Belinda Ryne. I tried to kill myself, I killed my mother instead, and I own a bookstore.”

“Let me guess, you don’t own a bookstore,” Evan piped in sarcastically.

“No, I do own a bookstore,” said Belinda.

Evan stared at her in disbelief. It was at this moment that he decided to look at each person in the circle. Even the counselor. Although he blocked out everyone’s statements, he just realized that they all were here for actual reasons.
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“Ok, everyone, now let’s try a mindfulness activity,” Sharice said, and pointed at a box placed on the table in front of them containing a fist sized beach ball, one large Lego, a small tonka truck, a purple ball of yarn that was about the same size as the beach ball, a fidget spinner, a mini slinky, and a Koala bear finger puppet. “The items in this box are known as fidget objects—”

“Looks like a kids toy box to me,” Evan interrupted, quickly reaching into the box to grab the mini slinky.

Sharice took a deep breath, ignored his rudeness, and continued. “You will all take a fidget object and hold on to it. Now, usually when we look at things we either have them in our hands or we’re looking around a room at things that we’re paying more attention to. When we do this, we are tapping into our five senses. Go ahead and pick out an object, those of you who haven’t already, that is,” she said, giving Evan a disappointed glance.

“I am picking one out as well to start grounding myself before we hop into more tougher conversations and activities along the way. Take a moment to observe the object you chose then we are going to go around the room in the same manner as the last activity and describe what you have in your hand, not identifying it as what it is. For example, not saying that it’s a toy or a ball. Instead, describe it as if you would one of the senses that you use; what it smells like, what it feels like,

what it might taste like. You don’t have to lick it or anything,” the room fills with low chuckles. “So, take a moment to get acquainted with your object and then Belinda, we’ll start with you this time and then we’ll just go in order around the room from there.”

Evan stared at the mini slinky in his hand. Keeping his head lowered, he looked at everyone else’s objects. He had no idea the counselor was going to explain the activity the way she did. He just wanted the Slinky because it was the coolest toy in the box. He didn’t want anyone else to have it. How would he even begin to describe this as anything other than a toy? 

Evan held the slinky in both hands and moved them up and down like a balancing tool. He watched the coils empty and fill from hand to hand. This child’s plaything was telling him about himself in such a way he did not care to admit aloud. 

He felt idiotic at the thought that this toy visually represented the cycle of emotions, low and high points of his own mind. It stared back at him; mockingly displaying the contracting and expanding of his fluctuating brain.

But he couldn’t use this description in front of the group. No way was he going to make them think he was like them or needed them. He just wanted to get through his court ordered placement and be done with this place.

Belinda’s high-pitched voice piped in and brought him back to the group. She chose the Koala finger puppet and spoke her description in a koala character using the puppet in animation.

“My name is Kelly Koala, and I am soft and cuddly just for the fingers. I smell like pillow fluff and coconuts. Some kids say I taste like cotton candy. I’m getting tired now and wish to take a nap.” She snatched the puppet off her fingers and balled it into her fist. 

“That was very good, Belinda. Thank you for sharing that,” the counselor praised.

The room went quiet, and all eyes were on Evan. He couldn’t do this. He had to do something to get out of it. Then he realized the counselor did not ask them to describe themselves only the object in their hand. Why was he overthinking this? Well, he definitely wasn’t going to put on a show the way Belinda did.

“Slinky: silver, coily, cold, stinky, fun,” he blurted, then tossed the toy back into the box.
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After the group session, everyone was directed to the café area for lunch. This was the only thing Evan agreed with in this place. The food was prepared as it came from an actual diner, all homemade. The set up was laid out like a hospital cafeteria where you could walk through and choose what you wanted instead of standing in a line waiting for the staff to plop ladles of barely edible substances on your tray. 

Evan made his selections of mashed potatoes, meatloaf, and green beans, a soda, and a small plate with a slice of cherry pie. He chose his usual secluded table in the corner and sat down.

Just as he was savoring a scoop of meatloaf with mashed potatoes, one of the guys from the group approached him holding his tray.

“So, you think you’re better than us?” he sat his tray down and stared at Evan. He rested his hands on his hips and flexed his muscular biceps and chest.

Evan grabbed his own tray and left the table. He didn’t really think he was better than them as much as he was better off than them. They had genuine issues; he just needed to clear his head from being set up and get out of that place.

“Hey everyone, look, the new girl thinks she’s better than us,” he taunted, looking around the cafeteria for an audience. He approached Evan again, snatched his soda, and walked off.

Evan felt the rage start at the bottom of his stomach. But he fought it back down. He’d get another soda. He didn’t remember the guy’s name, in fact, he wasn’t paying attention to any of them too much in the therapy session. He finished eating his lunch and headed to the tray dispenser area to drop off his tray and dishes. 

Just as he took his first four steps in that direction, he ended up face down with his eyes and nose resting on his plate of what was left of his mashed potatoes. His head was spinning. He lifted his head and looked down at the mess in front of him. Droplets of blood were lining the cracks of the broken glass. His eyes blinked into focus. A set of rugged looking brown boots stared at him. He looked up to see the man that they belonged to. 

Gaining full focus now, Evan swiped a hand across his mouth, pulling back blood from his lips. He wrapped a hand around the booted leg and tugged so hard the man went down like a sack of potatoes. He crawled up to him and pummeled his face with his fist. The man grabbed Evan’s shirt at his chest and tried to throw him off, but Evan was too fast for him. He fisted his face again and wrapped both hands around his neck. He squeezed and shook him, his head hitting the tile. 

Evan felt large hands grab and snatch him off the man. They yanked and pulled his arms behind his back.

“Stay away from me or next time there won’t be anyone around to stop me,” he yelled as the orderlies were taking him away. He could hear the man coughing and choking.

“You’re crazy, you know that? You definitely belong here! Better yet you deserve to be in the big hospital,” he yelled back at Evan.

The “big” hospital was the asylum about an hour and a half outside of Covington. Anyone that went into that hospital only came out by way of a body bag. 
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Evan was moved from a normal comfortable carpeted room with a full-size bed, wallpapered walls, and a window with a view of tree branches to a small, sterile space where the walls were painted with an off-white shade that did little to calm his restless mind. A single narrow window, reinforced with thick glass, allowed only a sliver of light to creep in, casting long shadows against the cold linoleum floor. The metal bed frame creaked under his weight as he sat and scooted his back against the wall, the thin mattress offering little comfort. The air carried a faint scent of antiseptic and something stale, a constant reminder that he was no longer in control.

He clenched his fists, his nails digging into his palms as frustration bubbled beneath the surface. He was so angry with that man! He cursed himself for not paying attention to his name and issue while in therapy. He started this whole thing, then had the nerve to call him crazy and saying he should be put away into some crazy hospital. There was no way he was going to allow that to happen! He sighed deep and loudly. 

How had it come to this? How had he lost himself? The memories of the reasons that brought him to this facility replayed in fragments—Karla’s terrified eyes, Karlotta’s confused screams, the moment of betrayal when the police arrived. He had controlled them. Owned them. Yet, here he was, caged like an animal.

His mind twisted between rage and confusion. A part of him wanted to blame Karla, to curse her for leaving him; Karlotta for getting in the way—being Karla’s unknown twin, fooling him into thinking she was his wife. But another part, buried beneath years of cruelty, felt something unfamiliar. Shame. He had hurt them. Both of them. And now, he was paying the price.

He thought about the group therapy sessions, wishing he’d paid more attention to why they were all there. Not that he really cared, he just wondered if any of them shared his issues.

He possibly did belong here. Karla had left him. His parents sided with the police to keep him in this horrible place. Their family auto shop ran just fine without him. He had nothing left.

A new thought began to take shape. When he leaves this place, he is going to be smarter. More calculated. He will need to rebuild himself, become someone new, someone unrecognizable. A man who could blend in, charm, and manipulate without raising suspicion. He would find a way to regain control, to never be weak again. Perhaps even talk to Karla and let her know how much he had changed. He smirked at the thought. One thing was clear—Evan Harris would not remain caged forever.

A knock sounded at the door. He sat up waiting for the person on the other side to reveal themselves. It was the counselor accompanied by a large serious looking orderly.

“May I come in?” she asked.

Evan sat back against the wall again without answering her.

“Evan, I have recommended a psychologist to help you complete your treatment. At this point I am convinced that you will need one-on-one sessions. There is no point in wasting your time being in a group setting. Of course, you have the right to refuse, however, we will not be able to report any positive changes to the courts on your behavior if you do not cooperate in either session.”

He looked at her for a moment. He’d been in this place for about six months now on an insanity plea but today was the first day he’d met her. She didn’t really know him enough to determine that he needed psychiatric help. She probably took the word of the police report and judged him accordingly for not wanting to deal with him in her group sessions. 

Either way, he decided now was the time to be on his best behavior. The better he proved himself, the faster he could get out of there.

“I will do whatever you think is best for me. I agree that a one-on-one session would be better. I am not the ‘sharing type.’”

Sharice stared at him skeptically. “Alright then, it’s settled. I will make the arrangements for your one-on-one sessions.”
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The afternoon sun poured through the windows, casting golden streaks across the living room. The air smelled faintly of cleaning supplies, fresh wood, and the faint remnants of takeout containers stacked by the door.

Colleen, Karla, and Karlotta flopped down on the couch, exhausted from hours of cleaning, moving, and settling Karlotta into her new home. 

Ellie knocked on the screen door, then stepped inside. She stood in the foyer and looked around, admiring the view. Crossing her arms under her chest, she nodded her head and tapped her fingers against her elbow.

The four of them—unlikely allies, bound together by a past none of them had seen coming.

Karla shifted on the couch, rubbing her sore shoulders, stealing a glance at Ellie. It still amazed her that she was here with her baby sister; the wonderful, smart, talented music professor of the very prestigious Chesterfield Music School.

At seventeen, Karla walked away from the mother who suffocated her, controlled her, dictated her every move. She had paid her own way through college, determined to carve out a life on her own terms. And for a while, she had.

She met Evan, fell for him, married him, believing she had found safety in someone who promised to love her. But Evan’s love had turned to chains.

Slowly, his words became weapons, his hands became bruisers, his affection turned to dominance. The emotional and physical scars he left behind were proof of a marriage built on power, not love. So, she ran. 

But Evan wasn’t the kind of man to accept defeat.

He had followed her from Covington, Kentucky, all the way to Chesterfield, Ohio, determined to reclaim his wife, to drag her back into the prison she had escaped.

But fate played a cruel trick on them both. Because in his obsession, Evan had found Karlotta instead, Karla’s twin sister. A twin she had never known existed.

Colleen pulled her feet up onto the couch, exhaling as she leaned back against the cushions. She still found it surreal how much her life had intertwined with Ellie’s.

Once upon a time, in middle school, they had been rivals. Both were strong-willed and ambitious.

Colleen was the popular and attractive cheerleader, while Ellie played the saxophone skillfully in the school band.

But time had a way of shifting things.

Years later, Colleen had walked into Ellie’s classroom, not as an adversary, but as a student—signing up for her music class, swallowing her pride, and asking Ellie to be her personal tutor. And from that unexpected request, a new friendship formed. She wasn’t sure their friendship would continue once she found out afterwards that the guy she was seeing at the time was also Karla’s husband. 

Colleen had no idea until she saw Karla’s short bio on a pamphlet that her brother brought home from his anxiety sessions at the Social Services building. He sang Karla’s praises for days, so she googled her to see what the hype was about and up popped a picture of her and Evan, front and center. “....with her supportive and loving husband, Evan Harris,” was the last sentence that stood out to her. Thank God for forgiveness!

After Evan’s father visited Karlotta and Thomas’ mother, Rita at their home months ago, revealing that he had everything to do with her husband’s death, he left them with an envelope containing a five-hundred-thousand-dollar check. Although the check could not repay or return the loss of Thomas, Sr., it did help them purchase the house next door that had been empty for close to a year.

Thomas took the three-bedroom house, while Karlotta took the two-bedroom guest house that was built behind the home. She felt that was the best sized home for her since she had no plans to end her single status any time soon, whereas Thomas and Ellie were likely to be married in the very near future and they would need the bigger home to raise a family.

“Wow! It looks like you’ve lived here more than a few hours, Karlotta,” Ellie said. “You all did an amazing job! I love the set-up, the colors, and especially the open floor plan!”

“They took most of their ideas from your set up, you know the light color relaxed look.” Colleen said.

“It brings such a motivational feeling of home. Karla and I put our favorite colors together and she helped pick out the furniture. I had her set up the second bedroom for her taste whether or not she decides to go back to Evan.” Karlotta explained.

“Are you going back to him, Karla?” Colleen asked.

Karla looked down at the floor in hesitation. She really hadn’t given it much thought. She felt so free and relieved. She couldn’t believe how fast she was able to get her life on track since leaving him. Her and Karlotta worked at the Social Services building together and were heavily involved in the community, even more now than when she lived in Covington. She honestly didn’t want to return to that life involving Evan. 

She shuttered on the inside and said, “I honestly don’t know. Right now, right here, in this moment, I want to say no.” She shifted on one foot and continued, “But it could be because I’ve pushed that responsibility to the back of my mind.”

“You do know you don’t have to go back into that unsafe environment, right?”

“I know, Colleen. I know. Under the circumstances of his mental state, I can’t help but feel sorry for him. What if he can’t handle being in a mental facility?”

“You mean, what if they can’t handle him being in a mental facility,” Ellie said, walking closer to Karla with her arms folded across her chest. 

“Ok, ladies let’s talk about dinner. What are we doing tonight,” Karlotta said, trying to liven up the moment. “Ellie, do you and Thomas have plans, or can we all eat together tonight?” She turned and smirked a laugh with Karla and Colleen. They high fived each other.

As if on cue, Thomas walked in carrying a bouquet of purple roses in his arm.

“Did I hear someone say dinner?”

“Well, judging from the beautiful eye candy on your arm, we are clearly not invited tonight. Twins, what are we eating?” Colleen said decisively.

“Actually, I was going to ask if you all would accompany me and my lovely date for dinner at The Nouveau tonight. Our last dinner date got cancelled unexpectedly, so I thought we’d make up for it tonight.” He planted a light kiss on Ellie’s cheek and handed her the roses.

“The Nouveau? Thomas, that’s huge!” Ellie said.

“Why don’t you ladies go get cleaned up and I’ll be back around seven o’clock to pick you all up?” He kissed Ellie again, then left.

“Well, I’m going home to get showered and changed. Karla, are you coming, or did you already bring all of your clothes here?”

“Yes, I’m coming with you. I haven’t packed up my clothes as of yet.”

“I’ll let Thomas know that he and I will need to ride over to your place, Ellie,” Karlotta said.
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“Have you thought about talking to Evan, Karla,” Ellie asked as they pulled out of Thomas’s driveway. “I can tell you want to.”

“I think about it every day, Ellie. Watching him change over the years in our marriage was scary and overwhelming. I didn’t know what each day would bring with him. One day he’d be so loving and sweet, then the next hour or so he’d yell at me or push me up against a wall. The looks in his eyes on both occasions were like day and night.” Tears flooded her eyes as she spoke.

“You should call him, right now.”

“I already tried this morning; I hung up before he made it to the phone. I don’t think I can talk to him over the phone. It’s just not the same, Ellie.” She took a deep breath and stared out of the window.

“I guess that would be hard over the phone. You should try and set up a visitation then.”

“Yes, that is my next plan. I just need to figure out when and the nerve to do so.”

“Well, you know you don’t have to go alone. Karlotta and I will be right there with you; I’m sure Colleen wouldn’t let us go without her either.” They laughed. At that moment, Karla felt the weight of talking to Evan lift from her shoulders. In the back of her mind, she couldn’t get rid of the memory of him being taken in handcuffs by the police. Even more than that, the thought of his abuse to Karlotta screamed a headache into fruition.   
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“I WOULD LIKE TO MAKE a toast,” Thomas said, raising his champaign glass that was filled with cherry ginger-ale. “First, I’d like to thank God for His abundance in my life. Without him I wouldn’t be where I am today, nor would I have an amazing woman by my side. Second, I’d like to thank this lovely woman of mine for all of her encouragement and tutelage on my musical journey. Because of that, I have been asked to head the National Vocal Workshop at the Juilliard School in New York City!”

Everyone clapped, then raised their glasses of cherry ginger-ale with him in congratulations. Ellie was truly happy for him. However, after heading an instrumental workshop at the Juilliard School the year of her graduation, she knew firsthand that they lasted two weeks. She would be without Thomas for the first time.

“I am so proud of you babe,” Ellie said as she leaned in to kiss him.

“I’m sure you know I’ll be gone for two weeks, and I will miss you terribly, but—"

“Thomas, it’s ok,” Ellie placed a finger over his lips. “This will be a wonderful experience for you. It’s only for two weeks and we will talk every night, right?”

“You know it babe!” He said and held her face in his palms as he kissed her soft and passionately.

“Oh, get a room already you two!” Colleen said in mock disgust.   

The maître d’ approached their table with a fresh breadbasket and refilled their glasses. He waved a hand in the air and a few seconds later the waiter approached their table to take their orders.

“So, Thomas, can we have a slumber party at your house while you’re gone, you know, break the place in,” Colleen said with a slight bounce in her seat as she popped a piece of bread in her mouth.

“Colleen!” The three sisters said at once in shock.

“What? He has that big beautiful furnished man cave fully stocked with food, snacks, and drinks! Somebody has to be there to make sure it doesn’t go bad while he’s gone!”

“As long as you’re not doing the cooking, Colleen, help yourself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Everyone gave her the “seriously, Colleen?” look because she knew she couldn’t cook to save her life.
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After Thomas left for his trip, the ladies settled into his home.

They spent the afternoon following Ellie through the house as she pointed out each room and Thomas’s theme choices.

“This is my favorite room,” she said as they entered the entertainment room. There was a large projector screen hanging from the wood beamed ceiling. The U-shaped nine-seat gray and black sectional sat against the wall across from the projector screen. The room was accented with black and silver coffee and end tables with silver fat-based lamps covered with white shades. The black carpet was thick and plush to the touch. The gray paneled walls were decorated with abstract black and gray paintings. 

“We are definitely slumbering in this room for the next two weeks,” Colleen said excitedly. “But Ellie, Imma need you to take the dull out of this room the day y’all come home from your honeymoon, cause girl, this is too stormy looking!”

Although Thomas hadn’t proposed to her yet, everyone knew that the two of them were going to get married. There was no mistaking the love they had for each other. It was written all over their demeanor, especially when they were in each other’s presence.

The next room Ellie showed them was the music room. There was a baby grand piano to the left corner of the entrance, a platformed stage with four microphone stands and microphones facing the entrance, a set of drums and, of course, a saxophone resting on a stand to the right of the entrance. The color theme was a mix of Ellie and Thomas’ favorite colors that came together in a musical blend with the instruments.

They marveled at every room and piece of furniture as they toured. But it was the library in Thomas’ office that truly captivated them. It was a vast room, lined with dark mahogany shelves filled with books that looked as though they hadn't been touched in decades. Ellie pointed out that the shelf and books had been left by the previous owners, and Thomas wanted to keep them due to their historical value.  “Look at this,” Karlotta said, pulling out an old, dust-covered book. The odd oblong shape of it caught her eye. A folded note slipped from between the pages and fluttered to the floor.

Colleen picked it up and unfolded it. The ink was slightly faded, and the handwriting delicate and precise.

She read the note aloud. "Music unlocks more than the soul. Find the key where harmonies unfold.”

The four ladies exchanged glances.

“A riddle?” Karla said, intrigued. 

Karlotta’s eyes gleamed with curiosity. “Of all the times I’ve been in this house, I never noticed this book on the shelf. Then again, I wasn’t looking for it either.”

“Well, put the note back inside the book and put the book back on the shelf. Let’s just wait until Thomas gets back and see what he says. Maybe he put it there for an essay he’s writing or something,” Ellie instructed.

“How ironic is that it talks about music and keys though? You’re a musician, Ellie, you should be able to figure it out.” Colleen said challenging Ellie.

“Not until Thomas gets back. This is his home, and I’m sure he’d want to be here to find out along with us.”

“Oh please, you know he wouldn’t care if you snooped around his house. He worships the ground you walk on!”

Ellie couldn’t tell if Colleen was being playful or serious about her attitude towards her and Thomas, since she wanted to pursue him herself before she found out they were dating.

“Let’s get my mom and go shopping for our two-week slumber party,” suggested Karlotta, averting the situation.

“Great idea! All of this touring made me long for a change of scenery,” said Karla.

They locked up the house and walked next door. 

“Mom, are you home?”

“I’m upstairs dear! Be right down.”

The ladies took a seat in the living room as they waited for Rita to come downstairs. 

“I smell chocolate chip cookies,” Colleen said hopping up and heading to the kitchen. Just as Rita came down the stairs, Colleen returned to the living room holding a chocolate chip cookie in each hand and one hanging from her mouth.

“Colleen, I see you made your way to the cookies I just baked for you all.” Rita said shaking her head and laughing at the sight.

The ladies greeted Rita with a hug.

At twenty-five, Rita Dennison found herself reeling from a divorce that left her in a financial crisis. While searching for ways to rebuild her life, she came across surrogacy and was struck by how many couples longed for children, often viewing adoption as a last resort. She saw it as a mutually beneficial arrangement: they’d receive a baby, and she’d earn the money she needed to recover from the collapse of her marriage to her wealthy, unfaithful ex-husband, a powerful attorney with deep ties to the elite community. Using his influence, he ensured that Rita received only enough in the settlement to afford a down payment on a modest two-bedroom house and a used car.

The surrogacy process went smoothly, and the doctors thoroughly prepared her for the physical demands of pregnancy and the emotional distance she was expected to maintain from the intended parents. What they failed to prepare her for was the birth of conjoined twins.

The intended parents, shocked and unwilling to raise both children, offered Rita additional compensation to keep one of the twins rather than place the child into the system. They honored the legal agreement, which mandated no future contact between them, Rita, or the twins, Karla and Karlotta—who were named coincidentally—never imagined that fate would bring the siblings together again years later under dangerous circumstances.

“We have come to whisk you away for the afternoon,” Ellie said.

“Oh yeah? Where are we going?”

“Shopping first then grab a bite to eat and whatever else happens after that,” Karlotta said.

“How are you all enjoying the house?”

“We found a riddle in a book,” Colleen announced through a mouth full of cookie.

“What?”

“Mom, Ellie was giving us a tour of the house since Thomas had it decorated. While we were in his office, we found a funny looking book that had a piece of paper with a riddle written on it. It said something about music so It’s probably something Thomas is working on for a class or a video tutorial.”

“It’s a bit more mysterious than that if you ask me.” The crumbs flew out of Colleen’s mouth as she talked.

“No one is asking you Colleen, now let’s go everyone!” Karla guided everyone out of the door.
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Four years earlier...

“Karla, you know I’m going to miss you, right?”

“You won’t have time to, my love. We’ll talk every day and before you know it, we’ll be graduating, and I’ll meet you back at home to become Mrs. Evan Harris all before the sun goes down. It’s just too bad we won’t get to see one another walk across the stage. But knowing we’ll be married shortly after makes it all worthwhile.” She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him.

After Karla escaped her mother’s overbearing and controlling antics, her and Evan set their lives in motion. They would both go to college, then get married on their graduation day. They would stay in Evan’s apartment located over his parent’s garage until they found their own home. They were so in love and ready to tackle the world together.

Now the time had come for them to start college. He was dropping Karla off at Virginia State University and he would go to Kentucky State.

“Thank you, babe, for walking me and my bags to the dorm.”

“No need to thank me, I’m always going to do for you and take care of you. You’re all mine now.” Evan pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately on the lips and neck.

“Ok that’s enough,” she said, “I don’t want you to get kicked out and banned from coming
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