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Chapter One


 




 


Sunday, March 7th, 2012


 


Dangerous. 


For months I’ve had dreams and nightmares about how
perfectly he personifies the word. Sleep-laden, alternate realities where I can
vividly smell his musky male scent, feel his hard body against mine. Taste the
sweet and sensuous flavor of him-–like milk chocolate with its silky demand
that I indulge in one more bite. And another. So good I’d forgotten there’s a
price for overindulgence. And there is a price. There is always a
price. I was reminded of this life lesson on Saturday night. And I know now, no
matter what he says, no matter what he does, I cannot—will not—see him again.



It started out as any other erotic adventure with him.
Unpredictable. Exciting. I barely remember where it all went wrong. How it took
such a dark turn. 


He’d ordered me to undress and sit on the mattress,
against the headboard, my legs spread wide for his viewing. Naked before him,
open to him, I was vulnerable and quivering with need. Never in my life had I
taken orders from a man; most certainly I had never thought I would quiver with
anything. But I did for him. 


If Saturday night proved anything, it was that once I was
with him, under his spell, he could demand anything of me, and I’d comply. He
could push me to the edge, to unbelievable places I’d never thought I would go.
Exactly why I can’t see him again. He makes me feel possessed, and what is so
disconcerting about this feeling is that I like it. I can hardly wrap my mind
around allowing such a thing, though I burn for it. But when I saw him standing
at the end of the bed Saturday night, all broad and thick with sinewy muscle,
his cock jutting forward, there was nothing but that need. 


He was magnificent. Really, truly the most gorgeous man
I’ve ever known. Instant lust exploded inside me. I wanted to feel him close to
me, to feel him touch me. To touch him. But I know now not to touch him without
his permission. And I know not to beg him to let me.  


I’ve learned my lesson from past encounters. He enjoys
the vulnerability of a plea far too much. Enjoys withholding his pleasures,
until I am nearly quaking with the burn of my body. Until I am liquid heat and
tears. He likes that power over me. He likes full control. I should hate him.
Sometimes, I think I love him. 


It was the blindfold that should have warned me I was headed
toward a place of no return. Thinking back, I believe it did. He tossed it on
the bed, a dare, and instantly a shiver chased a path up and down my spine. The
idea of not being able to see what was happening to me should have aroused
me-–it did arouse me. But for reasons I didn’t understand at the time, it also
frightened me. I was scared and I hesitated. 


This did not please him. He told me so, in that deep,
rich, baritone voice that makes me quiver uncontrollably. The need to please
him had been so compelling. I put on the blindfold.  


I was rewarded by the shift of the mattress. He was
coming to me. Soon, I knew I would come, too. His hands slid possessively up my
calves, over my thighs. And damn him, stopped just before my place of need. 


 What came next was a shadowy whirlwind of sensation. He
pulled me onto my back, flat against the mattress. I knew satisfaction was
seconds away. Soon he would enter me. Soon I would have what I needed. But to
my distress, he moved away. 


It was then that I was sure I’d heard the click of a
lock. It jolted me to a sitting position, and I called out his name, fearful he
was leaving. Certain that I’d done something wrong. Then relieved when his hand
flattened on my stomach. I’d imagined the sound of the lock. I must have. But I
couldn’t shake the subtle shift in the air then, the raw lust and menace
consuming the room that didn’t feel like him. It was a thought easily
forgotten when he settled heavy between my thighs, his strong hands lifting my
arms over my head, his breath warm on my neck—his body heavy, perfect. 


Somehow, a silk tie wrapped around my wrists and my arms
were tied to the bed frame. It never occurred to me that he could not have done
this on his own. That he was on top of me, unable to manipulate my arms. But
then, he was manipulating my body, my mind, and I was his willing victim. 


He lifted his body from mine, and I whimpered, unable to
reach for him. Again silence. And the whisk of fabric. More strange sounds.
Long seconds ticked by, and I remember the chill that snaked across my skin.
The feeling of dread that had balled in my stomach. 


And then, the moment I know I will die remembering. The
moment when the steel of a blade touched my lips. The moment that he promised
there was pleasure in pain. The moment when the blade traveled along my skin
with the proof he would be true to his words. And I knew then that I had been
wrong. He was not dangerous. Nor was he chocolate. He was lethal, a drug, and I
feared… 


 


 


A knock on my apartment door jolts me from the seductive
words of the journal I’ve been reading to the point I darn near toss the
notebook over my shoulder. Guiltily, I slam it shut and set it back on the
simple oak coffee table where it had been left by my neighbor and close friend,
Ella Ferguson the night before. I hadn’t meant to read it. It was just...there.
On my table. Absently, I’d opened it, and I’d been so shocked at what I found
that I hadn’t believed it could really be my sweet, close friend Ella’s
writing. So I’d kept reading. I couldn’t stop reading and I don’t know why. It
makes no sense. I, Sara McMillan, am a high-school teacher, and I do not invade
people’s privacy, nor do I enjoy this kind of reading. I’m still telling myself
that as I reach the door, but I can’t ignore the burn low in my belly. 


I pause before greeting my visitor, and rest my hands on my
cheeks, certain they’re flaming red, hoping whoever is here will just go away.
I promise myself if they do, I won’t read the journal again, but deep down, I
know the temptation will be strong. Good Lord, I feel like Ella seemed to feel
when living out the scene in the journal-–like I am the one hanging on
for one more titillating moment and then another. Clearly,
twenty-eight-year-old women are not supposed to go eighteen months without sex.
The worst part is that I’ve invaded the privacy of someone I care about. 


Another knock sounds and I concede that, nope, my visitor is
not going away. Inwardly, I shake myself and tug at the hem of the
simple light blue dress I still wore from my final day of tenth-grade summer
English classes. I inhale and open the door to have a cool blast of San
Francisco’s year-round chilly night air tease the loose strands of my long
brunette hair that have fallen from the twist at my nape. Thankfully, it also
cools my feverishly hot skin. What is wrong with me? How has a journal affected
me this intensely? 


Without awaiting an invitation, Ella rushes past me in a
whiff of vanilla-scented perfume and red bouncing curls. 


“There it is,” Ella says, snatching up her journal from the
coffee table. “I thought I'd left it here when I came by last night.”


I shut the door, certain my cheeks are flaming again with
the knowledge that I now know more about Ella’s sex life than I should. I still
don’t know what made me open that journal, what made me keep reading. What
makes me, even now, want to read more.


“I hadn’t noticed,” I say, wishing I could pull back the lie
the instant it’s issued. I don’t like lies. I’ve known my share of people
who’ve told them and I know how damaging they can be. I really don’t
like how easily this one slipped from my lips. This is Ella, after all, who in
the past year as my neighbor, has become my confidante, the younger sister I’d
never had. Together we are the family neither of us have, or rather, neither of
us wish to claim. Uncomfortably, I ramble onward, a bad habit brought out by
nerves, and guilt, apparently. “Long day of classes,” I add, “and I had piles
and piles of paperwork to finish up for the summer. Lucky you got to avoid that
this year, though I had some great kids I enjoyed.” I purse my lips and tell
myself I’ve said enough, only to find I can’t help but continue, “I only just
got home a few minutes ago.”


“Well thank goodness you have some time off now,” Ella says,
lifting the journal. “I brought this over last night when we’d planned to watch
that chick flick together. I wanted to read you a few of the entries. But then
David called, and you know how that went.” Her lips tilted downward, guilt
laden in her tone. “I deserted you like a very bad friend.” 


David being her hot doctor boyfriend. What David wanted from
Ella, he got. Now, I know just how true that is. I study Ella a moment. With
her dewy youthful skin, dressed in faded jeans and a purple tee, she looks like
one of my students rather than a twenty-five year old teacher herself. “I was
tired anyway,” I assure her, but I’m worried she’s over her head with this man
ten years her senior. “I needed to get to bed to be ready for today’s classes.”


“Well they’re over now and yay for that.” She indicates the
journal. “And I’m so glad to get this back before my date with David tonight.”
She wiggles an eyebrow. “Foreplay. David is going to love this. This thing is
scorching hot.”   


 I gape in utter disbelief. “You read him your journal?”
I’d never have the courage to read a man such intimate personal
thoughts-–especially not about him. “And it’s foreplay?” 


Ella frowns. “This isn’t my journal. Remember? I told
you last night. It’s from the storage units I bought at that auction at the beginning
of summer.”


“Oh,” I say, though I don’t remember Ella saying anything
about the journal. In fact, had she, I’m one hundred percent sure I’d remember.
“That’s right. The storage auctions you’ve been attending since you got
obsessed with that Storage Wars show. I still can’t believe people store their
things and then default and let it go to the highest bidder.” 


“And yet they do,” Ella says. “And I’m not obsessed.” 


I arch a brow.


“Okay, maybe I am,” she concedes, “but I’m going to make
more than double what I would have teaching summer school. You should really
consider going to the next auction with me. I’ve already turned two of the
three units I bought around for big money.” She holds up the journal. “This
came from the last unit I bought and it’s the best yet. It has artwork I know
is going to sell for big bucks. And so far I’ve found three journals that are
absolutely spellbinding. My gosh, I can’t seem to stop reading them. This woman
started out like you and I, and somehow got pulled into this dark passionate
place that is terrifyingly exciting.”


She’s right, and I can feel that burn in my belly thinking
about the words on those pages. I can almost imagine the soft, seductive voice
of the woman whispering her story to me. I try to focus on what Ella is saying,
but I’m wondering about that woman instead, wondering where she is, who she is.



”Oh my!” Ella exclaims. “You’re blushing. You read the
journal, didn’t you?”


I blanch. “What? I…” Suddenly, I can’t talk, and I’m not
rambling a nonsensical reply I would normally spurt out. I am so not myself
right now and I sink helplessly into an overstuffed brown chair across from
Ella, stuck in the trap of my earlier lie. “I…yes. I read it.”


Ella claims a couch cushion, narrowing her green eyes on me.
“Did you think I wrote that stuff?”


I cast her a tentative look. “Well…” 


“Whoa,” she says, clearly taking my reply, or rather lack of
reply, as confirmation. “You thought…” She shakes her head. “I’m speechless.
You couldn’t have read the good parts or there’s no way you would think she was
me. But you’re sure blushing like you read the good parts.”


“I read some parts that were, ah, hmm, pretty detailed.” 


She snorts. “And you assumed I wrote them.” She shakes her
head again. “And here I thought you knew me. But heck, I so wish I could live
up to that assessment for just one hot night. There is a mysterious eroticism
to that woman’s life that’s just…” She shivers. “Haunting. It, she,
affects me.”


In some small way it comforts me to know she is as affected
by the words on those pages as I am, and I don’t know why. What in the world do
I need comfort for? It isn’t logical. Nothing about my reaction to this unknown
woman is logical.


“Once David and I finish with the journal,” Ella continues,
drawing me back into the conversation, “he’s going to take pictures of a few
intimate pages for potential buyers and we’re listing the journals on eBay.
They’re going to bring in big money. I just know it.” 


I gape, appalled at this idea. “You can’t seriously intend
on selling this woman’s personal thoughts on eBay?”


“Heck yeah, I do,” she says. “Making money is the name of
the game. Besides, for all we know it’s all fiction.”


Her words are cold and she surprises me. This is not the
Ella I know. “We are talking about a woman’s private thoughts, Ella. Surely,
you don’t want to profit off of her pain.” 


Her brows dip. “What pain? It sounds like all pleasure to
me.”


“She lost everything she owns at auction. That isn’t
pleasure.”


“I’m guessing her rich man flew her off to some exotic location
and she is living life in a grand way.” Her voice turns somber. “I have to
think like that to do this, Sara. Please don’t make me feel guilty. This is
money I need and if I didn’t do this, some other buyer would have.”


I open my mouth to argue, but relent. Ella is alone in this
world, with no family aside from an alcoholic father who doesn’t know his own
name most of the time, let alone hers. I know she feels she has to have money
for emergencies. I know that feeling myself all too well. I too am alone.
Mostly, but I don’t want to think about that right now. 


“I’m sorry,” I tell her and I mean it. “I know this is good
for you. I’m happy it’s working out.”


Her lips curve slightly and she nods her acceptance before
she pushes to her feet. I stand with her and give her a hug.  She smiles, her
mood transforming into the instant sunshine I so often find she brings into my
life. I love Ella. I really do. 


“David and I are looking forward to a bit of that
spellbinding action ourselves tonight,” she announces mischievously. “I have to
run.” She laughs and waves a few fingers at me. “Enjoy your night. I know I
will.”


I sink back into my chair and watch the door close.  


 


•   •   •


 


The sound of pounding on my door once again takes me from
bliss to panic. I sit up in the bed, disoriented and groggy, and eye the clock.
Seven in the morning on my first day off from classes. 


“Who the heck is pounding on my door?” I grumble, throwing
the blankets off me and sliding my feet into the pink fuzzy slippers one of my
students gave me last Christmas. I grab my long pink robe that is not fuzzy,
but does say ‘Pink’ across the back. More knocking has begun.


“Sara, it’s me, Ella!” I hear as I shuffle my way toward the
living room. “Hurry! Hurry!”


My heart flutters because not only is Ella clearly in some
sort of panic, but unlike me, who doesn’t like to waste a second of any day,
Ella doesn’t get up before noon on days she doesn’t have to. The instant I yank
open the door, Ella flings her arms around me and announces, “I’m eloping!”


“Eloping?!” I gasp, pulling back and tugging Ella inside,
out of the chill of the early morning. She’s still wearing her clothes from the
night before. “What are you talking about? What’s happening?”


“David proposed last night,” she exclaims excitedly. “I can
hardly believe it. We’re flying to Paris this morning.” She eyes her watch and
squeals. “In two hours.” 


She shoves something into my hand. “That has the key to my
apartment. On the kitchen table, you’ll find the journal and the key to the
storage unit. If it’s not cleared out in two weeks, it has to be rented, or
it’s auctioned off yet again. So take it and sell the stuff. The money is
yours. Or let it go. Either way, it doesn’t matter.” She grins. “Because I’m
eloping to Paris, then honeymooning in Italy!” 


Protectiveness fills me for Ella. I don’t want her to get
hurt and I’ve never even heard her say she loves David. “You’ve only known this
man for three months, sweetie. I’ve only met him once.” He always,
conveniently, got called away when we’d been planning to get together. 


“I love him, Sara,” she says, as if reading my mind. “And
he’s good to me. You know that.”


No, I don’t know that, but while I try to find the
right way to say it, she is already reaching for the door. “Ella-” 


“I’ll call you when I arrive in Paris, so keep your cell
handy.”


“Wait!” I say, shackling her arm. “How long will you be
gone?”


Her eyes light up with excitement. “A month. Can you believe
it? A whole month in Italy. I’m living a dream.” She hugs me and gives me a
kiss on the cheek. “I’ll call and when we get back we’ll have a reception.” Her
eyes soften. “You know I wanted you with me for this, don’t you? But David knew
I had no family. He wanted to whisk me away so that it wouldn’t be painful.”
She pokes at the tuckered spot that always appears between my brows when I
frown. “Stop making that face. It’ll be wrinkled when you get older. And I’m
fine. I’m perfect, in fact.”


“You better be,” I say, attempting my best teacher voice,
but my throat is too tight to do much more than croak out the warning. “Call me
as soon as you arrive so I know you’re safe, and I want pictures. Lots of
pictures.” 


Ella smiles brightly, “Yes, Ms. McMillan.” She turns and
rushes away, giving me a last-second wave over her shoulder before she rounds the
corner. She is gone, and I am fighting unexpected tears I don’t even
understand. I am happy for Ella but worried for her, too. I feel...I’m not sure
what I feel. Lost, maybe. My fingers curl around her keys, and I am suddenly
aware that I have just inherited a storage unit and the journals I swore I
wouldn’t read again.










 


Chapter Two


 




 


And then, the moment I know I will die remembering. The
moment when the steel of a blade touched my lips. The moment that he promised
there was pleasure in pain...


Those words written in the journal replay in my head early
the next evening, the same day of Ella’s rapid departure. They haunt me to the
point I feel downright icy every time I think of them. They are why I’m here,
standing inside a temperature-controlled storage unit the size of a small
garage, that at some point I assume the journal writer leased. Thankfully there
is a dim light and the neighborhood is good. I stand here, unsure of what to
look at first, uneasy about digging through a stranger’s things. 


…the moment he promised there was pleasure in pain. 


Unbidden, the words replay in my head again. I shiver, and
not just because the journal is explicitly arousing. I shouldn’t be aroused.
Not by painful pleasure and bondage. I refuse to be aroused. I am worried
about this mysterious woman. Besides, I am my father’s daughter, just as my
mother had been my father’s wife, which translated to his puppets who didn’t
dare walk in the same shadows he did. My mother had escaped him in death, and
I’d chosen to leave him out of my life since. Despite five years without him, I
remain all too aware that the lingering effects of his heavy hand are far too
present in my life. 


I grind my teeth at the memories. I have no idea how my mind
has gone to places I try never to go. Forcefully, I refocus on the neatly
stacked furniture and boxes lining the walls, as well as what looks like
well-packaged artwork. A life left behind, forgotten. Who did that? Who left
things that they’d clearly cared about enough to neatly pack and organize them,
behind? I’m not buying the idea that some rich boyfriend had whisked this woman
away to some exotic life. No one who hadn’t seen bad luck, or maybe even
tragedy, did this. I’m not about to be a part of adding to this woman’s
troubles by selling off her things. Not this woman, I corrected myself. Rebecca
Mason is her name. That’s what the paperwork said, and as per the
management they couldn’t give me her phone number and ‘it’s disconnected
anyway’. 


“I’m going to find a way to contact you, and return your
things,” I whisper to the room, as if I’m speaking to Rebecca, and a chill
races down my spine. I feel like she is here, like I’m talking to her and it’s
downright creepy. Somehow, it makes me more determined to find her.


I sigh with grim realization at what my vow means. I have to
invade her privacy and dig through her things to find a way to contact her, a
way to return what was left of her life. If she’s alive, I think grimly,
hugging myself. 


“Stop it,” I murmur, chiding myself. The Grim Reaper
mentality isn’t me. I don’t even like horror movies. The world has enough real
monsters without creating fictional monsters.  


There really could be a happy reason Rebecca left her life
behind. Winning the lotto. There. Yes. There was a good reason to leave all
your things behind. Unlikely, but still possible. Ten million to one or so, I
imagine, but possible. So why does the idea do absolutely nothing to dismiss
the eerie, hollow feeling of the room? 


Eager to get this over with, I drop my purse to the ground
and run my hands down my soft, faded jeans, scanning the items around me until
my gaze catches on a box neatly labeled "personal papers". Seems a
good place to find contact information, if I ever saw one. 


 


•   •   •


 


Two hours later I am sitting against a wall, thumbing
through information I have no business seeing. School records, bills, legal
paperwork that amounted to pennies of inheritance from the death of Rebecca’s
mother and last living relative, three years before. I think of my own mother,
of the woman who’d tried so hard to shelter me from my father, but would never
do anything to shelter herself. I squeeze my eyes shut, wondering if the pain
of losing her will ever go away. If it will ever go away. She’d been my
best friend, my closest confidante. I wonder if Rebecca was close to her
mother, as I was mine? If she’d hurt as I did with my loss, as I still do.



With effort, I refocus on the paperwork, and realize I’m not
going to find any family connections to reach Rebecca. But thankfully, the mail and
a bunch of bank statements have, at least, given me her address though I’m not
overly certain it will be accurate. 


Feeling not much closer to finding Rebecca, I shove
everything back in the box and stand up, feeling stiff and cramped in a way
that defies my morning jogs.   


“Try the dresser,” comes a male voice from behind me. 


I yelp and whirl around to find a man wearing a staff shirt
standing in the doorway. The hair on the back of my neck prickles, my nerve
endings humming with warning. He is a handsome man in his mid-thirties—blond,
clean shaven, with short, spiky hair, but it’s the dark interest in his
deep-set eyes that sets me on edge. The already small room seems to shrink and
close in on me, that eerie feeling I’ve been unable to shake no longer hollow
but focused on me, like an invisible weight on my shoulders and chest.  


“Dresser?” I manage to croak despite the dryness in my
throat.


“Everyone has a secret bedroom drawer,” he says. His voice
lowers, takes on a husky quality. “A place almost as personal as their soul.” 


I stiffen, a new rush of discomfort slicing through me. He's
been in here. I knew it with every piece of my being. He'd gone through
Rebecca's things. He knew what was in that drawer. I don’t like this man, and
I’m suddenly immensely aware of the fact that I am alone with him, miles from
the highway, not another customer anywhere near—at least not that I've seen or
heard thus far.   


“I don’t want to know her secrets,” I say firmly, keeping my
voice remarkably steady considering my knees are wobbly. “I want to find her
and return her things to her.”


He studies me a long moment, his gaze as sharp as the slice
of discomfort digging deeper inside me. Then finally, when I am about to choke
on the silence, he says, “Like I said. Check the drawer.” His lips hint at a
sardonic smile, and he pushes off the doorjamb. “I’ll be back to lock the
exterior building at nine. You won’t want to be inside when I do.” Without
another word, he is gone.


I don’t move. I can’t move. I want to slam the door shut but
don’t dare, not when it locks from the outside, a thought that terrifies me.
Seconds tick by and I wait as the man’s footsteps fade away into the distance. Away.
Yes. Away. I have to get away from this place. I rush to the glossy mahogany dresser
against the wall and yank open the top right drawer. Empty. I try the left.
God, my heart is in my throat, threatening to choke me. I have to stop and
force myself to inhale, and slowly exhale. I am shaking and irrationally
frightened. I count to thirty and I can breathe again. I’m okay. Everything is
okay. I open the left drawer and the breath I’d finally found again hitches at
the contents. A black, twelve-by-eight, velvet box with a lock. A red silk
scarf. Three red leather-bound journals. 


My teeth worry my bottom lip. I dart a look toward the
hallway and then back to the drawer. I am intrigued despite my nerves, but
afraid the creepy man will return. 


I quickly refocus on the drawer, and search for a key to the
box, telling myself there might be contact information inside. That I am not
caving to carnal curiosity. I flip open each of the journals, shake them for
loose papers, for a key. A brochure falls from inside one of them, and I start
to shove it aside, exposing several more brochures in the process.


I pick one of them up and read "Allure Art
Gallery," San Francisco. They are all Allure brochures. Allure is the
largest, most prestigious gallery among San Francisco’s many. I remember Ella
mentioning art she’d found in the unit. It appears that despite our vastly
different love lives, Rebecca and I share a common thread in our interest in
art. I love everything about art, from the history to the creative process.
There was a time when I might have cut off my right arm to work in the art
world. It’s what I went to school for, what I’d dreamt of. A dream I’d given up
years ago when life, bills, and responsibilities took precedence.


A loud crash sounds somewhere outside, and I nearly jump out
of my own skin. My hand balls on my chest, willing my heart not to jump right
through it. Thunder. The sound had been thunder. It is about to storm. Another
loud rumble radiates through the walls, echoing as if I am in a cave–-almost
like an omen of warning telling me to hurry the heck up. Oh good grief, my imagination
is running wild, but I won’t ignore this feeling of unease. 


I grab my purse, stack the journals in my arms, which I
justify taking because they are my only hope of finding a clue to Rebecca’s
recent whereabouts. I am about to exit the room, but I hesitate for a moment
before turning back and rushing to the dresser to retrieve the box. My hands
are still shaking as I manage to juggle the items I’m holding and attach the
lock to the storage unit.


Quickly, I head down a narrow, dimly lit hallway, past rows
of locked units like the one I’ve just left. I feel like I am Alice in
Wonderland about to be sucked down the rabbit hole. I exit the garage-style
main doorway to find a now dark parking lot made darker by the brewing storm.
How has time gotten away from me so quickly? 


I fall into a half run, half walk, in stealthy silence
thanks to my light blue, Nike cross trainers, closing the distance between
myself and my silver Ford Focus. My keys are still in my purse, and I don’t
know why I haven’t pulled them out before now. I set the items I’m holding on
top of the hood with the intent of digging in my purse and manage to drop one
of the journals. I reach for it and drop another. 


“Dang it,” I mumble and squat, scooping them up, but the
hair stands up on my neck again, and despite the cold droplets of water
smacking my forehead, I don’t stand. My gaze shifts to a shadow near the open
garage door, and I search to find no one there. I jerk myself upright, stomach
lurching. Get in the car. Get in the car. Why are you outside the car?  


Hands shaking now, I dig out my keys, and curse the
out-of-character paranoia I can’t escape. I yank open the car door and throw my
purse inside, get in, the journals and the box awkwardly on my lap. I can’t
lock the door fast enough. A heavy breath escapes me at the sound of the clicks
that seal me inside and I haphazardly stack the journals and box in the
passenger seat.


I’m about to start the engine when a trickle of awareness
draws my gaze to the side of the building I’d just exited, and I gasp. Standing
in the shadows, beneath a slim awning, one leg propped against the wall, is the
man who’d visited me a few minutes before. Watching me. 


I turn on the engine and say a silent prayer of thank you
when it starts. I can’t get out of here fast enough. 


 


•   •   •


 


I’m halfway home when the storm explodes on the city in a
fury of pounding rain and vivid lightning, no doubt the reason why, despite it
being Friday night, there isn’t a nearby parking spot at my apartment complex.
Thankful that a boatload of schoolwork to grade had motivated me to buy a purse
the size of a small suitcase, I cram the box and the journals inside to protect
them from the downpour. A wet run later, with water dripping from my hair and
clothes, I flip the lights on in my apartment. I can’t shut the door and lock
it any faster than I could get away from that storage facility. 


Maybe my imagination is running away with me over the
mystery of Rebecca Mason, but I feel like I am being stalked. That man back at
the storage unit gave me the creeps. I shiver just thinking about him. Well,
that and I’m dripping wet and despite the fact that it’s August, it’s a chilly
fifty-one degrees outside according to the radio announcer. 


Water is puddling at my feet, and I quickly pull the box and
the journals from my drenched purse, setting them on the dry carpet before
stripping right there in the entryway. My tan carpet is a dirt magnet but
renting means you take what you can get. I start for the bathroom and hesitate,
backtracking to grab my cell phone because it just makes me feel better to have
it in hand, but I tell myself it’s to call Ella. I start a hot bath and dial
her number, hoping she might know where to find Rebecca, and to hear she is
safe and happy. Her phone rings with a fast busy signal that tells me that she
was out of service range, but I still feel worried. I am one big ball of nerves
and it’s making me insane.


Forty-five minutes later, freshly showered and dressed in
pink boxers and a matching tee, my hair soft and dry and smelling like my
favorite rose-scented shampoo, I am chiding myself for being so paranoid. I
head to the fridge for my answer to all troubles—a pint of Ben and Jerry’s
Boston Cream Pie ice cream. 


My gaze slides to Rebecca’s personal items still sitting by
the door with my discarded clothes. I should have stayed at the storage unit
until I found her information. Now, I have no choice but to seek what I need in
between the pages of those journals. Or in the box...that I can’t open. I'm not
even sure why I’d brought it with me.


A few minutes later, I sit down on the couch with my good
friends Ben and Jerry, the stack of journals, and the box on the coffee table.
The box that I still see no way to open without potentially damaging it.  


With no other option, I reach for a journal and flip it
open. In delicate female writing, it reads 2010 . No month. I wonder if
this was written before, or after, the journal Ella had left in my apartment
last night. 


Thumbing through pages, I try to scan for words that might
relate to a place of employment and catch little pieces of Rebecca’s life along
the way. The night was hot and my  body thirsty. I inhale and turn the
page at the clear indication of something far more private than a place of
work. This woman wrote with such flowery, exotic words. Who writes like that? My
life changed the day I walked into the art gallery. Okay, that has my
attention for the right reason. The gallery is clearly where I need to look for
Rebecca. But did she work there or shop there? Or maybe she was an artist? 


I keep reading, looking for my answers. I’ve changed.
It’s changed me. This world has changed me. He says he’s simply helped
me uncover the real me. I don’t even know who the real me is any more. 


“He who?” I whisper at the text.  


The places I go now, both emotionally and physically, are
dark, dangerous places. I know this, yet where he leads-–where they lead
– I follow. 


I frown, thinking of the journal entry of the night before,
how I’d read that someone had entered the room while Rebecca had been
blindfolded to the bed.


How can fear be arousing? How can fear make me need and
burn and want? But yet I want, I need, I dare things I never believed I was
capable of doing. Is this the real me? That idea scares me deep down into my
core. This can’t be me. I am not this person. But even more than that fear that
I am, indeed, someone I do not recognize, I fear the idea of not being that
person. Of going back to the past. Of once again being the good girl with a
boring life, pushing paper in an eight-to-five job. Never happy, never
satisfied. At least now I feel something. The rush of fear is far better than
the defeat of boredom. The high of not knowing what comes next, so much better
than always knowing one day will be like the last. Never anticipation, never
feeling anything. No. I cannot go back. So why am I so terrified of going
forward? 


Thunder rolls overhead, jolting me momentarily from my
absorption. Glancing at the window where rain is pattering on the glass, I
absently curl up into the corner of the couch, thinking about what I’ve
just read. I am so different from this woman writing the journals, yet I have
an odd connection with her words. I love the kids I teach, but I feel the ache
of encouraging them to follow their dreams and knowing I haven’t followed mine.
Knowing my words to them are hypocritical. I understand what it feels like to
have each day pass, knowing I’m no closer to my dreams. Jobs in the art world
are just so few and far apart, and pay so little, that I cannot justify my
passion as my job. 


A heavy breath of regret trickles from my lips, and my gaze
returns to the page. I am lost in a world that isn’t mine and never can be, but
somehow, right now, it is. 


Three hours later, the rain has calmed to a drizzle, and I
am no longer lounging on the couch. Somewhere along the way, I’ve read all
three journals, which have gone from erotic and thrilling to downright
frightening. I’m sitting up now, hanging on the words of the final entry. 


I want out. This is no longer a rush anymore. No longer
exciting. But he won’t let me out. He won’t let me go. And I don’t know how to
escape him. He was at the showing tonight, watching me, stalking me. I wanted
to run. I wanted to hide. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. One minute I was talking to
a customer, the next I was in a dark corner with him buried deep inside
me. When it was over, he stroked my hair and promised to see me later. Tonight.
The minute I was alone, I rushed to the camera room to take the tape, to keep
him from possessing it, and me with it. But it was gone. He’d taken it before I
could. And now…


That was it. Nothing more. As if she’d been interrupted by
something or someone and quit writing. I stare at the blank page, my heart
thundering in my chest. Were these journals before or after the one I’d been
reading the night before, I wonder again? Because if they were before, I would
know Rebecca was okay. I dial Ella and once again am greeted by the fast busy
signal I don’t want to hear. 


Frustrated, I jump to my feet and pace, wringing fingers
through my already tousled hair. Rebecca Mason must have left town, that’s why
her things were in that storage unit. But why hadn’t she come back for them? Or
paid the storage fee? I ball my fists at my sides and then slowly force them to
open, force my shoulders to relax. I will myself to calm down with logic. There
is no reason to jump to conclusions. I’ll simply call the gallery and locate
Rebecca, discover all is well, and return Rebecca’s things to her. End of
story. Right. Perfect. Then I’ll get on with my summer tutoring.


I snatch my phone off the coffee table, intending to make
that call and immediately stop myself. It’s after midnight and I’ve tried to
call Ella with no idea what time it is in Paris, and now I am trying to call
the art gallery. So much for calm and collected. 


Something about Rebecca Mason has reached past the pages of
that journal and become personal. I’d become Rebecca while I was reading those
journals. I feel a connection so intimate to this stranger that it is downright
eerie. Or maybe, I think wryly, my own life is just so darn boring I’m
desperate for a little excitement. Like Rebecca had been, before she met
him. 


With that thought, I hug myself, and head for bed. But not
before I grab the journals and take them with me. 









End of sample
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