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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday, July 13th

      Him

      I woke up this morning smothered in soul-sucking hate—for me, my mother, my stepfather—for my sister for leaving this world, but mainly for Gabrielle MacDavies. I wish I could say it wasn’t my routine, but I’d only lie to myself.

      Months ago, I gave myself a deadline. Finally, the date scratched onto my desk calendar had arrived. Beyond today, unless a clue miraculously surfaced, I was done. No more searching for the girl who killed my sister. This was it. A strange mix of disappointment and relief muddied my focus.

      The parking lot was already full, and the lines wrapping around the fake carnival facade of the building were thick. As I sat in my car, getting warmer by the second, the lines were only growing. I forced myself to step out into the bright sun. The pointlessness was as oppressive as the heat blazing down on me. I almost turned around and got back into my car, but my sister deserved me to follow through with the plans I promised over her grave.

      One more time.

      Then, I could admit defeat and beg her forgiveness. I’d own my failure and have to move on with my life. I wasn’t even sure what my life used to look like anymore. Ever since I learned of Sophia’s death, my life as I knew it had ended.

      Once past the ticket booth, the crowd dispersed, and I could breathe a little easier despite the worry of the extra-long stare from the kid who zapped my ticket. Was it because he knew my routine, my secret, and my shame? With the fear of being found out, I took a different route. I rode rides I had not dared before until I was sicker in body than head.

      No one was after me; no one knew the wickedness in my heart.

      At least I hoped.

      Thirst nagged at me. Ironic that the very thing that killed her, I needed desperately. If my throat and mouth weren’t so dry, I’d have laughed out loud. My head wasn’t in a good place today. Bellowing in sardonic laughter would surely summon park security. No one would see the humor. No one would sympathize with my pain.

      Before my thoughts could swallow me whole, I spotted a vendor cart. Four dollars later, my thirst was quenched, and my internal lament had eased as I tossed the empty bottle into the recycling receptacle.

      Up and down the paths, it had been nearly two hours of nothing but misery. No clues, no epiphanies, and panic squeezed my chest, knowing once again I had failed my little sister.

      Like many other days this summer, I walked through the crowds of excited children and stressed parents, hyperfocused and on a mission. I carefully listened, watched, and searched for the one thing I needed more than oxygen.

      Another clue: anything to feed the monster. Anything to give the hours of searching meaning and find justice for Sophia.

      Bodies swarmed around me as I walked against the natural flow of movement. I barely felt it as I was bumped by overstuffed animals, inflatable baseball bats, and even the occasional sticky mess of cotton candy. My failure twisted into a rage, and tunnel vision focused on the ghost who alluded me—the promise of finding her taunting my empty searches.

      Ever since I found out that Gabrielle MacDavies supposedly worked at Wacky Wild World Amusement Park, I have wasted the cost of numerous daily admissions for a chance to find her. The day I happened upon the information, I felt like I had just won the lottery. Now, it was clear the odds of it panning out were even less than the cost of a single dollar chance.

      My mission was further impeded by a company-wide policy prohibiting the disclosure of employees’ real names. They all operated under random pseudonyms, and unless a badge and an arrest warrant were presented, adherence to the rules was ironclad. All because of a stalking situation, I refused to acknowledge the similarities. Like each day before, I cursed the ironic wrench in my attempts to find the elusive Miss MacDavies.

      To speak her name was a target on my back.

      For over a year, I have been on this mission of justice for my sister. The search evolved from angry, morbid curiosity to just one foot outside an asylum. The heat forced me off course as I pulled a bottle of water from a cooler and swiped my card. The fresh, cold water sliding down my throat and the small rest on a shaded bench illuminated my dark thoughts.

      At last, I understood. Finding her was not meant to be.

      Not only had the law protected her, but it seemed that the cosmos and perhaps God were hiding her from me. And rightly so, because my intentions for wanting to see the girl who was responsible for my sister’s death were not good. If my mission were to understand why she lived like I argued against my darker thoughts, that would be one thing. But I knew better.

      What could she offer the world that my sister could not?

      According to an old online student profile, she was the same age as my sister, with dark brown hair, green eyes, and two cats named Felix and Sylvester. That was the limited information that started me on my search. I only had her name because a small time, local reporter accidentally misspoke. How he knew her name was of little consequence, and the more I came up empty-handed, the more I thought she was a ghost. The irony was that she had haunted me for months despite not being one.

      Pushing my tired body into an upright position, I was finally starting to experience closure. It was all ending, and I set off toward the exit.

      The heat that radiated from the black asphalt path singed my shins, herding me toward the more shady walkways. With each step, all was clear. There was one resolution I never believed I would reach, and it permeated my bones. It was over. Today was the last day. Every step took me closer to the exit, knowing I would never return.

      Again, I deviated from my direct route to the exit gate to avoid a mass of swarming children. It was okay, even though I was taking the long way out of the park. It would be the last time I strolled through bankrupt boulevard, home to all the carnival games, those not included in the admission, and drained a parent’s wallet. Surrounded by the cheerful squeals and whiny wails of children, I barely heard any of them. I was content at last, and I had resolved to move on.

      All felt right.

      Closure was on the horizon.

      But as per my usual, fate had other plans.

      “Give Gabby a call and see if she will work,” said a woman’s voice aloft in the breeze.

      I froze, listening. Had I imagined it? My dark heart pounded with thunderous thumps of excitement.

      At last, someone responded, “Looks like she’s scheduled at ten tomorrow.”

      Leaping over a chained barrier, nothing would stop me. I tromped through thorny bushes and trampled colorful perennials to follow the woman’s voice.

      Louder this time, it asked, “Do you think she’ll cover my shift? That’ll be a long day.”

      “Absolutely! She takes everything she can get. She is off today. Go call her, so we can make plans.”

      Her refuge was the face-painting booth, one of the biggest attractions and ways to waste money in the park besides the food court. My heart pounded in my chest, begging me to take a fresh breath and replenish the spent air locked in my lungs. My brain said “no,” but my blackened heart said “yes.” I was drunk on my discovery, high and wild. Nothing was going to stop me from finding her. At last, I would understand.

      Tomorrow, I will waste forty-two dollars and change for the last time. One way or another, this quest was over. Or was it the start of a new beginning? I was unsure if it was elation or nausea twisting my gut, perhaps guilt. Reaching my car, I pulled my keys from my pocket.

      Nerves had my hands so shaky that it was a struggle to press the button on my key fob. I was a mess.

      Maybe it was because this was the first beneficial clue I had uncovered since I learned she worked at the park, and I was lucky to overhear it. Her former employer at the swimming pool shared that she had traded “flippers for Ferris wheels” when I lied about owing her money.

      Slipping into my car, I ignored the stinging burn of the leather seats against my legs and the stream of sweat running over my face. I glanced back at the wardrobe bag hanging on the hook, grateful I had the forethought this morning that I might not have time to run home. Dialing the office, I waited for the secretary, Nikki, to answer. She was twice pissed and ready to tear me down with her sharp words.

      “Brendan Samuelson, what a surprise?”

      “Good afternoon to you, too, Nikki. I will be in shortly. Do not cancel any appointments.”

      “You are actually coming in today? Unbelievable. I am shocked, stunned, to be perfectly honest.”

      “Whenever are you not? Yes, but I will be out of the office all day tomorrow.”

      “There it is.”

      “Enough. I need you to bring in a couple of clients today or reschedule for a different day.”

      “How exactly am I supposed to schedule appointments when you are never here anymore?”

      “Any day and time after tomorrow will be fine, Nikki.”

      Her voice lowered to a whisper, “I am not going to be the one to tell him you will be out again tomorrow.”

      “It wasn’t expected. I know he is going to be pissed, but I have something to do. I will tell him if I see him.”

      “And if you don’t?”

      “Tell him he will have to fire me.”

      “He should, but you know that he won’t fire you. When are you going to be here? Your first appointment is in twenty minutes.”

      “Yeah, I know. Just parked. Bye.”

      It was finally quitting time after meeting with clients and struggling to focus on what they said and answer their questions. I managed to avoid the boss and expedited the chances of maintaining those odds by taking the stairs out the back and jogging to my car parked in front of an overdue meter.

      A yellow stub waved under my wiper. Normally, I would have been angry that I forgot to move it before two hours had expired, but with the promise of tomorrow, I could not muster the ire to care. Even heavy traffic and the clank of my keys hitting the bowl on the entry table did not sound as lonely tonight.

      Before I had a chance to slip off my shoes, my phone called out for attention.

      Chad.

      A groan rumbled in my chest, knowing he would expect me to play ball tonight. It had been weeks since I pulled out my glove and bat.

      “What’s up?” I retrieved my gray ball pants and a red and white baseball jersey from my dresser.

      “We need another player. I’ll throw in a six-pack to entice you. What do you say, Bren?”

      The hours of distraction were enticement enough.

      “Only a six?” I joked. “Why, Chad, you must not be desperate enough.”

      “I’ll buy you a whole damn keg. Just meet us at Diamond C by 6:30 p.m. Say you’re going to be there. We need you.”

      My smile stretched my scruffy face. “See you then.”

      “Really? Finally, we’ve got you back!”

      I could hear another few guys hooting and hollering in the background, saying they had the required number of players. I had bailed on them many times already this summer. Some of us outgrew the bro time or traded it for family time, but not Chad. He was still living in the glory days of high school.

      Laughing, I hung up. For the first time in weeks, I was willing to relax a little. I hoped it was because tomorrow would be different, and I could put an end to it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Her

      Wobbly and tired, my legs had not appreciated my extra-long workout, but today, I felt good, light, and almost carefree. I ran because I wanted to, not because I needed to. It was my first day off after an eight-day streak of painting faces.

      I kicked off my running shoes, using my toes precisely as my mother told me not to as a kid. Then, draining my water bottle, I grabbed my bag. My slides and things spilled onto the gravel beneath my socked feet—an expected mess, with an unexpected item atop the pile.

      My heart pounded, and my hot face went cold, my mouth dry. Along with my slides and t-shirt was a magenta paper. It was a small, unimposing note if I knew no better. My hands and feet ceased being attached to my body, numb and unfeeling. A sob caught in my throat, and I searched the track and bleachers—I was alone. My vision teetered as I stared at the paper, innocent in appearance yet harboring the potential of undoing everything I had worked hard to get under control. My “good” day was already a memory.

      Nudging it with my toe, I waited for something to happen. When it didn’t transform into a monster and swallow me whole, I reached for it. With the feeling returning to my fingertips, I stroked the paper. The coarse textured cardstock scuffed over my thumbpad and forefinger, sending a shiver through my shoulders.

      It was folded. I didn’t want to open it. Closed, it was harmless and just a piece of paper. It meant nothing. But opened? It possessed the ability to cause damage on a basal level, deep in my soul. It was the kind that would trigger many unpleasant things.

      I already knew the reason it was for me.

      Printed in thick block letters:

      
        
        GABRIELLE ANNE MACDAVIES—R.I.P

      

      

      Inside:

      
        
        WHY DO YOU LIVE?

        IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN YOU.

      

      

      I gasped and closed the card, wanting nothing more to do with it. Three weeks had passed since a magenta ribbon was tied to my mailbox, and almost a month since the last note. This one was worse than the others. It was more personal and threatening. I should have called the police, but it was too late for non-emergencies.

      The lump in my throat was suffocating me, and I decided that I would be fine until I could call tomorrow.

      Tomorrow.

      Tonight, I just needed to get to bed.

      Sleep. Go to sleep…

      With my shoes stuffed in my bag and my index finger hooked through my keys, I carefully placed the card between the soles of my shoes so it would not get bent. Before leaving the track, I hesitated, glancing at my watch. It was 10:57 p.m. Lights out at eleven. I had not wanted to stay at the track so late.

      Had I really run that long? Three hours?

      The parking lot was empty.

      The black of the asphalt blended into the night like a bottomless sea. The lights would go out soon, and I awkwardly shuffled to my car. Anxiety buzzed up my spine as if someone was on my heels, ready to pounce.

      The solid thud of my car door, followed by the click of the lock, was the sound of safety as my head fell back, and I breathed in the stale, humid air. I stared at the dashboard. The scream that was still ready to rip tore out of me the instant the track lights went dark, and a flash memory of a vibrant pink ribbon slithering over my windshield blazed in my mind—the last visible sight before everything went dark.

      Fumbling to get the keys in the ignition, I hit the overhead lights, but they were dim. Hot air rushed from the vents, slapping me in the face, and I turned on the windshield wipers. The ribbon, securely attached to a wiper blade, swept over the glass, teasing me like a satin snake. It was a little less terrifying now that I could see it.

      Still, sobs shook my shoulders, and I turned off the wipers. I vigorously rubbed at my eyes to rid them of the distorting tears and then reached for the shifter and turned on the headlights. Only ten feet before my car, a pasty silhouette of a girl stood before me, sopping wet hair hanging over her face, hiding her visage. She looked up at me with dark, unseeing eyes. Gray surrounded her sockets. Another scream caught in my throat, and I grabbed my face to prevent myself from seeing her. Sophia. She was my best friend, my soul sister in life.

      Peeking through fingers, she was gone. I once again reached for the shifter. Wet, waxy, and ice-cold fingers gripped the top of my hand. Slowly, I turned to the passenger seat to see Sophia, back from the dead but far from alive.

      “Why did you let me die, Gabba-Bee?” The darkness of her eyes morphed into pleading baby blues as bright as the morning sky. Haunting, striking my soul.

      Yanking my hand away, I reached for the door handle and shoved it wide open. I darted, making little progress as I slammed into a solid body. Cold and wet, slimy as his hands held me tight.

      “Mehina linda, just one kiss,” murmured Malcolm, the boy who died with Sophia. A boy I thought I might have loved once upon a time, not very long ago.

      Jerking back as hard as I could, I slammed my head into the car. It instantly throbbed but was forgotten as Sophia’s hands grabbed me, pulling me backward.

      I fell.

      No longer in my car, lake water engulfed my face, and a burn filled my chest as water irritated my lungs. Thick arms encircled my waist, pulling me deeper as smaller hands gripped my arms. Screaming, garbled, and nonsensical words escaped me. I was trapped, sinking deeper into the lake, sucking more water into my lungs. I was going to die.

      It was painful, terrifying, and yet peaceful. The unrelenting pain from the guilt of letting Sophia and Malcolm die would be over at last. It was almost a gift.

      Instant, complete peace was within my reach moments before my body was yanked from the lake, and water was forced from my lungs. I lay coughing and sputtering, wishing death would have taken me.

      “You can’t get off that easy, Brie. It should have been you. That is my truth. That is your truth. Speak your truth, Brie.” Sophia’s voice hissed in my ear.

      “No!” I cried out, trying to get the hands off my body, those cold, white hands. Her favorite OPI magenta polish was nicked and marred on her tattered nails.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A solid jolt to my body startled me, and the bruising grip holding me vanished. My face was wet with tears, my hair soaked in sweat, and my voice hoarse from screaming and… almost drowning.

      Drowning. Drowning?

      Looking around, I saw nothing that was in my dream. My phone was on the floor beside me.

      10:56 p.m.

      I was on the floor of my apartment bedroom, plush carpet between my fingers, my legs tangled in a sweaty mess of sheets and blankets.

      It was a nightmare. Months had passed since I experienced one as intense, real, and damaging. I scrambled to my feet and rushed into the bathroom. I stared at my reflection, recently visited by ghosts of my past and desperately trying to hold on without popping a pill. Finally, I released my death grip on the sink and turned on every light in the apartment.

      I knew I would be sleeping with the lights on tonight—if I slept at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday Morning, July 14th

      Him

      My alarm went off, startling me awake. As I rolled to my feet, I was aware of muscles I had forgotten, ones that go along for the ride when I run and miss out when I beat the hell out of a punching bag.

      Weeks off from swinging a bat and throwing balls had not gone unnoticed by my aching body. Every step toward the shower was a reminder. The steaming hot water was not nearly as soothing as knowing that after today, Gabrielle MacDavies would be out of my hair.

      Last night was a breath of the old me. Soon, this would all be over, and my promise would be fulfilled.

      It energized me.

      Making myself presentable was as easy as a nice clean shave and a simple clothing choice. My goal was to appear unassuming, safe, and as if my mother dressed me. Thanks to my mother’s delusion that I should look as if I spend every free moment partying at the pier, I have the perfect wardrobe.

      She doesn’t have a clue who I really am.

      Not many do; I barely know myself anymore. When driving to a child’s paradise had become my normal, it was clear I’d been lost for a long time.

      It was slightly cooler this morning, the humidity was less, and finally, I could taste closure.

      Freedom.

      Then, as a reminder of my commitment and dedication to my sister, I swiped my debit card. It was a kick to the groin, but also the last time. No matter what I discovered today, whether this girl would be the one, this was it. I wouldn’t say I hated amusement parks with a passion, but the noise, the smells, the sounds, the rides, and, most of all, the people had a culminating and adverse effect on me.

      Sophia was the wild child who liked this scene. For over ten years, she had a summer pass for herself and two friends. If she wasn’t at the pool, she was at Wacky Wild World. When she was little, she lived for the thrill of the rides and the excitement of wasting too much money on a cheap carnival stuffed toy. Twenty bucks for a lump of thin velveteen and a clump of poly-fill, just to be tossed in the donation pile weeks later.

      She was crazy. The thought stretched a sad smile across my teeth. She loved life and was the most alive thing I’d ever known.

      God, I miss her so much.

      The park was only occupied by a fraction of customers compared to yesterday. Thursday was not a day for playing, as the park seemed deserted. Then I saw a sign that read, “Foster Day, Free Admission for All Fostering Families.” The signage went unnoticed yesterday because I had not planned to return today.

      The opening to the face painting booth was closed, and on the front hung a note displaying an apology and promise to open at 9:00 a.m. The mystery Gabby would arrive around 10:00 a.m. according to the information fate had granted me. I walked around the park playing a few games, blowing more cash, trying not to look strange.

      Dumb luck landed me the proud owner of an oversized zebra with a rainbow tail and mohawk for a mane, thanks to my first ring falling solidly around the neck of a bottle. As the man unhooked the oversized stuffed beast, I shook my head and saw a cute little girl with curly pigtails staring in awe and envy of my prize.

      Her mother dug through her purse for another few bucks to try her luck. I thanked the man and approached the mother, who was probably my age.

      “Would she like this?” I asked.

      Grinning, I watched the woman’s eyes change from startled to confused to, at last, appreciative.

      “Oh my goodness! Are you for real? She has been begging me to win this for a month! Are you sure? How much do you want for it?”

      “Nothing, it was dumb luck with a first toss.”

      The little girl’s eyes looked like bottomless pools of blue as she stared in shock at the sight of the zebra, larger than her and almost half as tall as her mother.

      “Please, Mommy?” begged the little girl, much like my memories of a little Sophia.

      “Only if you are sure?” said the mom, with another smile.

      “Absolutely!”

      “Well, at least let me pay for the toss,” she handed me a five-dollar bill. I took the money, avoiding an arbitrary argument. I was about to turn and head on my way when she asked, “Um, do you… Do you want to grab a snack?”

      She looked at her daughter as if she was the reason for the offer. I knew better from the way she looked me up and down. I politely declined, as I made a point of never getting involved with married women or ones that come prepackaged with a family. However, those were my only requirements—at least, they used to be. I was not sure where I stood anymore.

      With a small wave, I stepped away, turned, and never looked back. Keeping the money seemed strange, so I spent it at the next booth—more money wasted.

      My obsession with finding Gabrielle MacDavies had not been a cheap venture. My mind began calculating the daily admissions, food, and game plays. I stopped when I had exceeded the thousand mark and ignored that the total had not even included lost vacation hours. It would not break me, but the addiction to finding this girl had been a costly endeavor. What would I do once I no longer had my hobby?

      Maybe I’ll finally finish fixing the house to put on the market. There was little left to do, only cosmetic improvements. The most expensive updates were completed to the kitchen, master bath, and bedroom. The rest would be a piece of cake, and then I could leave my hometown.

      The hoards of families started filing in, and by the time I returned to the booth, there was a line easily thirty people deep. I left my sunglasses down and meandered to the register while pretending to look at the options of cute animals, fierce creatures, princess crowns, masks, and butterflies.

      Scanning the booth, I saw two men and three women. One was gray-haired, the short, thick-statured one had bright red hair with streaks of yellow and orange, and the third had a shaved head except for a long swatch of platinum blond hair.

      None of them were her.

      I did not know that for sure, but they were not the type of friends my sister would have had. I was about to walk away when I saw a slightly built girl overwhelmed by a doting father and demanding mother. Then, one of the large men stepped up to the counter.

      “Sir, can I help you?” Unfortunately, the massive man blocked my view of the painter.

      “Just checking out the designs.” The man looked like a tattoo artist rather than a face painter at a kiddy park. His name tag read Caesar. It was odd yet fit.

      “Why don’t you wait in line and check them out from there? People are afraid you are going to budge.”

      Looking over my shoulder at the line of people, each unconcerned and oblivious, I turned back with a fuck you smile and nodded. “Okay,” I paused, and said, “I will.”

      The guy was a joke. Budge? What is this? Grade school?

      Forcing a smile because I preferred to punch the guy in the mouth, I moved back into the line. I watched the shaded silhouette of a young woman with long dark hair gathered in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. The dark hair fit, all I needed was to see her eyes. She might be the one; she had to be.

      As the line grew shorter and shorter in front of me, I could feel myself losing my nerve. I had no idea what to do if I went to one of the front chairs. It would look strange if I requested a specific painter.

      My frustration was so intense I could almost taste it. Finally, there were only three people in front of me, and it appeared I would end up with the young blonde guy. But unfortunately, my plan was not working out. Cursing under my breath, loud enough for the woman with her child behind me to hear, earned me a disapproving scoff. I might have apologized if she had not answered her phone and let a slew of curse words fly about a co-worker who had called in sick in her next breath.

      The buzz of my phone alerted me, and I pulled it out to read a message. It was Chad begging me to join another game tonight. My fingers typed: “Maybe.”

      The painter in the back called for the next person.

      The girl in front of me turned. With pleading eyes, she asked, “Can you go? I am waiting for this guy.” She squeezed her face in a goofy grin and pretended to beg me. Careful to appear as if contemplating the choice, I paused. My luck could not be better. Finally, after months, I was getting somewhere. Grinning widely, I slipped my sunglasses off my face and into my pocket as I casually agreed. She squealed, barely making a sound.

      Weaving my way to the back of the booth where the girl was carefully preparing her tray of paints and sponges, I was a mix of feelings. All of which felt an awful lot like winning. Her dark hair was more than halfway down her back and was a shiny, chestnut brown. It looked like satin. The red polo-style shirt wasn’t as flattering as her slim-fitting dress pants. She was a little on the thin side but still feminine. I stood there smiling like an asshole.

      I was ecstatic to finally see her in person.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Thursday, July 14th

      Before Noon

      Her

      A stiff breeze pushed thick, heavy air through the two-toned blue wooden booth—more like a shelter house but with half-walls. It was anything but refreshing. The day’s heat was never so oppressive, perched under an umbrella in a lifeguard chair. It was worse yesterday, they said, as if I should be grateful. The air was laden with greasy moisture and a bouquet of unpleasant food smells. The funnel cake booth and the corndog cart were far too close for my preference, and the aromas made my stomach turn.

      Gathering fresh brushes and sponges, I dipped the dirty tools in a sanitizing bath. It had been hectic for a weekday, and I had already gone through many supplies. Unfortunately, the end of my shift or even my break was nowhere in sight.

      Glancing up at the sea of people—hot, dazed, pissed, and miserable could sum them up. Looking up was a terrible idea. The line was getting longer, the temperature warmer, and the kids whinier.

      An overweight dad in his late twenties heaved a squirming toddler into the chair, and the petite mother flitted around behind her husband. Hands clasped at her chest, she cooed as she tried to calm her child’s nerves. Her demeanor instantly changed when she commanded me to do a unicorn—a sparkling pink and purple unicorn.

      Lots of glitter.

      The endless, dewy canvases of flesh and freckles were seemingly countless, and I ignored the sweat making my polo stick to my back. Embarrassingly, my inept skills grew slower as I applied and reapplied the vibrant pigments on endless plump, flushed cheeks. The temperature was still rising, and the humidity was only becoming thicker.

      Again, I overheard my co-workers say it was still better than yesterday.

      With the back of my hand, I swiftly wiped the thin layer of sweat that had trapped a strand of my hair against my forehead, catching the disapproving eye of my boss. Unprofessional in her gaudy lip rings and other various piercings, reeking of tobacco, and she balked at me for wiping the sweat from my brow.

      Unbelievable.

      The helicopter mother, critiquing every stroke of the brush, would not like for my sweat to drip on her precious little man. I sure as hell did not want to have to start over.

      This job paid better than lifeguarding, and I was led to believe that it would be relaxing. In hindsight, the overtime pay was not worth it, but there was little else than flipping burgers for minimum wage. Lifeguarding would never again be an option; water would never comfort me the way it once did, but I did not dare let myself think about it right now. It was ironic that the one thing that soothed me as a child and teen paralyzed me with honest terror now.

      My heart quickened at the thought, and I shut out the intrusion. Right now, I just needed to finish my shift, one day at a time. Only six and a half more weeks until the start of the fall semester, and then I could finally finish my degree, move on with life, leave town and all the memories and familiar faces. I held on to the sliver of hope that it would help rid me of my bad dreams and give me a fresh start. Maybe then I could finally sleep. Move on, but I’ll never forget.

      No bad dreams had found me for weeks until last night. It had shaken me, and I almost needed to pop one of the doctor’s little pills. Sweat slicked my palms just thinking about it. I had to take a moment to wipe them against my khakis as I focused on the design I was finishing on the prepubescent face.

      Reminding myself I could do it for the kids who loved the cute little creations or fierce depictions of grizzly animals on their faces helped me get through the day.

      For the kids.

      With lifeguarding, I was at least providing a safety service. I never had to save anyone, but still, I was doing something good. This? Negligible good at best.

      Lifting the mirror, the little boy rewarded me with several throaty compliments.

      “Awesome, cool! This slays!”

      The mother smiled at me, and I might have thought she was sincere, but moments ago, she critiqued my every stroke and told me how to do my job. My tally counter showed that he was my thirty-first face today. The quantity seemed imaginary. Thirty-one faces—not bad for a little more than two hours of painting.

      Most people requested the fast, one cheek and done, especially now that the temperatures were pushing close to ninety. Scanning the other painters, I noticed they were only halfway through the breaks. They called us an hour early, but that did not mean our relief came in like the rest. Unfortunately, it meant we were all hot and tired and desperate for a break.

      Since I had an extended shift, I was automatically put at the bottom of the break list. There were a couple of painters ahead of me. I mindlessly engaged in friendly conversation about the weather as a barely independent tween plopped herself in my chair.

      With my sponge coated in my least favorite shade of pink, I began slathering it on the girl’s arrogant mug. The younger children were the most enjoyable, a quick, mediocre little creature, and they would squeal with delight, add some glitter, and the little girls would almost spontaneously combust. Even the masks weren’t too terrible to complete.

      The faces that made me inwardly cringe were the girls close to my age. They wanted perfection to the liking of a body tattoo, but at a fraction of the cost, and they rarely tipped. Ten minutes of breathing their bubble gum or coffee-scented breath over the odor of their overpowering flowers and vanilla perfumes that mingle with the ever-present park odors were about enough to send me to the ladies’ room, erupting like Mt. Kilauea.

      The elaborate masquerade-type mask of deep fuchsia, silver, and black was a fast finish, and the girl was ecstatic. Her smile was infectious.

      “I love it!” She hopped out of the chair and darted off toward her mother.

      Glancing at the clock, I discovered it was almost time for my break. During my first few days, I learned the hard way that greasy foods, hot weather, and human breath and body smells mesh together as poorly as pig manure and birthday parties. So, after that, I only brought lunches from home.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I gathered the last of my fresh sponges and turned to face my next patron. Peeking past him and looking for the child I hoped was hiding, my eyes came up empty. The moment my eyes met his, my stomach turned inside out. My smile was going to be challenging to maintain.

      Rarely was it that a teenage boy or college guy ever wanted a little something painted on their faces, but I have never painted a man except for the goofy or creepy grandpa. Not even the most indulgent dads. There is a line, and most guys know it, except for the one standing before me. His eyes twinkled as he crossed the imaginary line of what was normal, closing the gap between us.

      Part of me wanted to tell the guy to get lost, and I steeled myself, asking calmly, “What can I paint for you?” Those eyes never lost their sparkle, and they seemed almost familiar. Recognizable, as if I had seen him before, but I was at a loss for when or where. Living in the same place my whole life, there was a chance I’d seen almost everyone at least once.

      With a smirk and a whisper, he asked, “What would you suggest?”

      His response was annoying, coy, and flirtatious. He picked the wrong person for whatever he wanted, and I doubted it was a face painting. I was in no place to deal with a relationship or even the emotional fallout of a fling, which was not my thing anyway. He was older than me, which meant his familiarity could not be from school. I hid my natural cringe.

      Why now? I do not have time for this.

      Most girls would be flattered, but I was immune to such attention now. He was attractive, too much so. Whether that made it better or worse, I was unsure. Maybe that was where my confusion bubbled up.

      Ted Bundy…

      The unfortunate timing of my imagination and its tendency to wander to the what-ifs was in full force. Binge-watching a series on the most notorious serial killers was another noteworthy mistake brought on by my insomnia eight months ago. My apprehension and fears were usually locked away tight, and despite my heart racing as a result, it was not typical of me to find the creepers attractive.

      This guy should have been snatched up years ago, making me suspicious and amplifying the creeper vibes. However, the fact that he was standing before me, acting cute, and wanting his face painted in what everyone else on the planet viewed as a child’s attraction could explain it all. He was either there against his will or a complete weirdo.

      He didn’t carry the demeanor of someone begrudgingly going against their will, so…

      Hot or not, one thing I learned within the first hour of working the face-painting booth was that amusement parks were magnets for the strange and for anyone wishing to harass employees.

      Staring without speaking, wearing down his amusement long enough that his grin became strained, I waited to respond. But, instead, he cleared his throat, and his eyes shifted uncomfortably, almost pleading. It was strange, and then he smiled.

      Sucking in a steady breath, I said, “I am prohibited from suggesting anything. Did you see the chart? There are many samples. I can do any of those or something custom—if possible.”

      Offering another smile, I said, “I do have limitations.”

      His face brightened, and he displayed an underlying glimmer of embarrassment, putting me at ease and curious about why he was at the booth. At least he appeared to understand how unfunny and not cute his little stunt was to me.

      Unable to settle on whether he was a creep, I accepted that he was handsome, smelled good, and knew exactly how to work his fantastic smile and aquamarine eyes. He almost changed my mind about my vow never to get involved with a patron if he dared ask. I scanned his hands and saw no indication of a ring on his tan fingers.

      “If you were me,” he quirked an eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth curved upward. “What would you get?”

      Parting my lips, I contemplated my next words. His gaze fell to my lip-glossed mouth, and I clamped my lips shut, refusing to answer him with, “I’d get lost!” Instead, the challenging expression in his eyes teased me, and after having been scolded a few days ago for not being friendly enough, I joined his game.

      Tilting my head and raising my paint-stained fingers to my chin, I intently studied his face and quickly took in the absurdly expensive white polo and blue plaid shorts down to the boat shoes on his feet. He was a walking advertisement for a men’s fashion magazine. His tan skin implied he was a fan of the ball of gas lighting our solar system. But his brand snobbery indicated far more, and I was willing to bet he was wearing boxer briefs that cost more than my weekly food allowance. And without seeing the label on his watch, I would guess it was absurdly pricey, with more features than my car.

      No sunglasses? They must be in a pocket. Sophia would like this guy. He is well-dressed and good-looking, not the slightest bit frugal if his clothes are any indication. This is the exact type she would go after for all the things they could and would buy her just because she asked.

      Irritation found me again as I considered another reason for him being here. I fought the muscles around my eyes from narrowing my expression into a scowl.

      Rich jerk trying to demean a poor girl working the paint booth?

      Scanning the crowd, no other equally douchey-looking guys huddled out in the corridor watching a buddy getting face painted. He seemed a little old for that kind of frat ass-hat behavior, but perhaps his love of the sun had aged him prematurely.

      Maybe I was being pranked. When I returned my attention, the challenging stare remained. I was a mix of feelings, many of which would take nothing to make me cry—the last thing I wanted to do in front of this asshole.

      Tipping my chin, “If I were you,” I stared for a moment, narrowing my eyes, and drew on the memories of my dearest friend. Her grit and attitude were not something I naturally possessed, but at times like this, I could channel her courage.

      “I would not have walked into this booth simply to tease a girl painting faces for crap wages and horrible working conditions. So now we have an issue.”
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      Thursday, July 14th

      Before Noon

      Him

      A lovely, full smile with healthy, white teeth greeted me, but her smile fell short of her eyes when she took me in. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she refused to wait on me, not that I wanted anything painted on my face.

      Reflecting on what she must have seen in me, I was diseased and possibly a threat. I struggled to see her as any of the girls in my sister’s pictures. I did not recognize her; I would have remembered a face like hers. Those eyes and lips, and not smothered in make-up. It never occurred to me that she might somehow know me. It was unlikely.

      She swallowed hard, maintaining professionalism, and asked me what I wanted. I managed to small talk away from the fact that I had no idea what to request. She was irritated, and panic gripped me, fearing she would call Caesar to haul my ass out. She had sweet, perfect little lips that were a plump pink with a hint of sparkle. Helplessly, I wondered what it would be like to kiss those lips. After all my searching, it was like she was mine on some deep, perverse level.

      Finders keepers…

      “If I were you,” she scowled at me briefly, and then vulnerability overtook her expression, deepening the hue of her cheeks. “I would not have walked into this booth simply to tease a girl painting faces for crap wages and horrible working conditions. So now we have an issue.”

      Shit!

      Caesar was coming for sure, and I looked around. For a brief moment, I heard my little sister in her words—her stern tone, and my heart seized in my chest. But it faded quickly, as it was only an act. I could not lose her.

      “I am not teasing you,” I whined like a lunatic, struggling to get the words past the tightness in my throat. I barely recognized myself.

      What in the hell have I become?

      Finally, she recommended a shark, and I agreed. My heart slowed to a reasonable rate. She appeared to be watching the time. She was pretty, far prettier than I had imagined, and she had a tenderness and insecurity about her. I assumed she had no idea how beautiful she was and guessed she could not see it herself. The softness was unexpected, knowing my sister. This girl was gentle.

      Sophia was faithful to the core but brutally honest. She was anything but gentle and didn’t take shit from anyone. I heard the ghost of my sister’s influence on her tongue. Sophia was kind but in a wise, prickly old woman way. My sister was very intuitive and straightforward. Guilt rose in my chest, and I remembered my reasons for finding Gabrielle MacDavies.

      You are wicked, Brendan. Just walk away.

      But I knew I wouldn’t, not yet.

      She applied paint to her sponge, testing it on the back of her delicate hands. Then, she sat on a stool before me and scooted as close as possible without touching me. It was entertaining watching her get so close without breaching the imaginary barrier between us, but it also left me wanting to feel the heat of her thin frame pressed into my body.

      She gently lifted my hair with one hand and intently dabbed the paint on my face. The sponge tickled, yet it was very relaxing. I recalled the green eyes and latched onto her brilliant, deep emerald green orbs flecked in gold and trimmed in a hunter-green hue. She caught me staring and asked me to close my eyes.

      I stared for a long moment, memorizing her face, including her pretty pink lips, in defiance of her request. She blinked and pulled her bottom lip in between her teeth. I craved to feel the plumpness between mine.

      Finally, I complied.

      She was uncomfortable, and it was obviously my fault.

      Part of me wanted her to be miserable, but there was an emptiness in her that left me feeling unsettled. Uneasy because I was questioning my motivation for tracking her down. At first, it was curiosity, and then it grew into revenge the more I let my feelings acknowledge what had happened. I had to understand her irresponsible and careless ways and how everyone, even law enforcement, seemed to protect her. She had complete disregard for people who depended upon her for their safety. And here she was, still alive and vibrant, well… perhaps not so vibrant, but alive all the same.

      Why was she guarded—protected?

      Her thin, paint-stained fingers quivered slightly. Although she claimed it was the design, it was me who was making her anxious. She cupped the back of my head, shifting me to reach my face better, and a chill surged through me.

      Her closeness was slightly intoxicating, and she smelled good. I sighed, and she stopped momentarily but carried on with a worried look that pleased me. A barely audible gasp slipped past her lips, and she told me not to smile, so I stopped. The warmth of her body pressed into me as she reached for something on the stand at my back. A sizzle of intrigue stirred within my chest as she jerked away, realizing how our bodies connected.

      “Sorry, I need you to lean forward a little. I am having a hard time reaching.”

      “Okay, but I don’t mind.” I let my eyes bore into her and watched her pupils dilate and then constrict.

      “Even so, my boss will,” she hushed out.

      Acknowledging her comment, I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. A small smile lifted the corners of my mouth as I understood that it was her boss who would mind.

      What about you?

      I put my musings into words. “But not you?” I teased, enjoying the terror in her eyes as I tried to get her to admit something she wasn’t supposed to be feeling. Her cheeks deepened in color.

      “Y-yes, I do mind.”

      Eyes closed, a smirk curving my lips, I said under my breath, but so she might hear, “That’s too bad.”

      “What did you say?”

      Through narrow slits, I took in her beautiful face, a mix of anger, fear, and maybe even a little curiosity and temptation. Pretending I was oblivious, I remained silent and enjoyed knowing I had finally found Gabrielle MacDavies.

      But what do I do with her?

      This position made me look up at her. When I opened my eyes so close, the flutter in my chest was unexpected, but so was the intense desire to kiss her. The impulse shocked me, not enough to drive the yearning down where it belonged. Knowing why I was there, any thoughts of that nature were devious and equally dangerous for both of us.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Finishing the area around my eyes, she moved to my cheek. I opened my eyes and noticed the delicate sprinkling of freckles over her nose and cheeks. She wore no makeup except lip gloss. Her eyelashes were long and black; maybe she wore a little mascara.

      Again, I let the sensation of the sponge on my face soothe me. I would have done it long ago if I had known it felt so good to be face-painted. Think of all the tension it would relieve. I could smell a soft strawberry scent from her body wash or lotion as she worked around my mouth. Her hands were shaking, and I smiled. I had a little power over her.

      My movement and inquiry into her anxiety caused her eyes to flare with anger, and then she told me not to move. She reached for something on the table behind us and made solid contact with my body. She was warm and felt small, just as I had imagined. Then she abruptly backed off, like she was suddenly aware she was touching me. She apologized and again asked me to lean forward so she could reach better. I did willingly and took in another of her minty exhales.

      She worked feverishly, occasionally glancing up at the clock. It was my first time seeing “Lulu” on her name tag. I heard her make a soft sigh, and once again, she backed up, but this time, she announced that some Asian guy, name tag reading Elvis, would finish her work.

      Panic swept through me, and without thinking, I grabbed her wrist and held on for dear life. She slowly turned her head, first taking in my hand on her wrist and then lifting her glare to my eyes. It almost gave me the chills. She had some fight in her, and I wondered why it took drastic measures to let it out. Finally, she explained she had to go on break. Like a jerk, I used a manipulative move to twist her sense of responsibility in catering to the customer.

      She quirked an eyebrow at me, looking as if she was about to lay into me, but then bit her lip, pulling the sparkly pink pout into her mouth momentarily. She looked at Elvis and resigned herself to finish the job, slightly defeated at the same time. Her coworker looked like he wanted to punch me in the face—not nearly as accommodating as the green-eyed beauty.

      When his glare did not let up, I almost welcomed him taking a swing at me because knocking him on his ass might have made me feel better. It would at least rid me of the building tension.

      She wanted to tell me to shove off, but something prevented her. It was clear she wasn’t keen on me, which I wasn’t used to. Gaining trust was usually an effortless task, especially with women. However, I had never engaged in such absurd behavior.

      Finally, she sat. Her eyes were sad and defeated. The pulse in her neck throbbed faster than it had earlier. Fear of my own thrummed through my veins as I considered she might know me.

      Does she recognize me?

      As she lifted my hair away from my forehead, she scooted herself in close to reach, making her inner thigh press against my outer leg. When she was this close before and realized it, she broke contact, but not this time. Instead, she was absorbed in finishing my face to get rid of me. She had no idea how much of her body was touching mine or perhaps didn’t care.

      It was clear that she broke easily, gave in, and quit. She wasn’t the fighter I thought I saw, and it seemed to fit. She was weak. Dark, evil thoughts that had muddied my grieving mind many months ago returned, but I instantly stamped them down, no longer feeling the need for that level of revenge. Seconds ago, I wanted to kiss her. There was something about this girl that I needed to understand.

      Her warm breath landed on my cheek, and that annoying little feeling in my gut returned. I could not stop myself from pathetically studying her. So simple and fresh—flawless skin. Her face was heart-shaped, making her look young and sweet. Only the hint of smile lines near her eyes indicated she was likely near my sister’s age. She was tired, as I could now see the faint hue of dark circles.

      What had kept her awake?

      Sympathy was not something I had for her before today, and I wasn’t sure if that was what I was feeling. If it wasn’t sympathy, it might be something far more disturbing, and I could not open that can of worms. I resolved to believe I pitied her. Guilt tugged at me as I imagined trying to live with the things she experienced.

      What happened that night?

      Gabrielle MacDavies was not what I expected. She turned my thoughts upside down and cracked the hard shell of revenge, caging my dark heart. She was not arrogant and full of herself. I found it difficult to imagine her ever being selfish or mean, but maybe she had changed. A devastating tragedy could change a person, but now she was nothing like my sister. Tears threatened me. It had been nearly four months since I had cried over my little sister.

      Sophia could be a brat, an absolute terror, but she also had an unmistakable kindness. She had a good heart and was always there for others, even if what she said was often tactless and impatient. She was blunt like a sledgehammer and could knock some sense into a person with her words.

      Even though I was quite a bit older, we went through a lot growing up. I thought once she made it to adulthood, she would be fine, but I was wrong. I was such a fool to think trouble would evade her with such a milestone.

      The girl shifted her attention to my mouth as I opened my eyes. All I could think about was why her and why not Sophia. She seemed to freeze for a moment, locked onto me. I watched the deep emerald pools dilate into a much thinner ring as she analyzed my eyes. I was clueless about her thoughts and wanted to know them all. Her expression was tense but otherwise void of emotion.

      Suddenly, she became animated and apologized. Her cheeks glowed a pretty pink, exposing her embarrassment. I wondered if it was because she found me attractive or if she was accidentally stuck in a memory. Either way, she didn’t want to let me in on it. I had no right, yet I wanted to know what she was thinking. I wanted her reaction to be in favor of me.

      You’ve lost your mind, Brendan.

      Transformed, she put on a façade of a carefree woman in her mid-twenties, even assuming the ditzy giggle. She was portraying an image she thought was expected of a young woman her age. Yet, nothing about her act was real, and the reason why she did it was puzzling. She fascinated me and infuriated me at the same time. I wanted to split her open and know everything about her deepest, most wicked thoughts.

      What made her tick?

      I wanted to know if what she did or didn’t do haunted her. I wanted to know how she finagled her way out of a punishment fitting for her crimes. She did not look like the type to offer special favors, so how did she do it? Two people are dead, and she walked away without ever answering for it.

      Even though I decided to sit through this absurdity to be close to her, my discomfort was piling up. Worse yet, I was unsuccessful in gaining her trust or favor. My dark thoughts ate at me as much as they fueled me. Maybe my anger was beginning to seep out, but I was relieved to hear that the painting was nearly finished. She reached for my chin, stopping a split second, and apologized with her eyes, or that was what I imagined her eyes were saying.

      Did she know who I was?

      When her fingertips made contact under my chin, my heart thudded strangely in my chest for a moment, and my arms felt warm and heavy. Seconds ago, I had thought about ripping her apart, but now I wanted to wrap my arms around her and hold her. It was an odd and unsettling sensation.

      My focus shifted to a small scar on her chin that I had not noticed before. I was annoyed that something had hurt her, and I scanned her face for more marks I had missed. Then, just before she announced that she had finished, I spied another scar on her forehead. Irrational, instant anger welled up towards whatever hurt her.

      I am losing it.

      She swiveled and grabbed a hand mirror so I could see the monstrosity on my face, but I only gazed at her. Her eyes were big and green. Her teeth gnawed on her bottom lip, and although I complimented her work, she was distant. The slender column of her neck flexed as she swallowed, and then her eyes shifted to someone behind me. Elvis was back.

      Everything was unraveling quickly. My heart pounded inside my ribcage as if it intended to break through. I pulled the only cash I had out of my pocket and thrust it into her palm. Her eyes flitted to my hand encasing hers, and then her mouth opened, releasing the pinching grip on her plump lower lip. I had no idea it was a fifty, but it was too late. She rapidly shook her head so subtly that I barely noticed the micro-movement.

      “It’s too much,” she whispered. Her voice exposed the frantic state of her being, and it caught the attention of one of the other women.

      The shaved blonde punk woman, far too old to pull off her chosen statement look, scowled down at her and then cast me a scathing look as well. Standing, I put her behind me. It was a protective stance, and I don’t know why I did it aside from the threatening expression from the blonde woman.

      I didn’t like it.

      Detecting what I imagined to be the cash sliding into my back pocket, I asked the woman named Starr on her lanyard if she could have her full break.

      My hand was a pooling swamp around her wrist, and I couldn’t let go. Then, finally, I heard it; although I was nearly sure she was the girl I was looking for, Starr confirmed it. Brie. She had many nicknames: Gabby, Brielle, Brie, Rellie, and Ellie. Almost everyone I spoke to called her by a different name, which was odd.

      Brie curtly said, “Thank you,” and I released her wrist, my palm oddly hot and cold simultaneously. She made a beeline for the back exit. Panic surged as I pushed to the front register to pay for the face painting. I frantically surveyed the booth, waiting for my receipt, hoping she would return, but she wasn’t there. The register took forever to process the debit card, and I wished I had paid with cash.

      “My apologies for the girl. She is a little odd. Very talented, but not a people person.”

      With my receipt in hand, I said, “That is okay, neither am I.” The woman’s eyes narrowed inquisitively. I looked away.
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      Thursday, July 14th

      Her

      “I am not teasing you,” he groaned.

      His expression was dead serious, and I worried that I had offended him and read him wrong.

      Was I being overly sensitive, assuming? Maybe he had mental issues, or perhaps his mother dressed him. He could have cognitive delays…

      Or he is crazy, Brie.

      Stomach acid burned my esophagus. The dreaded uncertainty of making the wrong call tightened my throat, and I surrendered my ground, averting my eyes as I gave him a response. “Then, I suggest the shark.”

      The twinkle returned to his eyes as he nodded in agreement, far too content with being a predator. The hair on my neck prickled as I was stuck in his gaze longer than expected. My heart rocked in my chest, and I turned to my palette, preparing the paints as he settled his large frame into the chair.

      The shark was the most expensive design. My hand in his nonsense game was still in play. I loaded my sponge with paint and tested it on the back of my hand.

      Applying the base to his left temple, I recalled how the other artists had groaned about painting a bunch of football players from the university last week. The sheer size of the men made maneuvering difficult, and now I understood. His eyes attentively studied mine, and I shifted my shoulders as I worked my sponge into the paint on my hand.

      “Please close your eyes.”

      Those eyes smiled before his heavily lashed lids descended over his observant peepers. I worked around his eyes, but he opened them again when I sponged over his cheek. He appeared to be memorizing my every feature and flaw. I had plenty of them, and I could name every one—from falling out of a tree and being scraped by sticks to my daily reminders of how quickly everything can change.

      His gaze was beginning to affect me. Paired with his soothing breathing, I felt weak and tired. I was compelled to rest my head on his shoulder, which was insane. He smelled good, but that was no excuse. I fantasized about how it would feel to curl up in his arms and inhale his scent through his Downy-fresh polo. But, of course, I knew better than to crush on a patron—and one getting his face painted? Issues that deep should not be something I dismiss, even in a fantasy. I could almost sense Sophia shoving me into the sure-disaster headfirst. She’d say, “Sanity isn’t a requirement for good sex, Gabba-bee.” She never questioned her impulses, and I loved that about her as much as I hated it. Those impulses, only if… All I had anymore were “only ifs.”

      I’m so pathetic.

      Still, if the guy was off his rocker, he was a good-looking lunatic.

      My absurdity nearly made me laugh, and I focused on finishing the painting. Applying the blues required me to outline half of his mouth. It felt like I was doing something wrong, something very intimate in front of anyone who cared to watch. Never had I been this awkward, but it was that his eyes suggested something that was anything but innocent. Cupping the back of his head in my hand, I guided the brush precisely, yet my fingers shook with earthquake-sized tremors.

      As I finished his mouth, I released a sigh.

      “Do I make you nervous?”

      A hint of a tease mingled with his words, and for a second, I froze before shaking my head. My thoughts of his lips kissing mine provoked the sigh, but his question was spot-on. He brought something out of me that I had forgotten my mind and body were capable of—desire.

      I lied, “No, this design makes me nervous. Please turn your head slightly—here.” With a soft touch, I guided his head toward my needed direction. I swear he moaned. Or was it a groan? Either way, it stopped me abruptly, but what would I say? I adjusted his head again, loaded my brush, and began detailing the shark. He closed his eyes and smiled.

      “Please don’t smile.”

      He instantly stopped and said nothing, but his subtle movement had caused my brush to slip. I leaned into him as I reached for a small rag, and all at once, I became acutely aware of my proximity to this man.

      My knee wedged between his thighs, and my breasts pressed into his bicep. It was no wonder
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