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    THE PARTY 
 
    Reese Taylor stared back into the mirror of the Brantley house bathroom as she ran her fingers through her long brown hair for the tenth time in a row. She could feel the base of a rap song booming against the floor beneath her feet, the party now kicking into full swing just below her on the first floor.  
 
    “Reese, stop! You look amazing!” Riley Taylor said as she closed the bathroom door tightly behind her and walked to Reese’s side. Reese eyed Riley’s yellow sundress. Maybe she should have borrowed that one instead.  
 
    “Easy for you to say, Miss. C-cup,” Reese groaned as she turned to her side, tugging at the loose, hanging neck line of the summer dress that she had borrowed from Riley. “Of course, God gives us the same face but not the same boob size; I could fit a small child in here,” Reese smirked as Riley giggled. 
 
    “Hey, I may have gotten the boobs but at least you got the brains,” Riley smiled as she adjusted her shoulder length brown hair. That was the only way anyone could ever tell them apart; by their hair. Reese with her long locks and Riley with her short, edgy cut. Riley and Reese were only mere seconds apart, and since the day they had been born, they’d been inseparable. Riley toyed with the golden heart shaped locket hanging around her neck. A small keyhole in the center of the heart. Riley never showed her what was inside…not even once; the only secret her sister ever kept from her.  
 
    “Real fair trade,” Reese said as she tossed a coy smile to Riley. 
 
    “Are you ever going to leave this bathroom? Burke is downstairs waiting for you,” Riley teased as she pinched Reese’s arm gently. Reese could feel her cheeks grow warm as she turned to Riley beside her. 
 
    “I’m just…nervous,” Reese said as her smile slowly faded and the butterflies in her stomach began to flutter.  
 
    “About what? Clearly, he likes you; I mean, he did invite you even though he knows parties aren’t your thing,” Riley stated. 
 
    “I know that. We’ve just been dating for a while now. I know he’s expecting tonight to be…the night,” Reese said as her eyes stared down to the floor, her hands shaking at her sides. 
 
    “Reese, listen,” Riley said as she gently grabbed Reese’s arms. “You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to. Burke is a nice guy; sure, he’s a little…rough around the edges,” Riley smirked as Reese laughed along with her. “But you know that deep down, he would never rush you. And if he did, then I would fucking kill him…well, after ripping his balls off,” Riley added with a sinister smile as Reese busted into laughter. “I know you like to be in control and I know that you want to do things your way, but just trust me on this. Go at your own pace. If he doesn’t like that, then fuck him; you don’t need a guy like that in your life anyway. Just go with the flow,” Riley said as she rubbed Reese’s arms. 
 
    “You were wrong. You got some of the brains, too,” Reese smiled softly as she nodded.  
 
    “Yeah, well I’ve had about three beers, so my speeches are on point right now,” Riley laughed as Reese hugged her tightly. Riley’s arms tightened around her twin sister. 
 
    “Is there anything you want to talk about?” Reese asked as she released Riley and stepped back, her eyes settling on Riley. 
 
    “Why?” Riley asked, confused. 
 
    “Call it a twin thing, but I just feel like something has been bothering you these past few days. I mean, you didn’t go to school yesterday…and I just didn’t know if something was wrong,” Reese said softly. She could sense something was off with Riley. Sure, she was being normal now thanks to the liquor in her system, but before…she was so…distant; quiet. She hadn’t been her usual bubbly self for the last few days. Something was off…and Reese couldn’t quite put her finger on it. 
 
    Riley’s smile slowly faded as she turned from Reese, staring into the mirror. Her hands gripped tightly around the edge of the porcelain sink as her head rose, her eyes staring deep into her reflection looking back at her.  
 
    “I think I…” Riley began as… 
 
    A loud, booming thud came from the wooden bathroom door. Reese jumped in fright as she looked to Riley beside her.  
 
    “We’ll be out in a minute!” Reese yelled as she looked back to her sister beside her. “Go on,” Reese said softly. 
 
    “Forget it. Burke is waiting for you. We can just talk tomorrow,” Riley said as she smiled and gave Reese a playful wink. 
 
    “Cross your heart?” Reese asked as she grabbed Riley’s hands tightly. Riley gently tightened her grip on Reese’s hands as she nodded with her response. 
 
    “And hope to die…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Burke Collins and Blake Brantley tossed their shots back simultaneously and slammed them onto the cluttered, messy kitchen island. Burke’s eyes watered as he felt the smooth, potent vodka roll down his throat and into his stomach; the warmth gliding down through his chest and towards his belly. Burke slicked back his long, black hair as he looked to Blake beside him. 
 
    “Where the hell are your parents at?” Burke asked as he wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his leather jacket, the liquor dripping down to his leather biker boots. 
 
    “In Cancun for the whole weekend, man!” Blake smiled widely as he poured two more shots. “Ready up!” Blake yelled as Burke’s eyes scanned the crowded kitchen. Every inch of the house was filled, wall to wall, with their peer from school. This was the party of the year, and every senior at Woodland Falls High wouldn’t dare miss it. 
 
    “No, I am good!” Burke smirked as Blake moved the shot along the marble counter top towards him. 
 
    “Oh, come on! Don’t be a pussy!” Blake begged. “Let loose! Have some fun!” he added as he shoved Burke playfully. 
 
    “Have you seen Reese?” Burke asked as his eyes scanned the crowd, the familiar faces blurring into a mess around him. 
 
    “I think she’s upstairs with Riley. So, give me the goods, man. Are you hitting that tonight or what?” Blake smirked as he threw his shot back, a trickle of the vodka trickling down his chin. 
 
    “Come on, man,” Burke said, his jaw tight as moved the shot glass away from him; the strong, burning smell circled his nostrils as his eyes burned into Blake. “Don’t disrespect her like that,” he added. 
 
    “Burke, just lighten up. You know I’m just jerking your chain. Somebody has to since Reese isn’t,” Blake cackled. Burke then threw his fist forward, punching Blake in the arm. “Dude come on! Chill!” Blake laughed as he rubbed his arm in pain. “It’s a damn joke!” 
 
    “Where’s Quinn?” Burke asked. “I don’t see you worried about your girl with all these drunk dipshits around.” 
 
    “Who the hell cares?” Blake rolled his eyes as he poured himself another shot of the vodka and swayed with the loud music blasting from the living room. 
 
    “Oh, God. What’s going on, now? Are you guys off again? I swear, you both belong on some bad reality dating show,” Burke said, annoyed as he leaned against the kitchen island. 
 
    “I’m breaking up with her is what’s going on,” Blake said in a stern voice as he turned to Burke beside him. Burke’s eyes widened as he moved closer to Blake. 
 
    “Why? What happened?” Burke asked, concerned.  
 
    “I’m just not feeling it anymore. I mean, it’s our senior year. I wanna have all the fun I can. And I mean, with her going to Berkeley and me going to UCLA…it’s bound to end. I just would rather cut the cord now. I don’t want to draw it out,” Blake said as he shrugged softly and his eyes drifted to the floor.  
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” a soft voice rang out behind them. Burke quickly turned to see Quinn Harmon rush up behind Blake and throw her arms around him. 
 
    “Oh, hey baby,” Blake smiled as he turned towards her.  
 
    “What are you boys doing over here? Taking shots without me I see,” Quinn said as she pouted her lips and snatched Burke’s shot glass from the counter. Quinn ran her polished hands through Blake’s short blonde faux hawk as he pulled her close to his side, planting a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “I saved you one,” Burke said as he forced a smile. How could Blake be so calm about this? He was about to break this pour girl’s heart…and here he was, taking shots with his sticky paws all over her. Quinn took the shot and slammed it onto the counter as she tossed her long, blond hair over her shoulder. Quinn was gorgeous…no doubt about it. Burke had his moments where he found himself staring at her for too long. Blake and Quinn were made for each other; the typical quarterback and cheerleader. If a couple as cliché as them couldn’t make it, then who the hell could? Burke slowly turned from them…his eyes scanning the party…searching for the only girl he wanted…the only girl he needed… 
 
    Reese. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ethan Harvey stood in the corner as his brainless peers danced in the center of the dark and crowded living room. He wiped his sweaty palms on the front of his black and red plaid shirt and pushed his thick rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose. He could feel his social anxiety setting in as he wiped the sweat on his forehead beneath his shaggy, brown hair. He shouldn’t have came here. He should have known it would be a waste of time…and braincells. Yes, his friends were here…but the true reason he came here tonight was for one girl. And that’s when he spotted her through the crowd…her short brown hair swaying behind her as she made her way towards the kitchen. 
 
    Riley. 
 
    “Stop it. You’re drooling,” a familiar voice smirked beside him. Ethan jumped, knocked out of his trance, as he turned to see Jessie Tanner beside him. 
 
    “You scared the crap out of me,” Ethan said breathless, his heart beating rapidly in his chest.  
 
    “Nah, I think you’re good,” Jessie giggled as she checked the back of Ethan’s khakis. Jessie took a long sip from the plastic cup in her hand as she followed his gaze…glued on Riley as she made her way towards the kitchen. “Why don’t you just go talk to her?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, because that’s so easy,” Ethan said sarcastically as he crossed his arms tightly over his chest. 
 
    “Well, standing in a dark corner like a fucking creep isn’t getting you anywhere, now is it?” Jessie giggled. Ethan looked to Jessie beside him. He had a thing for Jessie years ago. But as always…he was too scared to act…too scared to let the words come to the surface. Rejection was his nemesis…and it taunted him in every single way imaginable. Jessie twirled her long, black hair between two fingers as her eyes locked on their dancing peers ahead. “Do you wanna dance?” Jessie asked with a bright smile. 
 
    “What?” Ethan asked, shocked as his eyes widened and he swallowed hard. 
 
    “I mean, we’re both here alone. Plus, who knows; maybe it will make Riley jealous,” Jessie smiled, her eyes peeking over her cup as she took a sip.  
 
    “I don’t really know how,” Ethan giggled, embarrassed as his cheeks grew rosy. 
 
    “Well then now is your time to learn. Come on,” Jessie grinned as she grabbed his sweaty hand and led him towards the designated dance floor.  
 
    Ethan felt the body heat surround him as he followed Jessie into the center of the crowded living room. Everyone was surrounding them, swaying their bodies…bumping and grinding to the rap song echoing around them. Jessie turned her back towards him…and took his trembling hands. 
 
    “Take my waist,” Jessie smiled as she placed his hands along the waistline of her black ripped jeans. “Closer,” she added. Ethan gulped as he inched closer, his stomach tightly against her back. “Now just sway with the beat…like this,” Jessie said as she moved her hips, right to left…her bottom grinding against him. A small smile formed on Ethan’s face as he followed her lead, swaying this way and that. “There ya go! See! You’ve got moves!” Jessie giggled as she turned around. She rested her arms onto Ethan’s thin shoulders, pulling him in…closer and closer. He stared down at her white tank top, too scared for his eyes to drift any higher.  
 
    Jessie gently lifted her finger to his chin…and raised his face. Their eyes met…as a smile formed on her face. Her long black hair draped her shoulders as she bit her lip. Their bodies moved together…slowly…in sync.  
 
    “Eye contact is important, too,” Jessie laughed. Ethan couldn’t fight it. He struggled to resist. He leaned forward, kissing Jessie on the lips. Jessie quickly stepped back…her eyes wide…staring back at him. 
 
    “What…what are you doing?” Jessie asked softly. 
 
    “I…I…shit,” Ethan snapped as he quickly spun around and dashed through the crowd. 
 
    “Ethan, wait!” Jessie called out. Ethan ignored her calls as he pushed through his peers. He had to get out of here. He felt his whole body burning up…the sweat beading down his spin and gathering beneath his armpits. He pushed through the crowd, yanked the front door open…and stormed off into the darkness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jessie collapsed into a lawn chair outside of the Brantley house. The inground pool was packed; everyone splashing around, beer bottles in their hands. The entire back lawn…a cesspool of raging teenage hormones at their finest. Jessie took a long sip from her plastic cup as Quinn walked up to her side. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” Quinn asked as she sipped on a beer in her hand. 
 
    “Yes,” Jessie snapped as looked to the lawn chair across from her own. She rose her legs and placed them onto the seat. Quinn smirked with Jessie as she removed her legs, freeing the seat for Quinn. She sat down across from Jessie as her eyes scanned the packed patio around them. 
 
    “God, his parents are going to kill him,” Quinn said as she crossed her legs. 
 
    “Good, then that means he can’t procreate; the world could use a few less Blake’s,” Jessie teased as she picked at the edge of her plastic cup. 
 
    “What’s wrong? You’re only sarcastic when you’re pissed,” Quinn said as she sipped her beer. 
 
    “I’m always sarcastic,” Jessie giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, and you’re always pissed,” Quinn laughed as Jessie smiled. 
 
    “It’s Ethan,” Jessie said as her smile faded. 
 
    “What happened?” Quinn asked as she sat forward in her chair, anxious to hear the latest drama. 
 
    “He kissed me,” Jessie said as her eyes darted up from her cup to Quinn. Quinn’s mouth parted in a shocked smile as she covered her lips. 
 
    “Oh, my God! No fucking way!” Quinn said. “Why? I mean…was it good?” 
 
    “We were dancing…and then it just happened,” Jessie shrugged. 
 
    “OK, was it good?” Quinn asked again, fishing for the gory details. 
 
    “I mean…it was a kiss,” Jessie giggled.  
 
    “What kind of kiss? I mean, was it like how your grandma kisses you?” Quinn continued. 
 
    “No, my grandma doesn’t put her tongue in my mouth, does yours?” Jessie smirked. 
 
    “Holy shit! That’s awesome! I mean…with what you’ve told me…you’ve liked him for a while. This is good, isn’t it?” Quinn asked as she bounced in her seat in excitement. 
 
    “I don’t really know. I mean, I kind of freaked out. I’m just scared,” Jessie said as she looked down at her lap. 
 
    “Of what?” Quinn asked softly. 
 
    “Of ruining our friendship. I mean, me and Ethan have known each other since kindergarten. I’ve always just pushed my feelings aside because our friendship was so great. I didn’t want to risk anything being ruined,” Jessie said as she took a sip from her cup, her leg bouncing up and down nervously. 
 
    “Well, you’ll never know until you try. I mean, wouldn’t you rather know? Don’t spend your life with what ifs. One day, you’ll regret never taking that chance. You can’t fake life, Jessie. If you care about him, tell him. Don’t waste any time. Trust me,” Quinn said as she looked down at her feet. 
 
    “I feel like we’re not talking about me anymore,” Jessie said as her eyes narrowed onto Quinn across from her. Quinn bit her lip nervously. Jessie knew Quinn all too well. She was hiding something…something big.  
 
    “Just tell him how you feel, Jessie. Don’t make the same mistake that I did,” Quinn said as she stood up and walked through the patio door and back into the Brantley house.  
 
    “Just tell him…just say it…” Jessie said as she spoke to herself. She could feel her heart racing inside of her chest as she stood up. She was ready. No more lies. No more hiding. Quinn was right. She couldn’t live a lie. He clearly felt the same. Enough was enough. 
 
    Jessie quickly made her way into the Brantley house as her eyes scanned the chaotic kitchen. She pushed her way through a couple kissing passionately by the island and made her way towards the living room ahead. Jessie rounded the corner…her eyes scanned the dark and crowded living room. She slowly turned…as she heard the quiet moans. 
 
    She turned…to see Riley…kissing Ethan. His hands wrapped tightly around her. Her arms draped along his shoulders as they kissed passionately; sloppy and wet. Both hidden in the dark corner where Ethan once hid. Jessie’s mouth dropped open as she felt her blood boil inside of her.  
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Jessie snapped. Riley and Ethan’s lips parted as they both looked to Jessie standing in front of them. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Riley asked, breathless. 
 
    “Jessie…” Ethan began. 
 
    Jessie then lunged her cup forward as the beer flew through the air and splattered onto Ethan and Riley.  
 
    “What the fuck? Are you fucking kidding me?” Riley screamed as the beer covered her and Ethan. Jessie turned around, throwing her plastic cup onto the wood floor…as she made her way through the crowd…and out of sight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blake’s right hand cupped Quinn’s breast as he moved his mouth down her neck and towards her chest. He finally got her alone in his bedroom. It was time to make his move. Blake moved closer to her, both sitting at the foot of the large bed. 
 
    “Blake, hang on,” Quinn said as she pushed on his broad shoulders, struggling to get him to pause. 
 
    “A little too late for that,” Blake smirked as he grabbed at the white straps of her summer dress. 
 
    “Just hang on a second!” Quinn snapped as she shoved Blake away.  
 
    “What is your problem?” Blake snapped as his fists clenched.  
 
    “We need to talk,” Quinn said softly as her nervous hands fiddled in her lap.  
 
    “Can it not wait?” Blake smirked. “I’d rather not have blue balls for a week and a half,” Blake joked as Quinn rolled her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    “I’m serious. This is serious,” Quinn said as her eyes settled onto him. 
 
    “OK. Shoot.” 
 
    “You know I really care about you. You know that I love you, right?” Quinn asked as Blake saw the tears slowly form in her eyes.  
 
    “Babe, what’s wrong?” Blake asked softly…concerned as he grabbed her hand tightly. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “I just want you to know how much the time we have spent together these last three years has meant to me. You’ve been so good to me and I know we’ve had our issues, but we’ve always worked through them,” Quinn said, her voice quivering as a tear trickled down her cheek. “And I hope this is another thing we can work through…together.” 
 
    “Babe, what’s going on? You’re freaking me out right now,” Blake said. His stomach twisted in knots as he felt his hands grow cold and clammy.  
 
    “I just think that…with you going to UCLA and me going to Berkeley…I think that it’s going to be too much. I don’t want to lose you as a friend, Blake. I just think that we really need to take a break and figure out what the best possibility is,” Quinn cried.  
 
    Blake’s eyes widened as he quickly stood up and began pacing back and forth. She…she was breaking up with him? Blake’s head began to spin. Was this real life? He had to be drunk? This had to be a dream. 
 
    “So, you wanna break up?” Blake asked as he stopped…staring down to Quinn. 
 
    “Please don’t be mad,” Quinn cried. 
 
    “Mad? Mad? Are you fucking kidding me, Quinn? You literally had every single opportunity to do this and you pick tonight?” Blake snapped.  
 
    “I didn’t know how to tell you, Blake!” Quinn sobbed as she wiped her eyes, smudging her mascara. 
 
    “Why? Give me one damn good reason why you want to break up! I told you I wanted to be with you even if we went to different schools! I told you that we would figure it out!” Blake screamed as tears began to stream down his face. Quinn quickly stood up, moving closer to him. 
 
    “It just isn’t realistic, Blake! We’re going to be three-thousand miles away from each other! I can barely trust you being in a different homeroom than me!” Quinn exclaimed. 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Blake snapped. 
 
    “Two fucking words, Blake; Ellie Williams,” Quinn yelled. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of God! You’re still on that stupid shit! It was a mistake! I was drunk!” Blake yelled as he turned his back to her and threw his beer bottle against the wall. The glass shattered into pieces as it rained to the floor like confetti. 
 
    “Well you sure as shit weren’t drunk when you cheated on me with Laura Mathis,” Quinn snapped. Blake slowly turned around, his eyes burning into her. 
 
    “What?” Blake asked, his voice cracking. 
 
    “Laura Mathis. What? You didn’t think I knew? For fuck sakes, Blake, the whole fucking school board knew!” Quinn yelled, her voice hoarse.  
 
    “Laura Mathis is a dirty bitch. You’re dumb if you think I’d ever touch that,” Blake snapped. 
 
    “Well you must like dirty bitches then because you fucked her in the baseball field dugout,” Quinn said, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    “This is bullshit,” Blake said as he turned towards the closed bedroom door. 
 
    “Go ahead! Run away! Run like you always do!” Quinn cried out in rage as Blake yanked the door open…and slammed it behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reese’s eyes scanned the crowded living room as she pushed through a set of stoners smoking a joint.  
 
    “Burke?” Reese called out as she turned, her eyes searching every dark corner for him…or any of her friends for that matter. Where did everyone go?  Reese stepped through the kitchen doorway as she looked around. Not even one of them; Burke, Quinn, Blake, Ethan, Jessie, or Riley…no one. Reese pushed through the hectic kitchen as she made her way towards the patio door ahead.  
 
    She felt the cool summer breeze plaster her face as she stepped out onto the huge concrete patio of the Brantley house. She watched as a group of guys bounced around a large inflatable ball in the pool. She marched forward, her sandals sounding off on the concrete as she made her way along the patio. 
 
    “Jessie? Quinn?” Reese called out. She turned around in circles…but saw none of them. Just the random people from school. But none of her best friends.  
 
    And that’s when she heard it.  
 
    The blood curdling scream.  
 
    Reese spun around…staring at the rear side of the Brantley house. Her eyes widened…as the watched a thin female body tumble over the second story balcony railing and towards the concrete patio below. Her short brown hair…whipping through the air behind her; the girl’s yellow summer dress flowing freely around her small body. 
 
    SPLAT! 
 
    Reese’s eyes widen…as screams spread throughout the entire back patio as the gruesome scene played out before them. Reese pushed through the crowd…struggling to break through. 
 
    “Move! Move!” Reese cried. It couldn’t be her. It couldn’t be. Reese shoved through the screaming crowd as they circled the scene ahead. “Move!”  
 
    Reese lunged through…she was finally out. Her eyes widened…as her hands trembled by her sides. It was her… 
 
    Riley’s dead body laid on the hard concrete before her. Her right leg twisted and snapped, a bone perturbing through her calf. Her head, busted wide open as brain matter, tissue, and blood slowly pooled out around her head. 
 
    “No!” Reese cried out as she dropped to her knees beside Riley’s dead body. Riley’s piecing blue eyes…still wide open…staring back at Reese. “Somebody call the police! Somebody help!” Reese cried out as she sobbed. “Riley, please! Please don’t leave me! Please!” Reese cried out as she grabbed Riley’s hand tightly. Reese’s puffy, red eyes slowly drifted to Riley’s neck… 
 
    To see her golden heart shaped locket… 
 
    Gone. 
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    UNFINISHED BUSINESS 
 
    The cold, frigid wind whipped through Reese’s long brown hair as she pulled her knitted black beanie onto her head and made her way down the concrete steps of the Woodland Falls public library. She made her way down the wet sidewalk as she hugged the three books in her hands against her chest. The night was calm…quiet. The only light being supplied by the street lamps that hung high above her.  
 
    SNAP! 
 
    Reese stopped…as she heard the sound echo behind her. She slowly turned…to see no one. Not a soul in sight. Reese kept moving forward down the dark and lonely sidewalk, just a few more blocks and she would home.  
 
    SNAP! 
 
    Reese stopped as she let out a loud, annoyed sigh and spun around. 
 
    “I’m really not in the damn mood!” Reese snapped as she listened…waiting for a prankster to leap out from the bushes. But nothing. No one. Reese licked her chapped lips as she hugged the books, tighter and tighter. Her strides now faster… 
 
    SNAP! 
 
    “Cut the shit!” Reese yelled as she stopped and turned towards the direction of the noise. That’s when she heard the loud roaring engine…as a set of headlights beamed through the darkness. An old black 1976 Mustang with tinted windows slowly pulled up along the curb beside her and came to a complete stop. The tinted passenger side window slowly rolled down as she stared inside to see... 
 
    Burke Collins staring back at her. 
 
    “Do you need a ride?” he asked softly. 
 
    “No, I’m fine,” Reese said quickly as she began to walk forward, continuing down the sidewalk. Burke’s car slowly began to travel at her side. 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s pretty cold out there,” Burke yelled through the window as he drove next to the sidewalk, keeping pace with Reese. 
 
    “Do you always stalk girls in the middle of the night?” Reese asked sarcastically as she stopped, turning towards his car. 
 
    “Only the pretty ones,” Burke smiled. Reese couldn’t help but smile as her cheeks grew red. “Now, come on; get in,” Burke said as he patted his passenger seat. Reese hesitated as she looked down the dark and secluded sidewalk. She shouldn’t. Her and Burke were over…and she was finally getting over him. But it was a ride…just a short ride… 
 
    Reese stepped towards the car and pulled the passenger door open. She quickly settled in and slammed the door as she could feel the toasty warm air inside coat her entire body. Even with her heavy jacket on, she was still trembling.  
 
    “Just go up this road and make a left,” Reese said sternly as she placed her books in the floorboard. 
 
    “Oh, I remember,” Burke said as he sped up, his engine roaring as Reese stared straight forward through the tinted windshield.  
 
    Reese’s eyes inched to their corners…she couldn’t help herself. Burke looked good. His dark hair slicked back. He was wearing that black leather jacket she had got him for his birthday last year. He was a bad boy...and she knew he was no good for her…but that just made her want him even more. Ever since that night…things weren’t the same between them. And eventually…they just…disintegrated.  
 
    Reese’s eyes drifted down to an old black leather CD case; the leather peeling from the sides. Reese grabbed it as she unzipped it and unfolded the memories in front of her. 
 
    “God, I can’t believe you still have these,” Reese smirked as she flipped through the many mix CDs; all of them marked with permanent marker with titles and song lyrics. 
 
    “I couldn’t get rid of those; gotta keep the nostalgia going. There’s a few in there that you made me years ago that I still have,” Burke said, his wrist dangled over the steering wheel. 
 
    “Now it’s all syncing and downloading…what ever happened to the good old days?” Reese asked as she continued to flip through the case. 
 
    “Trust me, I agree,” Burke said as his eyes move from the road to her. 
 
    “You’re not talking about CDs, are you,” Reese sighed as she slammed the case shut and dropped it into the center console. 
 
    “Am I that transparent?” Burke asked. 
 
    “Always have been,” Reese smiled coyly. Burke smiled as two dimples formed in his cheeks. Reese bit her lip. They drove her mad. She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to take him back. She wanted things to be the way they used to be. But ever since that night…ever since Riley died…something inside of her snapped. And she couldn’t find it. She couldn’t get it back. She was numb…to everything but her pain.  
 
    “You know I’ve called,” Burke said softly. “Reese, I am so sorry about what happened that night. No one should ever have to see what you saw,” Burke said as he shook his head. 
 
    “Can we not talk about it?” Reese said as she cleared her throat. “Can you just drive…please?”  
 
    “All I’m saying is I’m here for you. I know it’s only been a few months. I know it’s still hurting you. I’m not the only one who’s transparent,” Burke added. 
 
    “Turn right here,” Reese pointed. Burke’s jaw tightened as he nodded and turned the wheel. Burke’s car came to a slow stop at the curb in front of Reese’s home. Reese unbuckled her belt and began to reach down for her books…as Burke grabbed her hand. She froze…her eyes glued to his strong hand wrapped tightly around hers. 
 
    “Can we please just talk about us?” Burke asked softly. “I miss you so much, Reese. I know that we had our fallout, but I have not gone a single day without thinking about you. I’m worried about you…and our friends are worried about you. You’re just so distant,” Burke added. Reese’s eyes filled with tears as she stared out through her window. 
 
    “I just don’t know how I feel anymore. I feel like ever since it happened, my head has just been replaying it like a movie…over and over and over again; and I can’t turn it off. No matter how hard I try, it’s all I see…every single day,” Reese cried as her red eyes looked to Burke. He leaned forward, wrapping his strong arms around her as he pulled her close. Reese’s arms wrapped around him as she could feel the muscles in his strong back tighten beneath the cold leather.  
 
    “I’m shocked your mom isn’t out here, bat in hand,” Burke said, struggling to lighten the mood. 
 
    Reese giggled as she released him and looked back towards her house. It was a two-story home with white siding and a full wraparound porch. Beautiful…but not pretentious.  
 
    “Ever since my dad moved out, she’s been a bit off,” Reese said. 
 
    “More off than usual? Is that even possible?” Burke smirked. “So…can we…talk some more…about us?”  
 
    Reese wanted to. She wanted to stay with him and talk for hours. To tell him everything she felt and how angry and bitter and torn to pieces she was. She wanted to tell him she missed him and how she wanted to feel his lips on her skin. But right now…with everything going on…it just didn’t feel right. 
 
    “I have to go,” Reese said as she quickly gathered her books from the floorboard and shoved the passenger door open. 
 
    “Reese…” Burke began…as she slammed the door shut behind her. She couldn’t talk about this. Not now. Everything was still so fresh. Reese quickly made her way towards the porch steps ahead as she shivered in the cool wind that danced around her.  
 
    Reese quickly pushed the front door open and quietly shut it behind her. Maybe the coast was clear. Maybe her mom didn’t see his car. Reese quietly took her coat off and hanged it on the hook beside the door. Reese bit her lip as she held her books and tiptoed towards the stairs ahead. 
 
    “How was Burke?” a soft voice rang out. Reese’s eyes widen as she let out the breath she was holding in. Shit. She was caught. Reese turned towards a doorway to her right and walked through to see her mother sitting in the living room. A long throw blanket wrapped around her legs on the couch. A glass of red wine in her hand.  
 
    “What?” Reese asked, playing dumb. 
 
    “Reese come on; I’d know the sound of that boy’s engine from anywhere,” Lorraine Taylor said as she sipped from her wineglass. 
 
    “Mom, it was just a ride,” Reese sighed as she walked into the living room and plopped down into a recliner across from the couch.  
 
    “Just a ride? Isn’t that how it all started last time?” Lorraine asked as her eyes narrowed onto her daughter. 
 
    “God, you act like we’re back together,” Reese scoffed.  
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, you don’t tell me anything anymore. Are you?” Lorraine snapped back. 
 
    “No, you’ll be thrilled to know that we are not back together. Now can I go?” Reese growled as she stood up and made her way towards the doorway.  
 
    “I just worry about you, honey,” Lorraine said as she stood up from the couch, throwing the blanket off her legs. 
 
    “Well you don’t need to be,” Reese said as she spun around. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “I just don’t want to see you make any more mistakes,” Lorraine said softly. Her words were slurred and disorganized. Nearly a jumbled mess. 
 
    “Why don’t you put down the wine and we can talk about mistakes,” Reese said as her eyes burned into her mother. 
 
    “God, here we go again,” Lorraine smirked as she tilted her head back, staring up at the ceiling as she let out a sigh. 
 
    “How many bottles have you had tonight mom? Two? Three?” Reese snarled. 
 
    “That’s none of your God damn business,” Lorraine said as she plopped back onto the sofa. 
 
    “Because ever since dad moved out, that’s all you’ve done! Ever since…” Reese stopped. 
 
    “Go ahead, say it,” Lorraine snapped as she took another sip. 
 
    “Ever since Riley died,” Reese said softly as she felt her eyes grow warm with tears. 
 
    “Let me ask you a question, Reese! Why did Riley die? She’d still be here right now if that damn boy hadn’t invited you to that stupid party!” Lorraine yelled as she tossed the glass, getting every drop. 
 
    “For God’s sakes, mom! You can’t blame Burke for what happened! He invited us to the party and we went! Everyone was there!” Reese cried. 
 
    “Just go…” Lorraine said softly as she rubbed her throbbing head. 
 
    “Gladly!” Reese yelled as she turned and stomped out of the living room and up the stairs. Reese could hear her heartbeat pound inside of her head as she rushed from the stairs and down the second level hallway towards her bedroom ahead. Reese rushed inside…and slammed the door shut behind her. 
 
    Her back rested against the wooden door as her chest heaved up and down. No wonder she felt like she was going crazy. Riley kept her sane before she died… 
 
    Reese made her way towards her bathroom in the corner of the room as she threw her books onto her bed. Reese flipped the bathroom light on…and gasped. 
 
    Burke stared at her through the small window beside the shower. He grinned as he gently tapped on the glass. What the hell was he doing? Her mother would kill him…and her. Reese rushed to the window and slid it open, the cool air rushing inside. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing here?” Reese demanded. 
 
    “I was actually hoping you’d be showering,” Burke teased with a smile. 
 
    “You know I could easily send you falling to your death, right?” Reese snapped back. 
 
    “We have some unfinished business, so are you going to let me in or not?” Burke said as he gripped the window frame tightly. Reese sighed, annoyed, as she stepped back and walked out of the bathroom as Burke crawled inside. 
 
    “I told you I don’t want to talk, Burke,” Reese said as she sat onto the foot of her bed. Burke ran his hands through his hair, pushing his long dark bangs back as he plopped down next to her on the bed. 
 
    “You should know by now that I’m pretty persistent,” Burke giggled. Reese rolled her eyes as she struggled to hide her smile. “So, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I just…I feel…” Reese hesitated. “I feel like my dad is hiding stuff from me,” Reese said. 
 
    “About what?” Burke asked. 
 
    “About what happened to Riley. I mean, they classified it as an accident,” Reese said as she shook her head to herself. 
 
    “Your dad is the sheriff, Reese. Why would he lie about anything? Especially to his own daughter,” Burke said as he grabbed her leg. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe to protect me? I just feel like…there are so many unanswered questions,” Reese said softly as she wiped at her teary eyes. “But I really am sorry,” she added as her eyes moved to him. 
 
    “For what?” Burke asked, confused. 
 
    “For pushing you away…after it happened. I know you were just trying to be supportive. I know you were just trying to be there for me. But I just needed space. I needed to deal with it in my own way; and that meant being alone. I am so sorry if I hurt you,” Reese cried. Burke nodded as he gently wrapped his arm around her and pulled her closer. Reese rested her head onto the cold leather of his jacket as he ran his hand through her long hair. 
 
    “Don’t be. I was pissed at first. But then I realized that I don’t even know how I’d react in this situation. I mean, everyone has to cope differently. I just wanted to let you know how much I loved you. But in the process, I crowded you. I pushed you away. And I’m sorry for that,” Burke nodded. 
 
    Reese smiled as she looked up at him. She raised her hands, cupping his face, and pulled it to hers. Their lips met, soft and wet…as she wrapped her arms around him tightly. They laid back onto the bed…as Burke kissed her…hard and passionate. His hands ran up her thighs and towards her breast as she clawed at his back. She could feel herself…the cold numbness…slowly begin to melt as his mouth sucked on her tinder neck. Her eyes then fluttered open as reality set in. 
 
    “OK, you’ve got to go,” Reese said as she sat up and giggled. Burke smiled softly as he stood. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I’d rather not have your mom’s foot up my ass,” Burke smirked. Burke leaned down and placed a kiss onto Reese’s forehead. “Goodnight,” he said. 
 
    “Be safe,” Reese nodded. She watched as Burke crawled back through the bathroom window and out of sight. Reese turned…staring at her side table. There it stood. In a wooden picture frame. The last picture she and Riley ever took together. Their smiling, identical faces staring back at the camera. Reese slowly stood and made her way towards her bedroom door. She pulled it open and inched out into the dark hallway. She stopped…her eyes adjusting to the darkness to see the door right across from her own… 
 
    Riley’s bedroom. 
 
    Reese slowly inched closer. She raised her hand, running her finger along the sparkly letters glued to the door that spelt out Riley’s name. Her finger ran down the wooden frame…and towards the doorknob. Reese bit her lip nervously…as she grabbed the handle… 
 
    Reese felt her stomach twist into knots as she released the handle and stepped back. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
    It was too soon. 
 
    Reese quickly turned away from Riley’s bedroom door…rushed into her room…and slammed the door shut.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



WARNING 
 
    Burke stared forward through the windshield as his headlights shimmered through the darkness. He finally got somewhere with Reese. The fact that she even talked to him put him on cloud nine. Maybe…just maybe…they could fix this horrible mess that both of them concocted.  
 
    Red and blue lights then spun through the darkness behind his Mustang. His eyes drifted to the speedometer. He wasn’t speeding. What the hell were they pulling him over for? Burke slowed his car and came to a stop along the curb. He was only a block away from Reese’s house. What the hell could he have possibly done in one minute? Burke sighed as he dug his wallet out from his back pocket as he heard the footsteps of the officer grow closer. 
 
    “What did I do this time?” Burke said as his eyes lifted to see…Sheriff Ronald Taylor…Reese’s father. Ronald rested his hands on the open window frame as he leaned down and stared at Burke from outside. “Oh, hey Mr. Taylor,” Burke said softly as he swallowed hard.  
 
    “Evening, Mr. Collins. What brings you out on this cold night?” Ronald asked as he tilted his head.  
 
    “Just driving around; getting my mind off things,” Burke lied as he motioned his license and registration towards Ronald. Ronald shook his head. This wasn’t a traffic stop. This was clearly personal. 
 
    “Just driving around, huh? Is that why your car was parked two houses down from my daughter’s?” Ronald asked, his tone sharp and stern. 
 
    “Sir, I know that…” Burke began.  
 
    “No, you don’t know, Mr. Collins. You really don’t. I don’t know how many times I have to say this to you; stay away from Reese. How many times am I going to have to say it before it sinks into that greasy fucking head of yours?” Ronald snapped. 
 
    “Reese is a big girl, Sheriff. Whatever grudge you have against me…is getting really old,” Burke insisted.  
 
    “I don’t have a grudge against you. I just know my fucking daughter tends to make bad decisions when she’s with you; like going to a party, for example.” 
 
    “Well, maybe that has less to do with me and more with you, sir,” Burke snarled. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, you know what it means. Maybe if you would have manned up and stuck beside your family, then your daughter wouldn’t be making questionable decisions,” Burke said sternly.  
 
    “That’s rich coming from a kid who was dropped off on somebody’s doorstep. A kid that nobody wanted…that nobody gave two shits about. You’re the last person that should be giving anyone family advice…and that’s a damn fact,” Ronald spat. Ronald ripped a ticket from his book and handed it to Burke.  
 
    Burke grabbed the ticket as Ronald smiled down at him. 
 
    “What the hell is this for?” Burke yelled. 
 
    “You’ve got a taillight out, son,” Ronald said as he made his way back towards his squad car parked behind Burke’s.  
 
    “No, I don’t!” Burke yelled as he leaned forward, staring out through his open window. 
 
    Ronald brought his flashlight out from his belt and slammed the end into Burke’s left taillight. The glass shattered as the bulb inside busted into pieces. 
 
    “You do now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RUNNING SCARED 
 
    Reese adjusted her backpack on her shoulder as she made her way down the walkway of her house and towards Quinn’s SUV that was parked ahead beside the curb. The morning sunlight shimmered down as she pulled the front passenger side door open and hopped inside.  
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” Quinn smiled and threw in a wink as she put her car into drive. Reese smirked softly, her eyes widened, shocked at Quinn’s pleasurable tone this early in the morning. 
 
    “Trust me, I already asked if she got some last night. You’re probably just as confused as I am back here,” Jessie giggled from the backseat. 
 
    “What? I can’t be in a good mood?” Quinn asked as she drove her car down the road, snapping a selfie as her eyes darted up to the road and back down to the screen of her phone quickly. 
 
    “Not this damn earlier in the morning; it just really isn’t natural,” Reese laughed, shaking her head. Ever since she had dumped Blake, Quinn had turned into a totally different person. She just seemed freer…happier and more pleased with just existing…with just going with the flow of everything and being on her own; no one to answer to. It was liberating. 
 
    “Well, I was in a shitty mood when I woke up, but I thought, what the hell…might as well make today great,” Quinn said with a smile. 
 
    “Please, tell us why you woke up in a shitty mood so you can return back to reality with us common folk,” Jessie snorted. 
 
    “Blake texted me last night,” Quinn said, rolling her eyes as she turned the wheel, turning the SUV to the right. 
 
    “Again? That’s the eighth time this week…and it’s only Wednesday,” Reese said. 
 
    “I know. He just keeps telling me how much he misses me and how he’s changed. It’s honestly just words to me. I mean, he lied to me for so long. I’m just…numb to it anymore. I always went running back. I always just forgave and forgot,” Quinn said with a shrug. 
 
    “There isn’t even a tiny part of you that misses him?” Reese asked as she shoved a few books into her backpack that sat onto her lap. 
 
    “It’s really weird. I mean, I don’t miss him, per say. I miss…I miss that connection. I mean, him and me were together for so long. I can’t lie, it’s weird seeing him around without me on his arm. I just can’t go back to that space. I can’t go back to just being Blake Brantley’s girlfriend, again. I’m finding myself…for once in my life I’m actually OK with just being me,” Quinn nodded.  
 
    “My God, somebody call Oprah,” Jessie laughed sarcastically as she placed her hand to her chest. 
 
    “Shut up!” Quinn giggled. “Oh, by the way, I have to pick up Ethan. Reese’s eyes widened as she glanced back to Jessie in the backseat. 
 
    “What? Why?” Jessie snapped, leaning forward onto the center console. 
 
    “His car is in the shop and he needs a ride! Is that problem?” Quinn asked. 
 
    “Do you even have to ask?” Jessie snapped as she sighed and leaned back into her seat. “You could have told me! I could have just walked!”  
 
    “No! You and him need to talk, Jessie! It’s been three damn months!” Quinn yelled over her shoulder, her eyes glued to the road. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit if it’s been three damn years! There is nothing I have to say to him,” Jessie scowled as she watched Quinn’s SUV slowly stop outside of Ethan’s house…Ethan, waiting on the curb. 
 
    “Thank you for the ride, Quinn,” Ethan began as he pulled the drivers side backseat door open. His eyes widened as he spotted Jessie sitting on the opposite side. Her eyes glued to her window…not even daring to look his way.  
 
    “It’s fine, Ethan. Just get in. We’re already late enough as it is,” Quinn said. Ethan nodded as he settled into the backseat beside Jessie. The car lunged forward as Quinn sped down the pristine, quiet suburban street. 
 
    “So, what happened to your car, Ethan?” Reese asked, slicing through the silence.  
 
    “Just my alternator. It should be out of the shop by the end of the day,” Ethan said. He kept his eyes through the window next to him, watching the trees and houses whip by. 
 
    “Damn, well it’s too bad somebody didn’t cut your break line,” Jessie growled, her eyes still staring through her window. Quinn’s eyes glared into the rearview mirror at Jessie as she turned her car to the left, pulling into the gravel parking lot of Woodland Hills High School. Her SUV came to a stop as Reese and Quinn stepped out of the car, slamming their doors closed behind them. 
 
    Jessie grabbed her door handle and tugged…as Ethan’s hand reached out…grabbing her arm. Jessie’s eyes darted his way as she yanked her arm from him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Jessie asked, her voice sharp and stern. 
 
    “Can we talk?” Ethan asked softly. “Please, Jessie? Please,” Ethan begged. Jessie sighed sharply as she slammed the door shut and turned towards him in the backseat.  
 
    “You’ve got two minutes,” Jessie said as she checked the time on her phone.  
 
    “I don’t even know where to start,” Ethan sighed as he stared down at his lap, his leg bouncing up and down nervously. 
 
    “One minute and fifty-six seconds,” Jessie sighed as she stared out through her window at the parking lot, uninterested.  
 
    “I know that no matter what I say, it’s not going to take away the fact that I did what I did that night, Jessie. Yes, I liked Riley and I’m not going to lie about that; because I’m done lying…I’m done…I’m done hiding, Jessie. But for years, I had a thing for you. That night…I felt…I felt like it was just you and me on that dance floor. I didn’t see Riley. I didn’t see anyone else…but you. And when you freaked out after I kissed you…I panicked. I just…I ran. I was running scared because I knew that if you didn’t feel the same then that meant that our friendship would never ever be the same. Because what I felt was out in the open and it could never be put back. But when I came back…I was looking for you. That’s when Riley came over. She said she just wanted to talk. She said she had some things on her mind and that she just wanted someone…anybody to talk to. Then, the next thing I knew…she kissed me. I wanted to stop her, Jessie. I wanted to so badly,” Ethan said as he fought back the tears forming in his eyes, his voice trembling. “I knew that I made the biggest mistake of my life in that moment. And every second…of every God damn day…I regret it. I relive that moment over and over and if I could ask God for just one damn thing, it would be to take that moment back; to fight harder for you. To push her off me and to chase you down and to tell you that…that I love you. To tell you that I care about you so much and I can’t imagine my life without you in my life; as a friend or as my girlfriend. Just the thought of that killed me inside,” Ethan said as he took a hard gulp, his eyes glued to Jessie. Jessie wiped at the tears rolling down her cheeks as she looked down at her lap. 
 
    “I’ve felt the exact same way about you for years, Ethan. I was just…terrified. I was terrified of ruining what we had. Me and you, we’ve known each other for so long. It scared to me to even risk losing that connection that we already had. But you can’t fight what you want. I tried, and I tried, and I tried. But when I saw you with Riley, I just…collapsed. This huge, gigantic wall that I had built up just came crashing down. That’s when I knew…that I loved you. Because I’ve never cared that much about anyone…ever in my entire life. And I realized…when I was walking into that house…to find you…that I didn’t care. I didn’t care if we crashed and burned…because even if we could set what we had on fire for just a moment…that’d I could live knowing that we tried. And we didn’t let the fears or the worries or second guesses stand in our way. I was done pretending,” Jessie cried.  
 
    Ethan lunged forward as he pulled Jessie close. His thin arms wrapped tightly around her as he smashed his lips into hers. Their eyes shut tightly as they kissed, hard and passionate. Jessie cupped his face, pulling him closer as she kissed him…the tears still streaming down her face as the school bell sounded off…echoing through the deserted school parking lot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TILL IT’S GONE 
 
    Blake Brantley gathered his books from inside his locker as Burke made his way towards him, pushing through the crowded school hallway. Burke leaned against the set of lockers, a toothpick hanging from his mouth. 
 
    “So, are you still stalking Quinn?” Burke smirked as he gnawed on the wooden stick. 
 
    “I’m not stalking her, you dickweed. I’m just…” Blake said as he sighed and slammed his locker shut. 
 
    “Stalking her…” Burke giggled. “Why do you even want her back, man? You were gonna break up with her anyways,” Burke asked, confused. 
 
    “I guess it’s true when they say you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone,” Blake said, defeated as he turned and walked through the hallway beside Burke. 
 
    “Has she called you back?”  
 
    “Nope. Not a text. Not a call. Zip,” Blake said. “I’ve tried everything.” 
 
    “Well, I can talk to her for you,” Burke said, nudging Blake’s arm. “Put in a good word.” 
 
    “Please. You can’t even get your own damn girl back,” Blake laughed, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Burke said as he stopped and smiled to Blake coyly. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Blake said, a smile spreading across his face. “Dude, you got Reese back? That’s awesome, man!” Blake said as he high fived Burke.  
 
    “Trust me; I’m just as shocked as you are. I just…I had to be honest with her,” Burke said. 
 
    “Yeah…but about everything?” Blake asked, his eyes narrowing onto Burke in front of him. 
 
    “No…but what she doesn’t know won’t kill her…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ONE WAY OR ANOTHER 
 
    Reese stared forward at the kitty cat poster mounted in the corner of Mrs. Melissa Newman’s office. Its wide eyes staring back at the camera; its tiny paw clenched onto the bold “H” of the phrase “Just Hold On” in big, curvy writing. 
 
    “Reese?”  
 
    Melissa’s soft voice echoed through Reese’s ears as she broke from her trance. 
 
    “What? I’m sorry,” Reese asked softly. 
 
    “I asked how your relationship with your mother and father were coming along,” Melissa smiled. She sat across from Reese in a large, purple lounge chair. A note pad on her lap. Melissa combed her long red hair behind her ears as she waited patiently for an answer. Her thin, pale finger clicking the black pen in her hand…again and again. 
 
    “I don’t really know,” Reese said as she looked down to the floor. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Melissa asked as she leaned forward.  
 
    “Mrs. Newman…” Reese began.  
 
    “Reese, we talked about this. In here, I’m Melissa. First name basis. It creates a more open and welcoming environment,” Melissa smiled. 
 
    “Melissa…” Reese began. “Have you ever felt like your parents lied to you? I mean, not about Santa Clause or the Easter bunny or anything like that. I mean…something bigger,” Reese said as she bit her thumb nail nervously. 
 
    “No…but is that how you’re feeling? Are you feeling like they’re keeping something from you? 
 
    “Yeah,” Reese nodded as she folded her legs in, sitting Indian style in the large lounge chair. “I’m scared to even say it out loud. I’ll sound crazy,” Reese giggled nervously. 
 
    “Just say it. I won’t judge you,” Melissa said, her voice calm and soothing. 
 
    “I think someone pushed Riley that night,” Reese spat out. She couldn’t hold it in. She had to get this out…before it drove her even more crazy than she already felt. Melissa’s eyebrows arched as she leaned back into her chair, scribbling notes onto her notepad. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Melissa asked. “Why would your parents hide such a thing from you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe to protect me? I mean, I already lost my twin sister. Maybe they figured the case details would really shove me over the edge,” Reese said with a shrug. 
 
    “Have you talked to your mother about this? Or your father?” Melissa asked. 
 
    “God no,” Reese said, quickly shaking her head. “They’d have a shit fit,” Reese’s eyes widen as she brought her hand to her mouth. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” Melissa smiled.  
 
    “I just know that ever since that night, I’ve felt different. I’ve felt like a piece of me was taken away. And I know that’s expected; trust me, I’ve searched online for twin deaths and everything else under the damn sun. But my gut…it’s telling me that there is more to all of this. I try to shut my brain off. I try to tune it all out. But I can’t. I just…can’t. It won’t stop. And I know it won’t…until I find out what happened once and for all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TEACHER’S PET 
 
    The final bell for the day sounded off as Quinn nibbled at the eraser of her mechanical pencil; her eyes glued to Mr. Alex Newman’s muscular back as he moved the chalkboard eraser along the board ahead. 
 
    “Have a good night, everybody! Don’t forget that your report on Hemmingway is due tomorrow!” Alex said. Quinn slowly began to gather her books as she watched the last student exit the classroom, the wooden door shutting behind them. The coast was finally clear… 
 
    “That color looks great on you, Mr. Newman. It really brings out the blue in your eyes,” Quinn said as she swayed towards his large wooden desk ahead.  
 
    “Damn. I thought the first thing you’d notice would be my new khakis. They hug ever so tightly in all the right areas,” Alex smirked as he turned towards Quinn. She leaned forward, draping her arms on his strong, muscular shoulders as she kissed his lips. He slowly moved back, his eyes darting to the closed door. 
 
    “Don’t worry! Everyone is gone,” Quinn whispered into his ear, her warm breath prickling at his ear. Alex looked down at her as a smile spread across his face. His hands rested on her hips as he pulled her in, kissing her softly. 
 
    “So, are you coming over tonight? My parents are in New York visiting my brother,” Quinn said as she sat onto the edge of Mr. Newman’s desk. Alex ran his hand through his long, dirty blonde hair as he sat into the chair at his desk. His chiseled jaw tightened as he shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. It just depends on what Melissa has planned.” 
 
    “Oh, God; here we go with Melissa,” Quinn scoffed as she rolled her eyes and sat up from the desk. She began to walk away as Alex darted up, grabbing her arm and pulling her back to him. 
 
    “There are only so many excuses I can make. You know that. You know I want to spend time with you…it’s just…it’s hard,” Alex said apologetically. 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t be if you would just leave her ass already,” Quinn pouted as she cupped his face and kissed him. 
 
    “It’s not that simple; I’m thirty years old, we’ve got a house together,” Alex said as he moved away from her and sat back down into his chair.  
 
    “Yeah, it is that simple. You say, “here’s the papers, sign on the fucking dotted line! I don’t see why you have to make this so complicated, Alex.” 
 
    “Well, it seems simple when you’re not standing in my shoes,” Alex said as he flipped through the quizzes on his desk.  
 
    “Knock, knock!” a soft voice rang out. Quinn and Alex both looked to the classroom as Melissa Newman stepped inside. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.” 
 
    “No, you’re fine! Quinn was actually just leaving,” Alex said as his blue eyes darted to Quinn. Quinn threw on a fake smile as she spun around on her heel and walked towards the door.  
 
    “Thanks again, Mr. Newman!” Quinn said over her shoulder as she pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway. Alex stood up and walked to Melissa who stood in front of his desk. 
 
    “How are you?” Alex asked as he kissed Melissa’s cheek. Melissa sighed…defeated as she wrapped her thin arms around Alex’s waist. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m worried about Reese,” Melissa said softly. 
 
    “What do you mean? I thought you were making good progress with her?”  
 
    “I did, too. But today…she just seemed so…distant…and disconnected. I don’t know. I think I’m losing her,” Melissa said sadly as she stared down to the ground. Alex put his hand under her chin, raising her face to his. 
 
    “You’re brilliant, Melissa. You’re a terrific counselor and if anyone can help her, it’s you. She’s had a rough go. I mean, Riley’s only been dead for three months. Just…give it time,” Alex said as Melissa smiled. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Alex leaned forward, placing a gentle kiss onto Melissa’s lips as she hugged him tightly. Her face buried into his chest. Alex looked to the classroom door… 
 
    To see Quinn…staring through the small glass window…her eyes burning into him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TANGLED 
 
    Reese took a long sip from her latte as her eyes rose from her books and scanned the deserted Julius Café. She sat in a booth at the edge of the shop as she took notes from her English book and wrote them diligently onto her paper. 
 
    “God, I thought they’d never leave! On the plus side, I got some badass tips!” Jessie said as she untied her red apron and threw it down onto the seat across from Reese and sat.  
 
    “Aren’t you in a feisty mood! It wouldn’t have anything to do with Ethan, now would it?” Reese asked coyly, teasing Jessie. 
 
    “You’re an ass!” Jessie giggled as her cheeks turned red. “Maybe…maybe we made up,” Jessie said as a huge smile spread across her face. 
 
    “I’d say, you guys were in Quinn’s car for nearly thirty minutes,” Reese laughed. 
 
    “Hey, ten of that was for talking; the other twenty was for…things that we will not be discussing at this table,” Jessie giggled as she hid her face in embarrassment behind her apron. 
 
    “God, you dirty slut! I mean, in the school parking lot! Really?” Reese laughed. 
 
    “Oh, come on! Quinn has done it in worse places than that!” Jessie said. 
 
    “I’d expect that from her, though!” Reese giggled.  
 
    “Hey, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do! I got mine and he got his and we both went about our day as happy campers,” Jessie smiled. 
 
    “So, are you guys, like, official?” Reese asked as she sipped her latte. 
 
    “We’re working on things. Just taking it day by day,” Jessie said as she picked at the lining of her black uniform polo. “You know I have to ask you about Burke.” 
 
    “God, no!” Reese laughed. 
 
    “No! I told you, so now you have tell me! Spill those beans, bitch!” Jessie laughed as Reese blushed.  
 
    “Same as you two; we’re working on things. Seeing what happens,” Reese said as she hid her smile. 
 
    “Isn’t it crazy?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “What?” Reese asked. 
 
    “Life…” Jessie said. 
 
    “You have no idea…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Reese turned the handle of her front door and made her way into the foyer. She could hear the loud television echo through the entire house.  
 
    “Mom? Are you here?” Reese called out as she hanged her coat onto the hook. She turned, making her way towards the living room…to see… 
 
    Her mother, Lorraine, passed out on the couch. An empty bottle of wine sat on the coffee table in front of her. Reese shook her head to herself as she made her way up the stairs and towards her room.  
 
    Her hand flipped the light switch as she stepped into her bedroom and pulled off her white sweater. All she wanted to do was crawl into bed…but it had been three days since she had washed her hair. She had to shower. She had to rinse this sad, greasy excuse for hair. And that’s when she saw it… 
 
    The tiny, white envelope in the center of her bed. Her eyes narrowed on it as she reached down, grabbing the envelope tightly. Her name and address were typed on the front…but there was no return address. 
 
    Reese gently ripped the envelope open, running her finger along the glued lip. She reached inside…as she felt the hard, cold pieces inside. What the hell was this? 
 
    Reese gently pulled the mysterious object out of the envelope…as her eyes widened. Her heart began to pound inside of her chest…as she stared back at the tangled, golden heart shaped locket that hanged from her fingers… 
 
    It was hers…the one that went missing that night she died… 
 
    It was Riley’s locket… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



DROP DEAD GORGEOUS 
 
    Quinn stared back into her bathroom mirror as she gently blended her blush into her high cheekbones with a purple make-up brush, carefully placing the final touches. She grabbed a piece of her long, blond hair that she missed and brought her curling iron to it, gently twisting the strand around the piping hot rod. She placed the curling iron down as she crunched her bouncy, voluminous hair with her hands.  
 
    She turned to her side, studying herself in the large white mirror above the sink. She looked drop dead gorgeous…and knew it. She adjusted her light blue and yellow lace bra around her perky breasts and tugged onto her matching boy shorts panties that began to crinkle around her crotch. She winked at her reflection as she grabbed a pale yellow short, silky robe and draped it onto her body, leaving the front wide open.  
 
    Alex had to be there soon. He always texted her when he couldn’t make it...but she got nothing. He was all hers tonight. He clearly came up with a good excuse to get out of the house and away from Melissa. Quinn ran her manicured nail underneath her eyelid, removing a tiny glob of mascara from her right eyelash. She snatched her dirty towel from the sink counter and turned towards the laundry chute built into the wall beside the bathtub. She pulled the door open, tossing it down the chute that lead to the laundry room below.  
 
    And that’s when she heard the front door downstairs creak open. She bit her glossed lip nervously as she spun around, rushing through her bathroom door and into her room.  
 
    The scene was set. Her dresser in the corner was covered with candles, supplying the only light in the dark and quiet bedroom. The candle flames flickered in the dark, their glowing shadows dancing across her pink walls. A bottle of champagne with two wine glasses sat on her white, French style side table. Quinn’s heart raced in her chest as she hopped onto the center of her bed, posing herself provocatively. She tossed her long, curly blond locks over her shoulder as she laid onto her side, her silk robe dangling from her shoulders, exposing her bra. She listened to the silence…as she heard the front door slam shut. A big grin spread across Quinn’s face as she stared at the open bedroom door, the dark second level hallway in her sight. 
 
    “About time, Mr. Newman! I was just about to give up on you!” Quinn giggled flirtatiously. She listened…her heart racing in her chest…as she heard the heavy footsteps slowly sound off on the stairs. He was coming…he was getting close. Quinn sat up quickly, ready to pounce onto him like a wild animal. The steps grew louder…coming down the hallway and towards her bedroom. Just a few more feet… 
 
    And they stopped… 
 
    The silence filled Quinn’s ears as her smile slowly faded. 
 
    “So, now you’re going to be a shy guy?” Quinn smirked as she moved towards the edge of the bed on her knees, her eyes glued to the open doorway of her room.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Not a sound… 
 
    Quinn sighed in annoyance as she heard her phone sound off from her side table. She turned on the bed, snatching her phone from the wireless charger. She typed her security code in as her phone opened. It was a text message…from Alex. Quinn’s eyes widened as she stared down at the message. 
 
    “Not going 2 make it 2night! I’m so sorry beautiful! Maybe 2morrow!” 
 
    Quinn’s cellphone trembled in her hand as her eyes slowly rose to the open doorway just a few feet away… 
 
    Someone…was in the house.  
 
    Quinn’s lips quivered as she slowly inched towards the edge of the bed, her body tight…as she struggled to not make a sound. Her bare feet slowly lowered from the bed, planting firmly onto the cold, wooden floor. She inched closer towards the doorway…just a few more feet… 
 
    Quinn closed her eyes tightly…and let out a silent breath. It was now or never. Quinn grabbed a small cheerleading trophy from her dresser; the small, golden figurine on top doing a cartwheel. It was better than nothing… 
 
    She tightened her grip onto the base of the trophy, holding it out like a knife…as she lunged forward, leaping through the doorway and into the hall. Her bare feet slammed onto the wooden floor of the hall…as she stared forward…the trophy raised above her head, ready to strike…to see… 
 
    No one.  
 
    The dark hallway, deserted.  
 
    “Hello?” Quinn called out, her voice trembling. “Mom? Dad? Are you guys already back?”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    Quinn inched down the hallway as she felt the whole house vibrate softly, the sound of rumbling thunder booming from the dark skies above. She tiptoed down the hall, the boards creaking under her every step. She turned the corner to see the staircase in front of her that lead to the foyer below. Her eyes scanned the dark foyer below…to see the front door…slightly ajar.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Quinn whispered to herself as she rushed down the stairs. Her silk robe flowed in the air as she leaped from the last step and threw her hands against the wooden front door, slamming it shut. She quickly turned the deadbolt, fastening it tight, as she backed away slowly into the dark foyer. She stared ahead at the small, stain glassed window of the door as lighting struck outside, the light flashing through the crystal blues and deep reds of the glass. Quinn listened to the cryptic silence that surrounded her as she heard the gigantic raindrops pound against the roof high above her. “Blake, I swear to God; if you’re in my house, I will call the cops! You’re pathetic! You’re going to have to do a lot damn better than this to scare me!” Quinn snapped as she turned in circles, eyeing the dark foyer. Quinn yelped in terror as her phone sounded off in her hands. She quickly put in her passcode…to see a text message from an unknown number. Her eyes squinted in the darkness as the bright light of her screen burned into her eyes. Her vision finally adjusted…as she read the short text message on her screen. 
 
    “BOO!” 
 
    The closet door to Quinn’s right then swung open…as she spun around…and let out a blood curdling scream. Her eyes widened as she stared back at the masked figure charging towards her, a bowie knife raised in their gloved hand. The figure, covered in a long, black hooded cloak. An aged, cracked baby doll mask covered their face. Their dark, piercing eyes burning into Quinn through the tiny, empty eye sockets.  
 
    “Ah!” Quinn cried out as the masked figure swung their knife through the air at her. Quinn quickly dunked down, dodging the knife by only inches. Quinn fell onto the floor as her phone slipped from her hands and slid across the wooden floor. Quinn quickly backed away as she threw the trophy in her hand through the air and towards the figure. The figure quickly dunked down, dodging the spinning trophy as it smashed into the wall behind them. Quinn quickly picked herself up off the floor and ran towards the laundry room door to her left, tears streaming down her face…her heart pounding in her chest. She rushed into the laundry room, slamming the door behind her as she watched the mask figure charge towards her…their knife in the air…ready to strike. 
 
    Quinn turned the lock and backed away as she could hear the masked maniac pound onto the door from the other side. She had to get out here! She had to escape! Quinn turned to see the small window above the washing machine. It was plenty big enough! She could fit right through! She had to go now…or maybe…she could trick them. Quinn rushed towards the washing machine ahead, crawling on top of it as she slid the tiny window wide open.  
 
    Quinn quickly crawled off the machine…as she watched the large knife blade stab through the wooden door from the other side, the handle turning rapidly. She had to do it…she had to do it now! Ready or not…they were coming. She raced towards the bottom of the metal laundry chute in the corner, kicking the towel she dropped down earlier out of the way. She had to climb…and fast! She looked back…the blade of the bowie knife hacking and slashing at the wooden door…the blade stabbing through the frame again and again…forming a tiny hole near the doorknob. She didn’t have much time! She had to move fast! 
 
    Quinn stood up onto her feet beneath the bottom of the metal chute, her entire upper torso inside. Her legs, exposed below. She just had to get inside. She had to hide. She could hear the wood splintering outside of the chute as she pressed her back tightly against one wall of the steal chute…and rose her feet up…pressed tightly against the opposite wall. She slowly moved up the slippery metal chute, her hands clawing at the slick sides.  
 
    Just a bit higher… 
 
    Just a few more feet… 
 
    She heard the door handle turn rapidly below as she climbed her way up the chute…the opening just a few feet above her.  
 
    And that’s when she heard the laundry door bust open. Quinn froze in terror as she covered her mouth tightly with her trembling hands. She closed her eyes tightly as mascara streams trickled down her face. She held her breath…and prayed to God…as she heard the figure’s footsteps sound off below. 
 
    Her eyes slowly opened as she peeked down to the opening of the chute a few feet below. She watched as the figure’s shadow spread out across the laundry room floor below. She closed her eyes tightly…to terrified to look. Quinn tilted her head up…to see the opening…right above her. She had to wait. She had to be patient. Quinn listened…as she heard the figure’s footsteps travel out of the laundry room. 
 
    Was the coast clear? 
 
    Did they fall for it? Did they think she went through the window? 
 
    Quinn’s teary eyes drifted back down to the opening of the chute below…to see the figure’s shadow…gone. The laundry room, silent below. It was time. She had to do this now. Quinn grabbed at the walls of the slippery chute as she struggled to climb towards the opening above. She reached her hand up…as her fingertips barely touched the handle above.  
 
    The blade of the bowie knife then stabbed through the metal chute wall beside her, the blade stabbing through the center of her hand placed firmly against the wall. 
 
    “Ah!” Quinn cried out in agony as she watched the blade rip back out through the chute wall. Quinn cried in terror as she watched the knife stab through the chute wall…again and again…the figure hacking at it from below. “Oh, God!” Quinn cried as she crawled up the chute, faster and faster…her bloody, mangled hand tight to her chest. She was almost there! Just a few more inches! 
 
    She reached above with her good hand as it tightened around the ledge of the opening door above. She glanced back down the chute…to see the figure staring up at her from the bottom opening. The sinister baby doll mask sent chills down Quinn’s spine as she glanced back up to the opening. 
 
    Quinn pulled herself up as she shoved the laundry chute door open. She was almost out. She was almost free. Quinn stared into her empty bathroom through the opening as she pulled herself out. Quinn collapsed onto the white tile floor as she sobbed in pain. She had to act now! She had to act fast! Quinn quickly rose to her feet, throwing the silk robe off her body as she rushed towards the open bathroom door ahead. 
 
    She lunged forward…her hand pressed tightly against the door. She began to push it shut…as the figure rushed up to the other side. The figure threw their leg up, their boot slamming into the door. Quinn screamed as the wooden door swung open, the edge of it smashing into her face.  
 
    “Ah!” Quinn cried out as she tumbled back from the blow, leaned over the edge of the sink counter. Blood gushed from her broken, crooked nose as the masked figure rushed inside behind her. Quinn quickly looked into the mirror as she watched the figure raise their knife…and stab it into the soft tender flesh of her back. Quinn let out a painful scream as she could feel the blade scrape against her spine. “Please! Please!” Quinn begged as black tears rolled down her cheeks. The figure snatched the curling iron from the sink counter, the plug ripping from the outlet.  
 
    The figure’s stomach pressed against her back as she struggled to move from the sink counter. But she was stuck in place…pinned tightly. The figure wrapped the white cord of the curling iron quickly around Quinn’s neck from behind…and tugged on it.  
 
    “Ah! No!” Quinn said, her words clogged in her throat as she gasped for air. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head…as she struggled to breath. Her undamaged hand rose to her neck as her nails clawed at the white wire wrapped around her neck…the figure pulling on it harder and harder from behind. Quinn stared back at her reflection in the mirror as she struggled to breath…her face turning purple.  
 
    The masked figure then grabbed the hot curling iron that hanged from the cord wrapped around Quinn’s neck. Their left arm wrapped tightly around her neck, pinning Quinn’s back to their chest. Quinn tried to scream…she tried to fight…but she was overpowered. She was defeated.  
 
    The masked figure then rose the scorching curling iron up into the air with their free hand…and stabbed it towards Quinn’s face. 
 
    The tip of the hot curling iron stabbed into Quinn’s left eye…the wand sizzling as the figure stabbed it deeper into her eye socket. Quinn cried out, her sobs muffled by the wire tightening around her neck. Blood gushed from her eye socket as the killer released her…the curling iron still sticking out from her eye socket.  
 
    The masked figure then grabbed the back of Quinn’s head…and slammed it forward. Quinn’s face smashed into the gigantic mirror above the sink as the glass shattered into a million pieces. The handle of the curling iron slammed into the wall behind the mirror…driving the iron deeper into Quinn’s eyes socket…and into her head.  
 
    The figure released Quinn’s limp body as it fell onto the bloody, glass-covered floor. The killer’s dark eyes stared down at her from behind the cracked baby doll mask. Glass shards stuck out from Quinn’s bloody face, the sizzling curling iron still sticking out from her gushing eye socket.  
 
    One down… 
 
    Three to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    IN THE DARK 
 
    “Where in the hell are Ethan and Burke?” Reese snapped as she paced impatiently through Blake Brantley’s living room. A flash of lighting filled the dim living room with light as the rain splattered against the large bay window looking out to the back patio. The last time she had been here…in this house…was the night that Riley died; the night her life changed forever. 
 
    “I have no damn clue. I’ve called him three times and nothing,” Jessie sighed from the sofa beside Blake as she checked her cellphone again. 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell us what the hell is going on?” Blake said as he stared at the massive flat screen TV mounted above the brick fireplace across from the sofa. He clicked the remote, again and again…changing the channel faster and faster as his patience began to run thin. Reese snatched the remote from Blake’s strong hands and turned the TV off. She threw the remote down onto the glass coffee table as she pulled out Riley’s tangled golden locket from her cardigan pocket.  
 
    “This is what’s going on, Blake,” Reese said as her voice trembled. Jessie leaped to her feet as she walked towards Reese, getting a closer look. 
 
    “Where the hell did you find it?” Jessie asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “It was sent to me in the mail. It was on my damn bed when I got home; no return address,” Reese said as Jessie took the locket from her and held it in her tiny palm. 
 
    “How the hell do you even know it’s hers?” Blake asked as he leaned forward and sipped from the beer bottle in his hand. “What if someone is just fucking around with you?” 
 
    “It has her initials on the back, Blake! This was hers! She was wearing it that night until…” Reese then stopped as she shook her head to herself. She turned away from Jessie as her hands massaged her pounding forehead.  
 
    “What kind of joke is that, anyway? That’s sick,” Jessie said to Blake as she shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Have you met the people we go to school with?” Blake smirked as he leaned back onto the huge sectional. 
 
    “I knew from the very beginning that this wasn’t an accident,” Reese said as she spun around towards them. 
 
    “How? How the hell do you know that?” Blake asked as he picked at the label on his beer bottle.  
 
    “She only had three beers that night, Blake,” Reese snapped.  
 
    “Yeah, well after three beers, I’m feeling pretty fucking lit. I mean, your sister weighed, like, eighty pounds…thirty of that was her tits,” Blake smirked as he shrugged. Reese turned away from him as her blood boiled from the crude comment. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Jessie snapped to Burke. “Can you not just be a normal human being for five fucking seconds? Or is being a jackass just in your blood?” 
 
    “You’ve met my dad, so you should already know the damn answer to that,” Blake smiled coyly as he raised his beer to Jessie. Jessie rolled her eyes as she crossed her arms and turned away. 
 
    “God, you’re an asshole,” Jessie groaned. 
 
    “OK, let’s just pretend for one second…that someone did push Riley over the balcony that night. Who the hell would do that to her? I mean, come on, Reese; everybody loved her,” Blake said as he stood up. 
 
    “For all I know, it could have been you,” Reese growled as she spun around towards Blake. 
 
    “Are you being serious right now?” Blake asked in shock. 
 
    “Yeah, I am! I don’t remember seeing you much that night,” Reese said. 
 
    “Guys, just stop! Stop fighting!” Jessie begged.  
 
    “You want to put this shit on me? What about you, Reese, huh?” Blake yelled, inching towards Reese. 
 
    “Are you seriously suggesting that I’d kill my own sister?” Reese growled as she stepped towards Blake, her fists clenched at her sides. She wasn’t backing down…not anymore. 
 
    “I mean, maybe you were jealous of her? She was a lot more popular than you, Reese! She had a lot more friends…a lot more guys drooling over her! I mean, you can’t point the finger at somebody and not expect them to point theirs right back at you!” Blake yelled, spit spraying from every word as a vein rose from the side of his neck…his face, beet red. 
 
    Reese rose her hand…and swung it against Blake’s cheek, slapping him. Jessie covered her mouth in shock as she stepped back slowly…too scared to get too close. Blake’s jaw tightened as he looked back to Reese in front of him. The muscles along the side of his forehead pulsated as his eyes narrowed onto Reese. 
 
    A loud roar of thunder then rolled through the sky above them… 
 
    As the lights went out… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SNAPPED 
 
    Every corner of the Brantley house was consumed by darkness as Reese quickly grabbed Jessie’s hand tightly. Blake’s eyes scanned the dark living room as he sat his beer down onto the coffee table. 
 
    “Relax, it’s just the storm,” Blake scoffed as he turned and walked towards the living room doorway ahead that lead to the kitchen. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” Jessie asked, her voice laced with fear.  
 
    “To check the fuse box,” Blake said as he stopped and shrugged. “Unless you guys want to sit here in the damn dark.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s a wonderful idea! Totally not cliché at all! Let’s just split up and wander around this big ass house in the dark,” Jessie sighed sarcastically as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “For the love of God, Jessie; you’ve got to stop watching those dumb ass movies,” Blake said as he shook his head and headed towards the kitchen doorway. “You guys go look for some flashlights! I think there are some in my parent’s dresser upstairs,” Blake added over his shoulder. 
 
    Blake pulled his phone from his pocket as he turned on a flashlight app. He shuffled through the dark kitchen and towards the basement door in the corner. His sweaty hands wrapped around the cold, metal knob as he pulled the door open, the hinges creaking loudly. He stared down the set of dark and dusty steps that lead down to the basement below. He held his phone in front of him…the small ray of light illuminating the stairs below. He took a deep breath…nodded to himself…and descended the stairs. 
 
    Blake’s free hand glided along the cold, concrete basement walls as he inched down the stairs. Each creaky step, sounding off beneath his athletic shoes.  
 
    “Now, I just need to pretend like I know what I’m doing,” Blake smirked to himself as he moved off the last step and looked around the large, messy basement. He inched slowly through the darkness, his phone in front of him…the only light supply. “Now where the hell are you?”  
 
    Blake stepped around a stack of water stained boxes and inched around a large, wooden support column in front of him. He turned to his right…to see the washing machine and dryer in the corner. A large stack of dirty clothes were piled high in a basket. 
 
    “Totally gonna get my assed chewed for not doing those, later,” Blake sighed as he turned from the laundry area and made his way deeper into the dark, silent basement. The light beamed through the darkness as he finally spotted the fuse box along the far-right wall next to a storage cabinet. “There you are…” 
 
    Blake glanced to the small basement windows that were leveled with the front lawn; the rain pouring down and splattering on their glassy surfaces. Blake stopped at the fuse box as he placed his phone on top of the storage cabinet. He pulled the small fuse box door open and looked inside at the numerous switches inside.  
 
    “Good God, how many fucking switches does this house need?” Blake groaned as he stared at the complicated mess in front of him. 
 
    CREAK! 
 
    Blake spun around…as he heard the sound behind him. His eyes squinted in the darkness…as they scanned the chaotic mess of boxes and furniture surrounding him. 
 
    “Jessie? Reese?” Blake called out. Blake listened…holding his breath. “Don’t fuck with me, guys! Seriously!” Blake growled as he turned back to the fuse box in front of him. He ran his finger along the inside of the tiny door…to see a chart displaying the switches with their assigned categories.  
 
    “F-12…” Blake said softly as he grabbed the correct switch and flipped it. He looked up at the bare lightbulb in the center of the basement.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “Fuck it,” Blake said as he shrugged and began to flip all the switches, this way and that. But nothing. Not a single one of them was bringing the power back. “Son of a bitch,” Blake snapped as he slammed the fuse box door shut and made his way back towards the stairs ahead.  
 
    Blake walked passed the dryer and washing machine and made his way up the creaky steps that lead towards the basement door ahead. Blake reached the top, grabbed the door knob, and tried to turn it. 
 
    But the door…was locked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now,” Blake groaned as he shoved his phone into his pocket. He grabbed the knob with both hands, twisting it and turning it every way that he could. “Guys, come on! Open the door!” Blake called out as he placed his ear to the wooden surface. He stepped back, both hands on the knob, and slammed his shoulder against it…but nothing. The door was tightly secured. “Guys! Seriously! Open the God damn door!”  
 
    Blake listened as he heard the lock click from the other side. The door knob turned…as the door pushed open softly. 
 
    “I hope you guys found some flashlights because…” Blake then stopped. His eyes narrowed onto the cloaked figure standing in front of him, blocking the doorway. The figure tilted their head to the right as Blake’s eyes stared back at the baby doll mask covering their face. “What the fuck?”  
 
    The figure then rose their leg and kicked forward. The bottom of their black boot plowed into Blake’s stomach. Blake tumbled backwards as he let out a scream. His body fell back and tumbled down the hard, creaky stairs…his body twisting and turning, slamming hard onto each step on the way down. Blake fell from the last step and slammed onto his back on the cold, concrete basement floor.  
 
    “Fuck! God damn it!” Blake cried out as he sat up slowly, blood trickling from his head. His eyes widened as he stared at his right leg. The sharp, stinging pain shot up through his calf as he stared at the sharp, snapped femur bone protruding through his shin. Blood trickled from the gapping wound as warm tears streamed down his face. “What the fuck! What the fuck!” Blake cried out as he looked up to the basement door above…as the masked figure slammed the basement door shut…and slowly began to climb down the stairs. Blake’s eyes widened as he watched the figure run the long, sharp, glistening blade of their bowie knife along the concrete wall.  
 
    “Someone! Someone, help me!” Blake cried out as he turned onto his stomach and began to limp up. He shifted his weight onto his broken leg…as the femur bone snapped further through the front of his bloody shin. “Ah!” Blake cried out in agony as he fell back onto the ground. Blake glanced over his shoulder as he crawled along the cold floor, dragging himself as quickly as possible. The figure…looming closer and closer…moving slowly down the stairs. Blake clawed at the concrete floor, his nails digging into the slick surface as he struggled to pull his dead weight behind him. Blake looked up…the dryer just a few feet away. He planted his elbows into the floor, dragging himself faster and faster towards the dryer. He needed support to stand. He had to get to it…before they got to him.  
 
    Blake finally reached the dryer. His hand grabbed at the closed door as he struggled to pick himself up. The dryer door then swung open as Blake pulled onto it with all his weight. Blake fell back to the floor and onto his stomach as he cried in pain. 
 
    “Please! Please, stop!” Blake cried as he watched the masked figure rush to his side. The figure placed their knife onto the washing machine and leaned down. “What are you doing? No! No!” Blake cried as the figure grabbed the back of his shirt, dragging him up onto his knees.  
 
    The figure tightened their grip onto the back of Blake’s neck with both hands…and smashed his head through the small, circular window of the dryer. Blake cried in pain as the thick glass shattered and fell to the floor. Blake’s head and neck…now sticking through the center of the broken circular window of the dryer. The figure then placed one hand onto the back of Blake’s head and one onto the back of his neck. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing? Stop! No! No!” Blake cried out as the figure applied pressure onto him. Blake’s eyes widened as he stared down at the remaining layer of large glass shards lining the bottom rim of the broken dryer window. “Reese! Somebody help!” 
 
    The figure pressed harder onto Blake’s neck and head. Blake struggled to resist…as he tried to push against the masked figure’s force. But it was too much…Blake was too weak… 
 
    The figure pressed one last time onto the back of Blake’s head and neck…as the large glass shards lining the bottom of the circular window stabbed and sliced into his tender throat. Blake’s eyes widened as blood flowed from his neck…the glass shards shredding his throat. The figure pressed…harder and harder…the glass shards cutting through his entire neck like butter.  
 
    The shards stabbed through the back of Blake’s neck...as the tissue and flesh separated from his head. Blake’s decapitated fell from his upper torso and slammed onto the concrete floor as blood spewed out from the nub where his head once was.  
 
    *** 
 
    Jessie and Reese pounded their fists onto the locked basement door. They had just found some flashlights and came back downstairs when they heard Blake’s pleads for help. But the door was locked. No matter how hard they tried…no matter how hard they pounded on the door…it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Blake! Blake, open the door!” Reese cried out, her raw hands beating against the wooden surface. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” a deep voice rang out from behind them. Jessie spun around to see Burke rush into the kitchen, confusion and fear plastered on his face. 
 
    “Blake is in the basement! He was screaming! We can’t get it!” Jessie cried out, her voice quivering. 
 
    “Did you try the lock?” Burke yelled as he rushed to the door and turned the knob rapidly with both hands. 
 
    “Yes! It’s jammed! We’ve tried everything!” Reese cried out.  
 
    “Get the fuck back!” Burke yelled. Jessie and Reese quickly stepped back from the jammed basement door as Burke grabbed the handle tightly…and slammed his muscular shoulder into the door.  
 
    The basement door swung open as Jessie, Reese, and Burke rushed down the dark, dusty basement steps. 
 
    “Blake! Blake!” Reese cried out as she followed Jessie and Burke. They all three leaped off the last step…as they all stopped…frozen in terror. Their eyes wide. Their mouths hanging wide open…as they stared ahead at the bloody scene in front of them. Blake’s decapitated still laid on the cold, concrete floor; his headless, lifeless body beside the dryer. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Reese cried out as she covered her mouth and fell to her knees, tears streaming down her cheeks.  
 
    “What the fuck happened Who the fuck did this?” Jessie cried out as she quickly turned away. Her stomach turned as she could feel the sour, burning vomit creeping up her throat. 
 
    “Whoever did it…is long gone,” Burke said breathlessly…as he stared forward…to see the small basement window in the corner wide open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



FAMILY QUARREL 
 
    “What in the hell was she doing over there?” Ronald yelled, his loud voice bouncing off the walls of his small office inside the Woodland Hills police department as he plopped down into the roller chair at his desk. Reese and Lorraine sat in two lounge chairs across from him.  
 
    “Are you kidding me, Ron? What do you expect her to do? Just not have any friends?” Lorraine snapped back as she leaned forward in her hair, her hand wrapped tightly around Reese’s who sat beside her. Reese wiped at the tears building up her red, puffy eyes as she looked up to her father across the desk.  
 
    “I expect you to protect her when I’m not around, Lorraine! I expect you to know where she is and what she is doing at all times!” Ronald yelled as he rested his elbows onto the wooden desk. 
 
    “Can you both just stop it?” Reese cried out as she ripped her hand from her mothers. Reese had lost two of her closest friends tonight. After Blake was killed and the police arrived, she called Quinn. But there was no answer. The phone just rang and rang. And that’s when she knew that something had happened to her. Quinn always answered. So, an officer headed over to Quinn’s… and Reese’s worst fears were confirmed. She was dead.  
 
    “What the hell were you doing, huh? Probably passed out on the God damn couch, drunk off your ass!” Ronald growled to Lorraine.  
 
    “I was napping, Ron! She woke me up and asked if she could go over to Blake’s and I didn’t see a problem with it! If I had it your way, she’d be caged up and locked tight inside the house like a damn animal!” Lorraine yelled as she shook her head. 
 
    “Stop it!” Reese yelled as she lunged up from her seat; her long, tangled hair hanging in her face…the warm tears rolling down her red cheeks. Lorraine gently grabbed Reese’s hand. 
 
    “Honey, I’m sorry. Just…just sit down. We can talk about it…if you want,” Lorraine said softly. Reese ran her sleeve under her running nose as she plopped down into the chair beside her mother’s. 
 
    “Reese, did you see anything?” Ronald asked, his tone growing soft and smooth as his eyes narrowed on Reese across from him. 
 
    “No. Were upstairs looking for flashlights and we came back down…and we heard the screams. Me and Jessie went to the basement door, but it was…stuck. It wouldn’t budge. We tried, and we tried but nothing worked. Then, Burke showed up and he busted the door down and that’s when we found him,” Reese sobbed as Lorraine’s heart broke into pieces inside of her chest. Her soft hand massaged Reese’s gently as she placed her other hand onto the Reese’s back, rubbing it softly.  
 
    “We’re going to find who did this, Reese; I promise. We’re going to find out what happened to Quinn and to Blake…and why. But you’ve got to be patient. I’ve got to interview your friends…and Burke…and see where we stand,” Ronald said.  
 
    “There were no prints? Nothing?” Reese asked as she cleared her throat. 
 
    “We’re still processing both scenes; but as of now, nothing,” Ronald said sadly as he stared down at his callused, rough hands. “I want you to stay home for a few days. I’m going to have squad car sit outside the house.” 
 
    “No! I don’t want to be alone! I’ll go crazy, dad! I want to be with my friends,” Reese yelled back. 
 
    “Ronald, that’s ridiculous! If she wants to go, then let her go! They’ll be officers at the school anyways,” Lorraine snapped. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose another daughter, do you?” Ronald growled back. Lorraine shook her head to herself as her watering eyes drifted to the floor. “That’s what I thought. Now, go home and get some rest,” Ronald said as he stood up from his desk and walked around it and towards Reese. Reese and Lorraine stood as he wrapped his arms around Reese, pulling her close. 
 
    “Just find out who did this, dad. Please,” Reese cried into his chest as she held him tightly. 
 
    “I will, baby girl. I will…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    NO MORE HIDING 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to stay home?” Lorraine asked as her hands tightened on the wheel. Reese stared out through the passenger window, her heavy eyes squinted in the bright, morning sunlight that beamed down from above. She tossed and turned all night. She just kept seeing Blake’s head…lying there next to his body…all the blood…so much blood.  
 
    “Mom, if I stay home, I’ll just go crazy. I’ll sit there in my room and just think and think and think,” Reese said softly as she looked to her mother in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to go too soon. I mean, I know you want to see your friends. I know you don’t want to be alone, but you’ve been through a lot, honey,” Lorraine nodded.  
 
    “Would you rather me sit in my room and go insane?” Reese asked as she stared through the windshield, the school just ahead. 
 
    “Of course not. But please, keep in touch today. I don’t want to sit at home, worried sick. Let me know that you’re OK. Your dad has got a lot of officers posted at the school. If you want to come home…if it’s too much, just call me and I’ll be there in a heartbeat,” Lorraine said as she patted Reese’s knee.  
 
    “I’ll be fine, mom,” Reese said as the car slowed at the curb in front of the small campus and came to a complete stop.  
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too, mom,” Reese said as she stepped out of the car and slammed the door behind her. Reese stared forward at the chaotic campus in front of her as her mom pulled away from the curb. Police officers were posted everywhere; from the main entrance to the small quad area. She stared down to the grass as she made her way towards the entrance ahead.  
 
    She could feel everyone’s eyes burning into her. They wanted the gory details. They wanted to know what happened. Her eyes drifted up as she moved through the crowded campus…everyone’s eyes on her. Their conversations stopped as she moved around them. Could they make it any more obvious that they were talking about her? About Blake and Quinn’s horrific deaths?  
 
    “What are you doing here?” a deep voice rang out behind her. Reese quickly turned as she adjusted her backpack on her shoulder to see her father. “I told you to stay home, honey.” 
 
    “Dad, I can’t do that. I can’t,” Reese whispered as her eyes scanned the campus…her peers watching the scene like a movie.  
 
    “You’re safer at home,” Ronald said sternly as he inched towards her. 
 
    “I’m just as safe here as I am at home,” Reese said as she motioned to all the officers scattered along the campus.  
 
    “I’m calling your mom. You’re not staying here,” Ronald said sternly as he pulled his cellphone from his heavy jacket, the Woodland Hill police department logo embroidered onto the right breast area.  
 
    “I can’t believe you,” Reese snapped, shaking her head. 
 
    “What?” Ronald asked, shocked by her sharp tone.  
 
    “You leave us. You abandon me and mom…and Riley. You just move out like it’s nothing and you want to be a father, now? You want to pretend to be this amazing and caring person?” Reese said, her voice trembling as she fought back her tears. “Before last night, I hadn’t seen you in two weeks. You can’t just come back into my life and tell me what to do. You’re a stranger, dad. You can’t just come back when life steers you my way. Being a father doesn’t work that way,” Reese said coldly as she spun around…and marched towards the entrance ahead.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A WORD OF ADVICE 
 
    “Do you want to talk it, Reese?” Melissa asked as she crossed her legs; her gray skirt tightened around her thighs as she placed her notepad into her lap. Reese’s eyes scanned Mrs. Newman’s office and to the floor. She wanted to tell her everything. But what if she just thought she was crazy? Maybe she was… 
 
    “I just can’t believe that they’re gone,” Reese said quietly as she picked at her cracked turquoise nail polish. There were a thousand things she wanted to say. She wanted to scream and cry as every question that haunted her swirled through her head.  
 
    “We don’t have to talk today if you don’t want to. I know you’re going through a lot,” Melissa smiled softly as she nodded in understanding.  
 
    “Has your husband…Mr. Newman…has he ever lied to you?” Reese finally spat out. Melissa’s eyes narrowed onto Reese across from her, conflicted by the random statement. 
 
    “I hope not,” Melissa said as she forced a gentle giggle. “What does that have to with this, Reese?” 
 
    “I think someone is stalking me, Mrs. Newman. And I think they killed Blake and Quinn,” Reese said, barely audible. Reese closed her eyes tightly, baffled that the words escaped her lips.  
 
    “What makes you think that?” Melissa asked as she leaned forward in concern. “Has someone threatened you?” 
 
    “No, but someone sent me this,” Reese said as she pulled Riley’s tangled locket from her pocket and held it up.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” Melissa said as her wide eyes settled onto the locket wrapped tightly around Reese’s fingers. “Did you tell your father about this?” 
 
    “God no; everyone already thinks that I’m crazy. Everyone keeps saying it was just an accident; that Riley was drunk…and that she fell. I know that’s not true. I know it in my heart, Mrs. Newman,” Reese cried. “And what happened to Quinn…to Blake…it has everything to do with that night.” Melissa shifted nervously in her chair as she wrote a few notes onto her pad.  
 
    “Well,” Melissa said as she stood up and knelt in front of Reese. Melissa placed her hand onto Reese’s leg as she stared up at her tear-filled eyes. “I don’t think you’re crazy at all, Reese. Not even a little bit,” Melissa said as she smiled. “How you’re feeling is a totally natural reaction to the horrific events that have occurred. You are not going crazy. Trust me on that.” 
 
    “I just don’t even know what to believe anymore,” Reese sobbed. The corner of Melissa’s smile fell as she wrapped her arms around Reese tightly, holding her.  
 
    “It’s OK. It’s alright,” Melissa said as she patted Reese’s back gently. “It’s OK to feel this way, Reese.” Melissa released Reese as her kind, concerned eyes narrowed onto her. “Have you considered getting further help? Outside of school, I mean?” Reese’s eyes widened as they darted up to meet Melissa’s. 
 
    “What do you mean? Like a therapist?” Reese asked, hurt and frustrated. 
 
    “Reese just listen to me for a second, please,” Melissa begged. 
 
    “You do think I’m crazy. You think I’m off my fucking rocker, don’t you?” Reese snapped as she stood up from her chair. Melissa rose to her feet as she grabbed both of Reese’s arms in her shaking hands. 
 
    “No, Reese! Not at all! I’m just saying that maybe someone else more qualified can help you more than I can. I want you to get through this. I want you to get the best help possible!” Melissa said.  
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Reese said as she jerked her arms from Melissa’s grip and snatched her backpack from the floor. 
 
    “Reese, please!” Melissa begged as she spun around. Reese threw her backpack onto her shoulder as she pulled Melissa’s office door open, stormed out, and slammed it shut behind her… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ULTIMATUM  
 
    Burke closed his eyes as he titled his head back, turning his face up. The hot water rained down from the shower head above, covering his face. He turned, closing his eyes as he inhaled the warm steam that surrounded him inside the little shower stall. His eyes opened as he stared back at the white curtain hanging from the rod in front of him.  
 
    He ran his wet hands against his eyes as the picture of Blake’s dead body kept flashing through his head. His best friend since second grade…was gone. Burke’s rubbed his lips together, the hot water burning the soft, chapped flesh as he hid his face into his hands…as he finally broke down.  
 
    Burke slid down the tile shower wall and onto the floor as he sobbed into his hands, the hot water raining down onto him from above. He listened as the bell chimed through the empty locker room. He needed to get out of here. He needed to go to his foster parent’s house, lock his door, and go over every single detail of what happened last night. He wasn’t going to let whoever did this to Blake get away with it. He wasn’t going to let whoever did this to Blake live.  
 
    They had to pay…with blood. 
 
    Burke slowly stood up and turned the shower off as his muscular, naked body shivered…dripping with water. He pulled the white curtain back and reached around the corner for the towel hook along the wall. His fingertips ran along the cool tile and traveled up to the curved hook. 
 
    His towel was gone. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me. Those stupid dickheads,” Burke growled as he threw the white shower curtain open and stared into the deserted, steamy shower area of the locker room. “If you’re still in here, you better fuckin run, asshole!”  
 
    Burke sighed in anger as he walked by the five sinks that lined the wall across from the shower stalls, each sink topped with a mirror. Every mirror’s glassy surface was plastered with condensation. Burke passed the sinks and snatched a new towel from the rack in front of him, wrapping it around his waist.  
 
    “Stupid idiots,” Burke said to himself as he turned around, marching towards the doorway that lead to the main locker room area. He stepped through the large, tile doorway as his eyes searched the dark, deserted locker room. He walked down the locker room, passing the many aisles as he searched for the culprit. But he saw no one… 
 
    Burke rolled his eyes as he turned, heading down a locker aisle. He tightened the towel around his waist as he stopped in his tracks in the middle of the small locker aisle…to see… 
 
    His locker door…wide open. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Burke cursed as he stomped to his locker and looked inside to see his clothes…gone. “Alright, I’m not in the mood for these fucking games!” Burke yelled as he slammed the locker door shut, his eyes scanning the dark aisle. “Come on out, you chicken shit!”  
 
    Blake walked around the end of the aisle as he paced down the side of the locker room, staring down each deserted aisle. And that’s when he heard the sound…of the sinks turn on. Blake spun around as he ran towards the shower area ahead. “Got you,” Burke said to himself, his voice stern, as he made his way around the corner and rushed into the shower area. His eyes scanned the shower area…the vacant stalls in front of him…to see no one. Blake slowly turned towards the five sinks behind him. His eyes widened as he stepped back. Every sink was turned on. His articles of clothing were separated and put into each one of the five sinks. The hot water trickled over the edges of the clogged sinks as Blake moved closer…to see the words written into the condensation plastered against the five mirrors above the sinks. A single word…written on each mirror. He swallowed hard as his entire body went numb. The cryptic message staring back at him.  
 
    TELL HER OR I WILL 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    HEART OF SECRETS 
 
    “God, your dad wasn’t kidding about keeping the house secure, was he?” Jessie said as she stared out through Reese’s bedroom window and down to the squad car parked out front beside the curb. “I was scared I was going to be frisked before coming inside,” Jessie smirked. Reese smiled as she sat up on her bed. Jessie plopped down beside Reese. “So, how are you?” Jessie added. Reese shrugged as she picked at the embroidered butterfly sewn into her comforter.  
 
    “Every time I close my eyes, I just keep seeing Blake,” Reese said softly as her tired eyes drifted up to Jessie beside her. 
 
    “I know. I haven’t slept since it happened. I couldn’t go to school today; I couldn’t…” Jessie began. 
 
    “Handle everyone staring at you like you’re some kind of alien that they’re just dying to probe?” Reese finished her sentence as she half smiled. Jessie smirked as she shook her head to herself. 
 
    “I just can’t believe they’re gone. I was laying in bed last night and I just pictured myself sitting in Calculus. Quinn sat right beside me. I couldn’t handle it, Reese. I’m not as strong as you are. As something as little as a…empty desk. It was just too much. It still is,” Jessie said as she wiped the tears forming in her eyes. “I know we couldn’t have done anything more. But I just keep going back to that moment when we were at the basement door. If we would have just…pushed harder. If we could have reacted faster…then maybe he’d still be here,” Jessie cried. 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself, Jessie. This was out of our control. All that we can do…is try and stop this,” Reese said sternly. 
 
    “What do you mean? Jessie asked as she wiped her tears. 
 
    “We need to find out who did it. Because I think if we do, then we find out who killed Riley,” Reese said softly. 
 
    “You really think this is all connected?” Jessie asked, shocked. 
 
    “I’d bet my damn life on it,” Reese nodded. “Whoever is doing this…whoever killed Blake and Quinn…killed Riley. I know it, Jessie. I just know it…” 
 
    “You wanna try and catch this bastard, don’t you?” Jessie asked quietly. 
 
    “I can’t do it alone,” Reese smiled through her tears as she nodded and placed her hand onto Jessie’s knee. Jessie stared down at Reese’s hand and slapped her own on top of hers.  
 
    “Best friends till the end,” Jessie smiled as she nodded. “How the hell do we even start?” 
 
    “Probably in the one damn place I’ve been too terrified to go,” Reese said as her tired eyes looked to Jessie. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reese and Jessie both stood in the dark upstairs hallway of the Taylor house. They stared forward…at Riley’s closed bedroom door before them.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Jessie asked as she turned to Reese. “If you don’t want to go in, I will. If you’re not ready…” 
 
    “No, I’m ready. I need to do this. I have to, Jessie. I can’t run forever,” Reese said, her voice trembling. Jessie nodded as she grabbed Reese’s right hand tightly. Reese closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and wrapped her left hand around the door knob.  
 
    Riley’s bedroom door slowly creaked open as Reese could smell the sweet, vanilla aroma of perfume; the one that Riley wore every single day. Reese stepped forward through the open doorway as her eyes scanned the once familiar room. It looked just the same…nothing out of place. 
 
    Her queen-sized bed still had the pink and yellow comforter with the decorative accent pillows. Her white side tables still held the many picture frames filled with memories. Her favorite band posters were still tacked to the blue walls. It smelled just like her…it was as if she was still there…in the room. Reese fought back her tears as she sat onto the edge of Riley’s bed…and grabbed one of the decorative pillows. She brought it to her nose, closing her eyes as she inhaled the sweet coconut smell of Riley’s favorite shampoo; the smell, still imprinted onto the fabric after all this time. Jessie sat down beside her as she wrapped her arm tightly around Reese. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Jessie whispered. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Reese said as she sat the pillow back down into the exact spot where it was placed before.  
 
    “Did she have a diary?” Jessie asked. Reese stood as she moved towards the white dresser in the corner. 
 
    “If she did, she never told me about it,” Reese said. She stared down at the many perfume bottles and body lotions that sat on top of the dresser. She picked up one of the glass perfume bottles and brought it to her nose. It was Riley’s signature scent…it was the essence of every memory Reese had of her in a tiny, little bottle. Jessie stood up from the bed as she pulled open the side table drawer open. 
 
    “Nothing in here,” Jessie said as she knelt onto the floor, checking beneath the bed. Jessie grabbed the mattress as she pulled herself up and sat onto the edge…as she felt the hard corner of an unknown object poke into the back of her calf. “What the hell is that?” Jessie said as she stood up. Reese spun around, her eyes locked onto Jessie. 
 
    “What?” Reese asked as Jessie knelt back down onto the floor. Jessie lifted the mattress from the bedspring…to see a small, black leather diary.  
 
    “Jackpot,” Jessie said as she grabbed the diary and released the mattress back onto the bedspring. Jessie sat onto the bed as Reese joined her. Jessie handed the diary to Reese as she stared down at the black leather cover in her hand. A small lock was attached to the front cover, securing the book tightly closed. 
 
    “Why the hell is it locked?” Reese sighed. 
 
    “There must have been something pretty crazy in there that she didn’t want anybody to read,” Jessie said. Reese slowly turned the diary over…to see… 
 
    A tiny golden key taped to the back cover of the diary. 
 
    “Well, that was easy,” Jessie smirked to herself as Reese peeled the tape from the back cover and held the small, golden key in her palm. Reese turned the diary back over and struggled to fit the tiny key into the lock of the diary. “How can it not fit? What else could it possibly be to?” 
 
    Reese’s heart dropped into her stomach…as she studied the small golden key in her hand. 
 
    “It’s not to the diary…” Reese said softly as she dug into her jacket pocket…and brought Riley’s tangled heart-shaped locket from inside. “It’s to this.” 
 
    Jessie eyes widened as Reese pushed the tip of the key into the tiny keyhole in the center of the heart-shaped locket. The key clicked inside…as Reese’s heart pounded in her chest. She gently turned the tiny key…and heard the lock click. 
 
    Reese grabbed both edges of the locket…pulling the heart open like a tiny, golden book. Jessie and Reese’s eyes widened as they stared inside at the tiny picture hidden inside the heart locket. 
 
    “No fucking way…” Jessie said, shocked and stunned. 
 
    They both stared down at the familiar smiling face inside the locket. The tiny picture cut into a tiny square to fit inside. His bright, white smile. His slicked back hair. The picture of the man inside the locket… 
 
    Was Burke Collins… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CAUGHT 
 
    Reese reached into her locker and grabbed her history book as she felt a light tap on her shoulder. She turned her head to see Burke standing behind her, an iced coffee in hand. He motioned it towards her as he smiled. 
 
    “Figured I’d try and make your morning a little brighter; extra caramel, just how you like it,” Burke said as his dimples formed along his cheeks. Reese turned, facing him. She wanted to punch him. She wanted to beat his face in with her fists. She wanted to kill him…right there in the middle of the crowded hallway. 
 
    “No thanks,” Reese snapped as she turned back to her locker. Burke’s smile faded as his eye bulged in confusion. 
 
    “I guess you’re a tea person now?” Burke smirked, struggling to lighten the mood as he took a sip from the iced coffee. 
 
    “It would honestly be in your best interest to just get the fuck away from me before I bash your head in with my locker,” Reese said coldly, staring forward into her locker.  
 
    “Babe, what the hell is wrong?” Burke asked as he grabbed her shoulder gently. Reese spun around, swiping the coffee from his hand as it tumbled to the tile floor below; the light brown liquid spread across the tiles as Reese’s eyes burned into him. 
 
    “Were you ever going to tell me, Burke? Or were you just going to keep lying to me every single damn day?” Reese yelled. The hallway grew quiet…as everyone turned…looking their way; watching the drama unfold. 
 
    “Reese, lower your voice. People are staring. Can we not talk in private?” Burke whispered as his nervous eyes scanned the many faces staring back at them. 
 
    “Talk about what, Burke? Huh? How you were screwing around with my sister behind my back? Do you not want people to know? Do you find that embarrassing? Are you hurt, Burke?” Reese snapped as she moved closer towards him, her face only inches from Burke’s. 
 
    “Reese, please,” Burke growled under his breath as his lips quivered. 
 
    “What was it, Burke? You weren’t getting any from me, so you went to the next fucking best thing; my fucking twin? Same face, right? What’s the fucking difference?” 
 
    “I was going to tell you, Reese. I promise…I was going to. It was before you and me even got together. It was a one-time thing and she blew it way out of proportion,” Burke said sternly. 
 
    “Don’t even give me that shit! I’m done, Burke! To even think that I wasted a single breath on you makes me fucking sick! You’re nothing, Burke! You’re a greasy, lowlife, trashy, egotistical prick who should really learn to keep his dick in his pants. I mean, I know it can fit in there; it’s a whopping three inches,” Reese yelled, her fists clenched at her sides, as everyone watching them in the hallway laughed and gasped. “So, the next time you think about even talking to me…or calling me…or messaging me…DON’T!” Reese added as she slammed her locker shut and stormed down the hallway, pushing through the crowd that surrounded them.  
 
    Burke swallowed hard as his teary eyes scanned the many faces staring back at him. Their eyes…locked onto him. Sweat beaded down his brow as his jaw tightened. His heart pounded in his chest. Burke spun around and pushed through the silent crowd as he made his way towards the entrance door ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SLASHED 
 
    “Is it really only three inches?” Jessie asked as her wide eyes stared back into Reese’s. Reese couldn’t help but smirk as she stood up from the bed. Jessie always knew how to make her feel better…how to make her laugh and temporarily forget all about the troubling times she faced.  
 
    She had heard about the huge fight…but who hadn’t at this point? She wanted to embarrass Burke…she wanted him to feel pain. He had been lying to her this entire time. Everything she thought she knew about him was thrown out the window.  
 
    “I honestly just said it in the heat of the moment,” Reese said as she walked from Jessie’s bed and towards the window in the corner. She pulled the red curtain back and peered down to the gravel driveway that lead from the quiet country road to the front of Jessie’s house. The squad car was still parked outside. She could see Officer Davis in the driver’s seat, a book in his hands.  
 
    “Thank God I never slept with him,” Jessie said as a disgusted expression formed on her face. Reese turned from the window and plopped back onto the bed, lying on her stomach. Jessie laid down beside her, their legs dangled over the edge of the bed.  
 
    “I feel like I don’t know anyone anymore,” Reese said as she shook her head. “If he was lying about that, then what else could he have been lying about? It just makes me sick to even think about.” 
 
    “You know me. And you know damn well I am always going to be here for you, no matter what. I don’t ever want you to forget that,” Jessie smiled as she playfully nudged her arm against Reese’s. Reese smiled softly as she rested her head onto Jessie’s shoulder. “Is Barnie Fife still sitting outside?”  
 
    “Yeah, my dad is going crazy. I have to have a police escort take me everywhere that I want to go now. I mean, I don’t blame him. I know he just wants me to be safe,” Reese said as she turned onto her back on Jessie’s bed, staring up at the ceiling. Jessie followed her lead as she turned onto her back beside her. 
 
    “The funerals are tomorrow,” Jessie said softly. 
 
    “I know. Are you going to go?” Reese asked. 
 
    “I should. I mean, they were our good friends. But, it’s just…if I go, then it becomes real. I know…I know we saw Blake that night. But it all just happened so fast. It almost feels like they’re out of town. I almost feel like they’re still here. I feel like this isn’t even real,” Jessie said as tears formed in her eyes. 
 
    “That’s exactly how I felt after my sister died,” Reese said. “The next morning…after it happened…I woke up. I stepped into the hallway and I was just expecting her to be in her room. I was expecting her to come rushing down the hallway and fight me over who got the shower first. It took about a week for me to finally realize that…I was in denial. She couldn’t be dead. It just…wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. And then after a while…it slowly sank into me; that she was gone.” 
 
    “Have you heard anything from your dad? Have they found anything?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “No; no prints, no weapon…not shit,” Reese groaned as she sat up. Jessie remained in her position, staring blankly at the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m shocked you never accused me of killing her,” Jessie said.  
 
    “What?” Reese asked as her eyes widened, stunned by the brash statement. “Why would I?” Jessie sat up straight beside Reese. 
 
    “I mean, I did throw a drink on her that night. I was beyond pissed,” Jessie said. 
 
    “You couldn’t kill anyone, Jessie. You have this tough, bad bitch exterior,” Reese began as Jessie giggled. “But I know you; inside and out. You’ve got the biggest heart out of all of us,” Reese said as she stood up from the bed. Jessie sat up as she watched Reese slip her shoes on and grab her jacket from the lounge chair in the corner of her room. 
 
    “Heading out?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I promised my mom I’d be home by nine. It’s part of her and my dad’s agreement,” Reese said as she checked her cellphone.  
 
    “I’m shocked she isn’t at the city council meeting. That’s where my mom is,” Jessie said.  
 
    “What city council meeting?” Reese asked in confusion as she zipped her jacket. 
 
    “The mayor’s holding it at the court house. It’s basically a discussion about curfews, safety, and all that other bullshit. After…what happened to Quinn and Blake…this whole town is on the edge. I can’t believe your dad didn’t tell you,” Jessie said. 
 
    “Yeah, well I think there’s a lot of things he isn’t telling me,” Reese said as she moved towards the bedroom door, Jessie following her. They made their way through the hall, down the large staircase, and into the dark foyer.  
 
    “You really need to tell me what you want for your birthday. I mean, it’s in three days,” Reese said as she smiled coyly to Jessie. 
 
    “I told you I don’t want a damn thing. Your friendship is enough for me…and, ya know, maybe a Starbucks gift card or two,” Jessie giggled. “Will you call me when you make it home?” Jessie asked, concerned. 
 
    “Yes, I promise. Keep in touch, tonight. I don’t want to be worried sick at you being way out here on your own,” Reese said as she pulled the front door open. Jessie agreed as Reese stepped out through the front door.  
 
    “Goodnight,” Jessie said softly as she pushed the front door shut closed behind Reese. Reese wrapped her arms around her body as the brisk air tickled her cold cheeks.  
 
    She made her way down the Tanner’s gravel driveway, the squad car was just a few feet ahead. Reese yanked the passenger door of the squad car opened and quickly sat inside, slamming the door beside her. 
 
    “It is freezing out there!” Reese said, her teeth chattering as she looked to Officer Davis in the driver’s seat beside her. 
 
    Reese then let out a loud, horrified scream…as she stared back at the bloody scene beside her.  
 
    Officer Davis’ throat was slashed wide open. His eyes, wide with terror. The dried blood plastered down the front of his uniform.  
 
    “Oh, my God!” Reese cried out as she shoved the passenger side door back open. Reese leaped out of the car as she tumbled onto the hard, cold gravel below. “Jessie!” Reese yelled out as she ran up the gravel walkway and towards the front porch of the Tanner house ahead.  
 
    Reese ran up the creaky wooden steps and slammed her hands against the front door. The door swung open just a few inches…as the golden chain lock caught on the other side…the door slightly secured.  
 
    Reese stared into the dark foyer through the space as she pushed against the door, the chain lock stretched to the max. She quickly called into the house…tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “Jessie! He’s here! The killer’s here!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    KNOCK, KNOCK 
 
    Jessie rushed down the stairs and towards the foyer below as her eyes darted to the front door ahead. She squinted in the darkness to see the door slightly open a few inches…the golden chain lock latched tightly against Reese as she pressed onto the door from the outside. Reese’s face stared back at Jessie through the tiny opening as she ran towards the front door. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Jessie cried out as she ran to the door and peered out to Reese through the small space of the secured door. Reese stared back at her, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    “The killer is here! He’s in the house!” Reese yelled. Jessie’s eyes widened…as she felt her stomach drop. Jessie then let out a scream as she watched the hooded, black figure with the baby doll mask rush up the front porch steps behind Reese…heading straight towards her. 
 
    “Reese, look out!” Jessie cried out. But it was too late. Reese didn’t have enough time to react. The figure raised their knife and stabbed it forward, the blade stabbing into the back of Reese’s head. The long, sharp blade stabbed out through the center of Reese’s forehead as her eyes widened…staring back at Jessie through the slightly opened door. “Ah!” Jessie cried out, the blood splattering onto her face, as she fell back from the door and onto the floor. She screamed into her hands as they covered her mouth in terror.  
 
    Jessie quickly crawled to her feet as the masked figure kicked the front door. The chain lock snapped from the door frame and the door swung open as Jessie rushed up the staircase beside her.  
 
    “Someone help me!” Jessie cried out as she ran up the stairs, faster and faster. She then felt the tight grip of the figure’s gloved hand wrap around her right ankle. Jessie screamed as the figure tugged onto her ankle. Jessie fell forward, slamming down onto the wooden stairs as the figure tugged onto her ankle, dragging her down a few steps. “No! No!” Jessie sobbed as she clawed at the wooden steps, her nails clawing into the wood. She quickly turned onto her back and threw her foot forward, kicking the figure in the stomach. Jessie watched in terror as the figure released her ankle and fell back off the stairs, crashing to the foyer floor below.  
 
    Jessie quickly spun around, pulled herself up, and ran up the stairs. Her chest heaved up and down rapidly as she ran from the stairs and down the dark and deserted second level hallway. She had to get to her room! She had to get to her phone! Jessie’s bare feet pounded against the cold, wooden floor as she ran into her bedroom and slammed the door shut behind her. She quickly turned the lock and backed away as she heard the figure’s loud, booming footsteps rush down the hall outside of her door.  
 
    THUD! THUD! THUD! 
 
    Jessie squealed in terror as she watched her bedroom door vibrate rapidly on its hinges, the figure beating against the door from the outside. She had to act fast! Jessie spun around and ran towards her side table. Her phone sat on top, hooked up to her charger. Jessie quickly ripped her phone from the charger and rushed into her private bathroom.  
 
    She slammed the bathroom door behind her, turning the lock as she looked to the small window above the toilet. This was her chance! This was her only way out! Jessie ran to the toilet, stepping on top of it as she struggled to slide the window open. 
 
    “Come on, you bitch!” Jessie growled as she pushed onto the window, harder and harder. But it wouldn’t budge. “Fuck!” Jessie snapped as she looked back to the bathroom door…as the blade of the figure’s bowie knife stabbed through the wooden surface. “Shit!”  
 
    Jessie quickly stepped off the toilet and turned towards the shower beside her. She wrapped her hands around the long, white curtain and tugged onto it with all her might. The long curtain rod ripped from the shower walls and clanked to the floor. Her hands wrapped tightly around the long, metal shower rod…as she stabbed it forward, smashing the window wide open. She quickly stepped onto the toilet and began to crawl through…as she heard the wooden door splinter and bust behind her. She was almost out! She was almost free! 
 
    Jessie clawed at the roof that laid just below the window and pulled her body out. She fell onto the hard, rugged roof as she quickly stood. She had to find a way down! There had to be some way! She quickly ran down the side of the house, the jagged roof shingles slicing into the tender bottoms of her bare feet. She could scream…but no one would hear her. They lived nearly ten miles from town. If there was any chance of surviving, it was up to her…and her only. 
 
    She held onto the side of the house tightly as she stopped at a window. She peeked inside…to see her mother’s bedroom…the masked maniac no where in sight. Jessie turned away as she leaned forward, staring down at the grass far below.  
 
    “Shit,” Jessie cried. The drop was too far. She had to take her chances going through the house. She quickly pulled her phone from the pocket of her pajama pants and dialed 911… 
 
    As the figure’s arm crashed through the window beside her. Jessie screamed in terror as the masked figure’s arms wrapped around her, trying to pull her back inside through the shattered window. 
 
    “No! Stop! Somebody!” Jessie cried. Jessie then opened her mouth…and dug her teeth into the figure’s arm through their black cloak. The figure then shoved Jessie forward…as she tumbled down onto the roof…and rolled towards the edge. 
 
    “Ah!” Jessie screamed as she rolled over the edge of the roof. Her hands grasped the edge of the gutter as her entire body swung over the edge. Tears streamed down Jessie’s face as she glanced down below her…the grass far below. Her legs kicked rapidly in the air below her. “Somebody help me!” Jessie cried out as she glanced back up…to see the figure charging across the roof…their knife raised…running right towards her.  
 
    Jessie closed her eyes tightly…and let go. Her small body fell through the air…and she slammed onto the grass below with a loud THUD. Jessie landed on her back, the air knocked right out of her. Her breathing slowed…and her vision grew foggy…as she stared up at the edge of the roof high above her. The figure…out of sight.  
 
    This was it. 
 
    This was the end.  
 
    Jessie’s eyes slowly rolled into the back of her head…as the darkness consumed her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FOR REESE 
 
    Jessie’s eyes slowly fluttered open to see a bright florescent light shining from above. Was she dead? Was this heaven? Or was this hell? The pounding her head made her believe that this was definitely hell… 
 
    “Reese? Can you hear me? Reese?” a soft, familiar voice echoed through her ears. Jessie slowly looked to her right…to see Ethan standing beside her.  
 
    “Where am I?” Jessie asked, her voice dry and hoarse.  
 
    “You’re safe. You’re at the hospital,” Ethan said softly as he rubbed her hand. Jessie looked down to see herself dressed in a white hospital gown. A blue, itchy cover was placed over her legs. She slowly sat up in the bed as she held her head in pain, the throbbing ache pulsated through her entire skull. “Easy…be easy,” Ethan said. Jessie’s long, black hair hanged in her face. She ran her hand through it, clearing it from her eyes as she felt the soft gauze pad taped to her forehead. “The doctor said you have a minor concussion,” Ethan added. 
 
    “Is Reese…” Jessie slowly said as her eyes looked to Ethan. Ethan looked down to the floor…too terrified to look her in the eyes…as he slowly nodded. Jessie looked up to the ceiling as tears streamed down her face. “God damn it,” she sobbed as Ethan quickly wrapped his arms around her. Jessie pulled him close, hugging him tighter as she cried into his jacket. “I should have been faster. I should have listened to her,” Jessie sobbed. 
 
    “Jessie, don’t do that to yourself. Don’t blame yourself. It all happened so fast. You can’t do that to yourself; Reese wouldn’t want you to,” Ethan cried. Jessie slowly released him as she relaxed, resting her back against the elevated bed. 
 
    “Did they catch him?” Jessie asked as she wiped her tears. Ethan sat down into the wooden chair beside the hospital bed as he shook his head. 
 
    “No, they didn’t. By the time they got there, the son of a bitch was long gone,” Ethan said sadly as he held Jessie’s hand tightly. 
 
    “All I remember is that mask. That’s all I keep seeing,” Jessie said as she stared up at the blinding light above her. 
 
    “They were wearing a mask?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it was, like, a creepy ass baby doll. It was all rotten looking and it had cracks all over it. It was horrifying,” Jessie said as she looked to Ethan beside her. “How are Reese’s parents?” 
 
    “Not taking it so well…as any parent would,” Ethan said.  
 
    “God, this is going to kill them. Not one daughter…but two. Could you imagine that? That pain? I mean, what I feel couldn’t even touch that. I lost my best friend…but they lost…they lost both of their daughters, Ethan; their children,” Jessie cried the warm tears fell from her eyes.  
 
    “I don’t even want to imagine what that feels like. When your mom called me, I…” Ethan stopped. 
 
    “What?” Jessie asked, intrigued. 
 
    “The ten-minute drive over here felt like ten hours. I ran every damn light. I passed every damn car that I could. I was scared. I was terrified, Jessie. The thought of…losing you. After all of this…after everything that has happened…I couldn’t even begin to comprehend the possibility of you not being by my side,” Ethan said as he cried softly. “I was so scared that you were gone; that I was going to lose you forever. I wasn’t alright…I wasn’t OK…until I saw you; until I knew that you were safe.” 
 
    Jessie smiled softly as she tightened her grip on his soft, sweaty hand. What did she do to deserve him? He spoke with his heart…and a piece of it was twisted into every single word that he said to her.  
 
    “She was right,” Jessie said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “This is all connected. This is all about that night. It’s all about the night that Riley was killed,” Jessie said. 
 
    “Killed? Riley fell, Jessie,” Ethan said, confused. 
 
    “No, she didn’t. Reese knew. She tried to tell me. She tried to tell all of us. And not a single damn one of us listened. Now, look at us. We’ve lost three of our best friends, Ethan. If we don’t stop this…if we don’t figure this out…then any one of us could be next,” Jessie said. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying I’m finishing what Reese started. I’m doing this for Reese. Because if we don’t figure out what the hell is going on…we’re just going to keep dying…one…by….one.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TO TELL THE TRUTH 
 
    Burke ran his leather jacket sleeve under his nose as the warm tears streamed down his face. His tired eyes stared back at Deputy Paul Wilson who sat across from him inside the interrogation room of the Woodland Hills police department.  
 
    “I’m going to ask you one more time, Mr. Collins. Did. You. Kill. Reese?” Deputy Wilson’s voice said sternly as his eyes narrowed onto Burke.  
 
    “For the thousandth time, no!” Burke cried out as he slammed his hands onto the long, narrow table. “I loved Reese! I could never, ever hurt her!”  
 
    “Well, that’s not what a few of your peers from school told us,” Deputy Wilson said as if he knew all the facts. 
 
    “What?” Burke asked, confused.  
 
    “We have numerous witnesses who said you and Reese had a pretty heated argument at school this morning. And now, she ends up dead? You’re telling me that’s just a big, fat coincidence?” Deputy Wilson asked as he smirked in amazement. 
 
    “We had a fight, yes! But I didn’t kill her! I could never hurt her…or anyone for that matter!” Burke cried out. 
 
    “That’s not what your foster parents told us,” Deputy Wilson said as he stood up from his chair and inched his way around the table and towards Burke. Burke’s jaw tightened as he crossed his muscular arms over his chest. 
 
    “They’re fucking liars,” Burke snapped. 
 
    “They said you’ve got quite a temper. They told us you’ve punched three holes in your bedroom wall; they told us that you even threatened to choke your father out,” Deputy Wilson said as he circled Burke like a shark. 
 
    “He isn’t my father,” Burke said sternly. 
 
    “He’s the closest thing you’ve got to one. If you ask me, if you were living in my house…I would have knocked you straight through a damn wall if you ever threatened me like that,” Deputy Wilson said as his eyes glared down to Burke. 
 
    “OK, yeah, whatever! I’ve got a temper! I hate my fucking foster parents! Who fucking doesn’t? But that doesn’t make me a killer!” Burke yelled. 
 
    “Where were you tonight?” Deputy Wilson asked as he sat back down into the chair across from Burke. 
 
    “I already told you…I was out driving; just cruising backroads,” Burke sighed in annoyance.  
 
    “So, you were alone? Which means you don’t have a solid alibi.” Deputy Wilson said. Burke shook his head as he struggled to come up with answer. “Tell me about this,” the deputy said as he dropped a golden piece of jewelry onto the center of the table. It was Riley’s locket. The heart-shaped pendulum was wide open. Burke stared back as his picture inside of it. 
 
    “Riley liked me, sure,” Burke said as he rolled his eyes. “Is that what you wanna know?”  
 
    “You were dipping into both cookie jars, weren’t you, Mr. Collins? You were messing around with Riley…and with Reese. So, what happened, Burke? Did Riley turn you down? So, you pushed her from that balcony? Did Reese turn you down, too? Did that make you snap? Did that set you off?” Deputy Wilson asked sternly. 
 
    “I didn’t kill anybody!” Burke cried out as he shot up from his chair, his fists at his sides. His rage…his anger…burned inside of him as his dark eyes locked onto Deputy Wilson. Burke’s eyes then darted to the door as it flew open…and Sheriff Ronald Taylor stormed inside. Ronald charged towards Burke as he threw his arm up. Ronald’s hand wrapped tightly around Burke’s throat…and slammed him against the wall as Deputy Wilson quickly stood up from his chair. 
 
    “You fucking lowlife piece of trash!” Ronald growled as he choked Burke.  
 
    “Sheriff, stop!” Deputy Wilson yelled as he ran towards them. Burke choked for air as Ronald tightened his grip on his throat. Burke clawed at his rough hands wrapped around his neck. 
 
    “Get the fuck out, Wilson!” Ronald spat over his shoulder.  
 
    “Have you lost your damn mind! The captain will have your ass for this! Let the boy go…NOW!” Wilson demanded. Burke’s wide, terrified eyes stared back into Ronald’s as he choked for air. Ronald then ripped his hand from Burke’s throat and turned away. Burke slid down the wall, collapsing onto the floor as he choked…the air returning to his lungs. His red eyes lifted as Ronald stopped in the doorway…and turned. Ronald’s eyes…locked onto Burke. 
 
    “If I find out you killed Reese…or Riley…you better pray you’re behind bars…so that I can’t touch you,” Ronald growled as he stormed out of the interrogation room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LITTLE BLACK BOOK 
 
    Jessie stared out of the passenger window as her mother, Jillian Tanner, sat in the driver’s seat. Jessie’s heavy eyes stared up at the bright morning sunlight as it shimmered down through the passing tree branches above. Jillian’s hands tightened on the wheel nervously as she looked from the road ahead and to her daughter beside her. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Jillian asked sympathetically. Jessie looked to her mother as she shrugged softly. The bloody bandage was still taped to Jessie’s forehead. She got the OK to check out this morning. The doctor insisted that she take it easy for a few days…but she had work to do…and it couldn’t wait. This was now life or death. 
 
    “Not really, mom,” Jessie said as she took a sip from the soda can in her hand. 
 
    “I just want you to know that I am so sorry I wasn’t there. If I had been…maybe…” Jillian said as her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “Mom, stop it,” Jessie said quickly, interrupting her mother. “Nothing could have changed what happened. If anything, this is my fault,” Jessie said as she hanged her head down, her long, black hair draping her face. 
 
    “Don’t say that, honey. You were terrified. What happened was horrific. I know you did everything that you could,” Jillian said as she kept one hand on the wheel and placed her other onto Jessie’s leg. 
 
    “You weren’t there, so how would you know?” Jessie snapped as she lifted her head and looked to her mother. “I could have done more. I could have reacted faster. I should have…I should have…” Jessie said as her voice quivered, a tear trickled down her cheek. 
 
    “Don’t sit there and blame yourself, Jessie. Reese wouldn’t want you to do that to yourself. She loved you like a sister. She wouldn’t want you to put all of this on your shoulders,” Jillian said.  
 
    Jessie eyes stared through the passenger side window…as she saw Reese’s house ahead to the right.  
 
    “Stop at Reese’s house,” Jessie demanded as she looked to her mother. 
 
    “Honey, I think that’s a little inappropriate. I mean, Lorraine is going through a lot,” Jillian said. 
 
    “Mom, just stop the damn car! Please!’ Jessie begged. Jillian sighed as she pressed onto the brakes. She turned the wheel as the car came to a stop at the curb in front of Reese’s house.  
 
    “I really think we should just go home. You need to rest, sweetie,” Jillian said. 
 
    “Just stay here. I’ll only be a minute,” Jessie said as she pushed the door open and stepped out of the car. Jessie slammed the door shut behind her as she made her way up the walkway and towards the front porch of the Taylor house. She made her way up the wooden steps and raised her hand, her fingertip pressing the doorbell. She stepped back as she heard the chime ring through the house. She listened as she heard the muffled footsteps looming closer from inside. The deadbolt clicked on the other side…as the door slowly opened. Jessie stared back into Lorraine’s red eyes as she peeked around the corner of the door. 
 
    “Jessie…hi,” Lorraine said, her voice hoarse from crying all night.  
 
    “Hi, Mrs. Taylor,” Jessie said softly as she struggled to smile. She couldn’t imagine what she was going through. The pain. The agony of losing not one, but two children.  
 
    “Jessie, please. You were Reese’s best friend. You know you can call me Lorraine,” she said as she opened the door further. “Come on in, I’m making some tea.” Jessie nodded softly as she stepped into the house and closed the door behind her. Jessie followed Lorraine through the foyer and towards the kitchen ahead. 
 
    “I just wanted to stop by and see how you were,” Jessie said as she stared forward. Lorraine looked like a mess…and understandably so. Her short, blond hair was matted and tangled. She had dark circles under her eyes and was wearing an old, ripped nightshirt and a pair of baggy pajama pants. Jessie stepped into the kitchen as Lorraine rushed to the whistling kettle on the stove in the corner.  
 
    “Go ahead, have a seat,” Lorraine said over her shoulder as she removed the kettle from the dancing flame of the burner. Jessie nodded as she sat at the small, round kitchen table. She looked to the kitchen sink in the corner…to see nearly a dozen empty wine bottles inside. Jessie quickly looked away from the sink as Lorraine spun around, the kettle and potholder in her hand.  
 
    “Do you want sugar?” Lorraine asked as she sat the kettle onto the potholder in the center of the table.  
 
    “Actually, Mrs. Taylor,” Jessie began. 
 
    “Lorraine.” 
 
    “I’m sorry…Lorraine,” Jessie quickly corrected herself. “I was just wanted to ask you some questions. But, if you don’t want to talk…I understand,” Jessie said. 
 
    “What kind of questions?” Lorraine asked as she poured the hot, steaming water into the teacup in front of her and sat down across from Jessie. 
 
    “Did Reese ever say anything to you…about…about Riley?”  
 
    “You mean how she thought that Riley was pushed?” Lorraine quickly asked as she grabbed the string of the teabag in her cup, lifting it up and down gently. Jessie’s stomach turned. Lorraine said it so…so naturally. So nonchalant and casual. Maybe she was still feeling the wine?  
 
    “Yes,” Jessie said softly. 
 
    “She told me and her father a day or so ago. I thought it was just…her being paranoid. I thought it was just her missing her sister. But now…with everything that has happened…I don’t even know, anymore,” Lorraine said as her eyes grew teary. 
 
    “So, you think she might have been pushed? Do you think this is all connected?” 
 
    “All I know is…I’ve lost two daughters in three months. I’m not stupid. I’m not a fool. Before Reese…” Lorraine stopped as she stared up at the ceiling, tears streaming down her face. “Before she was taken from us, I just pushed the idea of that out of my head. It was too much. It was too much for me to even think that someone could hurt one of my girls. But, now…this isn’t just a coincidence. This isn’t an accident…and I think Riley’s death wasn’t either,” Lorraine cried. “They were all I had left in this world…and now, they’re gone. And God help the son of a bitch that took them from me…because if I find out who did…they’re going to wish they were dead.” 
 
    Jessie wiped her own tears as she reached across the table and grabbed Lorraine’s hand. Lorraine’s tired, teary eyes looked into Jessie’s as she smiled.  
 
    “They loved you more than you’ll ever know,” Jessie said as she smiled through her tears. “They might not have showed it…but they did, Lorraine. You had your struggles…but at the end of the day, you were still their hero,” Jessie said softly. Lorraine nodded as she wiped her tears with her free hand. “Do you care if I take a look in Reese’s room?” 
 
    “No, not at all. But you must promise me, Jessie; if you find anything out, you have to tell me. Don’t leave me out. You were closer to her than anyone else. I want to find out what happened just as much as you do. But, right now…it’s just too hard for me,” Lorraine cried. 
 
    “I promise,” Jessie said as she slowly stood up, releasing Lorraine’s hand. Jessie turned away and moved into the foyer. Jessie’s hand grabbed the cold, wooden banister as she slowly made her way up the stairs. She stepped into the second level hallway, her eyes locked onto Reese’s bedroom door ahead. Jessie stopped…the door right in front of her. She wasn’t ready…but she had to do this. Her life…or someone else’s life…depended on it. Jessie grabbed the cold handle…and turned. 
 
    Jessie stepped into Reese’s bedroom and walked towards her desk in the corner. Where did she put it? Where would she even hide it? Jessie pulled open the top drawer of the desk…nothing. She turned, moving towards the side table beside Reese’s bed. She pulled the drawer open…nothing.  
 
    Jessie’s eyes then drifted to the bed. 
 
    Maybe she took some pointers from Riley? Jessie knelt onto the floor of Reese’s bedroom…and lifted the mattress up… 
 
    To see Riley’s little black diary. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jessie walked into her bedroom, slamming her newly installed bedroom door shut. She turned the lock quickly and made her way towards her bed, Riley’s diary in her hand. She didn’t want her mother to know anything about this. She had to keep her safe. She didn’t want her involved.  
 
    Jessie sat onto her bed as she placed the black diary in front of her. She pulled her side table drawer open…and pulled out a metal nail file. Jessie placed the diary in her lap as she stabbed the sharp, pointy tip of the file into the keyhole of the small lock. She twisted it, this way and that…waiting for it to click open. 
 
    “Come on…” Jessie begged as she turned the file to the left and then to the right. 
 
    CLICK! 
 
    Jessie’s eyes widened as she smiled to herself. Success. Jessie slowly opened the diary…to see… 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Jessie stared down at the diary in confusion as she flipped through the many pages; not a single entry. A small, square piece of paper then fell from inside the book and danced into the air. It gracefully tumbled through the air and onto the carpet below. Jessie leaned down, snatching the small square piece of paper. She turned the small, square piece of paper over. 
 
    Jessie’s eyes widened as she stared down at the photograph in her hand. A million questions zipped through her head as she stared down at the black and white picture. Riley’s full name was printed on the side. A small, white circle was drawn around a tiny, white blob. 
 
    It was a sonogram.  
 
    Riley…was pregnant.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    DECEPTION 
 
    Jessie marched through the hallway of Woodland Hills High School. Her eyes were glued to Burke who was standing at his locker a few feet ahead. Burke was the king of deception; he lied straight to Reese’s face for a year about how he hooked up with Riley before her. If he was lying about that, what else could he possibly be lying about? What if it wasn’t just once? What if he was trying to rid the world of this horrifying mistake…and the only way he could was to kill Riley? 
 
    “Can we talk?” Jessie said sternly as she walked up to Burke. Burke turned towards her as he shook his head. 
 
    “Jessie, I really just want to be alone right now,” Burke said sadly as he stared into his open locker. 
 
    “Yeah, well, too fucking bad,” Jessie growled as she slammed his locker door shut. Burke sighed as he turned towards her. 
 
    “What do you want?” Burke asked, his temper blazing inside of him. 
 
    “All I want is the truth, which we all know is a real fucking struggle for you,” Jessie said coldly as she dug the sonogram from her pocket and lifted it up. “Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Burke asked, confused, as he took it from her. His eyes scanned the image as it slowly registered. “Who the hell is pregnant?” 
 
    “Look at the name, Burke,” Jessie said as she pointed to Riley’s name printed down the side of it. “Riley was pregnant when she was killed.”  
 
    “Why the hell are you showing me this?”  
 
    “I’m showing you this because I need you to tell the truth for once in your damn life, Burke. I want to know if you knew anything about this. Was this your baby?” Jessie snapped. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t,” Burke said sternly. “We slept together once and that was, like, a year before she died. There’s no way that it was mine.” Burke said as he shook his head. 
 
    “Then who the hell’s baby could it have been, Burke?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I mean, Riley wasn’t an angel! She got around and everybody knew that! I mean, look at what she did with Ethan!” Burke said.  
 
    “She just kissed him. It was just a stupid kiss,” Jessie said defensively.  
 
    “Well, if I could lie to Reese for a year then he could lie to you. Maybe your grilling the wrong guy, here,” Burke said as he pushed passed Jessie. Jessie spun around, following close to his side.  
 
    “Are you seriously throwing Ethan under the bus right now? You’re the one with the horrible track record,” Jessie snapped as she grabbed Burke’s arm, stopping him. Burke turned towards her. 
 
    “Jessie, I just lost my best fucking friend. I just lost my girlfriend. Why in the fuck are you grilling me right now? Do you not think I’ve been through enough shit? Do you not think I already feel horrible about doing what I did to Reese? That’s the last thing we ever talked about, Jessie! That’s the last conversation me and Reese ever had! Do you know how that makes me feel? I feel disgusting! I feel sick to my stomach!” Burke cried. “I treated her awful and I’m never going to get the chance to make it up her. I’m never going to be able to hold her or kiss her or tell her that I love her ever again. So, if you don’t mind…just cut me some God damn slack,” Burke spat as he spun around…and disappeared into the crowded hallway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TRUST 
 
    Jessie tried to control her breathing as her heart raced inside of her chest. After school, she asked if she could come over to Ethan’s to talk. She had to get this out in the open. She had to know for sure that Ethan was being honest about his relationship with Riley. Her eyes darted to the bedroom door as it opened. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want something to drink?” Ethan asked politely as he sipped from the glass of water in his hand. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” Jessie said as her voice quivered. Ethan placed his glass onto his computer desk and sat down onto his bed beside Jessie. 
 
    “How are you?” Ethan asked. “You didn’t talk much at school today.” 
 
    “I’m still in shock. I keep hearing her voice…her screams. I just keep thinking about all the things I did wrong,” Jessie said. 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong, Jessie,” Ethan said softly as he wrapped his skinny arm around her. Jessie moved away from him slightly, his arm falling from her shoulder. “What’s wrong?” Ethan asked, confused. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just…I really need to ask you something. I need you to be totally and completely honest with me, Ethan,” Jessie said. 
 
    “You know I’d never lie to you,” Ethan said as he shook his head. Jessie took a deep breath as she pulled out the sonogram from her pocket. It trembled in her hand as she passed it to Ethan. Ethan stared down at the sonogram…and his eyes lifted to Jessie.  
 
    “Is there anything that I need to know? Is there anything you haven’t told me about you and Riley?” Jessie asked as she fought back her tears. 
 
    “Are you being serious right now? How can you even ask that?” Ethan asked, offended as he stood up.  
 
    “Ethan, please don’t be mad. I’m just trying to figure all of this out,” Jessie sobbed. 
 
    “Do you not trust me? What’s the deal, Jessie? You know damn well that you’re the only person I’ve had sex with.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I just wanted to be sure. I wanted to hear it again. I needed to know for sure.” 
 
    “If you trusted me then one time should be enough, Jess,” Ethan said as he shook his head.  
 
    “I do trust you, Ethan! I do! But…you kissed her,” Jessie said as she wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, one time! And I told you about that! SHE kissed ME! There was nothing else to tell you and if there was, I would have!” Ethan cried out.  
 
    “I’m sorry…I’m so sorry,” Jessie said as she stood up and rushed towards the bedroom door. Ethan rushed towards her, his hand wrapping around her arm. 
 
    “Wait…stop…stop,” Ethan begged. Tears ran down her face as she turned towards Ethan in front of her. He wrapped his arms around, hugging her tightly as she cried into his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I do trust you and I don’t ever want you to think any different. I just had to ask you. I wouldn’t even care if it was your baby. I just wanted to know the truth. I just wanted to hear it out loud,” Jessie said. “My mind is so fucked up and I just feel like I can’t trust anyone; and now I’m doing what I do best…and that’s fucking everything up.” 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re not fucking everything up. I know how you feel, Jessie. You’re scared…and confused…and you just want the truth. We all do. We all want to know what happened to Riley. We all want to know who killed Blake and Quinn and Reese. But the only way we can find that out is if we work together…and we have to trust each other,” Ethan said. Jessie looked up to Ethan as he stared down at her, his kind eyes connected to hers.  
 
    “Maybe I’ve been going about this all wrong,” Jessie said as she backed away from Ethan, their arms still wrapped around each other’s waists. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ethan asked. 
 
    “If anyone knew about the baby…it would have to be Lorraine. It would have to their mom.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SCREWED 
 
    Jessie couldn’t wait any longer. She had to tell Lorraine what she had found out…that Riley was pregnant when she died. She made a promise to her and she had to keep it. Jessie sped all the way from Ethan’s house to the Tanner residence. Time was no longer on her side. The killer could strike at any moment. She had to fit the pieces of this deadly puzzle together…and fast.  
 
    Jessie sat down at the small kitchen table inside of the Tanner house as Lorraine poured two cups of coffee at the counter.  
 
    “I know you wanted me to keep you in the loop. I’m sorry that I came over so late,” Jessie apologized as she held the little black diary in her quivering hands. 
 
    “Don’t apologize at all. I haven’t slept at all since…since Reese. You have nothing to be sorry about, Jessie,” Lorraine said as she carried the two cups of coffee to the table and sat down, placing the other cup in front of Jessie. Jessie cupped the warm mug in her hands as she sipped the steaming coffee slowly. The sweet smell of cinnamon filled her nostrils as the sweet, warm cream glided down her throat.  
 
    “How is Ronald?” Jessie asked as she placed the mug down. 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t really talked to him. He hasn’t been over,” Lorraine said as she sipped from her mug. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about all of this.” 
 
    “He’s a runner, Jessie. When things don’t go as planned…when things happen that are beyond his control…he runs. That’s why he left in the first place,” Lorraine said sadly. 
 
    “The reason I came here…was because of this,” Jessie said as she pulled the sonogram from inside of the diary and pushed it across the table and to Lorraine. Lorraine swallowed hard as she grabbed the sonogram in her hands…and nodded. 
 
    “She was six weeks,” Lorraine said as her lips quivered. 
 
    “You knew?” Jessie asked, shocked and stunned. 
 
    “I did; me and Ron both knew.” 
 
    “Why did you not say anything? Why did you not tell Reese…or anyone?” Jessie asked. 
 
    “Reese was a mess when Riley died. She just stayed in her room, day and night. She wouldn’t eat. She wouldn’t sleep. My heart broke every single time I saw her. She lost her best friend…her sister. She was already losing herself. She was already so depressed and…lost. We didn’t want to add any fuel to the fire. We didn’t want to push her more and more towards the edge. It would have killed her; to not only lose a sister…but a niece or a nephew,” Lorraine cried. 
 
    “Did you know who the father was?” Jessie asked softly. 
 
    “The earliest you can have a paternity test is nine weeks. She was almost there. We almost knew,” Lorraine said. 
 
    “She didn’t tell you? She never said anything?” 
 
    “We didn’t know about it until after she died. We found out during the autopsy. Every single day, I wonder why she never said anything. Did she feel like she couldn’t talk to me? Did she feel like she couldn’t confide in me?” Lorraine cried. “Those girls could have told me anything…and nothing would have ever changed how much I loved them both.” 
 
    “They knew that. They both did, Lorraine,” Jessie said as she stood up, moved around the table, and hugged Lorraine tightly. Lorraine cried into Jessie’s shoulder as she squeezed her tightly. 
 
    “I just wish I would have done more. I didn’t want to suffocate them after their father moved out. I didn’t want to push them. I wanted them to come to me on their own. Maybe I should have tried harder. Maybe I should have…been more involved or asked more questions. I just didn’t want them to resent me the way they resented their father. I wanted to fill every void that they had when he left,” Lorraine sobbed. Jessie sat down beside Lorraine as she grabbed her hand tightly. 
 
    “I’m going to figure this out. I promise,” Jessie cried. “Whoever did this…I’m going to find them. I’m doing this for Reese, for Riley, and for us. They’re going to have to pay for what they did, Lorraine; one way or another. And I’m going to make sure that they do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lorraine secured the front door tightly as she pressed one hand against the wooden surface and turned the deadbolt with the other. She stared out through the tiny glass window as she watched Jessie walk towards her mother’s car parked along the curb. She knew about the baby…but seeing the sonogram…it brought back every emotion that she had tried to lock up tightly. The baby…that she’d never know; that she would never see grow up or blow out their candles at their first birthday. She lost so much. Her daughters…and a grandchild.  
 
    Lorraine swallowed hard as she stormed through the foyer and into the kitchen. Her heart raced inside of her chest as she rushed to the fridge, pulled the door open, and grabbed a bottle of wine. Tears began to flood down her face as she placed the bottle onto the center island and pulled a drawer open. She wrapped her hand around the wooden handle of a corkscrew and pressed the sharp, twisted tip into the cork. Her hand gripped the bottle tightly as she turned the corkscrew with the other hand, her hands trembling. Her mouth was dry, her tongue sticking to the arid roof of her mouth. She needed it. She needed her fix…now. 
 
    The cork popped off as she placed the corkscrew down onto the island and grabbed the wine bottle. She turned to the cabinet behind her and yanked a door open and snatched a wine glass from inside. She placed it onto the counter as she poured the red wine into the glass, filling it to the rim. She grabbed the glass with her trembling hand and brought it to her lips, ready to take that first euphoric sip…as she stared out through window above the kitchen sink in front of her.  
 
    There it hanged…in the fenced-in back lawn. The small tire swing danced in the cold breeze. The thin, weathered rope moved to the left and the right as the swing swayed from the tree branch above. She could still hear their sweet laughter…as they pushed each other…taking their turns. Their little hands plastered with dirt. Their smiling faces staring back at her as she brought them two glasses of lemonade. It was a simpler time…before the madness took over. Before they grew up…before this harsh world swallowed them whole and spat them out.  
 
    Lorraine brought the wine glass from her lips and placed it onto the counter. Her teary eyes darted to the wine bottle beside her…as her hand wrapped around the neck. She closed her eyes tightly, the warm tears trickling down her face. She turned the bottle over as the red wine gushed out from the opening and splattered into the empty sink. She licked her dry lips as she watched the red wine circle the drain. She couldn’t do this anymore. For once in her life, she had to feel the pain. She had to come to terms. She couldn’t numb it anymore…not like this. Lorraine dropped the empty bottle into the sink as she dumped the remaining wine from her glass down the drain. She turned the sink on…the hot water rained from the faucet as it washed down the last remaining drops down the drain.  
 
    Lorraine tilted her head back, staring up at the ceiling as she took a long, slow breath. She turned around towards the island…as she grabbed for the corkscrew. 
 
    Where the hell was it? 
 
    It was here a second ago… 
 
    Lorraine then let out a scream of pain as she felt the twisted, sharp tip of the corkscrew stab into the left side of her neck.  
 
    “Ah!” Lorraine cried out as she spun around, holding her gushing neck…the corkscrew still sticking out from the side of her throat. Blood trickle through her fingers as she stared at the cloaked figure in front of her…a pair of dark eyes staring back at her from behind the baby doll mask.  
 
    Lorraine fell back, slamming onto the kitchen floor. She turned onto her stomach as the blood flowed from her neck, splattering all over the tile floor. Lorraine dragged herself forward, her legs behind her as she pulled herself around the island of the kitchen. 
 
    “Somebody!” Lorraine cried out as she clawed at the floor with one hand, the other placed tightly against the corkscrew impaled into the side of her neck. The masked maniac then stepped over her, standing above her…their eyes staring down at her back from above. “Somebody please!” Lorraine cried out. 
 
    The figure then leaned down…and grabbed the wooden handle of the corkscrew sticking out from the side of her neck. 
 
    “Please!” Lorraine begged as blood trickled through her lips. The figure then pulled the corkscrew to the right, the sharp, twisted screw slicing along the entire front of her throat. Lorraine’s eyes widened as the figure pulled the corkscrew further. The figure pulled the corkscrew all the way to the right side of her throat, slicing open her entire throat. Lorraine choked on her own blood as the figure ripped the corkscrew from her neck…and stared down at her. Lorraine took her last, final breath…as the blood that flowed from her open throat slowly spread across the tile floor. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ANCHOR 
 
    Jessie’s eyes slowly opened as she stared at the morning sunlight beam through her red curtains. She had finally slept the whole night for the first time in two days; a solid six hours. But she felt like she could sleep for twelve more. Jessie turned in her bed as she heard her bedroom door open.  
 
    “Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday to you!” Jillian sang as she walked into the bedroom, a cupcake in her hand with a single lit candle on top. Jessie smirked and rolled her eyes as she sat up in her bed as her mom knelt beside her. “Come on, make a wish before we burn the house down!” Jillian laughed.  
 
    “You know, I am eighteen today! A beer would have been much better,” Jessie giggled as she stared at the cupcake in front of her. 
 
    “Keep dreaming, kid. Now, come on! Make a wish and make it count!” Jillian squealed. Jessie smiled softly as she closed her eyes and blew out the tiny candle. 
 
    “Woohoo!” Jillian exclaimed as Jessie took the cupcake from her mother. 
 
    “Good God, mom,” Jessie giggled. “You make me feel like I’m ten again.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re getting old, kid. Someday, you’re going to miss this when I’m gone,” Jillian said as she sat down onto the bed beside Jessie. 
 
    “You can always come to Basler with me,” Jessie said with a smile.  
 
    “Yeah, and live in a tiny dorm with you? We’d kill each other. Could you imagine us fighting for the bathroom?” Jillian smirked. “There is someone here to see you.” 
 
    Jillian stood up and moved towards the bedroom door as Jessie sat up quickly. 
 
    “Someone is here…to see me?” Jessie asked, confused. 
 
    “Yeah, everyone wants to see the birthday girl,” Jillian winked as she stepped out of the bedroom and moved down the hallway. Jessie threw her comforter off her legs as she stood up. She moved to her vanity and stared at the tangled mess that was a sorry excuse for hair. She winced as she ran her brush through her tangled hair, struggling to control the twisted knots. It was useless. Jessie gave up as she rolled her eyes and dropped her brush onto the vanity.  
 
    Jessie made her way down the stairs and into the empty foyer. Who the hell would possibly want to see her? Could this not have waited until after she was somewhat presentable? Jessie pushed the swinging door open and stepped into the kitchen to see… 
 
    Ethan…standing beside the kitchen table. A birthday balloon and a card were in his hands. He smiled softly as Jessie felt her heart melt. 
 
    “Oh, my God! You didn’t have to do this!” Jessie said gleefully as she rushed up to him and threw her arms around him. 
 
    “Happy Birthday!” Ethan exclaimed as he released her and handed her the envelope. They both sat down at the kitchen table as her cheeks grew rosy.  
 
    “You really didn’t have to get me anything,” Jessie said as she began to open the envelope. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” Ethan said quickly as he dug into his pocket. Jessie’s eyes widened as he brought out a small box and placed it onto the table in front of her.  
 
    “What is this? You’re not proposing, are you?” Jessie said sarcastically.  
 
    “Just open it!” Ethan said with a smile. Jessie giggled as she lifted the small lid of the pink box and stared inside. A small, silver necklace was inside. She grabbed the silver chain between her fingers and lifted it out of the box to see a tiny, diamond anchor emblem on the chain. Jessie smiled as she looked to Ethan beside her. 
 
    “Oh, my God, Ethan,” Jessie said in shock as he stood up and moved behind her.  
 
    “Here, let me help,” Ethan said as he took the necklace from her. Jessie combed her hair to the side as Ethan draped the necklace around her neck and latched it. Jessie tossed her hair back as she held the tiny diamond anchor in her hand.  
 
    “What’s it mean?” Jessie asked softly as Ethan sat down beside her.  
 
    “Well, you have to promise not to laugh,” Ethan said. “It’s kind of cheesy.” 
 
    “I promise nothing,” Jessie said with a smile. 
 
    “Well, it resembles you,” Ethan said softly. Jessie’s eyebrows arched in confusion as she toyed with the small anchor hanging from her neck.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I see you as my anchor. Before you, I didn’t know what I was doing. To put it metaphorically, I was a ship. I was on rocky waters. Without you…without my anchor…I would have floated away. I would have been lost…forever. It represents how you saved me, Jessie. Without you, I don’t know where the hell I’d be,” Ethan said with a soft nod. 
 
    Jessie’s heart melted inside of her chest as she lunged forward, hugging Ethan tightly as she placed a kiss onto his lips. Ethan wrapped his arms tightly around her, holding her close. Jessie stared into Ethan’s eyes as he wiped a tear from under her eye.  
 
    “If anyone else ever said that to me, I would have punched them in the face,” Jessie said sarcastically. Ethan giggled along with her as he squeezed her hand tightly. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, Jessie,” Ethan said as he leaned forward…and placed a gentle kiss onto her forehead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    BOTTLED UP 
 
    “You look just like my sister. Sure, I’ve seen you around in the halls, but I’ve never noticed it until now!” Melissa Newman said as sat down into a large lounge chair in her office. Jessie lowered herself down into the chair across from Mrs. Newman as she forced a smile. 
 
    “Thanks…I guess? I mean, I hope that’s a good thing,” Jessie smirked. 
 
    “So, Jessie…do you know why you’re here?” Melissa asked softly as she jotted a note down onto her pad. 
 
    “My mom thought it would be a good idea to meet you…with everything that’s been going on,” Jessie said as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “You have been through a traumatic experience. I can’t imagine going through everything that you’ve been through in such a short time,” Melissa said sympathetically.  
 
    “I really don’t know either. I’m shocked I haven’t gone insane yet,” Jessie said. 
 
    “Well, I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen. You’re a talented young woman. Your mother told me you got into Basler. You’ve got a good future ahead of you,” Melissa said. 
 
    “I guess. I thought I had life pretty much on track. Reese got into Basler, too. We were going to be roommates,” Jessie said sadly as she picked at the lining of her jeans. 
 
    “Well, I’m thirty years old and I’m still figuring out this mess that we call life,” Melissa giggled. “Reese really did adore you, Jessie. She always talked about you. She always said how driven and kind you were.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would label myself kind. I have my moments,” Jessie smirked. 
 
    “That’s kind of why your mother wanted me to talk to you today. She says that you…bottle thing up, per say. Do you want to talk about that?” Melissa asked.  
 
    “Do I have to?” Jessie asked softly. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything that you don’t want to say. I’m simply here as…a listener. Someone you can talk to in confidence,” Melissa said as she smiled. 
 
    “I guess I have a thing about trusting people. It’s hard for me. I thought I knew everyone and everything around me so well, like the back of my hand. But ever since…ever since the murders…I feel like I don’t know anything anymore. It’s just easier for me to bottle it up…to protect myself.” 
 
    “How do you feel about that?” Melissa asked softly. 
 
    “Bet you’ve never used that line before,” Jessie smirked sarcastically.  
 
    “My job comes with a pretty strict script,” Melissa giggled. 
 
    “To be honest, Mrs. Newman,” Jessie said as she leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees. “Everyone has been asking me if I’m OK; if I’m alright. I always say I’m fine. I always say that I am OK. But I don’t know anymore. I don’t know how I feel. I don’t know how to react. Like I said, before all of this…my life was so simple. My life had a strict script, too. But then, someone threw a great big wrench into the machine. And ever since, it’s been spinning out of control. So, I can’t sit here and say how I feel about that. Because, I don’t even fucking know where to start with how I feel,” Jessie said as she fought back her tears. “I’m sad and I’m angry and I’m tired and I’m bitter. I want whoever did this…dead. I’m so angry. I’m so…pissed off. That’s how I feel, Mrs. Newman; pissed the fuck off…and ready to find the son of a bitch that did this…and to make him pay.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    HOME SWEET HOME 
 
    Sheriff Ronald Taylor climbed the front porch steps of the Taylor house, the boards creaked beneath his black boots. He hadn’t seen Lorraine since that night at the police station with Reese. Sure, they were in the middle of a nasty separation, but she was still a big part of his life; she was still the mother of his baby girls. Like it or not, she was all he had left. 
 
    Ronald grabbed the door handle and turned. He stepped inside the dark and quiet house as he shut the front door behind him.  
 
    “Lorraine? Are you here?” Ronald called out. He stopped in the center of the foyer as he listened… 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Ronald sighed as he walked through the foyer and towards the kitchen ahead. For all he knew, she was passed out drunk…again. Ronald stepped through the kitchen doorway as his eyes scanned the room. He walked forward…as his right foot slipped out from beneath him.  
 
    “Ah!” Ronald screamed out as he fell through the air and slammed onto the tile kitchen floor. His chest heaved up and down as he stared up at the ceiling above him. Ronald slowly sat up…as he stared at the bloody floor surrounding him. “What the fuck!” Ronald yelled as he quickly picked himself up, the entire back of his uniform covered in blood. Ronald drew his gun from his belt and pointed it forward. “Lorraine! Lorraine, where are you?” Ronald called out. 
 
    THUD! 
 
    Ronald pointed his gun up towards the ceiling as he heard the loud noise ring out from above. Someone…was upstairs. It could be Lorraine! She could still be alive! The sick son of a bitch that did this could still be here! This was his chance to end this once and for all!  
 
    “Lorraine!” Ronald cried out as he ran from the kitchen and into the foyer. He moved around the banister and rushed up the stairs, his heart pounding in his chest. “Lorraine, I’m coming!” 
 
    Ronald rushed from the stairs and into the deserted second level hallway. He lifted his gun, ready to fire…as he stared down at the wooden floor… 
 
    A blood trail was stretched down the hallway…and lead into the open doorway of Riley’s bedroom.  
 
    “Shit,” Ronald whispered to himself as the gun trembled in his hands. Ronald slowly inched forward, stepping around the bloody mess. Riley’s bedroom door…just a few feet ahead. “Lorraine?” Ronald said softly…praying to hear her respond.  
 
    Silence. 
 
    Not a sound. 
 
    Ronald’s jaw tightened as he inched through Riley’s open bedroom door. His eyes scanned her bedroom…as his mouth dropped open in shock. 
 
    Every inch of the blue walls in Riley’s bedroom was covered in words…written in blood. “Slut” was written above Riley’s bed, her comforter covered in blood. “Bitch” and “tramp” were written numerous times all over the walls that surrounded Ronald. The bedroom, now a sadistic work of bloody art.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” Ronald cried as he stepped towards the bed. His eyes scanned the bloody walls, the red words closed in on him as he turned around and around in circles. Ronald turned from the bed as tears streamed down his face… 
 
    To see Lorraine’s body…impaled onto the coat hook behind Riley’s closed door. The sharp metal hooks protruding through her chest. Bloody intestines hanged from the large stab wounds covering her stomach.  
 
    “No!” Ronald cried out as he stared back at the horrific scene in front of him. A black gloved hand then shot out from beneath Riley’s bed…holding a long bowie knife. The blade of the knife slashed against the back of his ankles, slicing through his tendons.  
 
    “Ah!” Ronald cried out as he fell forward and slammed onto the bloody carpet. Ronald glanced back as he watched an arm slowly reach out from under the side of the bed. He turned onto his side as he fired his gun at the bed, again and again. The arm quickly disappeared back under the bed…as Ronald fired his last bullet.  
 
    “Shit!” Ronald cried as he quickly turned onto his stomach and began to crawl towards the open doorway ahead. “Someone! Help me! Help!” Ronald cried…as the masked black figure slowly crawled out from under the bed…and stood up.  
 
    Their dark eyes watched Ronald…as he struggled to pull himself through Riley’s bedroom doorway. Ronald clawed at the ground, harder and harder. “Someone help!” Ronald screamed. Ronald looked back…as the figure rushed to his side. “You son of a bitch! You fucking bastard!” Ronald cried out as the figure gently placed the bottom of their black boot onto his cheek.  
 
    The figure pinned Ronald’s head down against the edge of the doorway…as they tilted their head; their baby doll mask staring down at him.  
 
    “Fuck you! Fuck you!” Ronald spat…as the figure grabbed the edge of the wooden door, their boot still pressed onto Ronald’s cheek…holding him in place.  
 
    The figure then wrapped both hands around the edge of the door…and slammed it forward, again and again.  
 
    Ronald cried out in agony as the edge of the door smashed into the side of his head, again and again. The wood edge bashed into the side of Ronald’s head…as the figure slammed the door harder and harder onto him. 
 
    The figure stared down at Ronald. Ronald’s bloody mangled face stared up a he spat out a bloody mix of teeth and spit. The entire side of his head bashed wide open. 
 
    “See you in hell,” Ronald said, his voice hoarse as he winced in pain. 
 
    The figure tightened their grip onto the edge of the door, and slammed it shut one last time…as the side of Ronald’s head caved in…and brain matter and tissue splattered onto the floor.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A NIGHT TO REMEMBER 
 
    The orange and yellow lights of the setting sun shimmered through Jessie’s bedroom window as she stared back into her vanity mirror. Her wet hair was tied back in a messy bun, keeping it from her face. Jessie gently grabbed the edge of the bandage taped to her forehead and slowly began to peel it off. The bandage slowly ripped from her forehead to reveal a small, two-inch-long scab along the right side.  
 
    “That’s nothing a little cover-up can’t fix,” Jillian said as she stepped up behind her daughter, placing her hands onto her shoulders. Jessie smiled softly as she stared down at the make-up and brushes spread out along her vanity.  
 
    “I just hope it doesn’t leave a scar,” Jessie said as she dabbed a brush into her foundation. 
 
    “Even if it did, you’re still beautiful,” Jillian smiled as she turned and sat down onto the foot of Jessie’s bed. “So where is Ethan taking you for dinner?” 
 
    “The Rivera,” Jessie said as she smiled softly. 
 
    “Oh, he is spending the big bucks tonight, isn’t he?” Jillian giggled. Jessie couldn’t help but blush as she began to dab her foundation onto her forehead. “God, I remember the first time I caught you playing in my make-up. You had eyeliner all over your cheeks and purple lipstick everywhere; in your hair, under your nails, in your ears,” Jillian giggled. “It’s crazy, honey. You’re growing up so fast. You’re becoming a woman.” 
 
    “How did you know I wasn’t born one?” Jessie asked sarcastically as her wide eyes stared at her mother’s reflection in the mirror. Jillian couldn’t help but smirk as she stood up and knelt beside Jessie’s vanity stool.  
 
    “I just want you to know how proud I am of you, Jessie,” Jillian said as she placed her hand onto Jessie’s knee. 
 
    “God, mom don’t start crying,” Jessie said as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “No, just stop. I don’t know how many more of these moments we will have together; I mean, with you leaving for college soon. I just want you to know how proud I am of you…and of the woman you’ve become. Through everything that has happened, you’ve been so strong. You’ve taken life by the horns…and haven’t given up. It takes a strong and driven person to make it through what you have. I know that…when your dad died…I didn’t know how I would do it on my own. I felt so lost. I was so scared that without him here, you’d just…slip through my hands. But I am so proud of the woman that you’ve blossomed into, Jessie. I couldn’t be prouder to call you my daughter…and I know your dad would feel the exact same way,” Jillian said as a tear trickled down her cheek.  
 
    “Way to ruin my foundation,” Jessie smirked as she waved her eyes with her hands, struggling to dry her watering eyes. Jillian giggled as she wiped at her face and smiled up to Jessie. Jessie wrapped her arms around her mother tightly. She didn’t want to let go…ever. She would always be her mother’s little girl…no matter how far she was or how old she was.  
 
    “Now come on. You better hurry up. Ethan should be here in about an hour,” Jillian said with a wink and walked towards Jessie’s open bedroom door. Jessie turned back to her vanity mirror as she stared at her reflection. She eyed the small scab…barely noticeable under her foundation. Her mother was right…like always. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jillian opened the front door as Ethan stepped inside the foyer of the Tanner house. Ethan was wearing a white dress shirt that was tucked in tightly inside of his black dress pants. His usual messy, shaggy locks were combed neatly to the side.  
 
    “Ethan, I barely recognized you,” Jillian smiled widely as she shut the front door behind him. Ethan tightened his grip on the small bouquet or roses in his hand. 
 
    “Thanks, Mrs. Tanner,” Ethan said as he smiled, his cheeks burning red.  
 
    “So, do we need to go over the plan again?” Jillian whispered as she looked the stairs…the coast was clear. 
 
    “So, Burke is coming here, and he is going to help you set up, right?” Ethan whispered. 
 
    “Yes, so just try to be back by eight. I’ll have Burke park out back so she won’t know anything is going on. You’ll walk her in…and, well you know the rest,” Jillian smiled. Ethan’s eyes drifted to the staircase…as his eyes widened…and his jaw dropped. 
 
    “Wow,” Ethan said as he felt his heart beat inside of his chest. Jillian followed his gaze to see… 
 
    Jessie standing at the top of the stairs. Her long, wavy, dark locks draped down her shoulders. She was wearing a short, long sleeved black lace dress. The entire sleeves were a transparent black lace. She stepped down the stairs as her ankle high black heeled boots clicked along the wooden steps as she made her way down.  
 
    “Honey, you look gorgeous!” Jillian squealed as she rushed to her daughter. Jessie smirked and rolled her eyes as she stepped off the last step. Jillian threw her arms around Jessie, hugging her tightly.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” Ethan said, breathless as he swallowed hard. Jessie blushed as she stepped towards him. 
 
    “Are those for me?”  
 
    “What?” Ethan asked, breaking out of his trance. He then stared down at the roses in his hand. “Oh, yeah! Yeah, sorry,” Ethan laughed nervously as he handed the small bouquet of roses to Jessie.  
 
    “You didn’t have to do this,” Jessie said softly as she brought the roses to her nose, inhaling the sweet aroma.  
 
    “But I wanted to,” Ethan nodded. Jillian stepped to Jessie’s side as she handed her the roses. 
 
    “Alright, well you kids have fun! Be safe and please keep in touch!” Jillian said as she patted Jessie’s back. 
 
    “We will, mom. I love you,” Jessie said as Ethan pulled the front door open for her.  
 
    “I love you, too,” Jillian smiled. Jessie stepped out through the front door and made her way towards Ethan’s car parked in the gravel driveway. Ethan turned, his eyes drifting to Jillian behind him. Jillian sent him a wink…as he nodded…stepped out onto the porch…and closed the door behind him.  
 
    *** 
 
    Jessie fiddled with the diamond anchor necklace that hanged from her neck as she stared through the windshield ahead. Ethan’s headlights beamed forward, cutting through the darkness as his car glided around the curvy, country roads that lead back into Woodland Hills.  
 
    “You’re quiet over there,” Ethan said softly, his hands tight on the wheel. 
 
    “I’m just…thinking,” Jessie shrugged as she looked to him, smiling. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “My dad,” Jessie said softly as she stared down to her lap. 
 
    “It’s been eight years, right?” Ethan asked sympathetically. 
 
    “It will be in two weeks. It’s crazy. It still feels like yesterday,” Jessie said softly as she stared through the windshield, the lights of downtown Woodland Hills growing brighter and brighter. “I remember the last time I saw him. He was in the hospital. The cancer was…really taking its toll on him. I went into his room and I just saw all these tubes hooked up to him. At that age, I thought he was turning into a robot or something,” Jessie smirked. “Anyways, I walked up to him and he took my hand. He told me that no matter what happened, he’d always be here. And if I ever needed him…if I ever felt like I couldn’t talk to anyone; he told me to put my hand on my heart…and to know that he was there…inside of it. And until the end, he’d always be in there; whether he was with us or not,” Jessie said as she fought back her tears. Ethan reached to her with his right hand and grabbed hers tightly.  
 
    “You miss him a lot, don’t you?” Ethan asked softly. 
 
    “Every damn day. I mean, I hold it all in…like I do with everything. It’s easier that way…but I can’t do it anymore, Ethan,” Jessie said, her voice quivering. “If I keep doing what I’m doing, I’m going to go crazy. I don’t want to be this numb and emotionless person. I used to…because I felt like it was easier. But through all of this…I’ve learned that you can’t hide what you feel. Just like the last time I saw my father alive. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t cry. I didn’t tell him that I loved him. My whole life, my emotions have been…muted…turned off. At any second, anything can change…and I don’t want to take any more chances.” 
 
    Ethan fought back his tears as he nodded, squeezing Jessie’s hand tightly. Her walls were tumbling down…and for once in her life…she was ready. She was eager to feel…and to never let those walls trap her ever again.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    WHIPPED 
 
    Jillian stood at the counter beside the sink as she stuck the two metal mixing pongs of the handheld mixer into the cake batter that sat in a large bowl. She flipped the switch with her thumb as the mixing prongs spun rapidly, mixing the batter this way and that. She spun the bowl gently, letting the prongs whip through the batter that was caked onto the sides. She then pulled the cord of the handheld mixer from the outlet and tapped it against the bowl, shaking off the excess batter. She placed the handheld mixer onto the counter, the two caked metal prongs sticking up in the air.  
 
    Jillian grabbed the bowel and carried it to a cake pan that sat on top of the stove. She tilted the bowel as she watched the yellow batter slowly spread through the small pan. She sat the bowl down, pulled the oven door open, and placed the cake inside.  
 
    “God, I hope that’s at least edible,” Jillian smirked to herself as she shut the oven door and looked at the time on the microwave above the stove. “My God, it’s already seven,” Jillian sighed as she turned to the center island and grabbed her cellphone. She quickly dialed Burke’s number and brought it to her ear. Jillian turned to the bowl on the stove as she ran her finger along the edges, collecting a bit of batter onto her fingertip. She stuck her finger into her mouth, sucking the batter off as she listened to Burke’s voicemail. 
 
    “Burke, where are you at? You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago to help me set up,” Jillian said as she sucked the remaining batter from her finger. “Just, please hurry,” Jillian begged as she ended the call and sat her phone onto the kitchen island. “I swear you can’t count on that boy for anything.” 
 
    Jillian sighed in annoyance as she made her way towards the backdoor in the corner. Jillian pulled the door open as she stepped out onto the back porch. She made her way down the creaky wooden steps and towards the two-car garage ahead.  
 
    Jillian wrapped her arms around her body as the cold wind whipped around her. She reached the side door of the garage, pushed it open, and rushed inside.  
 
    Jillian blew warm air into her hands and rubbed them together rapidly as her eyes scanned the dark garage. She stepped to the driver’s side backseat door and pulled it open. She reached inside and grabbed a shopping bag filled with bags of chips and candy. She stepped back from the door and swung her hip to the right and against the door, slamming it shut. Jillian then moved her way towards the back of her SUV and towards the trunk. Jillian sat the heavy bag down onto the cold concrete floor as she pulled the trunk door open. 
 
    Jillian’s eyes then widened as she let out a scream into her cold, frigid hands.  
 
    Sheriff Ronald Taylor’s body was sprawled out in her trunk on top of the shopping bags beneath him. His head…completely smashed open. His face covered in blood and tissue.  
 
    “Ah!” Jillian cried out as she quickly backed away from the horrific scene inside of her trunk. “Oh, my God!” Jillian cried as she ran from her car and towards the garage door ahead.  
 
    Jillian sped across the grass and towards the house ahead. Her short hair plastered against her face as the cold wind danced around her. She had to get inside! She had to get to her phone! Jillian dashed up the back-porch steps and shoved the back door open. She quickly ran inside…and slammed the back door shut behind her. She quickly turned the deadbolt as she backed away, her entire body trembling in terror.  
 
    Jillian spun around and rushed into the kitchen as tears streamed down her red face. Jillian rushed to the center island as her eyes scanned it for her phone. Where the hell was it? It was here! It was just here! Jillian spun around as she made her way to the counter beside the sink. She pushed the handheld mixer to the side as she searched frantically for her cellphone.  
 
    “Damn it!” Jillian cried out as she slammed her right hand onto the counter in anger. She then looked to her right…as she saw the cloaked figure standing next to her, their baby doll mask staring back at her. The figure rose their knife and stabbed it down…as the long, sharp blade sliced through the center of Jillian’s hand. Jillian cried out in agony as the figure released the knife handle. The bowie knife stuck out from the center of her hand that was now pinned onto the counter. “Please, don’t kill me!” Jillian cried out as the masked figure stepped around her…and grabbed the cord of the handheld mixer. Jillian tugged onto her right hand that was pinned by the knife as her watering eyes watched the figure. “Please! Stop!” Jillian begged as she watched the figure plug the handheld mixer back into the outlet. Jillian’s wide eyes stared down at the mixer in front of her; the long, metal prongs began to spin rapidly in the air. “Please! Just stop! Please!” Jillian cried out.  
 
    The figure then grabbed the back of Jillian’s head…and applied pressure…forcing her face down towards the spinning prongs of the handheld mixer on the counter. 
 
    “Please! Stop! Somebody help me! Please God!” Jillian cried. She struggled to lift her head against the figure’s pressure…as her face inched down towards the spinning metal prongs…closer and closer. “Please!”  
 
    The figure pressed harder onto the back of her head…as Jillian’s strength gave out. The figure pressed Jillian’s head down onto the spinning prongs…as they stabbed into Jillian’s eyes.  
 
    “Ah!” Jillian cried out in agony as the figure pressed harder onto the back of her head. The prongs spun deeper into her eye sockets as blood whipped through the air, covering the entire counter.  
 
    The figure pressed down, again and again…as Jillian stopped screaming…and the sound of bone crunching filled the room. The figure ripped the cord from outlet as Jillian’s dead body fell to the floor; her right hand still pinned to the counter…and the handheld mixer…sticking out from her bloody, empty eye sockets.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PARTY TIME 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you two?” the bubbly waitress asked as she collected Jessie and Ethan’s plates and sat them onto her large tray. 
 
    “How about it, Birthday girl? You want dessert?” Ethan asked with a smile. 
 
    “God no!” Jessie smirked as she rubbed her full stomach. “Thank you.” 
 
    The waitress nodded and smiled as she sat the bill onto the center of the circular table. Jessie’s eyes scanned the immaculate restaurant. She had never been anywhere like this in her entire life. A gigantic brick fireplace stood along the center of the wall. The dancing flames glimmered in her eyes as she looked to all the people sitting at their tables around them. Every single one of them…dressed in a suit and tie or a gorgeous dinner down. She felt underdressed. She was just happy with a basket of chips and bowl of queso. But this…this was luxury. The entire staff was dressed in bowties and all black apparel. A diamond chandelier hanged above each table. Each table dressed with a bright white table cloth and a candle in the center; the flickering flames danced along the tall, brick walls as a man in a suit played a soft melody on a grand piano in the corner.  
 
    “Do you really want to know?” Jessie smirked as Ethan grabbed the bill from the table. Ethan turned the bill in his hands as his eyes widened. 
 
    “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to go cut out my kidney…that should cover the rest of the bill,” Ethan giggled as Jessie smiled.  
 
    “I told you we didn’t have to come here,” Jessie said softly as she picked at the white cloth napkin in her lap. 
 
    “I wanted to do something nice for you. I wanted tonight to be special. With everything that’s happened…I wanted you to have a good time. I wanted you to forget about everything for a little while,” Ethan said softly as he sipped from his water glass. “Thank God we both got water, though,” Ethan smirked with Jessie.  
 
    “If we got soda, I’d have to give them my kidney, too,” Jessie giggled. Ethan smiled softly as he reached across the table and grabbed her hand. Jessie’s eyes lifted, meeting Ethan’s as the candle light danced across his face. 
 
    “I got some mail today,” Ethan said as he pulled a large envelope from his pocket and handed it to Jessie. She took the envelope in her hands as she opened it. She pulled out a piece of paper and unfolded it. Her eyes widened as a big smile spread across her face. 
 
    “You got in!” Jessie said as she looked up to Ethan across from her. 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” Ethan nodded. “I guess we will be seeing each other around at Basler.”  
 
    “I’d hope so,” Jessie nodded as she handed him the letter. “I’m so happy for you, Ethan. But I thought you already got accepted to Berkeley?”  
 
    “Well, I did. But I guess…I guess being with you was more important,” Ethan smirked. 
 
    “Ethan don’t do that. If you want to go to Berkeley, go to Berkeley,” Jessie said softly. “Don’t change your plans…your dreams…just for me.” 
 
    “Jessie, I want to do this. I want to be with you. Basler is just as good as Berkeley, if not better,” Ethan said. 
 
    “God, no it isn’t,” Jessie scoffed. “That’s like name brand verse generic.” 
 
    “Well, at the end of the day…I don’t want to lose you. I always thought of going to Basler. I mean, it’s closer to home. It’s got a good business program. Why not have my cake and eat it too?” Ethan smiled. Jessie couldn’t help but smile as she felt the butterflies flutter inside of her stomach. Of course, she wanted Ethan to go to Basler with her, but not at the price of sacrificing his dreams. But he was a big boy…and that was his decision.  
 
    “Well, I won’t say I’m not excited,” Jessie said.  
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” Ethan said as he tightened his grip on her hand…leaned forward…and placed a gentle kiss onto her lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ethan’s car came to a slow stop as the gravel of the Tanner driveway crunched under his tires. Jessie stared out through her window…as she spotted Burke’s Mustang parked right outside of the garage.  
 
    “What the hell is Burke doing here?” Jessie asked, confused, as she looked to Ethan. Ethan sighed as he put his car into park and turned the engine off.  
 
    “Well, he was supposed to park in back,” Ethan growled as he eyed Burke’s car. 
 
    “Why is he here? What the hell is going on?” Jessie demanded. 
 
    “If I tell you, you better act surprised when we go in there,” Ethan said softly. 
 
    “Oh, God. Did my mom really plan a surprise party? Jessie groaned as she looked to her house. 
 
    “She just wanted to do something nice for you is all. It’s just us and Burke. No family or nothing. She just wanted to do something small,” Ethan shrugged. “I mean, with everything that has happened…she figured you could use a little cheering up.” 
 
    “You’re a jerk,” Jessie smirked as she playfully shoved Ethan beside her.  
 
    “Oh, come on! I had to go along with it! I’m trying to score some mom points here,” Ethan giggled as Jessie laughed. 
 
    “Come on…let’s get this shit over with,” Jessie said as she rolled her eyes and pushed the passenger door open. Jessie stepped out of Ethan’s car as she made her way towards the front porch ahead, the gravel crunching beneath her heeled boots.  
 
    “Remember to please act surprised,” Ethan begged as he walked beside Jessie and towards the front porch ahead.  
 
    “I will. Trust me, I’m good at faking it,” Jessie smirked. Ethan stopped…his wide eyes staring back at her. “God, I’m kidding!” Jessie giggled as she grabbed Ethan’s hand and lead him up the front porch steps.  
 
    Jessie stepped to the front door, grabbed the handle, and turned. Ethan followed Jessie inside as they stepped into the dark and deserted foyer. Ethan shut the door tightly behind him…as his eyes scanned the foyer in confusion. 
 
    “Am I early to my own surprise party?” Jessie asked as Ethan stepped forward.  
 
    “Where the hell are they? Your mom said to be here by eight,” Ethan said nervously.  
 
    “Looks like I dodged a bullet,” Jessie smirked as Ethan made his way towards the stairs. “Where the hell are you going?” 
 
    “Just stay down here. Maybe they’re upstairs. You check down here,” Ethan said as he walked up the staircase.  
 
    “Yes, master,” Jessie said playfully as she saluted him. Ethan smirked as he rolled his eyes and made his way up the stairs. Jessie walked towards the swinging door ahead that led to the kitchen. “Mom? Are you here?” 
 
    Jessie pushed the swinging door open…and stepped into the kitchen. Her eyes widened…as she stared ahead in shock and terror. The blood splatters covering the counter…and the puddle of blood spreading across the tile floor from behind the kitchen island. 
 
    “Mom!” Jessie cried out as she ran around the kitchen island…and stopped in her tracks…as she stared down at her dead mother lying on the floor. The handheld mixer still sticking out from her eye sockets. “Oh, my God! No! No!” Jessie cried out as she knelt beside her mother. “Mommy, please! Please!” 
 
    Jessie grabbed her mother’s bloody hand and squeezed it tightly as she sobbed uncontrollably. “Mommy!” Jessie cried out as she slowly stood up. Her eyes widened as she felt the sour vomit rise in her throat. Jessie spun around, throwing her head into the sink as the vomit spewed through her lips. She heaved and heaved as more puke poured from her mouth, covering the inside of the sink. Jessie sat up straight as she ran her wrist over her lips. Jessie struggled to breath as she slowly backed away from her mother’s dead body and towards the door behind her. 
 
    She had to find Ethan… 
 
    Before the killer did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    RUN FOR YOUR LIFE 
 
    Jessie threw her hands forward, shoving the swinging door of the kitchen open. Her mother…dead. The last person she had left in this world was gone…taken by the sick, twisted bastard that concocted this horrific and deadly plan. She had to find Ethan…before she lost him, too. Warm tears streamed down her red face as she ran through the foyer, running along the staircase beside her.  
 
    “Ethan! Ethan!” Jessie cried out as she rounded the banister and began to make her way up the stairs. “The killer is here!” Jessie screamed. Her eyes drifted up to the top of the staircase…to see the black cloaked figure standing at the top…the bowie knife in their hand. “Ah!” Jessie screamed as the figure charged down the stairs towards her. Jessie spun around, dashing down the stairs. She had to lure the killer out. She had to keep Ethan safe! 
 
    Jessie ran towards the front door ahead and pulled the door open. She glanced back, the masked maniac charging down the stairs after her. She ran forward and onto the front porch, her heart beat pounding in her ears. She ran down the creaky steps as her eyes lifted to Ethan’s car ahead…just a few feet away. Jessie ran forward, her heeled boots crunching on the gravel as she circled the front of the car and made her way to the driver’s side.  
 
    Jessie quickly pulled the driver’s door open and sat into the seat, slamming the door closed. She quickly pressed the lock button as she heard every door click…all of them, secured. Her eyes darted up to the house beside her…to see the figure nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Shit!” Jessie cursed as she pulled the sun visor above her down, searching for a possible spare key. She leaned forward, ripping the glove box open. But nothing…no spare key. Ethan had the key. She was stuck. She was trapped.  
 
    Jessie quickly dug into the small pocket of her dress and pulled out her cellphone, the device trembling in her hands. Her bright scream beamed onto her red face as she quickly put in her passcode. She had to call the police…and fast. Jessie quickly dialed a nine and one… 
 
    As the driver’s side window beside her busted open. Jessie’s phone fell to the floorboard as the large shards of glass flew through the air and scattered onto the front seat. Jessie screamed in terror as the masked figure reached through the broken window, their gloved hand wrapping tightly around her neck. Jessie’s terrified eyes widened as she felt the figure’s grip tighten…harder and harder. Her legs kicked below her as she struggled to breath under the figure’s tightening grip. Her hands rose to her neck, clawing at the figure’s gloved hand wrapped around her throat.  
 
    Her wide eyes scanned the front seat for a weapon…for anything to fight against her impending doom. She quickly grabbed a shard of the window glass that laid in the seat beside her…and stabbed it into the figure’s arm. The masked figure released her throat and backed away as they cried in pain. Jessie’s chest heaved up and down as she felt the air rush to her lungs. She quickly turned on the front seat, crawling towards the passenger side door ahead. Just a few more inches… 
 
    She tugged the handle and shoved the passenger side door open. She had to get back to the house! She had to find Ethan and they had to get the hell out of here! The figure ripped the driver’s door open as Jessie clawed at the gravel below as she struggled to pull her body out of the car. And that’s when she felt a hand wrap around her right ankle.  
 
    “Ah!” Jessie screamed out as she glanced back…to see the figure through the open driver’s side door…tugging on her ankle. “No! No!” Jessie cried out as she was dragged back along the seat and towards the figure behind her. Jessie felt the small crumbles of glass slice into her stomach and chest as the figure pulled her towards them across the front seat. Jessie then spun onto her back, staring into the unknown culprit’s dark eyes as they stared back at her from behind the baby doll mask.  
 
    Jessie threw her foot forward as her boot smashed into the figure’s stomach. The dark figure stumbled back, hitting the gravel driveway with a thud. This was her chance! Jessie turned back onto her stomach as she crawled forward and through the open passenger side door.  
 
    She tumbled out through the open door and slammed onto the gravel below, the sharp rocks slicing into the tender flesh of her knee caps. Jessie sobbed, the warm tears rushing down her face as she quickly stood up…and ran towards the house just a few feet ahead.  
 
    “Ethan!” Jessie cried out as she ran up the front porch steps and towards the open front door ahead.  
 
    Jessie ran through the open doorway and charged into the foyer as she slammed the front door shut behind her. She quickly turned the deadbolt and backed away quickly. She had to act fast! She had to find Ethan!  
 
    “Ethan, where the fuck are you!” Jessie yelled as she ran towards the swinging door ahead. She threw her hands forward, shoving it open as she dashed into the bloody kitchen. Jessie kept her eyes forward, unable to look at her mother’s dead body, as she rushed to the back door and turned the deadbolt quickly. She had to secure this house. If the killer got in…they would be trapped like rats. They would be done for.  
 
    Jessie turned towards the counter beside her…as her teary eyes settled onto the knife block in front of her. She lunged forward, and her hand wrapped around the handle of a butcher knife. She pulled it from the block, the knife trembling in her hand. Jessie kicked her boots off as she made her way back towards the foyer ahead. She was ready to fight… 
 
    She was ready to end this… 
 
    Once and for all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    ALL TIED UP 
 
    Jessie rushed up the stairs as her bare feet pounded onto the cold, wooden steps. She ran from the stairs as her eyes scanned the deserted second level hallway. She turned, eying the two dark corridors to her right and left.  
 
    “Ethan!” Jessie called out as she walked down the right corridor of the dark hallway. Her grip tightened on the butcher knife in her hand as she made her way towards her bedroom door ahead. She pushed her door open…and stared inside… 
 
    To see no one. 
 
    Her dark bedroom, vacant.  
 
    And that’s when she heard the muffled sobs to her right. She quickly spun around…as her eyes settled onto the door at the end of the hall. 
 
    The attic… 
 
    Jessie rushed towards the slightly ajar door and pulled it open. Her eyes drifted up the dusty, dark staircase that lead up to the dark abyss above. The muffled cries…growing louder and louder.  
 
    “Ethan!” Jessie cried out as she quickly ran up the creaky stairs and towards the attic above. “Ethan, I’m coming!” 
 
    Jessie stepped into the dark, cold attic as her eyes scanned the chaotic mess around her. Old furniture covered nearly every inch of the attic floor. Dressers, chairs, and tables…all covered with white sheets to protect them from any further damage. Jessie stepped around a large stack of boxes as the muffled cries grew louder and louder. Jessie rushed forward, dodging around the covered furniture and boxes. 
 
    “Ethan! Ethan, I’m here!” Jessie cried out as she followed the cries. She stepped around a tall, covered book shelf as her eyes settled onto… 
 
    Burke Collins. 
 
    He sat in an old rocking chair. Rope was wrapped tightly around his entire body, securing him to the chair. Duct tape secured his hands to the armrests and a single piece of duct tape covered his mouth. The full moon shimmered through the large window beside the chair…supplying the only light. Jessie rushed towards him as he cried beneath the tape covering his lips. A large, bloody gash was spread out across his forehead. He was caught by surprise. This was this sick psycho’s plan. But why keep Burke alive? Jessie pushed the questions out of her head as she made her way towards him.  
 
    “Burke, I’m here! I’m here!” Jessie cried as knelt beside the chair and began to peel at the tape securing his hands. Burke moaned…louder and louder beneath the tape. “Where is Ethan? Do you where he is?” Jessie said, her voice trembling, as she grabbed the edge of the tape covering his mouth. Jessie pulled the tape…as Burke took a deep breath… 
 
    “Behind you!” Burke screamed. Jessie’s eyes widened…as she spun around… 
 
    As the figure lunged out from under a white sheet…and tackled Jessie to the floor. Jessie let out a scream as she tumbled to the floor with the masked maniac. The knife flew from Jessie’s hand and slid across the cold, wooden floor…a few feet away. Jessie quickly threw her hands against the cloaked figure’s chest, shoving them off her.  
 
    Jessie quickly turned onto her hands and knees and crawled towards the knife ahead. Just a few more inches! The figure then stood up, grabbing her ankles in their gloved hands and dragged her back. Jessie clawed at the knife…her fingertips grazing the handle as she was dragged along the floor and away from the weapon ahead. 
 
    “No!” Jessie cried out.  
 
    “Don’t touch her! Don’t you fucking touch her!” Burke cried out as he writhed in the chair, struggling beneath the tight ropes securing his entire body.  
 
    Jessie quickly turned onto her back…and ripped her right ankle free from the killer’s grip. She then threw her right foot up, kicking the figure in the chest.  
 
    The figure tumbled back, slamming into the wall. Jessie quickly crawled forward, the knife just a head. Her shaking hands wrapped around the handle of the butcher knife as she quickly stood…and spun around… 
 
    As the masked figure charged her. 
 
    “Ah!” Jessie screamed as the figure tackled her through the attic doorway. 
 
    “No!” Burke cried out as he tugged and tugged at the ropes entrapping him.  
 
    Jessie tumbled down the dark attic staircase with the black figure. Jessie felt the steps slam into her ribs as she tumbled off the last step and collapsed into the second level hallway. Jessie struggled to catch her breath as she glanced back…as the figure fell from the stairs and onto the floor beside her. Her eyes then drifted to her left…to see the butcher knife beside her. The figure quickly sat up straight on the floor…as Jessie snatched her butcher knife from beside her and ran towards her bedroom door ahead. The figure quickly lunged to their feet…and charged after her.  
 
    Jessie ran through her bedroom doorway and began to shut the door behind her…as the figure slammed against it from the outside. 
 
    “Ah! No!” Jessie cried out as she slammed her shoulder against the door, pressing against the figure as they pressed onto the door from the other side. Jessie threw her shoulder into the door, again and again…as the door finally closed. Jessie quickly turned the lock…and backed away as the figure pounded onto the door from the outside.  
 
    Jessie jumped in terror as she watched the long blade of the maniac’s bowie knife stab through the door…again and again; the blade hacking through the wood. They were coming for her…and with a vengeance.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    FLIGHT OR FIGHT 
 
    Jessie screamed as she watched the killer’s blade stab through her wooden bedroom door, again and again. She had to get out of here! She spun around as her eyes set onto her bedroom window. It was her only escape! Jessie ran forward and threw her red curtains open…as the bedroom busted open behind her. Jessie quickly grabbed the window and began to raise it up as the baby doll masked figure threw their arms around her from behind. 
 
    “No! No!” Jessie screamed as she kicked her legs in the air, the maniac’s arms wrapped tightly around her waist from behind. Jessie then slashed her butcher knife down, as the blade sliced into the figure’s arm. The figure then released her…and shoved her forward. Jessie stumbled across the floor and slammed into her vanity table. The edge of the table slammed into her waist as she leaned over it from the rough shove. She looked back, her hair plastered to her face as she watched the figure charge towards her, their knife in the air.  
 
    Jessie dunked down as the figure stabbed their knife down towards her. The blade missed Jessie by inches as it stabbed into the wooden vanity table. Jessie stood beside the figure…as she grabbed the top of her vanity mirror and swung it down. The top of the vanity mirror swung down as it smashed into the back of the figure’s head. The glass shattered into a million pieces as Jessie spun around and ran towards her bedroom door. Just a few feet away!  
 
    The figure rushed up behind her, their gloved hand wrapping tightly around her head. The figure threw Jessie forward as she slammed against the wall beside her closet. Jessie hit the floor with a thud as the knife slipped from her hands. She reached for it…as the figure kicked the knife with their black boot. Jessie watched as the knife slid across the floor and under her bed. Jessie screamed in terror as she turned onto her back. The figure quickly straddled her, sitting on her chest as their gloved hands wrapped tightly around her throat.  
 
    “Please!” Jessie choked out as she struggled to breathe. Her wide, red eyes darted to their sides…as they settled onto a small stack of shoes beside her bedroom door. Jessie reached to her right, snatching a black high heeled shoe…and swung it at the figure. The sharp heel stabbed into the figure’s cloaked shoulder as Jessie then threw her hands forward, shoving the killer off her.  
 
    Jessie quickly rolled onto her stomach and picked herself up off the floor as she held her throat, still struggling to catch her breath. Jessie ran into the dark hallway as her bare feet pounded onto the floor. She rounded the corner and rushed down the stairs. She had to run! She had to escape! She could only pray that Ethan was safe! Jessie leaped off the last step and ran towards the front door ahead. 
 
    Her hand wrapped tightly around the handle as she yanked the front door open… 
 
    And she let out a blood curdling scream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    SURPRISE, JESSIE 
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Jessie?” Ethan screamed as he stormed into the foyer through the front door. Jessie stared back at him with wide eyes. The side of Ethan’s head was bleeding…clearly suffering from a similar fate as Burke did. Jessie lunge forward, throwing her arms around him as she sobbed into his chest. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Jessie sobbed loudly. 
 
    “I went upstairs and the next thing I knew, somebody knocked me out. I woke up in your mom’s bedroom and I couldn’t find you. I couldn’t find you anywhere, so I checked the garage. I checked outside. I checked everywhere, Jessie. What is going on?” Ethan asked in terror as he held his throbbing head.  
 
    “The killer is here! We have to go…NOW!” Jessie begged as she held onto Ethan’s shoulders tightly.  
 
    “Where is Burke?” Ethan asked quickly, his eyes narrowing onto Jessie. 
 
    “He’s upstairs…he’s in the attic,” Jessie cried. 
 
    “We can’t leave him!” Ethan yelled as he rushed towards the staircase. Jessie wrapped her hand around his arm, struggling to stop him. 
 
    “No! Ethan, you can’t go up there! We have to get out of here!” Jessie cried. 
 
    “And leave our friend? I’ve lost enough friends, Jessie! I’m not losing anymore!” Ethan snapped as he dug into his pocket…and pulled out a switchblade. He held the knife up as the blade shot out from the handle. “Hide…don’t come out until I tell you to,” Ethan said. 
 
    “Ethan, please don’t leave me,” Jessie cried as her grip tightened on his arms.  
 
    “I won’t! I would never leave you, Jessie!” Ethan said as he fought his tears. “I love you,” Ethan said as he leaned forward, kissing Jessie. Jessie closed her eyes as she kissed Ethan…possibly for the last time. Her heart sank into her chest as she squeezed Ethan tightly as he pulled his lips from hers. “Now, hide…and stay there. Don’t make a sound,” Ethan demanded. Jessie nodded, the tears streaming down her face as she watched Ethan rush up the staircase. For once, she had to trust Ethan. For once, she had to let go of the wheel. Jessie quickly spun around and rushed towards the kitchen door ahead. She had to find a hiding spot…and a weapon. She had to be prepared for the worst. Jessie pushed the swinging door open and rushed into the bloody kitchen. The door swung shut behind her as she stopped in her tracks. Jessie took a deep breath…as she inched around the kitchen island and towards the counter ahead. She kept her eyes forward, not daring to stare down at her mother’s corpse. She quickly pulled a drawer open…and she stared down at a meat mallet inside. 
 
    “Jessie…”  
 
    Jessie’s eyes widened as she heard Ethan say her name behind her.  
 
    “Ethan, did you get Burke?” Jessie asked as she turned… 
 
    Jessie’s eyes widened… 
 
    As she covered her mouth in terror… 
 
    To see Ethan, standing in the kitchen. The baby doll masked figure standing behind him…with their bowie knife to his throat. Their other hand placed tightly on his right shoulder, holding him in place.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” Jessie sobbed. “Please, don’t hurt him! Please!”  
 
    “No, do what you want to me! Don’t hurt Jessie! Please just let her go!” Ethan said, frozen in terror as he felt the cold blade of the bowie knife against his warm throat.  
 
    The figure then lowered their knife from Ethan’s throat slowly…as Jessie watched in terror…her heart pounding inside of her chest. Ethan let out the breath he was holding in…as he closed his eyes in relief.  
 
    The figure then brought the knife back up…and slashed it across Ethan’s throat from behind. 
 
    “NO!” Jessie cried out as she sank to her knees onto the bloody tile floor. The figure shoved Ethan forward as he collapsed onto his back in front of Jessie. Jessie quickly crawled to him…as she watched the blood gush from the gapping slash across his throat. “No, please! Ethan, stay with me!” Jessie sobbed as she placed his head onto her lap…and pressed her hand tightly against the slash in his throat, struggling to stop the bleeding. Jessie stared down into Ethan’s eyes as the blood gushed through her fingers. It was too deep. She couldn’t stop this…it was inevitable. “Please, Ethan. Please don’t leave me, please!” Jessie sobbed. Ethan’s hand wrapped tightly around Jessie’s…as his eyes widened…and he took his last breath.  
 
    Ethan…was gone. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Jessie sobbed as she rested her forehead onto Ethan’s. “I love you, Ethan. I love you so much,” Jessie cried. She lifted her eyes from Ethan’s as she watched the two black boots step in front of her. Jessie slowly looked up…and into the baby doll mask of the maniac standing before her. Jessie’s lips trembled as the warm tears streamed down her red cheeks. She watched as the figure slowly grabbed the bottom of their mask. Jessie slowly stood to her knees, her dress covered in Ethan’s blood…as she watched the figure remove their mask. Jessie covered her mouth with her bloody hands…as she stepped back in shock. Jessie stared back into the dark eyes of… 
 
    Melissa Newman. 
 
    “Mrs. Newman,” Jessie said as she backed away, her hands trembling at her side. Why? Why would she do this…all of this? The questions swirled through Jessie’s head as she stared back at Melissa in shock.  
 
    “Are you really that surprised? All those horror movies you watch, I figured you’d see this ending coming from a mile away,” Melissa smirked as she bit the tip of the bloody bowie knife in her hand. 
 
    “Why? Why did you do this?” Jessie cried as her lips trembled. 
 
    “Did you even know your friends at all, Jessie? Did you even know who they were?” Melissa asked as her dark eyes narrowed onto Jessie. Melissa dropped the baby doll mask to the floor as she inched closer. 
 
    “You…you killed Riley,” Jessie said softly. 
 
    “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Jessie. It wasn’t supposed to go this far. It was all supposed to end with Riley that night at Blake’s,” Melissa growled.  
 
    “Why? Why kill Riley? Why kill any of my friends? Why do all of this?” Jessie sobbed…as she backed away. Her bloody hands moved behind her slowly…and wrapped around the open drawer behind her…the meat mallet inside.  
 
    “You know how many times me and Alex tried, Jessie? We tried over and over and over again to have a baby. And then I found out…that I couldn’t. I couldn’t have kids. In the blink of an eye, my entire future…my dreams of having a child were dashed. Everything I ever wanted…gone,” Melissa cried. “And then I found a text in Alex’s phone…from Riley. She told him that she was pregnant…with his child. She said she was going to keep it and she was going to tell everyone who the father was. I couldn’t have that. I couldn’t lose my husband…my life…everything that I’ve worked so hard for. Our reputation…would be ruined. He’d lose his job,” Melissa said. “And I sat there…and thought of that child…of my husband’s seed…growing inside of that disgusting little bitch. She had everything I wanted! I wanted a family! I wanted to have a baby! I wanted to have a child! To think of her…with Alex’s baby…it was too much. I couldn’t let her keep it. So, I snuck into the party that night. I found her in the master bathroom upstairs. I tried to talk her out of it. I told her I knew everything and that she needed to get rid of that bastard of a child. I even offered to pay for the damn abortion! But, no! She wouldn’t listen! She wouldn’t fucking listen, Jessie! She spat in my face! She told me that none of this would have happened if I could keep my husband happy! If I had been the wife that I should have been. And…clearly…I lost my temper. You know how that conversation ended,” Melissa smirked as she wiped her tears. 
 
    “But why Reese? Why Blake and Quinn and everyone else? Why?” Jessie asked as her hand slowly tightened around the meat mallet inside of the drawer behind her.  
 
    “I sent Reese that locket as a, shall I say, peace offering? I figured I was doing her favor by giving her the one thing that was left of her sister. But she just had to stick her little nose where it didn’t belong. When she started digging…when she started trying to figure out what happened…I couldn’t risk it. And then, she got all of you involved. She started putting the idea into your heads. I couldn’t let that happen, Jessie. I had to kill every last motherfucker that might have known about the baby; that might have known about Riley and Alex. I mean, my God, Riley couldn’t keep her legs closed, let alone her mouth. I had to cut every damn loose end. Reese was supposed to be the last. But you…you and Ethan both kept at it. You kept digging. That’s when I knew that I had to finish this. I had to do this…for myself…for my life. Why do you think I kept Burke alive…well, for now? He’s the perfect scapegoat. The perfect killer. He’s already got a gigantic target on his back. Everyone already thinks he killed Reese,” Melissa snapped. Melissa stepped closer to Jessie as she lifted her anchor necklace with the tip of her bloody bowie knife. “How does it feel, Jessie; to have your life shattered into a million pieces? How does it feel to lose everything you cared about?” Melissa asked as her eyes burned into Jessie’s. 
 
    “Not as bad as this,” Jessie said sharply…as she tightened her grip on the handle of the meat mallet and swung it forward. The ridged edge of the meat mallet smashed into the side of Melissa’s head as she tumbled to the bloody kitchen floor. 
 
    “Ah!” Melissa cried in pain as she hit the floor with a thud. Jessie ran forward, her eyes glued to the doorway of the living room ahead. She had to escape! She had to get out of the house! Jessie glanced back as Melissa tackled her from behind. Both of them fell through the doorway of the living room…and rolled over the back of the large sectional sofa.  
 
    Jessie fell onto her back onto the sofa, Melissa on top of her. Melissa wrapped one hand around Jessie’s throat, pinning her down onto the sofa…as the other raised the bowie knife in the air…ready to strike.  
 
    Jessie then dug her manicured nails into Melissa’s forehead…and clawed down Melissa’s entire face. The deep scratches dripped with blood as Jessie grabbed both sides of Melissa’s red hair and rolled with her off the couch. Jessie slammed onto her back as Melissa straddled her on the living room floor…the coffee table right beside them. Jessie grabbed Melissa’s head…and slammed it against the corner of the coffee table beside them as Melissa let out an agonizing scream.  
 
    Jessie shoved Melissa in the chest. Melissa tumbled back, falling off Jessie. Jessie quickly turned onto her stomach and began to crawl to her feet…as Melissa’s gloved hands wrapped around Jessie’s ankles. 
 
    “Ah!” Jessie cried as Melissa tugged onto her ankles, sending her crashing down onto the floor.  
 
    “Come here, you little bitch!” Melissa screamed as she leaned back, tugging onto Jessie’s ankles. Jessie then spun onto her back and threw her right foot forward, kicking Melissa in the face. “Ah!” Melissa cried out as blood gushed from her nose from the hard blow. Jessie quickly stood up and ran towards the doorway that lead to the foyer ahead. She was almost to the front door! She was almost out!  
 
    Melissa then charged her from behind, her arms wrapping tightly around Jessie’s waist. Jessie then bent her arm and threw her elbow back as it smashed into Melissa’s eye. Melissa screamed in pain as she tumbled back onto the floor, holding her bruised eye. Jessie ran through the doorway and into the foyer…the front door just ahead. She then stopped…as she remembered… 
 
    Burke was still in the house. 
 
    If she left now…if she left him behind…he didn’t stand a chance at surviving this horrific nightmare. Jessie quickly turned from the door and rushed up the staircase. Her legs took long strides, running up the stairs as fast as her legs would carry her. Jessie looked down the hallway…as her eyes settled onto the attic door. Her chest heaved up and down as she ran towards the attic door, faster and faster, her arms pumping at her sides. Jessie quickly ran through the attic door and slammed it shut tightly behind her. She quickly turned the lock and made her way up the dusty stairs and towards the dark attic above.  
 
    “Burke! I’m here!” Jessie cried out as she leaped off the last step and ran through the messy attic. She dodged a stack of large boxes as she spotted Burke ahead, still tied to the rocking chair. 
 
    “Who the fuck is doing this?” Burke cried as Jessie quickly tugged and pulled at the tape securing his hands.  
 
    “Mrs. Newman,” Jessie snapped as she ripped the last of the tape from his hands and began to untie the ropes.  
 
    “What?” Burke asked, shocked and stunned.  
 
    “We have to go…now. Can you walk?” Jessie asked as she struggled to untie the twisted ropes around his body.  
 
    “No…I think…I think my right leg is broken. She did a number on me,” Burke said.  
 
    And that’s when she heard the loud thuds coming from the attic door below. They had to act fast…there was no more time to waste. Jessie quickly untied the last knot as she wrapped Burke’s arm around her shoulders. Burke winced in pain as he stood to his feet…limping on his right leg…all his weight, leaning onto Jessie’s side. 
 
    “Come on…I’ve got a plan,” Jessie said as she eyed an old, rusty fire poker leaned against the corner of the attic beside her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    HIDE & SEEK 
 
    Melissa stabbed her bowie knife into the wooden attic door, again and again. The wooden shards clattered to the floor as she hacked at the wood.  
 
    “Jessie, open the fucking door! You have no where to go!” Melissa yelled in anger as she continued to stab at the door. A chuck of the wood fell to the floor. Her hand would fit through the tiny hole perfectly. Melissa reached her gloved hand through the hole and turned the lock on the other side. Melissa raised her knife…and shoved the door open slowly as it creaked on its old hinges.  
 
    Melissa slowly stepped forward and inched up the dark staircase. Her knife, raised…ready to strike. Melissa stepped up into the dark attic as her eyes scanned the room. She turned to a white sheet hanging in front of her and ripped it off…to reveal a tall bookcase.  
 
    ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are!” Melissa smirked. “You’ve got no where to run, Jessie!” Melissa smirked coyly. 
 
    Melissa moved deeper into the attic as she kicked over a large stack of boxes. Her eyes scanned the dark attic, searching for her prey. She snatched a white sheet beside her, ripping it through the air…to reveal an old, ripped lounge chair.  
 
    “Don’t make this harder than what it has to be, Jessie! You know how this is going to end!” Melissa said as she spotted the old rocking chair ahead. She stepped towards it as she stared down at the rope and ripped duct tape that sat along the attic floor. Melissa’s eyes slowly drifted up, staring out through the large window at the night sky. Melissa then kicked the rocking chair as it tumbled forward, crashing to the floor. “The longer you hide, the angrier I get, Jessie! And the angrier I get, the slower I’m going to fucking kill you, bitch!” Melissa screamed in rage as she spun around, ripping the white sheets surrounding her…one by one. The sheets danced through the air around her and fell to the dusty floor as she ripped at the sheets…again and again. 
 
    But nothing. 
 
    Jessie and Burke were no where in sight. Only the weathered furniture and ripped boxes. Melissa’s chest heaved up and down as she spun around, her eyes scanning the dark corners ahead.  
 
    “OK, Jessie! You’re really starting to piss me the fuck off!” Melissa screamed at the top of her lungs, veins sticking out through the sides of her neck. 
 
    “And how do you feel about that?” a soft voice asked sarcastically from behind her. Melissa quickly spun around… 
 
    As Jessie swung the fire poker forward. The sharp tip smashed into Melissa’s head as she tumbled to the floor in front of the large attic window. Melissa quickly stood to her feet, her teeth grinding with rage…as her eyes lifted…to see Jessie charging towards her, the fire poker tight in her hand.  
 
    Jessie stabbed the fire poker forward, as the sharp tip plunged into Melissa’s stomach…and out through her back. Blood splattered onto the window behind Melissa as she tumbled back. Melissa’s back slammed into the large window as the glass shattered behind her. Jessie watched as Melissa’s body fell back out through the attic window.  
 
    Melissa’s body fell from the attic window and slammed onto the roof below. Her lifeless body then rolled over the edge, tumbled through the air…and smashed onto the top of Ethan’s car parked below. The entire roof dented beneath Melissa’s dead body as the glass of the windows shattered from the heavy weight. The glass flew from their frames and scattered along the gravel below.  
 
    Jessie’s chest heaved up and down as she stared through the broken attic window and down to Melissa’s dead body that laid on top of Ethan’s mangled car. It was over…it was all over. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Burke asked quietly. Jessie spun around and walked towards a table covered with a white sheet in the corner. She threw the sheet off…to reveal Burke hidden beneath the old, weathered table.  
 
    “I’d hope so. If not, she’s going to have a nasty case of tetanus from that rusty fire poker,” Jessie smirked as she leaned down and grabbed Burke’s arm. Jessie helped Burke to his feet as he rolled his eyes. 
 
    “God, you have a sarcastic response for every situation, don’t you?” Burke said as he wrapped his arm around Jessie’s neck and limped to his feet. Jessie walked by his side slowly towards the attic stairs ahead. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been saving that one for a while,” Jessie smirked.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    AFTERPARTY  
 
    Burke and Jessie both sat on the wooden steps of the front porch and stared forward at Melissa’s dead body still laying on top of Ethan’s car, the fire poker still sticking out from her stomach. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s two-thirty-five Meadow Brooke Lane,” Jessie said into her cellphone that was placed against her ear. Jessie ended the call as she looked to Burke by her side. 
 
    “Knowing the cops in this town, it’ll be about thirty fucking minutes,” Burke smirked. Jessie smiled softly as she rested her head onto Burke’s shoulders. Her smile slowly faded as she held the diamond anchor emblem hanging from her necklace tightly in her hand. “Did Ethan get that for you?” Burke asked softly. Jessie lifted her head from Burke’s shoulder as she nodded sadly. 
 
    “Yeah, he did,” Jessie said, her voice hoarse from screaming and crying.  
 
    “You know you meant the world to him, Jess,” Burke said. “He loved you a lot.” 
 
    “I know he did. I just wish…I just wish he was here to say it one last time,” Jessie said as she looked to Burke beside her, a tear running down her cheek. 
 
    “I wish the same damn thing about Reese,” Burke said as he stared forward, his eyes growing teary. The crickets chirped through the tall pine trees surrounding the Tanner house as Jessie looked up at the full moon above. 
 
    “They’re still here, ya know,” Jessie said softly. 
 
    “What?” Burke asked as he looked to Jessie beside him. 
 
    “They’re still here. Maybe not right in front of us. But in here,” Jessie said as she placed her hand onto her heart. “If you ever want to talk to her…if you ever feel like you have no one to talk to; just touch your heart, and she’s there. She’ll always be there…with you…right by your side,” Jessie said as she smiled through her tears. Burke smiled softly and nodded as the tears ran down his cheeks.  
 
    “When did you get so sentimental?” Burke asked sarcastically as he wiped his eyes.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I’ll still kick your ass,” Jessie giggled as Burke smirked. “But that’s something I always try to remember. I know it doesn’t make it any easier…but it helps you feel a little less lonely…a little less lost,” Jessie nodded. 
 
    “Killer party, wasn’t it?” Burke smirked, breaking the serious tone surrounding them.  
 
    “I prefer the afterparty,” Jessie smiled through her tears as Burke laughed. Jessie rested her head onto Burke’s shoulder…both staring up at the full moon.  
 
    The police sirens right down the road cut through the silence of the peaceful night…growing louder and louder as the crickets slowly grew silent around them. Help was almost there. This nightmare was all over.  
 
    Jessie grabbed the tiny diamond anchor hanging from her necklace…brought it to her lips…and gently kissed it.  
 
    Ethan was still with her. 
 
    He always would be. 
 
    Forever in her heart.  
 
    Forever her anchor.  
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