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Chapter 1

 


 


“If I lose my car or my jewelry, I swear, I’m
going to flip,” Chloe shouts. “Is it such a crime to love the finer
things in life?”

A thought jumps into the back of Chloe’s
mind, but now is not the time for that.

Now is the time for me to be hanging out
with my girls and talking about anything under the sun. It’s time
for me to be able to complain about Doug not bringing home as much
money, and me having to lower my standard of living. It is horrible
to think of what might happen if we don’t get more money soon. Our
cars and house could be taken away, or worst of all, my gorgeous
diamonds.

It’s not like I’m completely self-absorbed.
I truly do love Doug. But, lately he just hasn’t been doing as well
as he was before, and I’m not sure why. I really need to talk to
that man.

Chloe hasn’t always had nice cars and
diamonds. Actually, she grew up in a trailer park, her parents
scraping by trying to make ends meet between paychecks. There was
always food on the table, but it wasn’t always good food—just
something to keep everyone from going hungry.

Her parents divorced when she was eleven, and
if she had to guess why, money was part of the reason, and her
dad’s severe drug problem was probably the other half of it.
Despite the divorce, Chloe stayed in touch with her dad while she
was living with her mom. She remembers pulling herself up onto a
barstool when she was just thirteen, taking sips from her dad’s
pint when he wasn’t looking. Over the years, her dad lost touch
with her, getting more in touch with heavier drugs. She hadn’t seen
or spoken to him in five years, and she really didn’t care.

To her, money provided a feeling of security,
even if it was sometimes false. Money meant food, clothes, and now
that she was grown and had a job, it also meant nice jewelry and
cars. When she met Doug, she felt that same sense of security. He
had a good job, he was sweet, and he bought her nice things to
prove he loved her. But she was starting to see another side to him
that made her wonder if he was more like her father than she wished
for him to be.

 


***

 


Soon they’re going to say something. They
have to. Calling in sick to work three days in one week, there’s no
way they won’t notice. But I just can’t help it. When the tables
are open I need to be there, and it’s not like I can tell
Chloe, thought Doug. What would I say: “Hey, Babe, so the
reason why we don’t have as much money is because I’m spending the
days I’m supposed to be at work gambling instead.”

Yeah, that would not go over well.

Maybe she would be happy that the money
I’m gambling away isn’t coming from our money. Then again,
maybe the truth would hurt even more. These stupid old hags
actually think I’m interested in them. A young hot guy doesn’t want
to get with a wrinkly, saggy woman. So, it’s only fair that I take
a little compensation from them for putting up with them. I’m
giving them the time of their lives; I think I deserve a little
something for my troubles.

I think I may have snorted just a bit too
much cocaine. My head is spinning. I better sit out the next round
and get my shit back together.

Doug wasn’t always a gambler. When he met
Chloe, he spent most of his time at work, sitting in a cubicle
typing numbers as an accountant. It certainly wasn’t a glamorous
job, but it provided enough money for him, with plenty left over
for his savings account. But, he was enamored by Chloe and wanted
to continue to impress her. She loved nice things: the perfume, the
diamonds, the nice car…at first it wasn’t a big deal, but then
payments started piling on top of more payments and it was becoming
more difficult to pay for everything.

So, he started coming up with ways to make a
little extra cash. He’d only been gambling a few times in his early
twenties, at bachelor parties and random nights out. He’d never
been a high roller or won anything huge, but he did get an
occasional fifty or one hundred dollars here and there. So he
figured if he gambled a little more often, and figured out how the
games really worked, and got to know some of the other regulars, he
could bring in more money, and it wouldn’t be as much work as
taking on a second job—or so it seemed.

But once he got started, it was clear that he
couldn’t stop. The casino culture in itself was addicting. There
were no clocks in the casinos, so it was easy to lose track of
time, and the exits were always so difficult to find. It seemed
easier to just sit and play another round.

Before he would realize it, eleven o’clock
would turn into midnight and then one in the morning. On top of
that, there were always beautiful women hanging off the arms of the
high rollers, many of them high on coke, as to stay up through the
night. Doug started to desire that kind of life. He even started to
resent Chloe; after all, she was the one who wanted all of these
nice things that they couldn’t afford, yet he was the one out all
night trying to rake in some cash, and then she had the nerve to
yell at him upon walking in the door after a long night.

Then he switched up from occasionally smoking
a little weed, to sometimes having a little cocaine to help with
the hours. He started meeting older women in the casinos, rich off
their husbands (sometimes dead, and sometimes not) who were
desperate for a little attention. So they’d give him a bump,
perhaps a few bills for the table, and he’d give them the attention
they craved in the bedroom. A little fun never hurt anyone,
right?

 


***

 


The day Doug and Chloe fell in love was so
beautiful; it was spring, and flowers were already blooming. Chloe
went to her favorite café, Bistro Avril, to get some coffee and a
muffin like she did every morning before work. Walking up to the
counter she ordered her usual, but when she searched through her
purse she realized that she’d forgotten her wallet at home. As she
rifled through her bag she felt a touch on her arm. Looking up she
saw a tall dark-haired man lean over the counter and hand the
barista his card.

“I’ve got you covered for today. My name’s
Doug,” he said to her, flashing a dazzling smile.

She became hypnotized. His green eyes
captured her blue ones and she couldn’t look away.

“Will you give me the pleasure of eating with
me this morning?” asked Doug.

“Sure,” was all Chloe could say. Her nerves
were mush.

“Skinny mocha and blueberry muffin!” the
barista yelled out.

Chloe almost didn’t realize it was her order;
as she was transfixed. Reluctantly, she detached herself from the
handsome Doug to get her food and drink.

Looking around there weren’t many seats open.
She began to get nervous. What if this wasn’t going to work? What
if fate won’t let her find another love after what happened last
time? But she couldn’t let herself think that way. She often shut
herself off from men because of things that had happened in
previous relationships, but she knew she had to move on from the
past, or it would consume her.

“Let’s eat outside,” a voice from behind her
said.

His voice gave her chills and yet warmed her
from the inside at the same time. He started leading the way to the
tables outside. Lucky for them, one of the tables was vacant. They
were small metal ones with matching chairs.

“So, you know my name, but I don’t know
yours,” he stated, as he sat down.

“Oh, yeah, I’m Chloe,” she said, along with a
giggle.

She never wanted to be that girl who got
nervous with a guy and started giggling.

But, she thought, Doug just does
that to me.

She felt an instant connection with him;
sitting down on the chair, feeling the cold on her back, but she
didn’t care.

Doug and she hit it off right away. He was an
accountant and she saw that as smart and secure. Chloe worked in a
salon doing waxes; it wasn’t prestigious, but she made good money
and she could create her own hours based around her clients’ needs.
They’d both come from broken families, were both trying to make it
on their own, but were open to seeing where things could lead. It
was possibly a match made in heaven.

From that day on, they saw each other almost
every day. Doug took Chloe to nice dinners where the waitresses
would present the bottle of wine before popping the cork; he took
her to company parties and proudly introduced her to his coworkers,
and he bought her sparkling jewelry on her birthday.

Although they were moving fast, it was the
kind of relationship Chloe had always dreamed of. She felt assured
that she was breaking the pattern in her family of men leaving. She
was secure.

Five months after they met, they were living
together. When her apartment lease was up, Chloe packed her things
in boxes and Doug loaded them into a U-Haul, and drove across town
to his home in the suburbs. They mixed her things in with his, so
it would truly feel like their home, and it was perfect. Chloe
loved coming home after work, helping Doug cook a meal, and cozying
up on the couch together. It seemed like fate intervened to bring
them together.

But now, two years later, she could feel Doug
and her pulling apart. She hated that feeling. He wasn’t coming
home right after work anymore, instead he was staying out really
late that she was usually asleep by the time he crawled into bed.
She would usually pretend she was asleep when she’d hear him moving
around in the bedroom. And why was the money situation so
different? Was he spending his paycheck on another woman?

Something was definitely going on and it
couldn’t be good. She was angry and wondered if he was cheating on
her, but she didn’t want to start a fight. She would lie awake,
with her eyes closed as he climbed into bed, and think back to all
the times they’d talked about getting married.

Did she miss something? He’d said he
wanted to get married, right? she thought as she lay there.

She wanted to marry him, but now she just
wasn’t sure after his recent behavior; she hoped it was something
with work and maybe it would blow over. But she’d had this same
feeling before, and it didn’t result in anything positive. She had
already lost one boyfriend; she wasn’t going to lose another.

 


***

 


I do love her, that’s not the problem,
thought Doug. The problem is that she spends all of our money
and now we are starting to go broke. I do the best I can, but it’s
not always enough. I don’t know what more I can do. I’m trying to
hit it big on a jackpot every day, but the odds just don’t seem to
be in my favor.

“What’s on your mind, sweetie?” Mariam
asks.

Mariam is Doug’s newest conquest. Around
fifty-seven years old, curvy (through plastic surgery), and with
bright red (dyed) hair, she is doing everything she can to try and
stay young. She is also extremely rich, and that is why Doug was
there.

They’d met just a few weeks ago at one of the
poker tables Doug was playing; she’d approached him with
confidence, asking him if he had a light. He did, and she took no
time in pulling out a tightly rolled joint from a beaded
clutch.

“Seriously?” Doug asked her, shocked she had
the guts to smoke weed in public.

She chuckled.

“Honey I’ve dropped so much of my husband’s
money on these tables, no one’s going to say a damn thing to
me.”

Doug loved her sassy attitude. He gave her a
once-over, and while she was older, she looked great. He noticed
her large diamond rings and the glittery bangles that wrapped
around her wrists. She threw down a few chips near Doug’s pile.

“Thanks for the light,” she said, starting to
walk away.

But if there’s one thing about Doug, it’s
that he sees opportunity in nearly every situation.

“Wait…you any good at poker?” he asked.

“You bet your ass I am,” she said.

“Well I could sure use a good luck charm,” he
said.

She stayed by his side for the remainder of
the evening, letting him take hits off her joint, and tossing in
several chips for extra hands.

“So… how ‘bout you come on over to my place,”
she said, as Doug’s pile of chips dwindled to nothing.

“What about your husband?” he asked.

She threw her head back and laughed. He got
the point. From that night on, he saw Mariam nearly every night he
went to the casino. She didn’t seem to be interested in his
personality, but she was interested in throwing a little money and
drugs his way in exchange for emotionless sex.

He didn’t make it a habit of cheating on
girlfriends. It happened a few times in the past, mainly in college
when he was drunk. He did love Chloe, but he figured this was just
part of the scene—another thing he had to do to bring home extra
money so she could have the things she wanted.

But he often wasn’t thinking about Chloe or
diamonds as he felt Mariam’s soft skin in the dark, whispering to
her, answering her moans as he thrust his hardness into her. She
screamed for him as she shuddered, pulling him closer to her. She
quickly got out of bed, put on a nightgown, and tied a robe around
her.

“I’m thinking about what just happened,” Doug
said in his best seductive voice, as he got dressed.

“Mmm…” she purred. “You know just what to do
to me.”

“Right back at you—where have you been all my
life?” he asked her with a wide grin.

He had to keep up the charade. He hasn’t had
any time alone yet to grab anything. Mariam’s bedroom is huge. Her
king-sized bed sits right in the middle with a dresser on each
side—one is hers, the other is her husband’s.

“Well, sweetie, my husband is going to be
home soon.”

That is Mariam’s way of kicking Doug out.

“Okay, I guess it’s time for me to go, but
can I have some water first, beautiful?” Doug asks, stalling for
time.

All Doug needs is a little time alone in her
room.

“Sure thing honey.” Mariam walks toward her
kitchen, her nightgown flowing around her legs.

Doug starts casing her room the second she
gets down the hall. Doug already knows her jewelry is on her
dresser. She has so much she won’t notice if a few pieces are
missing.

There are three different jewelry boxes: A
huge wooden one with intricate designs that contains necklaces, a
smaller mirrored one that is filled with diamond rings, and a flat
glass box with tons of little compartments for earrings.

If I take one of each there is no way she
will know, Doug thinks.

Doug pulls out a gold necklace with a diamond
heart on it, a white gold ring with a huge diamond on it, and a
pair of gold dangling earrings with sapphires. He had pawned off a
few similar items from the last woman he slept with whom he met at
the casino; he got a decent amount of cash for the items and was
able to put the money toward Chloe’s car payment. She didn’t know
the difference.

Doug stashes his findings in the pocket of
his jeans and pulls them on. Right then Mariam walks through the
door with a glass of water. Doug’s not actually thirsty, but at
this point he just drinks the water so he can get out without
making a scene.

Just then the front door opens.

“Shit,” Mariam whispers. “Go out the
back!”

Mariam didn’t seem to care about her husband,
unless of course he was storming through the back door. Doug wasn’t
going to wait for her to ask her twice. Doug slips out the sliding
glass doors into the backyard as quietly as possible. Staying low,
he sneaks around the side of the house. Doug can hear Mariam
greeting her husband. Doug makes his way to his car. He had parked
it in front of the neighbor’s house, so hopefully the husband
wouldn’t suspect anything. Getting into his car he feels relieved
and lets out a sigh. He cracks a smile, thinking of the rest of his
day. First he needs to hit a pawnshop and sell the stolen jewelry,
and then he’s off to gamble and get high.

 


***

 


Chloe never intended for it to end the way it
did. Overall, she was a good person, and a good friend. Her friend
Erica thought she should take what was hers, and she couldn’t let
her get away with that. She was a pretty little brunette with long
legs and a low IQ. Erica and Chloe had been friends for about a
year after meeting at the salon. At the time, Chloe was dating a
man named Austen. It’s not like Chloe thought she was going to be
with him forever, he was just too flakey for that, but he was still
hers.

Chloe and Austin were dating for about ten
months and he had just bought her diamond earrings for her
birthday. She remembered thinking: “this guy really knows how to
treat a girl.”

Then one day, when he was supposed to be at
work, Chloe caught him fooling around with Erica in his car. She
knocked on the passenger’s window, where they were in the seat, one
on top of the other. Austen jumped up and immediately started
apologizing over and over. She was mad for a few weeks, but he
continued to apologize, and she eventually forgave him.

Maybe I should have been more pissed at
Austen for cheating on me, she thought, but men cheat, it is
in their nature to be assholes.

Friends, however, should never betray each
other like this.

So Chloe took care of Erica

She figured the only way she was going to be
able to trust Austen again was to eliminate the problem entirely.
It still hurts her to picture one of her good friends rotting
underground in her ex’s backyard, but every time she’d feel bad
about it, she would just remind herself that Erica deserved it—she
shouldn’t have hooked up with Austen.

Austen and Chloe broke up soon after that. He
was very involved in the investigation of Erica’s disappearance;
and it pissed her off. He wasn’t even paying attention to her
anymore. For Chloe, the fact that Austen was so concerned with
finding Erica was just further proof that she could never trust him
again. So she broke it off with him.

But as much as she didn’t want it to, the
investigation took its toll on Chloe, too. She was an amazing liar,
but trying to help find a friend that she killed was just a little
too much for her to handle. She put on an act when talking to the
police, reporters, and even helped staple pictures of Erica to
neighborhood lampposts, saying she went “Missing.” But that act was
getting a little old.

So, she used the excuse that she was afraid
Erica was abducted and that she would be next to get out of town
without the police suspecting anything. After all, Erica was
missing without a trace, it was probably a serial killer, and Erica
and Chloe were a lot alike, so she really did need to leave—or so
that’s what she told herself and the authorities. Considering she
was still living as a free woman, the cops seemed to believe her
story, too.

The move from Utah to California was the best
she ever made, or so she thought. She could truly leave the past
behind, and not have to worry about anyone finding her. Not only
had she gotten out of the crime clean, but she also met a great
guy. It’s like she was meant to live there; and to find Doug. Now
she just needed to let the past disappear and to forget.

 


***

 


After coming home from work one evening,
Chloe was getting some shopping bags out of her trunk, when she
heard footsteps in the distance.

“I know it was you!” Chloe hears, shouted
from across the street.

She recognizes the voice, but it can’t be.
There’s no way she could have found out; or found her there. She
looked over and her worst fears are coming ture. Alyssa is looking
right at her. She was Austen’s younger sister. She always wanted to
be part of their group of friends and Erica always let her in,
however Chloe never wanted her boyfriend’s nosey little sister
breaking into their plans.

Alyssa continued to walk towards Chloe. Chloe
had the urge to run away, but she couldn’t; it felt like her feet
were glued to the pavement. Plus, it would make her look
guilty.

“Alyssa, what are you doing here?” Chloe
says, trying to keep the panic out of her voice as Alyssa walks
closer and closer.

“I know you did something to Erica. I know
you’re the reason she’s missing! Did you kill her? What did you do
to her?” Alyssa gets in Chloe’s face, yelling at her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,
Alyssa. I was just afraid what happened to Erica would happen to
me, so I left.”

“That excuse may have worked with the police,
but not with me. I know you were just running away. I know you did
something to her. I am going to find out what you did!”

“You’re crazy. You need to go back home.
There’s nothing here for you to find.” Chloe just wanted Alyssa to
get away from her.

Chloe turns around to walk away, proud to
have gotten in the last word, until….

“You won’t get away with this!” Alyssa yells
at her back. Chloe is not willing to turn around to respond; she
just wants to disappear.
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