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Life could change on an exhale. One second she was listening to Gabby’s chatter, 

the next, Bree was dead at their feet.  

A little over an hour ago, they’d all been sitting here, on the very couch Gabby 

now huddled on, talking about the future. Her life as Gabby’s guardian about to begin.  

The little girl whimpered. Her body rocking in small, rapid motions. Eyes wide but 

vacant.  

Teyla’s hands shook as she reached for the tangerine throw from the back of the 

couch and tucked it around Gabby. “It’s going to be okay, Baby. I know you’re scared.” 

So am I.  

The horror that whiplashed through her earlier settled on her chest like a lead ball, 

each breath an agonizing wheeze. “I’ll figure something out.” She forced confidence she 

didn’t have into her voice. The only comfort there was at the moment. Pretend 

confidence.  

“She’s dead.” Gabby’s green eyes glistened with unshed tears. She hadn’t said a 

word since Bree’s… what? Fall? Accident? Murder?  

What were you mixed up in, Bree? She couldn’t get the question out of her head. 

She stood up, but Gabby grabbed her hand. “Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave 

me.” 

“I’m just getting water. I’ll be right back.” Teyla patted her hand. 

“No! You can’t leave me alone.” 
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Teyla needed to think. Needed a few minutes alone to gather her thoughts. She 

needed space. “It’s ok. The door’s locked. See?” She pointed to the three deadbolts and a 

door chain, all fixed in place. “No one knows where we are. Or who we are. I’m going to 

get you some water and I’ll be right back.” She grabbed the backpack from the floor. “Do 

you have something special in here?”  

Gabby nodded. 

Teyla reached a hand inside and rifled through the contents until she landed on 

something warm and fuzzy. Pulling out a well-loved stuffed white rabbit, a nostalgic 

smile softened her expression. She’d given it to Gabby the first time Bree took her and 

left. “Hug this, and I promise, I’ll be right back.” 

Alone in the kitchen, she took huge gulps of air, but her chest rose and fell so fast 

she was in danger of hyperventilating. She ran her hands through her hair. Tried to center 

herself, but nothing worked. Panic rose until it nearly choked her.  

Bree was dead. Most likely killed by the guy behind the plastic. Whoever he was. 

She rested her hands on the counter and leaned, head down. Enough. She could do this. 

Had to do this. That broken little girl in there needed her to be strong.  

Think. What did people do in situations like this? Hysterical laughter gurgled at the 

back of her throat. Did people typically have the dead body of their best friend fall at their 

feet?  
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She shifted her weight against the floor. Call the police. Report a death. Possible 

murder.  

Then again, most people didn’t have an arrest history. 

“Teyla, I need you.” 

A sharp intake of breath stuttered through her nose. “Coming.” She filled two 

glasses with water and set them on the counter.  

If she went to the police, they would want her information and Bree’s. Given their 

shared past with the cops, they likely wouldn’t believe a word she said.  

And there was always the risk they would take Gabby away from her.  

Okay, no cops. Guilt immediately clawed through. How long would Bree be out 

there before someone found her? She couldn’t think about that right now. Bree was dead. 

Gabby was alive and terrified. That was her main focus. 

She picked up the water and went back to the living room where Gabby curled in 

the corner of the couch, TV remote in hand, a zombie’s stare on her face as the channels 

clicked by one after the other. The poor baby was in shock.  

“Wait. Wait. Go back.” She placed the glasses on the coffee table. 

Gabby thumbed the button until Teyla took the remote from her, blocked her view 

and flipped back to the local news.  
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A somber reporter spoke to the camera. A yellow crime scene tape flapped under 

the bright lights behind her. Men and women in black uniforms scurried in a flurry of 

activity. The building where Bree had fallen loomed over everything.  

“…The police say the death is due to what appears to be a drug deal turned sour. 

There is no immediate threat to the public. Back to you, Sonja.” 

Of course, the cops assumed drugs. They probably already knew who Bree was 

and wrote her off.  

Teyla handed the remote back to Gabby.  

What a mess. Her fingers curled around her thumb, kneading and flicking in a 

nervous twitch. Would they come after her? She dismissed the notion. She’d legally 

changed her name three years ago when she was trying to find a job, and her arrest record 

made it impossible. They’d have no reason to track her down.  

She needed a plan. No job, no money, and no big payday coming. Too tired to 

think, she glanced at her watch and shoved all of it into the Tomorrow Column. They 

both needed sleep.  

“Let’s go to bed.” She gabbed the backpack and turned off the TV.  

Gabby followed without a protest.  

“Are your jammies and toothbrush all in this bag? I bet your mom…” Her voice 

trailed away. Bree might not have been mother of the year, but she’d been Gabby’s 

world. “I mean, I bet your suitcase is in the bedroom.” 
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Gabby pointed to her backpack. 

“All of your stuff is in here?” 

Gabs nodded. 

Teyla dropped the bag on the bed and dug around for the bedtime paraphernalia. 

Her knuckles scraped against something on the bottom of the bag. Was it part of the 

bottom?  

She dumped everything out, peered inside, and ran a hand along the seam. 

Definitely something under there. The pocketknife from the nightstand sliced through the 

flimsy fabric with ease. A short white envelope with Bree’s scribble was tucked behind 

the material.  

A quick glance showed Gabby curled on her side, still dressed, but eyes closed. 

Hopefully, she’d find peace in sleep. 

Teyla slipped from the room and turned on the lamp before she dropped into her 

chair. She ripped open the envelope and slipped the folded paper from inside. A small 

key fell to her lap.  

Dear Tey,  

If you’re reading this, I guess I’m gone. Or you’re snooping in Gabby’s things. I 

hope it wasn’t a painful death. And not something that made me look like the Bride of 

Frankenstein.   
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Teyla snorted. Leave it to Bree to worry about how she looked in death. The image 

of her body bent over the construction spike, swirled a wave of nausea in the pit of her 

stomach. She forced her attention back to the letter.  

No clue what happened. Probably not something good. And if that’s the case, you 

need to keep Gabby safe. I lied. I used her in my schemes. A lot. If my death is suspicious, 

be alert. Any number of those suckers could want me gone. I hope it ends with me, but if 

whoever did this believed my lies, they may come after Gabs. Everything you need to find 

her father is in a safe-deposit box at Summit Bank, the one near Fisherman’s Wharf.  

Bree. 

Teyla dropped the paper on her lap. There was so much in those few words. Bree 

had used Gabby to con men into believing they were her father. Just has she suspected. Is 

that what this was all about? Did she finally con the wrong guy? 

And there was no way in hell Gabby would ever meet her sperm donor. If he’d had 

his way, Gabby never would’ve taken her first breath. What on earth made Bree think 

he’d care enough to protect her now?  

Men with wealth and power had no problem walking away from the women they 

used and their babies. She needed to look no further than her own father to know that 

truth. 

She turned out the light and closed her eyes. First light, she and Gabby would head 

to the bank.  
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 The next morning, they exited Summit Bank, a large manilla envelope gripped to 

Teyla’s chest. She hadn’t wanted to open it in front of prying eyes. But her fingers itched 

to dig into to it. 

Once in the car, she didn’t hesitate to rip it open. She gasped. Stacks of cash. There 

had to be at least three thousand dollars, if not more. Along with another note. 

Tey,  

Again, if you’re here I’m gone. Here’s the info on Gabby’s father. I’ve followed 

him from time to time. She’ll be safe with him.  

I know you’re alone now. Don’t stay that way. You were always a better person 

than me. You deserve to be happy.  

A name and address in Minnesota were the only signature.  

The asshole finally had a name. 

“Hold this, Baby.” She handed the envelope to Gabby and put the car in drive. The 

twelve mile ride home was quiet. Teyla’s mind raced.  

She circled the block once, waiting for the perfect spot. But something was off. 

Kinda like that What Doesn’t Belong game. She paused at the stop sign before making 

the right hand turn.  

A Ford Explorer sat across the street and down the hill. Two people inside. Her 

heart pounded. Being observant was in her DNA and she knew just about every car and 

owner in a three block radius. She’d never seen that one before.  
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She licked her lips, sirens blared in her head. This wasn’t good. At the last minute, 

she went straight. The next corner, she turned right and kept making right turns until she 

came out on the alley just behind the SUV. Two men. One stared at her apartment 

building, the other seemed to scan the streets.  

Old instincts kicked in. There was no going home. She made a quick left turn.  

Bree had pissed off someone pretty important, or they wouldn’t have found them 

this fast. She had no idea where they’d go, but one thing was sure, Gabby’s father was 

not an option.  

Santa Clause and his reindeer would fly through the night sky before she’d let 

Gabs meet Max James.  

 


