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      Pale, full lips skimmed back over his white teeth in a snarl that made my knees buckle and turn to gelatin. He was livid—furious, more upset than I have ever seen him or any man. I knew he would not be elated with the secret I had to share, but his stare was murderous. Desire to end my life emanated from his towering stature.

      Eyes that had been so kind and—dare I say—loving morphed into dark, deadly spears that pierced right through me. I would have run if I had anywhere to go, but my back was already pressed into the teal walls.

      A cold sweat broke out across my brow, and a trickle of perspiration slid between my shoulder blades, settling at the waistband of my pants.

      My heart pounded from my feet. My eyes burned hot and stung from the salty tears on my lashes.

      The thick muscular bands of sinew beneath the surface of his arms flexed and quivered when he clenched his fists. A silent prayer hummed in my head that his monstrous mitts would not use the soft flesh of my body for a veritable punching bag, yet I did not blame him if he wanted to pummel me.

      I never intended to tell him the truth. The ploy was forever to remain a secret, and I never expected to see him again. That was the plan. An insignificant part, I was only a pawn that managed to become the most integral piece.

      “You are not insignificant. You will never be insignificant to me.”

      My responsibility was to carry out a role and vanish. Things would have been so different if I had put myself on a plane that first Sunday. But, being honest, I was doomed from the beginning.

      My sister would have executed this chicanery with the smoothness and flare of an expert, but not me. Not Allison Jane Michaels. I was fooling myself that I could be like her. As a child and well into adulthood, I admired her grace and poise. She was the charismatic one, the beauty that could wrap anyone around her finger she dared let in. Even now, she could manage to get the upper hand with him and convince him she meant no harm and everything would be perfect like before. He would succumb to her words and still love her.

      He will hate me forever. He had to hate me. I hate me. The look in his eyes told me he loathed my very existence. Despised my every breath. He wanted to tear my limbs from the vessel containing my lying heart and betraying soul. And I almost wanted him to do it.

      If going back and walking away was possible, I would give anything to turn back the clock. I would say “No,” and mean it rather than entertain the seductive temptation of both money and freedom. My sister was right. Although I wanted to deny it, I never could “do this.”

      Why did I have to become his compass, serenity, and home? Is that what I was? And why could I not see it? Why was I so blind?

      “Maintain a distance.”

      Ignorant of the difficulty of such a task, how does a person not develop empathy for someone as they get to know them? Especially what I knew about him. I continued to lie to myself.

      My fate and life were at his mercy. Too late for second chances, I was pressed into owning my grievous errors, and my day of reckoning had arrived.

      The instability in my legs threatened to drop me to the floor. I steeled myself against the hard wall and lifted my defiant chin. Yet, I knew I had no right to be insubordinate. My lower lip quivered, and the warmth of a tear slipped over my hot cheek.

      I wanted to apologize, but I knew nothing I said would ever repair the damage I had caused. Instead, I put on a tough act moments before he slammed into me, caging my trembling body beneath his, pinning me with his hips. I yelped, squeezed my eyes, and braced myself for my punishment. His hands, capable of such a kind and loving touch, dug into my upper arms and shoulders. His hot, minty breath panted into my face, and he yelled something so loud my ears could not decode his words.

      Curiosity peeled my lids back, and I fought my instinct to submit. I saw him unravel further before my terrified gaze. His rage radiated off him like a thick cloud of invisible smoke, so thick I could not breathe. For a second, I wondered if his hands were around my throat, cinching my airway. I froze when his palms clasped the sides of my face.

      The terse gesture was interrupted by tremors beside my head when his heavy fist smashed into the luxurious walls. Clumps of plaster and grit trickled somewhere behind my head within the hollow spaces, like a child’s rain stick.

      Again, a thud resonated; my gasp chased the sound of impact equal in volume, and I was embarrassed it had come from me. I struggled to keep the lump in my throat from bursting forth in an onslaught of sobs.

      He asked one pleading question.

      “Why, Allie?”

      His eyes pinched before opening to peer into mine.

      I raised my hands to touch him, but he snaked his torso away from my touch as if I were poison.

      But that is what I am: poison.

      He trusted me, and I lied to him, led him to believe falsehoods. I lulled him into a fictitious sense of security, weakened his walls, and even crumbled a few.

      The one authentic truth that remained was that I had fallen for him. My confession would destroy anything we might have had, but I could not continue to lie to him. I loved him so much that my insides felt as if they were breaking. That was real, but it mattered little.

      I barely even recognized myself—the things I had done. Before the night Pete Smith showed up looking for Stephanie, I never considered breaking a rule, let alone a law. I would have never hurt anyone. What I have done has broken me, us, but—I pray—not him forever.

      I would go back and change everything—make a different choice if I could. If only it were that easy, but it does not matter.

      Not anymore.
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      A Few Weeks Earlier:

      Friday, October 3rd

      

      It was late when the incessant pounding on the front door forced me to crawl my lazy body out of bed. After a double shift, my legs and feet were stiff, unreliable pegs. I had hoped that whoever was trying to knock the door down would get the hint, but they knew someone was home. They were probably looking for her.

      Probably?

      Most definitely, whoever was pounding on the door wanted her.

      Stephanie, my sister.

      The moment the latch released the door from its frame, Pete Smith shoved past me into the apartment, made his way to the kitchen, popped the refrigerator door, and helped himself to a beer. I’ve never been a beer drinker, but Stephanie always stocked the fridge. Alcohol of all varieties was a staple of her modus vivendi. Existing only on the fringes of that lifestyle, I envied the attention she got, but it was easy for her. She was talented in the arts of manipulation from birth.

      Stephanie was a natural sexpot, demanding attention and the innate ability to flirt with a cactus and not get poked. As for me, I was a gangly, awkward, ‘you’ll grow into your height, body, etcetera’ kind of girl. Adulthood did not award me the grace of a gazelle and the congeniality of Miss America. Instead, I grew into my role as the quiet, reserved, dorky art nerd. Bland and the epitome of “straight and narrow.”

      Pete Smith flopped himself on the sofa and stretched out his legs. He rattled the coffee table when he dropped one heavy foot after the other on the glossy top. A once neat stack of magazines tumbled to the floor in a whoosh, and he did not even flinch.

      The image of him lounging on Stephanie’s pristine cream sofa before the backdrop of something out of House Beautiful was a mash-up that did not work. Nothing was ever out of place without style and sophistication, and Pete did not belong. Stephanie liked expensive things, and if she could not buy them herself, she would find someone who would.

      Pete chugged half the beer before pulling it away from his bristly lips. He glanced around the room and then finally settled on me.

      “Where’s your sister?” He rubbed his swollen, bloodshot eyes in an attempt to either sober himself or wake up. His inquiry reiterated that I already knew the reason for his visit. Past disasters flooded my mind, and my blood pressure rose with my fear of what she might be mixed up with again.

      I want to say that gone were the days of me being enamored with my older sister, but even though she often drove me crazy or pissed me off, I still looked up to her. Being five years older, she was always doing something I wanted to do, and she was gorgeous. Not the average, run-of-the-mill beautiful, but stunning. A goddess on earth, and she knew it.

      With a proud mane of thick, blonde hair wearing runway curls highlighted in an array of lighter shades, Stephanie looked like a movie star. Her brilliant blue eyes were always sparkling, and she looked as if she was kissed by the sun. Little had changed since we were kids. She was a cheerleader and had many friends; in fact, I think everyone was her friend. I had acquaintances.

      A high school band geek and art nerd, I was absorbed in every art class the school counselors would allow in my schedule. I never was a people person.

      Sometimes, I wonder where my life would be if I had pursued a more practical career. Chances are my time would not be split between two dead-end jobs and living with my sister, unable to pay my own rent. I hated to admit it, but she was my hero.

      Pete’s blank stare snapped me out of my lost thoughts, reddening my cheeks.

      “Out, I suppose. What do you want?” He grumbled something incomprehensible, grunting through an exaggerated stretch.

      Pete Smith was nothing but trouble most of the time, but dig down deep enough, and a good heart might be buried somewhere in that barrel of a chest adorned with far too much black wiry hair. He and Stephanie had a rocky past, complete with a volatile relationship at times. Now, it was a friendly, occasional get-together. My feelings toward him were far from the realm of hate, but I was relieved when I knew he would never be my brother-in-law.

      The pile of magazines stretched my grip when I scooped up the mess and placed them on the opposite side of Pete’s big feet. Being near him reminded me of his fondness for recreation; tonight, like so many other times I have had the luck of his company, he was pretty aromatic. So much so that I wondered if his fumes could make me high. What Stephanie ever saw in him was lost on me.

      She and I are opposites in everything, but unlike other people whose interests and characteristics are so polarized, we complement one another more often than not. And although a little more one-sided, we are still good friends. She lives a pretty wild lifestyle and is always in the midst of drama. She commands attention and gets it. It also gets her in trouble. Stephanie always seems to have a steady stream of income, and I have never asked how she earns her money, but whatever she does, it pays well. Some things are better left unsaid, and where her antics are concerned, I prefer my head buried deep in the sand.

      “When will she be back?” He smacked his shiny, violet lips from the mouth of the bottle, making a dribble of beer and spittle spill down his chin. He roughly wiped the drool with the back of his hand, triggering a twinge in my gut.

      God, he is repulsive.

      The urge to gag was difficult to resist.

      “How would I know?”

      Shuffling my socked feet across the floor, I broke eye contact, knowing if I watched Pete any longer, it would only induce nausea. I curled into one of the loungers across from him, tucking my feet under myself, not knowing what to do next. Going back to bed was the only thing on my mind, but I knew Stephanie would be livid if I left him alone with her stuff.

      My hands gathered my thick tresses as I pulled my hair into a messy bun. A body-shaking yawn made me wish for him to leave, but I was technically a guest and had no right to ask him to go if Stephanie wanted him here. I paid no rent, but in doing so, I believed I forfeited certain rights. It was a situation I was grateful to be in, even now, considering my present company.

      There was no way I could have supported myself when I went to college, and she offered me a place to stay, rent, and cost of living expenses free by moving with me. She did her thing, and I did mine. I thought I was the luckiest kid alive. If I had not taken her up on the offer, I would have never gone to college, at least not in my dream program and school. I had earned a meager scholarship at the design school, but the remainder of the tuition was outrageous. After I earned my degree, she moved back closer to home. I followed and have been here for over three years.

      Unfortunately, no one warned me how hard it would be to earn a livable wage as an artist, especially around here. I would have been better off if I had stayed out east or perhaps relocated to the west coast. Jobs were lacking, plus the industry was cutthroat where the opportunities were plentiful, but at home, they were virtually non-existent without knowing someone. Initial interviews were challenging to snag, and I found landing a follow-up almost impossible.

      Being an aggressor never fit in with my personality, and most interviews were over the moment I opened my mouth. “Not the right fit, lacking experience, talented, but not what we are looking for.” I have heard it all. Fortunately, I lived where family, such as my sister, could help support me until I got settled—that was more than three years ago.

      Graphic design was my program of choice, although a simple set of acrylics and a blank canvas was what I craved. Stephanie always supported my flaky career choice and encouraged me to do what I loved.

      “Allie, why didn’t we ever hook up?”

      Pete’s drunken question left me frozen, hands still up, securing the remainder of my hair. The heat of embarrassment flooded my cheeks, and I racked my brain for a more suitable conversation to detour his. I had never been afraid of him or worried he would try something, and this was no different, only an agitating taunt. Laughter roared out of him the way a foolish drunkard would hoot and holler to rile up other drunken comrades.

      “I’m just giving ya’ shit, Allie! You should’ve seen the look on your face. Damn, that was priceless.” He appeared to regain his composure and continued, “I do, however, have a proposition for you if your sister rejects it.” He nodded and tipped the neck of the bottle towards me with a sly wink.

      Ick.

      I wanted nothing to do with a proposition of any kind from him.

      “No thanks, Pete.”

      Once again, he was beside himself with laughter, making me wonder what my face gave away that time.

      “Not that kind of proposition, you are such a clueless baby-child, aren’t you?” He guffawed a few more seconds before continuing. “You keep thinking of me that way, sweetheart, and eventually, you won’t be able to keep your hands off me. I could relieve you of your V-card anytime. All you have to do is ask. Cha-ching! Cash that sucker out for the best night of your life with Ol’ Pete.”

      Visibly gagging, I pretended it was not authentic when he wagged his eyebrows at me. He bellowed again. The repulsion of him talking about my “problem” reached all of the way to my toes.

      Damn you, Stephanie!

      Instinctually, I wrapped my robe tighter against my body. “Quit making fun of me, or I will kick you out.”

      He held up his hands in surrender.

      “What proposition?” I demanded.

      “No way, sweets. Sissy gets first dibs at this job. Can you call her? She’ll answer for you.”

      Job?

      Shortly after Stephanie turned eighteen and moved out of our parents’ house, there was a short stint when she worked as an exotic dancer. She never spoke of it, but I always got the vibe that it was something she regretted and never wanted me to get mixed up in.

      It always made me laugh because if she honestly looked at me, she would never have to worry. My sister was blind to the real me most days. And now this loser hinted I could replace her in any job?

      The preposterous notion almost made me laugh out loud. His confused visage hung beneath his black, greasy mop of bangs.

      “Yes, I will call her if you promise to leave.” I flatly responded, to which he bobbed his head. My offer earned me a wide grin when I grabbed my phone, swiped it alive, and tapped her name on the screen.

      One ring, two rings.

      Her breathlessness gave me an unwanted image of her current activities.

      Ugh.

      After briefly explaining the situation, Stephanie nearly blew my ear out, insisting she be put on speaker.

      “Hey, Pete! Get the fuck out of my home, leave my little sister alone, and stay the hell away from me. I already told you ‘no,’ and that’s my final answer.

      “My sister doesn’t want in on your deal and wouldn’t even know the mess she could get into with you. She can’t handle it, and we both know it would be a disaster to try. Leave her the hell alone. I am done. Now leave!”

      Nelson mumbled something in the background before the phone went dead.

      Me? What in the hell? How does she know he offered it to me?

      The screen went dark, and it was obvious that she had hung up. Pete was irritated before she ended the call.

      “Okay, well, there you go. Stephanie wants you to leave, and you have your answer.”

      Through the squinted eyes of another yawn, I watched him take the last swig of his beer, staring at his shoes for a moment. Then he slammed the bottle onto the coffee table, dragging his heavy feet to the floor.
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      “Y’always do as she says?” Pete asked with a sort of squinted sideways glance, challenging me.

      “What?” I was unsure what he was getting at, but I made plenty of decisions on my own. Annoyance with myself stung when I felt the pang of defiance his comment spurred in me.

      “How old are you? Thirty?”

      He knew I was not that old yet, and I had only turned twenty-five a week earlier. “Steph is thirty.”

      “Oh yes, you are the baby. Baby clingin’ to her v-card.”

      “Shut up about that. Steph was a bitch to say anything about it.”

      “Nothing wrong with guarding your virginity,” he snorted and wiped at his nose, revealing an ornery smirk. “If you are planning on entering a convent.”

      “I hate you.”

      He laughed and then grew serious. “How much student loan debt have you got? Thirty? Fifty-grand?”

      He was trying to strike another nerve. He must have been only half-blitzed the night Stephanie and I fought over my loans. She insisted on paying some of the debt, but I refused. “You know how much it is.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right, you’re pushing eighty-grand. Or was it more?”

      Standing, I walked to the door. “Good night, Peter.”

      “Hear me out.” Pete wiped his grimy face, preparing for a big spiel. “I need a girl to get into a guy’s head, royally fuck him up, right? He needs to lose a bet, a big bet, and ruin some other things along the way if possible. He needs to be completely fuckin’ distracted.”

      He paused, staring me down in a way that made my insides curl.

      “Well, let’s leave it at distracted.”

      Now, I was the one laughing. “Are you kidding me? He must be a desperate troll if you think I could do any of that. And blind.”

      He walked towards me, sizing me up and stroking his stubbly face. “Nah, he’s just a major asshole and doesn’t trust anyone.”

      “And you think I could get him to trust me? Are you crazy, or is your brain just finally pickled?” Pete had lost his mind. I was the last person anyone would choose for something like this. Pickings must be slim if he was desperate enough to ask me.

      “Allie, the target bet he needs to blow is in the millions range—and that is only the big one. The payoff will be huge if he loses or is manipulated to lose. Your cut will pay off your loans if you do this, plus you’ll rack up some real-world, artsy-fartsy experience.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “What are you talking about? And that is a huge cut. What could I ever possibly do to earn that much money? It’s too good to be true, Pete.”

      “Only if you look at the amount that he will lose his investors, the real money is in the bets that oppose his recommendations. The art bit is real. The boss owns a graphic design company, which would be the cover. It is a real job, doing real art shit in addition to other things, of course.” He winked. “Some say the prick is hot. I can’t comment. Not my thing.”

      “The boss or the mark?” I felt clever using that term, but it sounded awkward, stumbling off my tongue. Pete did not seem to notice the red heat infusing my cheeks.

      “The mark, but if you are into older men, the boss might also wet your whistle—or you could wet his.” He made an obscene gesture with his hand and mouth. “You know what I mean, or do you need a better demo?” Again, he was lost in a fit of laughter.

      “You are so gross.”

      My face scrunched in distaste for his crudeness. I know little about gambling, except my stat classes told me that it is probably a poor risk, but this was a lot different than wasting a buck on a scratch-off. The art thing intrigued me because it would be a real-world experience that I could put on a resumé, and my existing real-world credits were nil.

      Initially, I told myself it was curiosity that made me listen, but by the end, I knew it was the thrill of an adventure and paying off my debt that bent my ear. The chance to be like Stephanie was the near clincher. The voice of my common sense was screaming at me to shove him out the door, but the thought of being debt-free and out on my own did a number on my common sense.

      “How does something like this work? I highly doubt he will even be interested in me. I am not like Stephanie.”

      That was a significant understatement. I was the proverbial kid sister in awe of “big sister.”

      Idiot. You could never do something like this—like her.

      He explained the art scenario a little more and the role I would be playing. It all seemed easy enough until he elaborated on the guy part.

      “Well, this guy lost his girlfriend a while ago and hasn’t quite recovered. From what I was told, she had left him and then got in an accident and died.”

      He leaned against the door, shoving his thick hands into his pockets.

      “I know it sounds tragic, and if these were nice, ordinary people, it would be, but he is nothing like that. The guy’s a beast and can be violent when people piss him off.”

      Shaking my head, red flags swam before my eyes. “And you think I should help deceive and trick this guy? Me?”

      Again, I grabbed the doorknob and prepared to open it to send him on his way. My common sense had finally got the message across to the rest of my brain.

      “Hear me out. The guy handles high dollar bets for mega-rich assholes, and that line of work isn’t for a kind-hearted gentleman, you get me? Of course, he is a hard-ass and has the reputation of being a ruthless bastard. He is also brilliant when it comes to business.

      “He’s also suspiciously successful. You know what I mean? He researches and discovers the ins and outs of whatever event is the topic of the bet. It hasn’t been proven, but I would be surprised if he doesn’t orchestrate a little behind-the-scenes tampering. Remember Jackson Rue?”

      Not having a clue about what he was hinting at, I shook my head.

      “The boxer who had to forfeit because he broke his hand? Boxers don’t fall off a bike and break a hand. You know what I mean? Well, rumor has it that this guy did it. His clients made a killing; you can’t even imagine how much money we are talking about. Rue would have won. It was practically guaranteed. Bets were placed and finalized, and then he lost. Let’s just say this guy screwed over a lot of people.”

      “I don’t see how anyone could get at someone so in the spotlight. He had to have been guarded. I don’t know.”

      Suddenly, clarity struck me.

      “So, is this revenge or a job for you?”

      Pete had never been vengeful, but everyone has a breaking point.

      “A little of all of the above. I also lost a small fortune on that fight, but I know this guy who wants him to pay. Bonus, if he screws up, many of his clients will drop him and free up some of the high rollers for the rest of us. He is on a bit of thin ice lately from certain performance issues after his girlfriend died.”

      “Sounds like you could get this guy killed if it is as illegal as it sounds, or at best, ruin him.”

      “No one will get killed, only leveling the playing field. He’ll bounce back.”

      “I still don’t see how this will work with me.”

      “You will get his attention, be needy. Your sweet, wide-eyed innocence will be like a drug to him. He has a weakness for victims, and you are like an angel. I don’t see how you won’t have him wrapped around your finger within a day. String him along and dangle your v… Sorry. The newfound infatuation will lay the groundwork for simple, constant distraction. He will make mistakes; if he doesn’t, you will stage incidents to ensure he does.”

      Tossing my head from side to side, I was still cringing from the reference to my innocence and dangling—nope.

      Am I needy?

      “This seems far more involved than you said before. Stage events?”

      “Allie, it is a month or so, tops, and then you fly home.”

      “This isn’t even here! Where would I be going?”

      “Chicago.”

      Suddenly, my feet seemed to fall out from under me, yet I remained standing.

      “I can’t.”

      “Think about it, Allie, entertain the idea, the opportunity. You’ll never see him again. You’ve got to get out from under sissy’s wing sometime.”

      My hands were clutching my robe for dear life.

      “And what if he ends up killing me?”

      “Nah, it won’t happen if you keep your mouth shut.”

      His big, toothy grin, slightly yellowed from too much nicotine, did little to ease my fears.

      “He won’t kill you.”

      Pete squeezed my shoulder reassuringly. I recoiled like his hand was a hot poker.

      “Come on, are you going to live in big sissy’s shadow the rest of your life? What happens to you when she marries stud-muffin Nelson?”

      He was right about that. The two would likely get married. I’ve already seen the signs. He had helped stabilize Stephanie’s life, and he was not too keen on taking in a little sister old enough to fend for herself—the “‘Lil’ Mooch.’” I hate it when he calls me that, but it was true or—a lot true.

      A deep, gastric burp vibrated out of Pete. Thankfully, I was far enough not to inhale his beer belch. Unable to hide my repulsion, I gestured toward the door.

      “Pete, you better go.”

      He grunted, shoving himself off the door, and took a few steps toward me.

      “Listen, kid, I don’t need your answer tonight. Sleep on it and call me in the morning.”

      Sidestepping him, I opened the door yawning as I told him goodnight and not to be too disappointed when he did not hear from me. He patted my shoulder and left. The door swept shut with a subtle click, and I leaned against it, flipping the deadbolt. My mind reeled. I could go to jail if things went wrong—or be killed.

      Frozen in place for a moment, I was stunned by the realization that I was considering it on the simplest of terms. With a shake of my head, I forced my body forward toward my bedroom. Sleep made sense, unlike everything else oozing through my mind.

      Just fantasizing about the impossible, but I was tempted. Surely, it was exhaustion that twisted my common sense. I needed to get to bed. I would have a clearer head after getting some sleep. However, Me, Myself, and I knew I would never agree—but my safety net for stupidity was no longer securely intact.
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      Thanks to Pete Smith, my nerves were on fire. His visit left me with a creepy feeling and had amped up my anxiety. If I had any hopes of getting some sleep, I needed to make a pit stop at the bathroom. Even the loud click when I flipped the light switch had me jumping out of my skin. It was deafening in the silence of the apartment. My appearance was shocking as I peered into my tired, dark eyes. I want to blame the dusty lavender walls preventing the light from brightening my reflection, but the truth was that I had put in over seventy hours this week to make my loan payment. They would be paid off in ten years if I kept doing what I was doing.

      My reflection smirked back at me, knowing at the end of the payoff, I would be alone, miserable, and no further advanced unless some miracle opportunity presented itself.

      And had it?

      That was the part I could not quite reconcile. Had life just dropped a miracle at my feet? Weighing right and wrong, the opportunity tipped the scales toward perilous depths of greed and wrongdoing. But the temptation was seductive and promising; I always dreamed it would be a crazy big design firm or some larger web designer who would take on my abilities.

      Perhaps a representative searching for unique talent and wanting to advance his career would snatch me from a humble little design studio occupying three-fourths of an efficiency apartment in New York. All of my worries would be gone.

      In my dreamiest of dreams, I wanted to be an animator. The thought made me smile and glow like a stoplight at the ridiculousness of the idea.

      “Total pipe dream, Allison. All of it.”

      My eyebrow soared upward in a defiant quirk despite talking myself down from my wild imagination. Even my colorless gray eyes shone with the crazy I was thinking as I winked at myself, making one of Stephanie’s sexy duck faces.

      Turning the faucet to hot, I squeezed a small blob of face wash into my palm. Being around Pete made me feel greasy and dirty. I refused to believe it could be the guilt of knowing how badly I wanted everything his proposition could offer me if everything went according to his plan.

      I alternated between scrubbing my face red and scolding myself for fantasizing about the job. Debt-free, the thought was drugging me slowly, working through my veins. I could put the money I earned into my own business.

      My own business—butterflies swarmed my stomach as I swiped a thick purple washcloth over my face.

      “Crazy, Allison!”

      Pumping a spray bottle of light conditioner, I coated my tangled locks before finger-combing my hair into submission. My fingers wove three thick chunks into a braid and twirled the thick rope into a bun.

      Excitement welled up in me as I continued to dream, and the fantasy tugged at my grasp on reality a little more. I silently cursed Pete for awakening the torment in my soul. It was the making of hours of worry, wonder, and absolute misery. I knew I would never do it but would regret it every time a future paycheck would take a nibble out of the debt mountain. These thoughts only led me to consider it more, and the possibility of freedom was a powerful temptation. So, what if I failed? I’d still have the experience. Or he could snap my neck, and then nothing would matter.

      Who is this guy?

      As quickly as the excitement came, I squashed it, knowing I could never carry out the scam. I would love a quick and easy way out of my boring mess of a life, but I knew I could never take on this sort of thing. I turned to leave the bathroom and came face to face with Stephanie. She looked alarmed and upset; her messy blonde waves framed her perfect face.

      “Hey Steph, you are actually home.” She gave me the most annoying frowny face and gently squeezed my upper arm. “What’s wrong?”

      “You. I am worried.” Her exaggerated pout was taking it too far.

      “What are you talking about?” I wanted nothing to do with the interrogation about to happen, especially seeing her pout and frown deepen.

      One of the most irritating things my sister did was the frowny face laced with feigned pity. It annoyed me, and it often had some self-serving motivation on her part. Now was no different, but it might be even more frustrating coupled with my internal struggle between what I know is right and the things I want.

      “Did Pete convince you to help him? What did he promise you?”

      “No! What? No, I sent him out and told him not to expect a call from me.”

      Pete was a Neanderthal. I do not know what she ever saw in him. Perhaps he was a catch ten years ago, but his personality had always been a little less offensive than bloated raccoon road kill in August.

      “Good, you can’t do what he wants. It would be a disaster. What did he promise you for payment?”

      She forgot to pretend to be relieved. Forgot to act concerned—she must be intoxicated.

      “Enough to pay off my student loans.”

      Her eyes widened, and her gaping mouth snapped shut. Her thoughts were churning, which told me Pete’s offer was a sum much more significant than she was anticipating.

      “What, Stephanie? You are freaking me out.”

      “That is a lot of money, Al.” Gears turned, and her sky-blue eyes scrutinized my every pore.

      “What? Now you think I should consider it? There is no way. I could not distract that guy. Or execute anything else Pete suggested. And his plan assumes the guy would be interested, which I highly doubt”

      “Just… Shush. I’m just thinking. That is all.” She kicked her boots off and peeled her socks from her feet, leaving them lying in a heap on the bathroom floor. Then, she appeared to study thin air.

      A lightbulb blazed in her brain from the way she examined my face and looked me up and down. My mouth opened to protest the moment she thought to speak. Fear, excitement, disbelief, horror, and pride—a train wreck of emotions tumbled around in my head, realizing that she was considering it for me.

      Insanity. It was all over her face. Stephanie was as crazy as Pete, and I was certifiable to be excited and proud of the possibility. I needed to get away from her, or I would lose my resolve about the issue.

      “I’m going to bed.”

      She grabbed my wrist, and my arm clipped her shoulder.

      I stopped and pivoted to hear her ploy, but it was not what I expected. Surprisingly, she changed gears on me.

      Had I completely misread her?

      If so, it would be the first time in over twenty years.

      “Don’t be stupid enough to agree to this, Allison Jane.”

      “Allison Jane?”

      Now, she was trying to play the role of mommy with me like she had any credentials to advise anyone about sound, safe choices.

      “Why would I?”

      This was her lifestyle, not mine. I am not sure anyone could describe what I have as a lifestyle. A person has to have a life first.

      She crossed her arms and lifted her little snootle of a nose to the ceiling. “You can’t handle it. You are too innocent and clueless about life. You just don’t have the experience, Al.”

      Stephanie enlightened me with an exaggerated eye roll. But when she batted her eyelashes and emphasized “innocent,” she nearly sent me over the edge.

      “I know that!” Piss and vinegar ran through my veins.

      She is an antagonist.

      That’s what she has always been, and she was trying to get me worked up for cheap entertainment or payback for interrupting her and Nelson earlier.

      “Good.”

      Stephanie was acting shifty. Something was off about her responses, but I could not quite discern her angle unless she decided it would be worth it to her. I was half tempted to examine her pupils to see if she was on drugs.

      “Are you going to do it after all?”

      She shrugged, walked into the bathroom, and turned on the shower.

      “What are you thinking, Steph?”

      She remained silent, pulled the snug-fitting cable-knit sweater over her head, and then unfastened her jeans, sliding them over her thighs. She was perfect, an average height, yet petite-boned, and the body of a Greek goddess.

      She gathered her Victoria Secret curls and pinned them as she looked at me over her shoulder.

      “You know, you are pretty enough to pull it off. To get this guy’s attention and all, but you are not cold enough to do it without getting hurt. It will destroy you to do what needs to be done. You aren’t
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